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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

I. THE IMPORTANCE OF THIS STUDY 

The passive faith view of saving faith has recently become an important element in the 
development of free-grace theology.  Such stalwarts as Jody Dillow and Bob Wilkin are teaching 
it1, as well as at least three professors at CTS.  The view presents itself as required by certain 
passages, notably Acts 28:24 and Rom.4:4-5.  This alone makes an examination of the view 
worthwhile.  The theological benefits of this view are also significant: if true, it precludes 
Arminian and Calvinist views of faith (along with the attendant lordship salvation theology), it 
answers how saving faith can be an ability intrinsic to man and yet not be a work, and it 
maintains a rational basis for human responsibility.  This view is not, however, without its 
difficulties.  For reasons that will be explained in detail below, the interpretation of commands to 
believe is one of the chief areas of potential difficulty.   

II. THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY 

Proving the passive faith view is not the purpose of this study.  The goal of this study is 
to survey the New Testament commands to believe and explore their apparent difficulties 
relative to the passive concept of faith.  We will demonstrate that not only do commands to 
believe pose no fatal difficulties to this view of faith, but that such a use of language is a normal 
feature of human language and of NT Greek.  

III. DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 

Because of the importance of the definition of faith to this study, it will be discussed in 
detail in Chapter II below.  It suffices to say here that the nouns faith and belief, and the verbal 
ideas to have faith and to believe, will be used interchangeably.  As we will see, this paper will 
not recognize multiple kinds of faith, only faith in different propositions, some of them salvific 
and others not.  This notion has been ably defended elsewhere.2 Saving faith, then, will be faith 
in a saving proposition.  Regarding the propositions themselves, this paper will use the term 
saving proposition to refer to any proposition containing (at least) the irreducible minimum of 
content that a person must believe in order to receive eternal life.3  Such a proposition may also 
contain information superfluous to that result, so long as it contains nothing that impinges on the 
necessary elements. 

                                                
1 "Transcript from On-Line chat with Dr. Jody Dillow on October 18, 1999"  Dillow states the signal tenets 

of this view, and Wilkin interacts favorably with Dillow's statements.  See also Wilkin’s Confident in Christ 5-7. 
2 Clark, Faith and Saving Faith. 
3 Delineating the exact content of the irreducible minimum is an important pursuit, but it falls outside the 

scope of this paper. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PASSIVE FAITH VIEW 

And some were persuaded by the things which were 
spoken, and some disbelieved. 

-Acts 28:24 

I. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will survey the significant features of the passive faith view.  Again, positive 
verification of this concept is not the goal of the paper; rather, this paper addresses one set of 
objections to it.  What follows is a brief statement of the position, not a comprehensive defense. 

II. THE DEFINITION OF FAITH 

Acts 28:24, quoted above, is one of the key verses for this definition of faith.  In this 
passage, Paul has presented his message to the Jewish community of Rome.  Verse 28 describes 
the reaction of that community: “And some were persuaded by the things spoken, but others 
disbelieved.”  Response to the gospel message is a binary issue: one believes it, or he does not.  
We can set up a two-box grid, and every person on earth fits into one of the two boxes.  In a 
passage like John 3:18, the linguistics of this are simple because the same verb (pisteuw) is used 
positively and negatively: 

Believes 

Does not believe 

 The linguistic difficulty in Acts 28:24 is that two different verbs are used, one positive 
and one negative: 

Some were persuaded  

 Others disbelieved 

These verbs are essentially equivalent.  The grid can be filled in, as below: 

Some were persuaded Some believed 

Others were not persuaded Others disbelieved 

The two positive statements on the top row are equivalent, as are the two statements on 
the bottom row.  Persuasion and belief are the same thing. 4 

                                                
4 This equation can also be found in 2 Tim. 1:12 
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Another passage from which this view comes is Rom.4:4-5, which clearly establishes that 
works and belief/faith are mutually exclusive in salvation: one cannot believe.  We must be 
careful not to import a technical definition of work here: recall that chapter 2 shows that the 
notion of work includes both punishable evil works (“those who are self-seeking and do not obey 
the truth, but obey unrighteousness”) and rewardable good works (“those who by patient 
continuance in doing good seek for glory, honor and immortality.”)  What, then, is the definition 
of a work?  I submit that it could hardly be more simple: work is an act, something one does.  
Does this include mental acts?  Oh, yes.  Is not thinking, for example, hard work?  Is it not 
something that one does?5  Faith, on the other hand, is not a work, that is, it is not something one 
does, not even mentally. 

