
“Faith and Unbelief” 
(Romans 10:9-10)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last week, we considered how believers and unbelievers differ with regard to the Spirit’s 
work of illumination.   
a.  The unbeliever is said in Scripture to walk in darkness.   

(i)  John writes, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the 
darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth” (1 John 1:6).   

(ii)  “The one who says he is in the Light and yet hates his brother is in the darkness 
until now” (2:9).   

(iii)  This is the condition we were in when we came into this world.   
 

b.  But when we are delivered by Christ, we are then said to walk in the light:   
(i)  Paul writes that we should joyously give “thanks to the Father, who has qualified 

us to share in the inheritance of the saints in Light.  For He rescued us from the 
domain of darkness, and transferred us to the kingdom of His beloved Son” (Col. 
1:11-13).   

(ii)  “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God's 
own possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called 
you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9).   

(iii)  “For you were formerly darkness, but now you are Light in the Lord; walk as 
children of Light” (Eph. 5:8).   

 
c.  These symbols don’t apply merely to the knowledge each of us has, since we can both 

can have the knowledge of the Gospel and yet still be in these two different spheres.   
(i)  They apply to how each of us views the Gospel, and they explain why we embrace 

it, but unbelievers don’t:  It’s because we see something desirable in it, but the 
unbeliever doesn’t.   
(a)  The Spirit renews our moral faculty.   
(b)  He restores what we lost in the Fall – not the ability to be moral, but the desire 

for what is morally upright and holy.   
(c)  The Spirit doesn’t restore this faculty in the soul of the unbeliever, leaving him 

without that desire.   
 

(ii)  We embrace the Gospel because we wants to; the unbeliever shuns it because he 
doesn’t desire it.   

 
2.  This gift of illumination the Spirit gives is the only difference between the believer and 

the unbeliever.   
a.  When it’s there, the eyes and heart are opened to the beauty of Christ.   
b.  When it’s absent, it leaves the eyes and heart closed and hard against Him.   
c.  That’s why some will come to Christ through the Gospel, and why others never do.   
d.  The Lord only gives this gift to His elect, and so if we have it, we can know we are 

God’s children.   
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B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we’ll move on to another difference between those who are converted and 
those who are not:  faith.   
a.  There is a kind of faith unbelievers can have.   
b.  But if falls short of the kind of faith only believers possess.   
 

2.  We’ll look at two things:   
a.  First, we’ll consider the faith an unbeliever can have.   
b.  And second, we’ll consider the faith of a true believer and how it differs from what the 

unbeliever experiences.   
 

II.  Sermon.   
A.  First, what kind of faith can an unbeliever have?   

1.  To understand this, we need to understand the different elements of faith.   
a.  There are basically three:   

(i)  There are the notes or the content of faith – what is to be believed.   
(ii)  There is the assent to that content – the belief that these things are true.   
(iii)  And there is the fiducial or trust element – that actual embracing of that truth, in 

this case, embracing Jesus Christ to save us.   
 

b.  And they must come in this order:   
(i)  We can’t believe something if we don’t know what it is:  “How then will they call 

on Him in whom they have not believed?  How will they believe in Him whom 
they have not heard?  And how will they hear without a preacher? . . .  So faith 
comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:14, 17).   

(ii)  And we can’t trust in Christ unless we believe He is who He said He is, and has 
done what He said He has done.   

 
c.  We must have all three, or there is no saving faith.   
 

2.  It is possible for an unbeliever to have two of these elements:   
a.  He may have the first two, without the third.   

(i)  He may know the facts of the Gospel.   
(a)  He may have been taught them in Sunday School.   
(b)  He may have learned them by reading a tract or by being witnessed to.   
(c)  You don’t have to be converted to know and understand that man is a sinner 

and that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, became man to obey and die, that all who 
believe in Him might be saved.   

 
(ii)  He may even believe these facts are true.   

(a)  He may believe he is a sinner, that one day he will face hell if he isn’t saved.   
(b)  He may know that Jesus is the only Savior and that He does save all who come 

to God through Him.   
(c)  His conviction might be weak or strong, but genuine.   
(d)  That conviction might be strengthened through the awakening influence of the 

Holy Spirit to the point where he is troubled by these things and afraid for his 
soul.   
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(e)  But if this is all he has, then he still has nothing more than the devils 
experience:  “You believe that God is one.  You do well; the demons also 
believe, and shudder” (James 2:19).   

(f)  Edwards would later write that nothing the devils or damned men experience 
can be any sure sign of grace.   

(g)  There must be something more than this, something the Spirit does only in the 
hearts of the elect.   

(h)  We need to pray for people who are in this situation that the Lord might grant 
them the third element.   

 
b. Of course, it’s also possible for an unbeliever to have none of these elements.   

