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For salvation, the law can only curse a man (Gal. 3:10), 
but the gospel is the power of God unto salvation to ev-
eryone that believeth (Rom. 1:16). 

So it is with faith.  Faith is the activity of believ-
ing.  Faith is even an obedience to the call of the gospel.  
But faith is an activity and an obedience that is entirely 
unique from all other human activities and obedience.  
The uniqueness of faith is found in faith’s Object—Jesus 
Christ.  Faith believes in Jesus Christ (Acts 16:31) and 
embraces Jesus Christ (Belgic Confession, Art. 22).  The 
power of faith is not found in what faith does—believ-
ing, embracing, and all of its other activities—but in 
Jesus Christ, in whom faith believes and whom faith 
embraces.  The power of faith is not found in itself, but 
in the Other to whom it looks.  Therefore, the power of 
faith is not found in faith’s believing in the bread of life, 
but in the bread of life (John 6:35).  The power of faith 
is not found in faith’s knowing the Good Shepherd, but 
in the Good Shepherd (John 10:14).  It is for exactly this 
reason that the call of the gospel is what it is:  Believe in 
the Lord Jesus Christ.  By this call, God tells a broken 
sinner to put away all of his doing, his obeying, and his 
working for salvation and instead find his complete sal-
vation in Jesus Christ alone.

This is why I object to the teaching, “If a man would 
be saved, there is that which he must do.”  It turns the 
call of the gospel into just another commandment of the 
law, and it turns faith into just another work of obedi-
ence.  When the gospel is law and faith is work, there 
is no Christ and no salvation.  You have made it clear 
in your articles that this is not at all what the editorial 
meant or intended. The editorial meant that the child 
of God is called to respond to the gospel by believing in 
Jesus, and that the Spirit in a man’s heart enables him to 
do so.  A hearty, Amen. But the line of thinking that the 
editorial actually taught—“If a man would be saved, 
there is that which he must do”—goes far beyond that.

In light of my objection to that statement, you asked 
how I would finish it:  If a man would be saved….  
What?  You suggest I might answer:  “If a man desires 
to be saved, he must do nothing.”  Or, “There is nothing 
he is called to do.”  Well, I don’t mind those answers.  
They remind me of an excellent sermon by Herman 
Hoeksema.  But here is how I would answer.  When we 
are talking about salvation, about obtaining salvation, 
then the message is not our obeying and doing, but the 
message is Christ.  Not this:  “If a man would be saved, 
there is that which he must do.”  But this:  If a man 
would be saved, he must have Jesus Christ, the Savior.

Warmly in Christ,
Rev. Andy Lanning

Byron Center PRC

Response:
Rev. Lanning:
I am glad to read that you find between us areas of 
agreement.  Especially important is that you can accept 
calling faith a ‘doing,’ though only “as long as calling 
faith a ‘doing’ only means that faith is an activity, but 
in no way, shape, or form means that faith is a work.” 

You should have no fear of that.  In no place have I 
called or labeled our faith a work.  To do so, would create 
a confusion of categories.  They are to be distinguished. 

You write that we are in agreement that faith is an 
activity.  I am happy to hear that. 

You indicate that we can agree that the regenerated 
child of God is able to believe and that faith is the nec-
essary means of salvation. That is encouraging. 

You also indicate (in your third paragraph from the 
end) that faith is obedience to the gospel’s call.

Thus, in sum, we may say that you teach that 1) faith is 
an activity, 2) faith is obedience to the gospel call, 3) faith 
is a ‘doing’ (carefully defined), and 4) man actually does 
believe.  It means we have a common basis for discussion.

That said, it becomes apparent, however, that there 
are still areas where we disagree.  You state, “However, 
I still object to the teaching in your original editorial of 
October 1, 2018,” and then you list various statements 
found in my editorial and my letters of response.   For in-
stance, my statements, “If a man would be saved, there is 
that which he must do.”  And again, “…there was some-
thing [the Jews and jailer under the conviction of their 
guilt before God] were called to do, and they did it.”