Rather, in this view, faith is defined as passive persuasion, with no exercise of the will 
involved in the faith itself.  As Dillow states it, “…faith itself is not an exertion of the will—
rather it is the consequence of looking at the object.”  He further explains, “Faith is the 
persuasion which comes as a result of reflection on the object resulting in reliance upon that 
object…the key concept seems to be persuasion, reliance, and conviction—all these things are 
things which ‘happen’ to us.  We do not create them.”6 Thus saying “I believed” is the semantic 
equivalent of saying “I was persuaded,” with the latter being the more precise, if more wordy, 
expression.  

III. CONSTITUTIONAL ABILITY 

A skeptic might well ask, “If faith is not volitional, how is it possible for one to believe?”  
The answer is present in germ in Dillow’s statements above.  Persuasion happens (or does not 
happen) automatically when a person willingly considers the potential object for belief, in this 
case the saving proposition.  That is, a person is constitutionally able to be persuaded, given a 
persuasive stimulus.  There are two main lines of evidence for this. 

Argument from the Hindrance of Satan 

It is beyond argument that Satan actively seeks to keep people from considering the 
gospel.  Scripture describes this “ministry” of Satan in at least two ways.  In 2 Corinthians 4:4 
describes Satan as blinding the mind of the unbeliever, “lest the light of the gospel…should shine 
on them.”7  In the parable of the sower, (Mt.13:4,19 // Mk.4:4,15) Satan snatches “the word of 
the kingdom” out of the heart of a person who hears it but does not understand it.  Luke 8:12 
adds the illuminating clause “lest they should believe and be saved.”  It is implied that they could 
believe were they not blinded.  In both of these instances, Satan exerts himself to hinder the word 
so that people will not be exposed to the gospel and understand it.  If man were constitutionally 

                                                
5 Consider the tension inherent in a gospel presentation that says “There is no work, nothing you can do to 

receive salvation.  All you have to do is believe.” 
6 “Transcript from On-Line chat with Dr. Jody Dillow on October 18, 1999” 
7 Note that this interpretation of the verse seems rather unlikely from the English text, but it is in fact 

sound.  It rests on a diagramming in which eivj to. mh. auvga,sai is understood to modify evtu,flwsen rather than the 
genitive phrase tw/n avpi,stwn.  The latter is a substantive adjective functioning as a parenthetical description of oi-j, 
and is unlikely to be the antecedent of an adverbial modifier.  A better rendering would be, “But even if our gospel 
is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing, whose minds the god of this age has blinded, ([that is] the 
unbelievers) lest the light of the gospel…should shine on them.” 
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unable to believe, as our Reformed brethren would have it, Satan would have no reason to do 
this.  Therefore man is constitutionally able to believe.  An additional argument addressed 
specifically to the Reformed theologian comes from Romans 6:17, which states that the Romans 
believed the gospel while they were still slaves of sin.  This is impossible from a Reformed 
perspective, since slavery to sin is precisely what a man must be delivered from before he is 
capable of believing (the reason for the teaching that regeneration precedes faith).  However, if 
fallen man is still constitutionally able to believe, the verse makes perfect sense.  This is also true 
of Ephesians 2:1-9, which properly understood states that an unregenerate man is made 
spiritually alive through faith.8 

Argument from the Universal Drawing, Command, and Conviction and from God’s 
Desire 

  Jesus made it clear in John 12:32 that once He was crucified, He would draw all to 
Himself.  In his speech to the Athenian philosophers, Paul clearly states that God “commands all 
men everywhere to repent.”  The Holy Spirit convicts the world of “sin, because they do not 
believe in Me [Christ].”  Each person of the Trinity reaches out to the whole world.  
Furthermore, it is clear in Scripture that God desires that all men be saved.  It can be argued from 
this that God regards the world as capable of responding.  It should be noted here that this view 
distinguishes between constitutional ability to believe, which men have, and volitional ability to 
believe, which they lack.  This will be discussed in more detail below. 

IV.  RESISTIBLE GRACE 

A skeptic might also ask a second, and equally valid, question: “If faith is not volitional, 
how does one not believe?”  Based solely on the above discussion, it would seem that everyone 
who hears the gospel would believe it, yet we know that this is not the case.  The teaching of 
resistible grace answers this question. 

