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A Touchstone, or Trial of Faith




Written in 1648, over a decade before Penington joined the Quakers, this early treatise reveals the theological foundations that would later draw him to Friends. Through a close exposition of John 1:12-13 and John 3:1-6, Penington argues that true saving faith cannot arise from religious upbringing, corrupt self-interest, or even the noblest human desire for God — it can only spring from a new birth worked directly by the Spirit of God. The work is a remarkable window into Penington's pre-Quaker thought, already displaying his signature insistence that outward religion without inward life is worthless, and his penetrating analysis of the many counterfeits that pass for genuine faith.







Key Arguments


	True faith is not inherited through religious upbringing ("blood"), nor produced by corrupt self-interest ("the will of the flesh"), nor achieved by even the most earnest human striving after God ("the will of man") — it comes only from God through a new birth by the Spirit

	The new birth produces a genuine sonship with God that includes divine education, preservation from spiritual danger, and an inheritance of God's own nature and glory

	The devil has counterfeits for every degree of faith, from the grossest self-deception of the openly profane to the most refined imitations that satisfy the strictest religious professors

	No human effort — neither one's own nor another's — can produce the true birth; even the apostles could not beget spiritual children by their own will, and those "born" by human persuasion inevitably fell away

	Penington urges readers to test their faith rigorously against its origin rather than its outward appearance, since the only reliable touchstone is whether it springs from a divine seed planted by God himself










APPENDIX C


A Pre-Quaker Paper by Isaac Penington





A Touchstone or Trial


OF


FAITH


by the Original from from where it springs, and the


Root out of which it grows


Held out


By way of EXPOSITION of the 12


and 13 verses of the first Chapter of John's Gospel, and of the six former verses of the third Chapter, which treat expressly about this point


Intended


Not for the disquiet of any, but for the eternal


Rest and Peace of all, to whom the Lord shall please to make it useful to that


To which is added


The Spiritual Practice of


CHRISTIANS in the Primitive Times





This paper was obtained from Haverford College's Magill Library. It bore the publication data below. We have modernized spelling somewhat, for consistency with the rest of this volume. -- QHP Editor


LONDON


Printed for Giles Calvert at the Black Spread-Eagle, at the West end of Pauls, 1648





To the Reader


READER,


IF you have any leisure from partaking in (or exclaiming against) the bitter contentions of this present age — contentions which have eaten away most men's satisfaction in themselves and their agreeableness to others — here are some serious considerations proposed to you. You will one day acknowledge them as such, when your eyes come to be fully opened.


It is high time to look out for some other place, and for certainty of welcome there, when this earth — by its continual shaking and cracking under us — so often threatens that it will not long support us. There is no true security for us except by faith in Christ. He is the only Rock, and there is no stepping onto that Rock except by faith. There is no certainty except by an assured knowledge of the truth of this faith — and there are so many accurate counterfeits of it that no one can discern the difference without thorough sifting and testing. The Devil, that great cozening merchant, has all kinds of counterfeit wares which he paints and gilds so he may pass them off as true. He has grosser ware for the grosser sort, whom he can content with anything, but more refined stuff for those who look more narrowly into things. Men who are openly vain and profane can hardly be convinced otherwise — they insist they love God, and have such a faith as will carry them to heaven. Though they do not live so strictly as others, yet they believe in Christ, and that (they say) is what God looks for.


This deceit you see through, O stricter soul! But know this: the Devil has more refined counterfeits, in which there is the exact proportion of the thing resembled — everything but the life and power. Yes, he is cunning also in imitating the life and power of every thing. He has a resemblance of that too, for those who will not otherwise be content. His aim is to keep them from attaining the truth and substance, which — were they not thus deceived by his imitation of it — they would never cease to pursue.


You are confident you are not deceived — but so are all who are deceived. The Devil could not deceive you with what is false if he did not also work in you a persuasion that it is true. What will it hurt you to try, and try thoroughly? Surely it will much strengthen your very confidence. After trial, you may be confident upon knowledge; right now you are confident only upon supposition. And if you should at last prove mistaken, you would have too much time to reproach yourself and bewail your confidence. You will be more angry that you were pressed no further to trial than you are now offended that you are pressed so much to it. You are but a traveler in this world, and yet you look after a sure title in these transitory things. Oh, look that there be not a flaw in your title to your true inheritance! And if your spirit is seriously bent toward this task, here perhaps the Lord may give you some help and direction, or furnish you better some other way when he sees good.