I found that somewhat surprising.  Earlier you stat-
ed that you could accept calling faith a ‘doing’ as long 
as faith (our believing) was not viewed as a work; now 
you state that you find fault with the above statements.  
Evidently, you still basically object to calling faith (be-
lieving) a ‘doing’, something that one in response to the 
gospel call is called to do.  And apparently that is espe-
cially so if the word doing is found preceded by an “if” 
clause—“if you would be saved, this is what you are to 
do (by which the apostle would have meant, are called 
to do), repent and believe.”  

You state in the next paragraph that you object be-
cause you believe that my wording “changes the mes-
sage of the gospel,” which, you are convinced is “really 
what we are dealing with in this whole discussion.”

This brings us to the heart of the issue.  However, 
what we differ over is not the gospel, which is to say, the 
content of the gospel; rather, what we differ over is the 
call of the gospel.

To be sure, if what I present as the call of the gospel is 
not Reformed and confessional, which is to say biblical, 
then I am guilty of having corrupted the gospel—salvation 
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somehow depending on a man and his doing.  But if what 
I have presented is biblical and confessional, one cannot 
say that I have tampered with the gospel message.  But it 
can be said that what you are advocating is a deficient view 
of the call of the gospel, refusing to allow or countenance 
what has confessional and biblical approval.

That is the issue.
Let us see.
As you put it in your tenth paragraph, “Is the gospel 

message:  ‘If a man would be saved, there is that which 
he must do?’  I maintain that this is not the gospel.  It is 
not the good news of salvation in Christ.”

I agree with you.  That is not the gospel.  But it does 
have to with the call of the gospel.  If a man would 
be saved, there is that which he is called to do.  The 
question is, “What is he called to do?”  He is called to 
repent and believe.  And believing is always shorthand 
for “putting one’s complete trust in Christ Jesus for sal-
vation, for the forgiveness of sins, and the assurance of 
eternal life.”  To refer to repenting and believing as that 
which the hearer is called to do, is not unreformed.

Such, I maintain, is in complete harmony with the 
Reformed and biblical truth and manner of preaching.  
As is clear from his sermons on the Acts 2 passage, Cal-
vin himself had no trouble with that language and inter-
pretation.  And Calvin is not a man we would want too 
quickly to charge with teaching a work-righteousness.

To guard against any misunderstanding, first, we 
state once again the sense in which we are speaking of 
salvation.  As stated in earlier articles, we are not speak-
ing of salvation in the sense of believing in order to ob-
tain the life of regeneration or the right to enter into 
Christ’s kingdom.  Rather, we are speaking of salvation 
in the sense of laying hold on the blessings of salvation 
for one’s self, that this forgiveness that is to be found 
in Christ Jesus alone is for me, and of appropriating to 
oneself these blessings of salvation.

And second, we are speaking of believing as a ‘doing” 
in the sense that one exercises Christ’s gift of faith as re-
quired.  This is in accordance with Christ’s own words 
when He addressed the father of the demon-possessed 
lad, who asked Christ if He could do anything for his 
son.  Christ in response makes plain that the issue was 
not whether He had the power to heal and save this son.  
The issue was, “If thou canst believe, all things are pos-
sible to him that believeth” (Mark 9:22, 23).   

Could this father of himself believe?  Of course not, 
contrary to all Arminian assertions.  But could this fa-
ther believe?  Yes. Because he was a born-again child of 
God who had the seed of this faith in himself.  Which 
faith we confess to be God’s work.  What the text is 
surely underscoring as well, however, is the importance 

of actively believing, God’s gift of faith being exercised, 
as he was confronted by Christ.

What this text places before us is language that is legiti-
mate when it comes to the call of the gospel. Christ himself 
used it. Christ even uses the word ‘if’, indicating that the 
use of an ‘if’ clause in the gospel call does not make one, 
by that very fact, guilty of conditional theology.  