This model does not regard saving grace as coercive or manipulative in any sense.9  A 
human being is fully capable of refusing to consider God’s revelation, including God’s offer of 
saving grace, even though it is right in front of him.  The biblical evidence amply supports this 
contention. In Acts 9:5, Christ addresses Saul with the statement “It is hard for you to kick 
against the goads.”  This is clear evidence of an unregenerate man resisting (effectively, up to 
that point, but with difficulty) God’s call to Him.  Saul was very familiar with the Hebrew 
Scriptures, and would have also been somewhat familiar with Christian teaching.  He was no 
doubt aware of how well the life of Jesus fit in with the predictions of the prophets, and 
struggling to maintain his convictions against the Christians in spite of that awareness.  It could 
be argued, however, that because Saul’s resistance did eventually fail, grace is still ultimately 
irresistible.   

                                                
8 For more detail on Eph. 2:1-9, see my article in CTS Journal 7:2. 
9 Despite all their sophistries to the contrary, proponents of irresistible grace cannot avoid this difficulty.  If 

God causes a man to believe, when it is entirely against the man’s nature to do so, that man’s will is either 
overpowered, which is coercion, or subverted, which is manipulation. 
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The example of the Jerusalemites of Jesus’ day lays that objection to rest.  “How often I 
wanted to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you 
were not willing!”10  Jesus clearly desired to gather them to Himself, which would no doubt 
include their salvation.  According to His words, they refused Him, not the reverse.  One 
wonders, if He ordained that they must refuse Him, what it was He was crying about. 

V. TYING IT TOGETHER 

The following diagram illustrates the chronology of a person’s salvation according to the 
passive faith model. 

As shown above, human responsibility is preserved because a person is required to direct 
his attention to the saving proposition and to consider it seriously.  Both of these activities are 
volitional.  Refusal to consider the saving proposition seriously, as though it might be true, 
renders one incapable of being persuaded of its truth.  This is what Saul did when he kicked 
against the goads, and because it is a choice, he was responsible for it. 

Persuasion, on the other hand, is wholly involuntary, taking place automatically in the 
mind based on the evidence presented.  Belief is not an act of the will but an involuntary mental 
evaluation of the data.  

In this view, "choosing to believe" is playing mind games with oneself, agreeing to act 
and think as though something were true, regardless of whether one really believes it.  This is 
consistent with Romans 1:18ff, for example, because the men under condemnation in that 
passage are accountable precisely because they do know of God’s existence and certain of His 

                                                
10 Mt.23:37 

Chronology of Belief

Hearing

Volition

Persuasion

Person hears the gospel

Decides to
consider it
seriously

Refuses to
consider it
seriously

Is incapable
of being

persuaded

Message is
not

persuasive

Message is
persuasive
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attributes, and yet they refuse Him His due worship.  They “suppress the truth in 
unrighteousness” in order to live their lives in the way they prefer, but deep down they still know 
the truth.  God has persuaded them of His existence.  They can suppress it, deny it, and choose to 
live as though it isn’t true, but at bottom they believe the truth.  They are persuaded. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE GENERAL ARGUMENT 

I.  SURVEY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT DATA 

What Christians and non-Christians alike believe is important to God.  Consequently the 
New Testament bulges with commands to believe, both explicit and implicit.  The commands 
dealt with here hardly exhaust the supply; they are only a (hopefully) representative sample.  The 
commands are categorized according to whether they are explicit or implicit, then according to 
whether they are positive or negative. 

Explicit Commands to Believe 

There are 15 imperative uses of pisteu,w in the NT.11  Of those, eight are explicit, positive 
commands to believe something.12  For example, in Mark 1:15, John the Baptist calls his 
audience to “Repent and believe in the gospel.”  In John 4:21 Jesus exhorts the Samaritan 
woman at Sychar, “Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when you will neither on this 
mountain nor in Jerusalem worship the Father…” There are other expressions that fit this niche 
as well.  For example, Jesus tells his disciples to have faith (e;cete pi,stin) in God, and exhorts 
Thomas “be…believing” (mh. gi,nou a;pistoj avlla. pisto,j).13  There are also commands not to 
believe, directed against false messiahs and false prophets, except for John 10:37, where Jesus 
challenges his detractors to reject Him if He does not live up to His claims.14   

Implicit Commands to Believe 

The bulk of the NT commands to believe do not use the words pistij or pisteu,w, but that 
is the intent of the command.  For example, Paul’s command in Romans 6:11 to “reckon 
yourselves to be dead indeed to sin, but alive to God…” certainly implies a command to 
Christians to believe themselves dead to sin.  Likewise, the command to bondservants to “count 
their own masters worthy of all honor” is a command to believe that the master is worthy of 
honor.  There are a number of other words in this category (see Appendix B for further 
information), but these examples will suffice to demonstrate the fact of its existence. 