The way of trial here proposed is certain, though somewhat difficult — yes, indeed altogether impossible without the help of God's Spirit. And yet, what sweeter, safer, truer direction can be given to us poor, weak, empty creatures — who are nothing, who can do nothing — than to fly to him who is able to do all things? He can issue out that power to us and manage it in us, so that the thing we desire may be accomplished. And we may wait quietly upon him in our present uncertain condition until he is pleased to do it, rather than patch up a satisfaction of our own.


And this way of trial is not any invention of mine. It is plainly represented in these Scriptures from the mouth of John and Christ, referring the trial of faith to the birth, and the birth to the Spirit, as you may more fully see in the Discourse itself. I now leave you to make what use of it the Lord shall direct you.


Your in what the Lord pleases, Isaac Pennington


A Touchstone or Trial


OF


FAITH





JOHN 1. VERS.


12-13


But as many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name;


Which were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.


THis sweet and soaring evangelist begins by glancing at the excellency of our Lord Christ: his relation to God as his Word, his presence and oneness with God (vers. 1); his influence upon all things, for he gave them their being (vers. 3); and his giving them their life too, for it was first in him. His life contains all that light that man at any time receives, whether natural or spiritual. This light may come through the creatures, entering by the windows of sense and reason — or more immediately from the Spirit of God into man's own spirit (vers. 4).


Having thus given a general and pithy description of him, who was to be the main subject of his discourse; he comes in the next place to speak of his fore-runner, and what of Christ might be learned from him.


He describes this forerunner five ways. First, by his mission: he was sent from God; he did not go of his own accord, but God bid him go. Second, by his name: his name was John (vers. 6). Third, by the purpose of his coming: it was to be a witness, to testify something from God to the world. Fourth, by the subject of his witness: it concerned that light he had spoken of — the light that came into the world and shined in the darkness, uncomprehended by the darkness — that this was the light indeed. Fifth, by the goal of his witness: that all through him might believe, that by his means men might universally come to acknowledge this light and cast themselves upon it to lead them to life (vers. 7).


In vers. 8 he removes a mistake which might arise in men's minds concerning this end. John was not that light, but came to bear witness of that light. It is as if he had said: do not mistake — he was not this light himself. He came not to be the light, but only to give a testimony from God concerning the light, to tell men which it was, so that men might not have recourse to him but to the light. He was to point with the finger at Christ and send men to him.


And he gives a reason why John could not be this light (vers. 9): because he lacked the property of this light. This light is the original light as it was described before — the one who has all light in him, who gives out all light, who is the very light. He is the true light that enlightens every man that comes into the world. It is he who gives the light of reason to every man that comes into this outward world. It is he who gives the light of the spirit to every man that enters by faith into the inner world. Now John was not this true light, this very light, but only had his candle lighted by it.


Vers. 10. The evangelist proceeds further to describe this light: He was in the world, and the world was made by him, and the world did not know him. He did not only enlighten the world from the beginning of it — at length he himself came into the world. The world had a near relation to him, for he gave it its being; it was the workmanship of his hands. And yet the world did not know him. Though he had not forgotten the world but came in due time to look after it, the world had forgotten him and knew not who he was.


Yes, he came to his own, vers. 11. his own people the Jews, whom he had selected out of the world; whom he had always cherished, to whom he had promised this coming of his, and who had long expected it, and yet they did not receive him.


All this seems to be the answer of an objection, such an objection as this:


Object. If Christ was the light, what need he have such an one as John to go and proclaim it? what need John come to bear witness of him? light discovers itself: The sun needs none to go and proclaim that there is light in it; If this were the fountain of light, the very light indeed; what need has he of John's testimony, of John's finger to point at him?


Answ. Yes, says he — need enough! For though he was in the world, yes, and was the great Architect of the world, yet the world did not know him. And though he came to his own people, who had all the light of God that was in the world, yet they did not receive him. The world did not know him. The Jews would not own him; though they did partly know him, they did not like him. Surely he who was thus unknown — who lay hidden in the field of the world, hidden from the world, and was thus rejected by his own — had great need of a witness. He needed one to declare to the world who he was, and to testify to the stubborn Jews their rebellion against the light.
*   *   *
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