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It  is  well  known,  that  lately  (1950's  and  still,  tr.)  among  us,  there  was  some  excitement  due  to
misunderstandings and differences of opinion with respect to faith. Of course, there is no way that I will
meddle in those scholarly debates, much less run ahead on the subject under consideration by synod.
However, I also noticed that during those discussions, all kinds of terms and differentiations came to the
fore. Generally,  they are in accordance with Scripture. I mean the questions about “little faith” and
“weak faith”, as well as the meaning of “being assured”, especially also in connection with the sentence
in the Catechism, “that we ourselves may be assured of our faith by its fruits” (LD 32).

It  seems  to  me,  that  gradually  we  have  given  these  terms  a  different meaning,  than  they  have  in
Scripture. Now I do not say that such should never happen. Sometimes, out of necessity, a term may be
granted a very special meaning. However, generally it does not seem desirable that, in ecclesiastical and
theological use of language, our words have a different meaning than in the Bible. Such only causes
confusion when people read the Bible. Secondly, it also soils the discussion, because people will then
likely just argue past each other. Therefore, when using a term in another than the biblical sense, it is
advisable to clearly state that. I mean, not doing so results in unclear debates about the complexity of
faith. We speak about “little faith” and “weak faith”, but then we think about what is usually called a
“faith-of-taking-refuge”. You know we often differentiate between a trusting (assured) faith and a faith
of taking refuge. Now I will not touch on how we should interpret such a distinction. I simply note the
use of it. A trusting faith is when one is assured of personally participating in the Lord Christ and His
salvation. We observe a faith-of-seeking-refuge, when someone prays for assurance and ardently desires
it, but as yet, he does not dare to make salvation his own. I figure that is about the right way to describe
a faith-of-taking-refuge.

As a rule the faith-of-taking-refuge is viewed as a preliminary stage to an assured-faith. The first is
hesitant, unsure and timid. The second is firm and bold. Conquering his hesitation little by little and
arriving at a firm confidence, one quite often calls a  process of “being-assured”. So, being-assured is
then  a  psychic  occurrence,  whereby  faith  moves  from little  certainty  to  much  certainty,  and  from
ardently seeking salvation to the confident boldness of faith. In this framework, we also use the terms
“little faith” and “weak faith”. The meaning of “little” and “weak” is then really the same as that of
“taking/seeking refuge”.
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Little Faith

We will now take note of biblical indications, in order to understand the Scripture, and so to prevent any
confusion and misunderstanding about the meaning of these terms. What does “little faith” mean in
Scripture? We find the expression, for example,  in Matt.  8:26, “You of little faith, why are you so
afraid?” In contrast, we read in Matt. 15:28, “Woman, you have great faith”. However, the well-known
theologian Schlatter points out (Der Glaube in N.T., p. 111 etc.), that little faith is not just a faith that is
very weak and hesitant  or with little  intensity.  It  is  however,  a faith  that  disappears,  or that  is  not
sustained. This means, that the activity of faith is interrupted during a more difficult situation. It is being
short in believing, in the sense of being “short of memory”, or not being able to keep it up. Therefore,
little faith is not that someone regularly hesitates to believe, but it means, that someone, who did earlier
act in firm trust, does no longer do that in a new situation or under different circumstances.

Let us take a good look at the disciples during a storm (Matt. 4:35-41). What kind of faith did these men
have? Was it a faith of seeking refuge, whereby they really never knew if the Saviour would rescue
them? But they did trust in Him! They believed just like that, without any hesitation! Only now, during
the storm, they were seized with fear and terror stricken. Jesus had always taken care of them, but would
He again protect them in these great dangers?  Now,  at this moment,  they lost their former confidence
and trust.

Therefore, we read in parallel texts, Mark 4:40, “Do you still have no faith”, and in Luke 8:25, “Where
is your faith?” This shows that little faith means to Jesus that their former faith was now not exercised.
He finds it not just hesitant, but rather He cannot find it all. When a small problem arose before, they
always figured that Jesus would take care of things. But at this time they are terrified. Would he really
rescue them now?

As an initial  conclusion,  I would formulate  little faith as something totally different than a faith of
seeking or “taking refuge”. Little faith is not a lasting uncertainty or a constant hesitance. Little faith is,
however,  absolute certainty at one moment,  and at the next moment all that certainty is gone. I was
never good in drawing, but I would suggest to picture such faith like a broken line, ----------.  Faith
activity is not maintained,  but interrupted. Rather than a “faith-of-taking-refuge”, little faith is not a
matter of intensity or level of certainty, but little faith is a matter of durability of faith. Therefore, it is
not a question of little or great, of one percentage point or many more, but it is a question of brief or
longstanding (interrupted or enduring).