 

 

 

                                                
11 Bibleworks morphology search. 
12Mark 1:15, 5:36, 11:24, Luke 8:50, John 4:21, 12:36, 14:1,11.  John 10:38 arguably denotes purpose, and 

Acts 16:31, although positive, occurs in answer to a question.  Its imperative force may therefore be lessened 
considerably. The remaining five are negative. 

13 Mark 11:22, John 20:27, respectively 
14 Matthew 24:23,26, Mar, 13:21, 1 John 4:1.   
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II. THE GENERAL ARGUMENT 

Moral Freedom 

Before getting into the argument proper, it will be necessary to discuss the idea of moral 
freedom.  Plantinga has discussed this very issue so clearly and briefly that it would be criminal 
not to quote him directly: 

If a person is free with respect to a given action, then he is free to perform 
that action and free to refrain from performing it; no antecedent conditions and/or 
causal laws determine that he will perform the action, or that he won’t.  It is 
within his power, at the time in question, to take or perform the action and within 
his power to refrain from it.  Freedom so conceived is not to be confused with 
unpredictability.  You might be able to predict what you will do in a given 
situation even if you are free, in that situation, to do something else.  If I know 
you well, I may be able to predict what action you will take in response to a 
certain set of conditions; it does not follow that you are not free with respect to 
that action.  Secondly, I shall say that an action is morally significant, for a given 
person, if it would be wrong for him to perform the action but right to refrain or 
vice versa… Further, suppose we say that a person is significantly free, on a given 
occasion, if he is free with respect to a morally significant action.15  

The General Argument 

Back in chapter 1, one of the arguments for constitutional ability was the existence of 
commands to believe.  That argument supposed the very premise from which this one begins, 
namely that the commands to believe serve the normal function of commands.  There it was 
argued that God would not command men to believe if they were constitutionally unable to do 
so.  This argument goes one step further: God would not command men to believe if they were 
volitionally incapable of acting on the command.   

The normal function of any command is to influence behavior, perhaps even (ideally) to 
compel the commanded behavior.  Acts 17:30 clearly shows that God’s command to repent and 
believe the gospel is universal, extending to “all men everywhere.” Therefore we have two 
possible states of affairs that would satisfy the existence of commands: (1) God’s universal 
command to believe compels all men to believe, or (2) God’s universal command to believe 
seeks to exert influence on all men to believe.   

If God’s universal command to all men everywhere to believe the gospel compelled their 
obedience, then belief could be construed as involuntary, and the commands would serve a 
function: the salvation of all men.  This happy dream of the universalist is unfortunately just that 
– a dream.  Scripture is clear that all men are not saved, and that the lake of fire is eventually 
peopled not just with the fallen angels it was designed for, but with humans as well.16  So the 

                                                
15 Plantinga, 26-27 
16 Revelation 19:20, 20:10,14-15 
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command itself, in this case, does not impose belief.  It must serve some other function, namely 
to influence behavior.   

However, the passive faith view holds that belief is categorically involuntary.  If this is 
true, then in no case is a person significantly free with respect to belief.  That being true, their 
behavior, in this case to believe or disbelieve the saving proposition, is utterly beyond the 
influence of the command, which makes the command to believe entirely pointless. We have 
already seen that the existence of commands requires one of these two states of affairs.  Since the 
passive faith view renders both options impossible, goes the argument, one is forced to conclude 
that the view itself is impossible given the biblical facts of the case. 