(i)  To be ignorant of the Gospel – if one doesn’t have the facts, he can’t have assent 
or trust.   

(ii)  There are many in this condition in our community and around the world.   
(iii)  This is why we do the work of missions and evangelize.   
 

c.  And it’s possible for an unbeliever to have only one of them – the facts of the Gospel, 
and not believe them.   
(i)  This is the situation Richard Dawkins is in, who has devoted his life to the 

destruction of religion.  He was raised in the Christian faith – he presumably knows 
the Gospel, but doesn’t believe it.   

(ii)  Many raised in the Christian faith have rejected it.   
(iii)  There are many have heard the Gospel who don’t believe what they’ve heard.   
(iv)  In their case, we need to continue to witness, use apologetics, and pray.   

 
B.  But now we move to the second point:  What is it the believer has that the unbeliever 

doesn’t have?   
1.  He has that third element:  trust.   

a.  He knows and understands the Gospel, and he believes it to be true.   
b.  But he also has that third element – trust – he actually looks to Jesus Christ, to His 

righteousness, to His death on the cross, and trust in Him to save him.   
c.  Why is it the believer moves on to trust, while the unbeliever doesn’t?  It’s because of 

the illumination of the Spirit, we saw last week:  it’s because the Spirit has opened his 
eyes to see the beauty of the Christ revealed in the Gospel, so that he is irresistibly 
drawn to Him.   

 
2.  If we understand this, we’ll also understand what Shepard says about the differences 

between the saint’s faith and that of the unbeliever.  Listen to some of the things Shepard 
says see if any of these characteristics strike a chord in your own experience:   
a.  He tells us that the saints’ faith is more than historical or miraculous faith, for a man 

may have either or both of these and still perish.   
(i)  We’ve already considered this.   
(ii)  The only thing that’s new here is the miraculous faith – by which he means either 

the faith to work miracles or to receive one.   
(iii)  A man might perform a miracle and not be saved – Judas was numbered with the 

twelve (Matt. 10:5) and performed miracles.   



4 

(iv)  A man might also have a miracle performed on him and not be saved – Jesus 
almost banished sickness from Palestine, and yet there were only 120 praying in the 
upper room for the coming of the Spirit (Acts 1:15).   

 
b.  What is the more in justifying faith that Shepard speaks of?   

(i)  He says justifying faith “is the coming of the soul to Christ” (Parable, 317).  He 
explains:   
(a)  Those who would have His life “must go out of themselves to the Lord for it” 

(Ibid.), that is, must go out of their own merits, their own works, for they are not 
enough.   

(b)  He writes, “Now, the motion of the soul between these two extremes of 
emptiness and death here, to life and fullness there, what is it but faith? . . .  It is 
that work of God’s Spirit whereby a sinner, sensible of his extreme nakedness, 
emptiness, and wants, being called of God, his whole soul comes out of himself 
to Christ, for himself” (317-318) that is, for Christ Himself (321); that is, for 
Christ’s righteousness, because he desires Christ.   

(c)  The saint in this act gives himself completely to Christ and takes Christ for his 
whole portion; he cannot do otherwise (322).   

(d)  If he comes in any other way, he will receive nothing from the Lord since he is 
not coming at all, but is only leaning or inclining towards Him.  The Lord 
considers this worse than if he never came at all.   

(e)  It’s better not to come at all than to come half-way – the implication being that 
the one who comes half-way has greater knowledge and is therefore more 
culpable.  He has the notes, perhaps even the ascent, but he never actually trusts 
in Him.   

 
(ii)  Do all the saints experience this whole-hearted desire for Christ?  Shepard says 

yes (Ibid.).   
(a)  How does this do justice to the fact every saint has remaining corruption that 

will always divide his heart?   
(b)  He says the saint’s strong grief over his sin stops its progress – his sins do not 

grow, but wither (Jeremiah 31:18, 19) – and he will continue to press forward 
until his love for Christ is perfected (322-323).  That perfection, of course, being 
reserved for heaven.   

(c)  The hypocrite, on the other hand, will never obtain this perfection because he 
does not desire Christ in this way.  If he did, then he too would be blessed with 
the saints (323).   

 
c.  To apply this point, we need to ask ourselves these questions:   

(i)  Do I know the Gospel?   
(ii)  Do I believe it’s true?   
(iii)  Have I trusted entirely in Jesus Christ to save me?   
(iv)  And have I done so because I desire Him for His holiness and for the holiness 

that He gives?  In other words, do I want Him as a Savior from the power of sin, as 
well as from the guilt of sin?   

(v)  If you can answer yes to these questions, you are a true believer.   
(vi)  But if not, you still need to trust in Him.  Ask the Lord to give you His Spirit to 

open your eyes to enable you do so.  Amen.   


