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 The question is: Are good works the condition to our salvation or the fruit of our 

salvation? Again we will use faith as an illustration to keep the issue clearly before us. 

 There are in particular two ways that faith is spoken of as a condition to salvation. The 

first is that our salvation in the full sense of the word is contingent upon our act of believing. We 

must believe first, and then, and only then will God save us. This means that while we are yet in 

darkness and far from the light, while we are yet dead in sins and trespasses we of ourselves 

believe, and then God saves us. This seems to have been the position of some in our churches 

when the discussion on conditions first started. It is certainly implied in the second statement of 

De Wolf. Notice: “Our act of conversion is a prerequisite to enter the kingdom of heaven.” That 

means that while we are still in darkness and far from the light, while we yet are dead in 

trespasses and sins, we can convert ourselves. And if it is true that in that spiritual state we can 

convert ourselves, it must follow that we can also exercise faith. Now we need not go into a 

detailed criticism of this contention. It is exactly the error that the fathers were fighting in the 

Synod of Dordrecht. 

 But there are some among those that now embrace conditional theology that use the 

expression “Faith is a condition to salvation” in another sense. They argue this way. Granted that 

we are saved principally in regeneration. Granted also that we have faith principally in 

regeneration. Nevertheless, in the conscious life of the Christian he must exercise that faith in 

active belief apart from the faith which is principally present in regeneration, in order to be 

saved. They say that they are not now talking of the faith that a person has in regeneration. Let’s 

forget about that for a moment. Entirely apart from that faith a person must believe if he is going 

to be saved. And if you put the question to them what they mean by salvation, since a person is 

saved already in regeneration, they usually answer that they have reference to salvation in the 

final sense of the word. They mean by salvation that final revelation of the Kingdom of Jesus 

Christ when salvation is completed in perfection. And they usually appeal to such texts as Mark 

16:16, Acts 16:31, Romans 10:9 and the like. 

 Now all this sounds very nice. And it may even sound like it is Reformed. Salvation is a 

gift of God; and therefore faith is a gift of God; but we must believe if we are ever going to be 

saved in the final sense of the word. It all sounds so good, and we are almost led to believe that it 

is true. But basically it is no different than if we can believe and must believe while in the 

kingdom of darkness in order then to be translated into the kingdom of light. 

 There are especially three things wrong with this presentation however. 

 First of all, their argument is remarkably absent from any exegesis of the texts which they 

quote. And therefore they base their view on a complete misunderstanding of the texts. In the 

second place, they separate faith which is principally present in regeneration from the so-called 

“activity of faith” in the consciousness of the believer. And finally they made the mistake of 

separating the final manifestation of salvation from the salvation principally received in 

regeneration. 

 Concerning these three we would like to say just a word. 

 As regards the texts concerned, they have been amply treated before in our papers. I refer 

those interested to the Standard Bearer Volume 26, pp. 271-275, 292-294, where Rev. Hoeksema 

discusses them rather in detail. 



 As regards the second criticism let me remark the following: 

1) That faith is first of all the bond, the spiritual bond, that unites us with Christ. The  

elect are ingrafted into Christ by faith. They stand constantly united to Christ by 

means of faith. Just as a peach branch may be ingrafted into an apple tree, so the elect 

are ingrafted into Christ. And faith is that graft that holds them together. Just as an 

electric light bulb is connected to the dynamo by a wire and receives its powers from 

the dynamo, so the elect are connected to Christ by faith and receive their life from 

Christ. This faith is wrought in regeneration by the Spirit of Christ below the level of 

our consciousness. Cf. John 15:1-5. 

2)  Secondly, therefore, faith becomes a spiritual condition of the heart of the elect. And 

this is usually called fidei potential or the potential of faith. It becomes a potential 

not yet active which makes the person able to appropriate the blessings of salvation. 