It would seem, then, that the only possible state of affairs which is consistent with the 
existence of commands, their normal uses, and orthodoxy (which disallows universalism), would 
be one in which man is both constitutionally able to believe and significantly free to do so.  Since 
the passive faith view contradicts this state of affairs, it must be logically impossible.
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CHAPTER IV 

THE GENERAL ARGUMENT REFUTED 

I. REQUIREMENTS OF A RESOLUTION 

The argument as it now stands is listed below in the form of a series of propositions.  
This is done for the sake of clarity and also to isolate specific vulnerable links in the chain of 
argument.  We shall divide these propositions into two sets labeled Set A and Set B.  Set A deals 
with the function of the commands to believe, and Set B is an inverse proof arguing that the 
passive faith view is incompatible with the function of those commands, and must therefore be 
false.  Any orthodox attempt to resolve this difficulty must either show another use for 
commands (a denial of Set A) or show how commands to believe function to influence belief in 
the hearers (a denial of Set B). 

The General Argument: Set A 
(1) Commands to believe exist. 
(2) Some of these commands are universal in scope.   
(3) These commands must serve the normal function of commands. 
(4) The normal function of commands is to influence toward or compel behavior. 
(5) The function of the commands to believe must therefore be to influence toward 

or compel belief.   
(6) The commands do not, of themselves, compel belief. 
(7) Therefore, the function of the commands must be to influence toward belief. 

 
 

The General Argument: Set B 
(8) The passive faith view is correct. 
(9) According to the passive faith view, faith is involuntary. 
(10) If faith is involuntary, then no person is ever significantly free with respect to 

faith. 
(11) If no person is ever significantly free with respect to faith, then their belief or 

lack thereof is beyond the influence of commands. 
(12) Therefore, no person is ever influenced by a command to believe. 
(13) Therefore, the passive faith view entails a denial of proposition 7. 
(14)  Therefore, the passive faith view entails a contradiction to a known truth and is 

thus logically impossible. 
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II. REFUTATION 

In order to defend itself against this argument, the passive faith view will first deny 
propositions (4) and (7), arguing that there is a third function for commands.  This renders Set B 
irrelevant to the argument, since it assumes proposition (7).   Second, the passive faith view will 
deny proposition (11), arguing that even if Set A were correct, there is no necessary 
contradiction, because the passive faith view holds that there are controlling preconditions to 
faith, and people are significantly free with respect to those preconditions.  It should be noted 
that these two arguments are logically independent: either one of them is sufficient to invalidate 
proposition (14) and thus to destroy the general argument. 

A Third Function of Commands17 

Romans 4:15 says, “…where there is no law there is no transgression.”  Romans 5:13 
amplifies this principle, stating, “…sin is not imputed where there is no law.”  In other words, it 
is only possible for sin to be judged as sin if there is some command against it.  This is a third 
function for commands: a command establishes an impartial standard of accountability.  God can 
then judge righteously based on that standard.  But is this a function of commands to believe?  
The answer is clearly yes.  In John 16:8-9 Jesus explains that the Holy Spirit convicts the world 
of sin, specifically that they fail to believe in Him.  Further, John 3:18 establishes the 
unbeliever’s failure to believe as sufficient ground for his condemnation.  Given this third 
function for commands, proposition (7) may be dismissed.  This invalidates all of Set B, since it 
depends in turn on proposition (7). 

Controlling Preconditions 

There is another flaw in the argument from commands.  Even granting Set A for the sake 
of discussion, it does not follow that the passive faith view requires a contradiction of 
proposition (7).   This will be proven through a denial of proposition (11), that is, “If no person is 
significantly free with respect to faith, then their belief or lack thereof is beyond the influence of 
commands.”   

As was mentioned toward the end of Chapter II, there are certain activities that must take 
place before a person is capable of being persuaded of a given proposition.  First, he must hear 
the proposition, since he obviously cannot be persuaded of an idea of which he is unaware.  
Second, he must understand the proposition, or again he is incapable of being persuaded of its 
truth.  Third, he must consider the possibility of the proposition’s being true.  If he refuses to 
weigh the evidence in his mind, to consider the possibility that the proposition might be true, 
again, he is incapable of being persuaded – but this is his choice.  That is, with regard to 
consideration, a person is always significantly free.  Only after passing these three hurdles does a 
person reach the point where he is persuaded or not.  It is also important to understand that both 
hearing and understanding can be resisted in some circumstances.  Most Christians who share 
their faith have encountered people who simply refuse to listen.  Even after hearing, a person 