Great Faith

Now the above must also be proven when we hear the Bible speak about “great faith” in the periscope
dealing  with  the  Canaanite  woman  (Matt.  15).  According to  the  gospel,  Jesus  said  to  the  woman,
“Woman, you have great faith.” We place this “great faith” over against “little faith”. We equate this
“great faith”, in opposition to “little faith”, with a confident, trusting faith as distinguished from a faith-
of-taking-refuge. Therefore, great is to us a faith of great intensity, a faith of a high level of certainty, or
a faith of a very high percentage point.

2



However, we should as yet carefully read this story again and only then draw conclusions. When this
woman comes to Him and calls after Him, she addresses Him as “Lord, Son of David”. That term “Son
of David” is not just an indication of  family relationship, like Simon bar Jonah. No, it is a  title that
identifies  Jesus’  dignity as Messiah.  So this  Canaanite  woman  did  not  just  say,  I  regard  you  as  a
descendant  of  that  certain  family,  but  I  regard  you  as  the  Messiah,  who  was  promised  to  Israel.
Therefore, this woman does right away show her faith. Is her faith at this moment hesitant, uncertain
and of little intensity? No, she is absolutely certain of her case and resolute in her confession.

But then difficulties arise. Jesus totally ignored her, He did not react to her petition with even one word.
When the disciples,  who wanted to get rid of the problem, urged Him to deal with her, He firmly
refuses. He says, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel” (For the meaning of the disciples’ request,
“Send her away”, is that Jesus would give in to her. But in replying to that proposal to just help her [I
could almost say just to get rid of her whining]. Jesus says, I am not allowed to help her, because she
does not belong to Israel,  she is  a heathen, and I have only been sent to the lost  sheep within the
covenant).

In this blunt refusal (we could almost say: by this unkind reaction), the woman’s faith experiences great
difficulties. She confessed Jesus as the Messiah, but could one, who ignored her misery like that, really
be the Messiah? Therefore, there was much danger that her faith would now crash or implode.  She
would then not even try anymore and she could  no longer honour Him as the Messiah. However, in
spite of all difficulties, she still approaches Him. Even though she received no reply, not even one word,
she worships Jesus. She persists, she perseveres, in faith and in professing Jesus to be “David’s Son”. It
is not that her faith works with greater intensity, or that her trust increased to a higher level. No, but her
faith activity is uninterrupted. She keeps on believing, also after being rejected.

However, the difficulties have not been conquered yet. For Jesus does now indeed say something to her,
but again it is a definite refusal: “It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs”. The
term “dog” is not an insult, but an indication of the position the woman has before God. The Israelites
are “children” by virtue of the covenant. Therefore, Jesus may offer those children the bread that God
gave Him to distribute. But this woman is outside of “God’s household”, and like a “dog”, she has no
right to the position or the portion of a child. So this is the second crisis in her faith. Would she not just
give up? Would she not rather swallow her confession of “You are the Messiah”? Would she not rather
renounce her confession, and curse the One, who leaves the daughter in her misery?

Even after the second refusal, she  continues to  persevere in her faith. Certainly, Lord, You are right,
bread is for the children and not a dog like me. I have no such right. But maybe – in any household
children do at times drop a piece of bread, and the dogs are allowed to eat it – maybe also in that way I
could be helped by You. I am not a child of God. But could not one little crumb of that abundant bread
for the children fall off the table for me, whom you rightfully have called a dog? If it happens in that
way, then You did nothing “outside your mandate” and then you would still not disturb the intimacy of
the family, would you?

Then Jesus said “great is your faith”. Was her faith one of strong intensity, and a faith of great certainty
or of a high percentage?

No, it was a faith that sustained its actions. While exercising faith in a difficult situation, those of “little
faith” have their faith interrupted, but those of a “great faith” continue their faithful activities in spite of
difficulties and seemingly unheard petitions.
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When  “little  faith”  is  like  a  broken line  (–  –  –  –  –  –),  a  “great  faith”  is  like  a  continuous line
(––––––––––)

*  *  *

It should be clear by now, that the scriptural differentiation between “little faith” and “great faith” has
nothing to do with the distinction we often use. I mean the one between a faith of “seeking refuge” and a
faith of “confidence”. For it is not a matter of the level of certainty, but one of perseverance in trust. As
far as I know, the Bible speaks nowhere from a concept of different levels of certainty.

A Bit and a Lot?

So far, the meaning of “little faith” and “great faith” has been clearly shown from only one side. There
still is the danger to identify “little faith” with a small amount in opposition to “great faith” of a large
quantity (or little versus much).