By nature, he cannot appropriate the blessings of Christ. Faith is the potential 

whereby he is made able. This too is wrought solely by God apart from anything we 

may do. Just as an acorn has the potentiality to produce an oak tree but is not an oak 

tree, so faith at this stage is only a potential to appropriate Christ although not an 

appropriating of Christ. Cf. Canons III and IV, 14: “Faith is therefore to be 

considered as the gift of God, not on account of its being offered by God to man, to 

be accepted or rejected at his pleasure; but because it is in reality conferred, breathed, 

and infused into him: or even because God bestows the power or ability to believe, 

and then expects that man should by the exercise of his own free will, consent to the 

terms of salvation, and actually believe in Christ; but because he who works in man 

both to will and to do, and indeed all things in all, produces both the will to believe 

and the act of believing also.” 

3) Therefore faith is, in the third place, composed of two elements: Knowledge and 

confidence. Knowledge is the knowledge of God as the God of our salvation. It is a 

knowledge of experience. I may know quite a little of President Eisenhower, but I do 

not know him from experience as I know my own bosom friend. The knowledge of 

God is a knowledge of the God of our salvation in Jesus Christ Who dwells in us by 

His Spirit, and therefore it is a knowledge of experience. And so it is also a 

confidence, a trust, a reliance. We trust in the God Whom we know, we rely upon 

Him for all things, we trust in Him. And again these two may never be separated from 

each other. The one is impossible without the other. They always go hand in hand. 

4) And so fourthly, faith is the instrument whereby we appropriate all the gifts of 

salvation merited by Jesus Christ. All the gifts of salvation can be summed up in one 

word, the life of Christ. And that life flows into us because of the bond that unites us 

to Him. The life of the Head flows into the body. 

Now although we may distinguish these different elements of faith in phases of faith,  

they may never be separated. That stands to reason. The bond that unites us to Christ is the 

means by which the life of Christ flows into us. And if we are living, it is only natural that we 

manifest certain signs of life. And among these signs of life is the conscious act of believing. 

Therefore, although we may distinguish we may never separate. And that is what conditional 

theology does. It separates the act of faith from the essential character of faith. Of course, it has 

to do this if faith is going to be a condition to salvation. Principally all of salvation is bestowed 

upon our hearts in regeneration. And faith is only a part of that marvelous work. So unless a 

distinction, an impossible distinction is made, how could faith ever be a condition to salvation? 



Faith is one. It develops and grows ripe and becomes conscious in the life of the child of God, 

but it remains that same faith. 

 And that leads us to the third criticism. In this connection it may be remarked that it is 

somewhat along the same line as the second. Salvation in the final sense of the word may never 

be separated from salvation as it is worked in the elect in time. In regeneration salvation is 

principally complete. So much so that Paul does not hesitate even to say in Ephesians 2:6 that the 

elect are already sitting at the right hand of God. And that salvation in regeneration is completed 

and perfected in glory. All that which is in the heart of the child of God is fully revealed in 

heaven. And therefore faith is perfected in heaven also. We do again certainly distinguish, but we 

never separate. Salvation is one word of God. And if faith were a condition to salvation in the 

final sense of the word, you would have such a nonsensical construction as the activity of faith a 

condition which man must fulfill in order for that same faith to be completed in glory. Faith is a 

condition to faith. 

 There is one more point that should be brought up. There is one way to steer clear of this 

dilemma. There is one road of escape. There is one way that would solve the conflict presented 

above. It really is the only way, and therefore it is the way that is often used. In fact, more than 

means of escape is appearing on the foreground of the writings of “the condition men.” That way 

of escape is this. The activity of faith can be separated from the rest of faith by saying that the act 

of believing is the work of man himself without any help from God. Man himself can believe. 

Apart from God’s grace, apart from the work of salvation, man can believe. That is the only 

avenue of escape. Because then that kind of faith has nothing to do with the works of God who 

“works in man both to will and to do, and indeed all things in all, produces both the will to 

believe and the act of believing also.” Then faith can be a condition to salvation. But only then. 

That is the only way it makes sense. That is the only way faith can be construed as a condition. 

And that is exactly what is happening with those who hold this doctrine. But then we are back 

where we started and we say that the very thought is blasphemy to God. It is Arminian in the 

worst sense of the word. No, faith in no sense of the word is ever, or can ever be a condition to 

salvation. 
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