                                                
17 Commands may also function as a wake-up call to point out a particular lack, as the Mosaic Law was a 

tutor to lead to Christ (Galatians 3:24).  This fourth function does not really pertain directly to commands to believe, 
so it is not dealt with in detail here. 
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who does not immediately understand the message can refuse to think about it, and in so doing 
he resists reaching the point of understanding.  As a matter of fact, it is exactly at this point that 
Satan snatches the word out of their hearts.18 

Because of these necessary preconditions to faith, it is possible for a person to be 
influenced toward or away from persuasion by influencing some or all of the preconditions.  
Since consideration is always volitional (and since the other two preconditions may also be, 
depending on the circumstances), there is always a volitional precondition to persuasion.  Where 
there is volition, there is possible openness to influence, and it is therefore possible for a 
command to believe to exert its influence.  (Exactly how that influence works will be discussed 
under the grammatical argument.)  This invalidates proposition (11), and therefore the passive 
faith view does not entail a contradiction to proposition (7). 

                                                
18 Matthew 13:19 
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CHAPTER V 

THE LINGUISTIC ARGUMENT 

I. INTRODUCTION 

It is possible that an objector to the passive faith view could take a different tack, 
however.  After all, the refutation of the general argument only proves that the view is not 
logically impossible; it doesn’t even begin to prove that the commands to believe are actually 
used in the way that it requires. There are two components to this argument: the lexical argument 
and the grammatical argument. 

II. THE LEXICAL ARGUMENT 

God, we would all agree, is not the author of confusion.  Now, if God said “believe” 
when He knew that people couldn’t just decide to believe, then He didn’t really mean “believe” 
at all, but something else.  According to the passive faith view, what He really meant was “hear, 
understand and consider in order that you may be persuaded.”  If that’s what He meant, why 
didn’t He just say so?  Why deliberately visit confusion on generations of theologians through 
such an unfortunate choice of words?  God does not blunder, so that particular choice of words is 
clearly not an accident, and surely God wouldn’t do such a thing deliberately. 

Furthermore, any time a theologian says “I know what God said, but what He really 
meant was…,” we all know it’s time to run for cover (or start looking for firewood…).  This is 
perilously close to the “Has God indeed said…” that got us all in so much trouble back in 
Genesis 3.  The passive faith approach is playing dangerous word games, and not with just any 
words, but with God’s words.  This is not only intellectually dishonest, but obviously foolhardy. 

III. THE GRAMMATICAL ARGUMENT 

In each of the uses of pisteu,w cited in the survey in Chapter III above, the verb was in the 
active voice, and in all cases it took an explicit or implied direct object, either a proper noun, 
pronoun, or content clause.  Any first-year Greek student knows that active voice means that the 
subject of the verb is performing the action.  Further, since it takes a direct object, it is behaving 
like a verb of action.  “I hit X: I throw Y; I believe Z.”  From the parallel structure of those three 
clauses it is obvious that in all three cases the subject is performing an action on the direct object.  
Therefore, when Jesus says, “Repent and believe the gospel,” He is commanding His hearer to 
act intellectually in obedience to the command by choosing to believe the gospel. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE LINGUISTIC ARGUMENT REFUTED 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The linguistic argument is not nearly as strong as it first appears.  In the following 
chapter we shall see that God’s choice of the word “believe” is not at all confusing; it fits into a 
normal semantic class of commands.  Further, we shall see that the argument based on the 
grammar of the active voice is entirely groundless, because there is far more to the active voice 
than appears at first glance.  We will see that the use of pisteu,w required by the passive faith 
view is a legitimate grammatical category in the use of the Greek active voice. 

II. THE LEXICAL ARGUMENT 

The first question the lexical argument puts forward is, “Why didn’t God say, ‘Hear, 
understand and consider,’ if that’s what He meant?”  Sometimes, of course, He did.  The 
command to hear (akou,w) was an exceedingly common one in the NT, occurring 32 times, the 
bulk of those (18) in the synoptic gospels.19  The command to understand (suni,hmi, noe,w) occurs 
at least three times20 and to consider (noe,w, katanoe,w) at least four.21 