Very many people have after all forgotten, that in Scripture faith always means a certain  activity or
action performed by the grace of the Spirit. In the Bible, faith is repeatedly an  act-of-trust. That has
escaped many. They do not view faith as an action, but as a spiritual substance within us. It is something
like having blood in your body for a physical life and faith is necessary for a spiritual life. During self-
examination, people often search for the presence of that spiritual substance, which is called “faith”. A
lot of people think that they should be spiritually stronger, for example, during tests of faith. They wish
they possessed a larger quantity of that spiritual fuel.

Now we are not the first ones who make that mistake. According to Luke 17, the disciples made that
mistake too. Again, the story is quite educational and illuminating to our understanding of problems
about faith.  Jesus had given the disciples a very difficult  charge.  It was the command to love your
brother, regardless how troublesome or annoying he could be. “If he sins against you seven times in a
day, and seven times comes back to you and says, ‘I repent’, forgive him”. The reaction of the disciples
is then a prayer, “Increase our faith” (Luke 17:4,5).

We can easily imagine that. What if we had such a brother as a neighbour who insulted us seven times
in one day. When he offered his excuses, we might forgive him once or twice, but there certainly would
be a limit to our patience. If he would spoil the relationship an hour later, we would not believe that he
was sorry. After all, such a brother might drive you mad.

The disciples understood that just as well.  They figured, we could forgive twice,  maybe even three
times,  for we have that much trust.  Our faith is sufficient  for such a feat.  But that is then also the
maximum. To accomplish Jesus’ requirement, our faith is, definitely insufficient. “Lord, increase our
faith”. In other words, our supply of faith is sufficient for an easier task, but for such a heavy charge, we
do need a larger quantity of faith. Just like a taxi driver, who needs more gas for a country trip than for a
city trip.

Jesus answered in a very peculiar way, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this
mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea’, and it will obey you”. Christ Himself said that the
mustard seed was the smallest of all seeds. Therefore, this answer means that you should not think that a
small amount of faith can only result in a few acts and that you can do more acts with a large quantity of
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faith. The question is not if you have a lot of faith or not, but if you indeed believe or not. As soon as I
believe, I am capable of doing anything because in faith I possess the power that God promised me.

While Christ reprimands  little faith (klein geloof), He now dismisses their petition for much faith. He
says, that a small amount of faith is capable of anything. This already makes us to suspect that little faith
(klein geloof) and a small amount of faith (weinig geloof) are to Him not the same thing.

A beautiful proof we also find in Matt. 17:20, for those who read the text in the new translation of the
Ned. Bijbelgenootschap. While Jesus was on the mountain of transfiguration, the disciples, who had
stayed back, tried fruitlessly to help a father and his greatly suffering son. When the disciples asked why
they had been unable to heal the boy, Jesus answered, “Because you have so little faith” (“Because of
your unbelief” KJV). “I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to
this mountain, ‘Move from here to there’, and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you.”

In other words, because of your little faith (klein geloof) could not heal him (their faith had temporarily
disappeared, tr.). If you only had minute amount of faith, you could indeed have done it. What we are
capable with a small amount of faith, becomes impossible as soon as we are of little faith. For little faith
means that we no longer have only a little bit of trust. On the contrary, it means that at that moment,
faith is gone and not at all exercised.

Weak and Strong

There is as yet  a third differentiation. I mean the one Paul makes in the epistle to the Romans, the
difference between  weak and  strong faith. Expressed more precisely: being weak and strong  in faith.
Again from those chapters in Romans, we will check how Paul understands these terms. Chapters 14
and 15 are especially important in this case. There we read about differences of doctrine or opinion
between two groups in the church at Rome. Different opinions exist about the use of meat and holy
days, probably fasting days. In accordance with the attitude which those parties take, Paul calls them
strong and weak in faith.

We do not know any details. One may figure that some of the Jewish laws of clean and unclean food
were still  honoured, wherefore they did not dare to eat all  kinds of meat.  They may also have felt
obliged to keep the Old Testament Sabbaths and feast days.  Others preferred to think about certain
ascetic ideas some people had. In all times and religions there were people who preached abstinence of
marriage,  meat  or  wine.  Those  were  abstainers  although  they  did  not  go  into  monasteries.  Such
movements  would  also  have  existed  among  some  of  the  congregation.  Therefore,  that  caused
disagreement about the necessity and the benefit of abstinence and keeping special days.