What the text underscores is that the father himself 
believed, doing what Christ required of him.  In preach-
ing this text, if the vital importance of faith, of one’s be-
lieving, is not stressed (be it a weak and wavering faith), 
one has failed to do full justice to the text.  The “must” 
of believing—of taking Christ at His word, of embracing 
Christ—and that being emphasized as we preach the gos-
pel, even to believers, is vital to biblical gospel preaching.

And if it is biblical, it in no way detracts from God’s 
glory or that salvation is all of grace, contrary to what 
some seem to fear.

As you lay it out in your tenth paragraph, the gospel 
is what Christ has done for sinners.  “The message of the 
gospel is never me and my doing, but always and exclusive-
ly Jesus Christ and His doing—His complete, wonderful, 
saving, redeeming doing.  And thanks be to God, this is 
what the gospel says to poor sinners such as you and me.”  

With that we are in full agreement.  Unless, that is, by 
your phrase that the gospel is always “exclusively Jesus 
Christ and His doing,” you mean that it is Jesus who 
really does the believing for us or in us.  You would insist 
you do not maintain that.  We do not doubt that is true.  
But the question is this, in the end does not what you 
object to gospel preachers having the right to say, and 
all that you would dare have them say, essentially lead to 
that conclusion?  It appears that all you would permit a 
preacher to say in gospel preaching is, “Jesus does it all.”

My point is, that to speak of our repenting and be-
lieving in terms of what we are called to do in response 
to the gospel call, namely believe, and then our doing 
that, does not contradict the fact that we confess that 
Christ has done it all when it comes to accomplishing 
and working out our salvation.  Such does not deny that 
it is He who provides the one only basis for our salva-
tion, is the One who has obtained the right to regenerate 
us, and then grants to His sheep the gift of faith.  

But as well (and this is something that is not to be 
forgotten), it is He who is really calling forth the faith, 
though it is through the mouth and words of the gospel 
preacher.

This is in accordance with the Canons, with its em-
phasis upon ‘by grace and grace alone.’  As the Canons 
declare, “Wherefore also, man is himself rightly said to 
believe and repent by virtue of the grace received.”

You ask rhetorically (in a list of parallel phrases), “Does 
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the gospel say this:  If you want to be saved, here is the obe-
dience you must render (by the Spirit’s power, of course)?” 
To which I reply, No, that is not the gospel.  The gospel sets 
before sinners who Christ Jesus is and what He, through 
His atoning death, according to the will of a righteous and 
merciful God, has done for sinners.

But having set forth the gospel, namely, that the God 
whom we have so highly offended is yet a God of mercy, 
the preacher utters the call of the gospel.  What is the 
proper response?  This: “He who with heart-felt con-
viction desires to be (would be) saved, must repent and 
believe (in the name and work of this Lord Jesus).”   

We have no reservations about the words “you must.”  
In the present dispute troubling our churches it has be-
come clear that there are those who have serious reser-
vations about the word “must” when it comes to the 
gospel call.  As though that somehow turns repentance 
and faith into a work, a work for which we take credit.  

Not so.  Why not?  Because, as you point out, faith 
is of a unique character, different from all other forms of 
obedience, a word you also indicated could be properly 
used in connection with faith (third paragraph from the 
end).  It is unique as to its activity, in that it turns away 
from self and one’s own works and worth, and it is unique 
as to its object, casting one’s self completely on the work, 
righteousness, and mercy of God found in Christ Jesus. 

And because faith, the faith we are called to exercise 
and exhibit, is unique in its character, it does not fall in 
the category of a work, nor as something on which it 
can be said our salvation depends.

We call attention to that last phrase, “nor as some-
thing on which it can be said our salvation depends,” 
because you continue to assert that my statements im-
ply that the call of the gospel suspends man’s salvation 
upon man’s doing and activity of believing.  You also 
asserted this in your first letter, only you used the words 
“depend upon” rather than “suspends.”