The natural question at this point is why God would not use those words all the time.  
One has to ask why God would use “believe” at all, if strictly speaking it was not belief but 
hearing, understanding and reflection that were actually in view.  This is a normal function of 
commands – it looks toward an end result, and implicitly includes whatever it takes to obtain the 
desired result.  For example, suppose a mother comes out into the backyard and sees her 
daughter Julie climbing the pine tree next to the shed.  “Don’t fall!” she calls out to her daughter.  
Now, unless Julie is a seriously unbalanced child, she will not deliberately dive out of the tree 
with intent to maim herself.  But this is not what her mother is telling her not to do.  Mom is 
telling Julie to be careful to avoid the preconditions that would lead to her falling.  Negative 
commands like those found in Matthew 24:23 or 1 John 4:1 function exactly the same way.  
They are both commands to refuse the necessary preconditions to belief: “Refuse to consider the 
possibility that the Messiah is out in the desert preaching, or that a false prophet that refuses to 
confess Jesus Christ come in the flesh is from God.”  Not only that, but by commanding the 
hearers not to believe in false messiahs and false prophets, God directly pits His own personal 
credibility against the false teachers that would draw people away from Him.      

A positive command would work the same way.  Extending the earlier example, suppose 
Mom returns to the backyard to call Julie in for dinner.  “Come in, dear, it’s dinner time!” she 
calls to her daughter.  She could have told Julie, “Climb out of the tree, walk across the yard – 

                                                
19 Bibleworks search.   
20 Combined L&N and BibleWorks search.  Matthew 15:10, 24:15, Mark 13:14 The search was not 

exhaustive for this semantic domain. 
21 Combined L&N and BibleWorks search.  Luke 12:24,27, 2 Timothy 2:7, Hebrews 3:1.  The search was 

not exhaustive for this semantic domain. 



 

 17 

that’s right, left then right, left then right – lift your feet to clear the steps up to the porch – keep 
your balance, dear, there’s a good girl – and into the house.”  But if Julie is a normal kid, there 
isn’t a need for such a detailed attention to the process of coming inside for dinner.  Indeed, she 
will hardly think about it herself.  She’ll just scramble out of the pine, collecting black pitch on 
her hands and a few scrapes along the way, dash across the yard, and come crashing into the 
house, letting the screen door slam too loudly as usual. 

So it is with a command to believe.  We don’t even pay attention to the process within 
ourselves; we just do, many times a day, without a second thought.  But when faced with a 
surviving Branch Davidian claiming that David Koresh was the messiah, we won’t believe it.  
“No, of course he wasn’t.  First of all, it’s been more than three days, and where is he, huh?  And 
anyway, Jesus warned us about guys like him.”  What are we doing?  We are refusing to 
consider the possibility that Koresh could really be the messiah.  And that is exactly what the 
command intends. 

III. THE GRAMMATICAL ARGUMENT 

Every first-year Greek student knows that the active voice means that the subject of the 
verb is performing the action.  Likewise, every Greek student that got past first year knows that 
the active voice just isn’t that simple.  Although the first-year student has captured the “normal” 
use of the active voice, there are a number of other uses for it.  With the causative active, the 
subject causes the action of the verb, but does not directly perform it.22  In the stative active, an 
active voice verb describes the subject, as in 1 Corinthians 13:4.23  Active voice infinitives “do 
not always reflect the force of the voice, especially in the ‘epexegetic’ use…”24  The active voice 
can serve a reflexive function as well.25   

Significantly, an active voice verb can also be used in cases where the action is 
involuntary.  When Jesus said, “Little girl, I say to you, arise [e;geire],”26 the girl rose up from the 
dead, something she could hardly be said to have chosen to do.  The fish in Matthew 17:27 
doubtless would rather not have come up, but Peter’s hook was in its mouth. 

The fish Peter caught bridges into another category: the active for passive of another 
verb.27 In this use, the active form of the verb actually used is semantically equivalent to the 
passive verb it is replacing.  For example, rather than saying, “take the first fish that is brought 
up,” Jesus said, “Take the first fish that comes up.”   The passive expression conveys slightly 
more information, but both ways of saying it are accurate within normal tolerances for everyday 

                                                
22 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 411.  He gives Matthew 5:45 as an example:  “He…sends 

rain on the just and the unjust.”  Literally translated in the “normal” sense of the active voice, it would read 
“He…rains on the just and the unjust.”  The reader was clearly intended to understand that God was causing the rain 
to fall, not hovering over the earth in the form of a heavenly watering can. 