Yet another one suspects, however, that the situation in Rome was due to similar situations in Corinth.
According to 1Cor. 8-10, the Christians in Corinth came across meat offered to idols. Also in Corinth
there arose differences of opinion. They argued about the question if it was allowed or not. After all it is
quite remarkable that Paul speaks there also about a weak conscience (1 Cor. 8:7) and about brothers,
who are weak (9, 10) and that they should not be offended.

Whatever the actual facts may have been, that led to differences in doctrine or opinion, we may put
aside. The whole sense and tendency of 1 Cor. 8-10 is similar to that of Rom. 14 and 15. Let us assume
that also in Rome the issue was about eating the meat offered to idols.
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The question was not, if one could offer to idols. Paul did definitely reject that above all, for one cannot
attend the Lord’s table as well as the devils (1 Cor. 10:21). Apparently, before buying meat from the
butcher, the question was, if one had to first find out that the meat had come from an idol ceremony or
not (1 Cor. 10:25). Also, when you went out to dine at a heathen’s home, should you diligently inquire
first, if the meat dish had anything to do with a pagan temple? Some people in Corinth and also in Rome
said you may not serve an idol, therefore you must also abstain from all meat that had been dedicated to
idols. So, inquire diligently from your butcher or your hostess if, as a Christian, you can buy or eat this
meat without objection.

However over against them there are others. They agree that you may never ever honour idols. Neither
do you join in at the pagan festivities. But, they are convinced that you don’t have to ask the butcher,
“From which cow is this meat, a heathen one or a neutral one”. For they say, even if this meat was
dedicated a hundred times to an idol, an idol is nothing. Even though they had taken it into a temple, this
meat does still remain the real property of our God and Jesus Christ our Lord. Therefore, the question is
not if we can use the meat of a  sacrificial animal, but if, while we eat, we acknowledge God as the
Giver. We must also question if we will serve Him with the strength He grants us.

In principle, Paul agrees with this last group. They show the correct insight that “the earth is the Lord’s
and everything  in  it”  (1 Cor.  10:26).  Every pound of  meat  in  the butcher’s  store belongs to  God,
irrespective from which cow it came. And wherever you go to eat, also at whatever hotel, it is totally
indifferent  from a religious  perspective,  whatever  you get to  eat.  In any restaurant,  irregardless  the
worldly atmosphere,  every dish is still  Christ’s possession. Therefore,  the point is after  all that you
acknowledge that.

Now, I do not need to further address the manner in which Paul tried to restore the congregational unity,
or how he brought the brothers together. We are only interested in the question why Paul called the one
weak and the other strong in faith. Both groups believe that they belong to Jesus Christ and they want to
serve Him in obedience. Also being weak in faith has nothing to do with a faith-of-seeking-refuge. Both
groups have the true faith of Lord’s Day 7. But the difference here is that the one accepts Christ and all
His benefits and the other does not, due to his lack of insight.

The one believes and enjoys the complete freedom, that Christ accomplished, also with respect to food,
for example, and liberation from laws and fasting. The other does not view that freedom for himself and
argues to also deny it to his brother.

From my viewpoint, a rather clear parallel is the question, in our time, of singing the hymns or not. (tr.
Since Synod 1933, some churches opposed the use of the new 29 hymns altogether or instead of only
the original 9). Those strong in faith, accept the freedom Christ provided, also with respect to songs of
the church. Those weak in faith have “conscientious objections.”

*  *  *

Slowly but  surely we have now addressed all  important  differentiations.  I  can only add very little.
Perhaps a few people are of the opinion that the identification I gave about a “great faith” (persevering
faith) does not completely fit with information from Scripture. One might point at Matt. 8:10 and Luke
7:9, “I have not found such great faith even in Israel”.
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You know the story of the centurion in Capernaum, whose servant was sick. When Jesus is on his way
to heal him, the centurion sends a message, “don’t trouble yourself to get to my home, just say the word
and my servant will be healed”.

It is indeed clear, that we must not twist these words and explain them as if  perseverance of faith is
revealed  here.  The  intent  is  evidently  something  else.  Jesus  does  not  praise  this  faith  because  it
persevered, but because the man believes that Jesus can help by speaking just one word. This man is,
what Paul calls, strong in his faith, for he expects very much from Jesus, and he considers Him capable
of any miracle. 

The solution is again very simple. The Greek language uses a word that can be translated in different
ways, namely so great, but also, so long, so tall, so much, so strong, etc. In our Bible it may be reflected
by “so great” (Dutch, KJV) or such great faith (NIV), but we may therefore not think that this word
points at an exceptional “great faith”. A word is used which can be translated in different ways, and
especially for that reason, we must learn from its context what is intended. As I said before, the context
points in the direction of a “strong faith”. There is no objection in the least to translate: “Even in Israel, I
have never found such strong faith” as is also shown in the Bauer dictionary (RSV – such faith).