My reply remains the same: it does not.  Rather, the 
call of the gospel makes plain what God has most gra-
ciously joined together, namely, that the one (believing) 
has been made the means to the other (the necessary 
instrument, if you will), without which a man will not 
be saved.  By this we mean, apart from faith one cannot 
know forgiveness and approving love, appropriating it 
for oneself.  As long as Saul of Tarsus kicked against 
the pricks (the truth of the gospel and the stabbing call 
[command] to put away his work righteousness and cast 
himself completely on the mercy of God in Jesus as the 
Christ), he was not saved, which is to say, not in the 
sense of conscious union with Christ and enjoyment of 
all His benefits.

A parallel truth that reveals this connection is prayer.  

We are commanded to pray and confess our sins.  It is 
required of us.  “If you do not pray to God, confessing 
that sin, you will not be forgiven!”  Elders in discipline 
must state it that way.  Does it now follow that one is 
teaching that God is granting us what we need depends 
(or is suspended) on one’s praying?  No, but only that 
the one—prayer—is the necessary means to obtaining 
the other:  the spiritual benefits we have sought.  Why?  
Simply because God has graciously determined that that 
is how He will work.  Prayer does not make us worthy, 
and it is not something about which a spiritual man can 
or will boast.  But pray we do.  And all one can do is 
marvel that God is so gracious as to work that way.  

So it is with faith, the faith we exercise in response 
to the call of the gospel, as Christ through the preacher 
speaks powerfully, drawing His own. 

Now comes the question:  What are we preachers al-
lowed and even called to declare when we call men and 
women to believe in the Lord Jesus as their Savior and 
Lord?  Is this the sum and substance of it:  “Sirs, if you 
would be saved, you must have Jesus Christ, the Sav-
ior”?  That, of course, is how you conclude your letter.

Is that all the missionary dares to say to an inquiring 
hearer?

We realize you would also be willing to say “repent 
and believe.”  But to phrase it this way?  Is that the most 
orthodox and acceptable manner in which to describe 
the gospel call?  Does that describe the repentance and 
faith to which a convicted sinner is called?

Such is inadequate.  Faith as the act of believing is an 
embracing, a renouncing of, a turning unto, a casting of 
oneself upon Christ….  And the list could be added to.

Let me put it this way, brother Lanning:  If you are 
willing to answer the jailer’s question by using your 
own earlier definitions of faith, you would be lining up 
with Scripture’s explanation of gospel preaching.  Your 
answer to the jailer would be:  “You must believe in 
Jesus; that is, you must embrace Him, come to Him, 
cast yourself upon Him, know Him.”  If you advocate 
hesitancy against saying such, you would leave us with a 
severely truncated gospel call, limiting and muzzling the 
urgency of the gospel call as it confronts sinners.  It is 
not the language of apostolic and Reformed preaching 
through the New Testament age, to say nothing of the 
Old Testament prophets.  They were bold and challeng-
ing.  The prophets, having presented to their hearers the 
goodness, mercy, and righteousness of God, confronted 
Israel with their defilement and sins, and then in deci-
sive terms set before the hearers what their calling was.  
Yes, what they were to do if they were to be spared the 
wrath of God.  One thinks of Joel, who in the context of 
warning of the coming of that great and terrible day of 
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Salvation and good works:  All of grace
It has come as a surprise to me that the current controversy 
in our churches has been over the question of the place 
of good works in God’s work of salvation.  Most of us 
were taught the truth of this question in our covenant 
homes, our catechism classes, the preaching we heard 
every Lord’s Day and it is, as far as I am concerned, what 
I was taught in the Seminary.  It was part of our heritage 
with its glorious emphasis on sovereign grace.  That we 
face controversy over the question is puzzling to me.

Let me briefly spell out what I (and most others) were 
taught and to which I have held for nearly ninety years.