23 Wallace, 412.  Robertson, 802,  recognizes this category as the impersonal active. 
24 ATR, 802 
25 BDF, 163 
26 Mark 5:41 
27 ATR, 802-803 
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communication.  There are other verbs used in this way in the NT, as the chart below will 
demonstrate.28 

Active Voice Verb 
(translation) 

Semantic Equivalent for 
Passive Voice (translation) 

Examples 

Poie,w (do) Pa,scw (endure) Matthew 17:20, 
Galatians 3:5 

Ekpi,ptw (fall out) Acts 27:17,26,29 Ekba,llw (cast out) 
Exelhlu,qen (go out) Luke 8:2 

(none suggested29) Anabai,nw (go up, come up) Matthew 17:27 
Pei,qw (persuade)30 Pisteu,w (believe) Acts 28:24 

As shown above in the counter to the lexical argument, active imperatives of pisteu,w are 
perfectly intelligible as interpreted by the passive faith view.  The chart above demonstrates that 
there is room in NT Greek grammar for such an interpretation.   

 

 

                                                
28 These examples from Turner, 53, except as noted. 
29 Turner doesn’t suggest a particular verb for this slot, although e[lkw (draw, drag) would be appropriate.   
30 This is the disputed case, and is not listed in Turner.  It is included here to show its suggested relationship 

to other verbs in this class. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

I. SUMMARY 

This paper opened with a description of the passive faith view of saving faith.  At first 
glance, this view appears to have serious difficulties related to the existence of the commands to 
believe.  The logical objection seeks to prove the logical impossibility of the passive faith view.  
It proves to be less logical than it first appears, ignoring other possible uses for commands its 
first part and making an unwarranted assumption in its second.  The linguistic objection stems 
from the semantics of commands and from the grammar of the verb pisteu,w, and seeks to 
demonstrate that the passive faith view is incompatible with the use of the commands to believe 
in the NT.  In fact, few things could be more strikingly ordinary from a linguistic perspective 
than the use of NT commands according to the passive faith view, so the linguistic objections 
also fail to stand up to the facts. 

All of this, of course, hardly proves the passive faith view.  The evaporation of one 
particularly promising-looking set of objections does not a correct theology make.  Other issues 
remain to be debated in great depth and detail, including some of the arguments touched on in 
Chapter II above.  Some of those other issues will be decisive.  This issue, however, will not.  
The existence and nature of NT commands to believe simply does not pose any difficulties for 
the passive faith view. 

II. AREAS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

This study, while determinative within its boundaries, leaves much unexplored ground.  
The verbs within the semantic domain of commands to believe, both explicit and otherwise, has 
been studied in detail, but the commands involving noun forms with a more generic verb (gi,nou 
pi,stij, for example), still have not.  For this study of commands to be really complete, that 
ground needs to be covered.  On the affirmative side, the domains of hearing, understanding and 
considering have not.  The commands in each of those domains need to be identified and studied 
if the passive faith view is to develop a comprehensive, affirmative case for itself. 



 

 20 

APPENDIX A 

METHODOLOGY 

The raw material for the study of the semantic domain of believing was gathered from the 
BibleWorks 4.0 and print versions of L&N.  The verbs were culled out of domain 31, to “hold a 
view, believe, trust.”  BibleWorks was then used to locate imperative forms of each verb in a 
morphologically tagged version of NA27 (designated BGM).  The search results were sorted 
manually to eliminate hits not belonging to this semantic domain.   
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APPENDIX B 
Commands to Believe versus Commands to Act 

 Hearing Understanding Consideration Persuasion Obedience 

Actions to 
Perform 

“Be sober, be 
vigilant…” 

The hearer understands the 
content of the command 
and understands that those 
words claim to have come 
from God. 

The hearer considers 
the evidence that this 
command originates 
with God. 

The hearer becomes persuaded 
that the command originates 
with God. 

The hearer lives a life of 
sobriety and vigilance.31 

Propositions 
to Believe 

“Believe in the 
gospel…” 

The hearer 
understands the 
content of the saving 
proposition. 

The hearer 
seriously considers 
the possibility that 
the saving 
proposition is true. 

The hearer becomes persuaded of the truth of the 
saving proposition.  In this case, persuasion and 
obedience are the same thing.32  Lordship theology 
likes to jump levels in the chart, blurring or even 
erasing the line between this category and the 
obedience category above. 

                                                
31 The hearer must progress to this category to fulfill a command to act.  Merely believing the command is hardly adequate. 
32 At this point the hearer has fulfilled a command to believe.  He is convinced of the truth of the proposition; there is nothing more he could add to 

satisfy the command. 
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