*  *  *

We should as yet pay attention to a few verbs that are related to the above differentiations and used in
the Bible in connection with faith. We already came across the term to increase faith. It appeared that
this was understood as giving a great amount of faith, or bringing someone from a small amount of faith
to a larger quantity. But since Jesus (Luke 17) rejected the basic opinions of such an understanding of
faith, He did not hear the prayer for an increase. When we pray consciously, faithfully and obediently,
we should therefore not pray for an increase of faith.

A series of words that we often also connect with faith are such terms as certainty, assuredness, full
assurance, assure, ensure, secure, ascertain. Some of those terms do also occur in the Bible. Still, we
have to be very careful. First of all, we should not tie to these terms our opinions about a faith-of-taking-
refuge or an assured faith. When we read a term such as “full assurance”, we do so easily draw the
conclusion that also a lesser level of assurance is possible. And such an idea is not known in the Bible.

Full assurance is not an assured faith as differentiated from a faith-of-seeking-refuge, but a “great faith”
as distinguished from “little faith”. It relates to unwavering, persevering, firm trust, or also a “strong
faith” (eg. Rom. 4:20, 21: Abraham was fully persuaded, convinced or assured for he did not waver or
doubt).

Another danger is this, that we understand certainty of faith as “being convinced or assured that we are
believers”. Many do differentiate the certainty of the promises from the certainty of faith. They then
mean that the certainty of God’s promises in Christ are indeed yes and amen, but it is still necessary to
have the certainty that they themselves are believers. Scripture does not speak about that anywhere. The
subjective certainty that one is a child of God is according to the Bible given along with the certainty
that God’s promises are firm and unwavering.

Still I will for a moment draw the attention to the fact that “being assured” does not appear in the Bible.
We understand it to mean a gradual growing in certainty, this presupposes that there is also faith without
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certainty. Comparing the biblical terms for certainty with those for faith, any one can immediately see
that they are related to each other.  He who believes is assured. If he is not assured, then he does not
believe.

Therefore we can quite well continue to speak of certainty of faith and the like, providing we do it in
accordance with the biblical use of language. We must also very clearly see the difference between what
the Bible says about faith and what people, in certain circles, have eventually believed it to mean.

The Bible has as yet two more expressions that are more precise than our “being assured”. Those are the
verbs to affirm and to strengthen. After the above, it will be clear that these terms do not say the same
thing. To affirm has to do with “little/great faith”. To strengthen, however, has to do with “weak/strong
faith”.

After all, we did find that one may be called to be of little faith when there is no perseverance, but
wavering or that one time faith appears and then it disappears. The peculiar thing of “little faith” is
therefore un-firm, un-stable, or un-steady. But by His Word and Spirit, God steadies or stabilizes him. In
that way he conquers the instability and the little faith makes room for great faith. 

Then, there are also those who are “weak in faith”. They do accept Christ, but they have no regard for
the riches of salvation in Him. Their faith is a faith with reservations. However, God strengthens these
“weak” people and so they become “strong” in faith.

It  is regrettable,  that we no longer differentiate  between these terms. For example,  with the Lord’s
Supper, we speak about “strengthening” of faith.  Actually we mean “affirmation”,  because it  is the
Word and not the Lord’s Supper that opens our eyes for the  new  benefits of Christ. The sacrament,
however,  makes  us  firmer in  believing  the  promises  that  we  received  and  believed  through  the
preaching.

A brief summary could then be as follows.

Little faith (klein geloof) is  un-firm, without endurance, a non-persevering faith. By grace God grants
affirmation to reach a great faith, that is, a firm, persevering trust.

A weak faith is a faith with exceptions, reservations. In mercy God will strengthen our faith to become
strong (powerful), so that we accept Christ and all His benefits without any reservation.

Little (small amount of) faith (Dutch – weinig) means that there is a limited quantity of faith. It is the
“faith as a mustard seed”. However, since faith does not live of its own storage, but rather seizes the
unlimited power of God, such faith is then sufficient. Therefore, to come to much faith, we may not pray
for an increase of faith as a gift.

Other translations
 Construed Equilibria with respect to the Preaching of the Word  (Is striking a balance scriptural) by 

Prof. B. Holwerda

 The term Election in the Bible by Prof. B. Holwerda

 Heirs of Abraham by the Rev. J.R. Wiskerke

Was Abraham Reformed? By the Rev. H.J.J. Feenstra

8


	FAITH
	Little Faith
	Great Faith
	A Bit and a Lot?
	Weak and Strong
	Other translations