We were taught, and I still believe, that all our salva-
tion as it is given to us begins with God’s work of faith 
in our hearts by which we are united to Christ.  All the 
blessings we now receive and will receive into all eternity 
come to us from Christ, who earned them for us by His 
perfect sacrifice on the cross and powerful resurrection 
from the dead.  All is of grace alone. None is by works. 
He earned for us not only forgiveness of sins, but all the 
glory of our salvation as it will be given us in heaven.

Paul is emphatic about this in what was almost the 
theme text of our Protestant Reformed Churches: Ephe-
sians 2:8-10. Most of us can quote it from memory.  
Paul teaches that the source and fountain of salvation 
is grace—unmerited favor, for as he says in verse one, 
we are dead in trespasses and sins.  The means is faith.

Paul wants it very clear that being saved by grace 
through faith means that salvation in all its parts is a 
gift of God, a gift so great that it is not only not based 
on anything we do, but is given in spite of what we do.

Paul anticipates, however, that some in Ephesus (and 
throughout history) are going to object and insist that 

works play a major role.  Paul says, with emphasis, NO!  
Not of works.

Well, then, the objector says, What about works?  
Are we not to do them?  Isn’t it true that we must do 
good works?  Do not all the admonitions of Scripture 
imply that we can and must do good works?

Paul says, “I’ll tell you about our good works.”
First of all, remember, we are God’s masterpiece; 

God’s glorious work; the greatest and most beautiful 
work ever performed; rivaling Rembrandt’s Watchman, 
or any painting of the world’s most gifted artists.  We 
are that masterpiece from the viewpoint of what God 
makes us: saints that have a glory that is not their own, 
but radiates the glory of our Creator and Redeemer.

Of course, we do good works, Paul insists, but they 
are what makes us God’s masterpiece.  They are God’s 
masterpiece because they are the purpose of our salva-
tion:  “...created in Christ Jesus for the purpose of good 
works….”  As the Watchman shows the skill of the artist, 
so our good works show the skill of our divine Creator.  
He makes a humble praying saint out of a murderer!

So what is the source of good works?
The source is God’s counsel.  They are all ordained to 

be done in God’s eternal counsel. Further, they are earned 
for us in the cross of Christ.  And if that were not enough, 
God sovereignly determines that we should walk in them.

But if you say, “Yes, but we do them,” the answer is 
given in Philippians 2:  God works in us both to will and to 
do of His good pleasure (Phil. 2:13).  He gives us our desire 
to do them. But He also Himself works in us the doing of 
them. They are our works because they are His works.

When the minister preaches admonitions, the response 
in the heart of the believer is:  “I can’t do that. I have tried 

the Lord (“Who can abide it” [2:11]), proceeds to say 
“Therefore also now, saith the Lord, turn ye even to me 
with all your heart, and with fasting, and with weep-
ing….  And rend your hearts and not your garments, 
and turn unto the Lord your God:  For he is gracious 
and merciful…” (2:12, 13).

That is language of activity and what God’s Israel, 
with great urgency, was called to do.  “While it is to-
day!”  And those who refused?  Expect to perish.  

Again, we return to your statement, “If a man would 
be saved, he must have Jesus Christ, the Savior.”  To 
be sure, to be saved one must have the Lord Jesus.  But 
the question is, how am I saved (consciously)?  Only by 

responding in faith to the call of the gospel that has de-
clared Jesus to be the one only Savior and Lord. 

What distinguishes the elect from the reprobate, the 
spiritual from the carnal, is that they alone are able to do 
such—having been made willing in the day of Christ’s 
power.  And the saved, believing sinner is moved to give 
all the glory and credit to his Savior Lord.

That salvation is by grace and grace alone, and by 
Christ and Christ alone has not been compromised.  
And the urgency of hearkening to the call of the gospel 
has been underscored.

In interest of the fullness of gospel preaching,
Rev. K. Koole

Guest article Prof. Herman Hanko, professor emeritus of Church History and New Testament in 
the Protestant Reformed Seminary


