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R
ev. Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield, D.D., LL.D., Professor of Didactic

and Polemic Theology in the Theological Seminary of the Presbyterian

Church at Princeton, New Jersey, provided in his will for the collection and pub-

lication of the numerous articles on theological subjects which he contributed to

encyclopaedias, reviews, and other periodicals, and appointed a committee to

edit and publish these papers. In pursuance of his instructions, this, the fifth vol-

ume, containing his articles on Calvin and Calvinism, has been prepared under

the editorial direction of this committee.

The generous permission to publish articles contained in this volume is

gratefully acknowledged as follows: Lamar and Whitmore, Agents, for the article

taken from The Methodist Quarterly Review, Funk and Wagnalls Company for

the article taken from “The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious

Knowledge,” and The Board of Christian Education of the Presbyterian Church

in the U. S. A. for the article taken from the Memorial Edition of “Calvin’s

Institutes.”

In addition to the articles on Calvin and Calvinism published in this vol-

ume, there remain to be mentioned three addresses in commemoration of the

four hundredth anniversary of the birth of Calvin: “John Calvin the

Theologian”; “The Theology of Calvin”; “Present-Day Attitude to Calvinism.”

These addresses have been published in pamphlet form under the title “Calvin as
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a Theologian and Calvinism Today,” at Philadelphia by The Presbyterian Board

of Publication, and at Edinburgh by The Hope Trust.

The clerical preparation of this volume has been done by Mr. John E.

Meeter, to whom the thanks of the committee are hereby expressed.

Ethelbert D. Warfield

William Park Armstrong

Caspar Wistar Hodge

Committee.
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J
ohn Calvin was born on the tenth of July, 1509, at Noyon, in Picardy. His

boyhood was spent under the shadow of the “long, straight-backed” cathe-

dral which dominates his native town. His mother, a woman of notable devout-

ness, omitted no effort to imbue her son with her own spirit. His father, a suc-

cessful advocate and shrewd man of affairs, holding both ecclesiastical and civil

offices, stood in close relations with the cathedral chapter, and seems to have

been impressed with the advantages of a clerical life. At all events, he early devot-

ed his promising son to it. According to the bad custom of the times, a benefice

in the cathedral was assigned to the young Calvin at an early age, and to it was af-

terwards added a neighboring curacy; thus funds were provided for his support.

His education was conducted in companionship with the youthful scions of the

local noble house of Montmor, and began, therefore, with the training proper to

a gentleman. As changing circumstances dictated changes of plan, he was educat-

ed, first as a churchman, then as a lawyer, and through all and most abundantly

of all as a man of letters. He was an eager student, rapidly and solidly mastering

the subjects to which he turned his attention, and earning such admiration from

his companions as to be esteemed by them rather a teacher than a fellow-pupil.

His youth was as blameless as it was strenuous. It is doubtless legendary, that the

censoriousness of his bearing earned for him from his associates the nickname of

“The Accusative Case.” But serious-minded he undoubtedly was, dominated by
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a scrupulous piety and schooled in a strict morality which brooked with difficul-

ty immorality in his associates; an open-minded, affectionate young man, of irre-

proachable life and frank manners; somewhat sensitive, perhaps, but easy to be

entreated, and attracting not merely the confidence but the lasting affection of all

with whom he came into contact.

At the age of twenty-two this high-minded young man is found established

at Paris as a humanist scholar, with his ambition set upon literary fame. His

début was made by the publication of an excellent commentary on Seneca’s trea-

tise “On Clemency” (April, 1532), in which a remarkable command of the whole

mass of classical literature, a fine intelligence, and a serious interest in the higher

moralities are conspicuous. A great career as a humanist seemed opening before

him, when suddenly he was “converted,” and his whole life revolutionized. He

had always been not only of an elevated ethical temper, but of a deeply religious

spirit; but now the religious motive took complete possession of him and direct-

ed all his activities. “Renouncing all other studies,” says Beza, “he devoted him-

self to God.” He did not, indeed, cease to be a “man of letters,” any more than he

ceased to be a man. But all his talents and acquisitions were henceforth dedicated

purely to the service of God and His gospel. Instead of annotating classical texts,

we find him now writing a Protestant manifesto for the use of his friend

Nicholas Cop (November 1, 1533), a detailed study of the state of the soul after

death (1534), and, in his enforced retirement at Angoulême (1534), making a be-

ginning at least with a primary treatise on Christian doctrine, designed for the in-

struction of the people as they came out into the light of the gospel—which,

however, when driven from France, he was destined to publish from his asylum

at Basle (spring of 1536), in circumstances which transformed it into “at once an

apology, a manifesto, and a confession of faith.” It is interesting to observe the

change which in the meantime had come over his attitude toward his writings.

When he sent forth his commentary on Seneca’s treatise—his first and last hu-

manistic work—he was quivering with anxiety for the success of his book; he

wanted to know how it was selling, whether it was being talked about, what peo-

ple thought of it. He was proud of his performance; he was zealous to reap the
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fruits of his labor; he was eager for his legitimate reward. Only four years have

passed, and he issues his first Protestant publication—it is the immortal “Insti-

tutes of the Christian Religion” in its “first state”—free from all such tremors.

He is living at Basle under an assumed name, and is fully content that no one of

his acquaintance shall know him for the author of the book which was creating

such a stir in the world. He hears the acclamations with which it was greeted

with a certain personal detachment. He has sent it forth not for his own glory,

but for the glory of God; he is not seeking his own advantage or renown by it,

but the strengthening and the succoring of the saints. His sole joy is that it is do-

ing its work. He has not ceased to be a “man of letters,” we repeat; but he has

consecrated all his gifts and powers as a “man of letters” without reserve to the

service of God and His gospel.

What we see in Calvin, thus, fundamentally is the “man of letters” as saint.

He never contemplated for himself, he never desired, in all his life he never fully

acquiesced in, any other vocation. He was by nature, by gifts, by training—by in-

born predilection and by acquired capacities alike—a “man of letters”; and he

earnestly, perhaps we may even say passionately, wished to dedicate himself as

such to God. This was the life which he marked out for himself, from which he

was diverted only under compulsion, and which he never in principle aban-

doned. It was only by “the dreadful imprecation” of Farel that he was con-

strained to lay aside his cherished plans and enter upon the direct work of the ref-

ormation of Geneva (autumn of 1536). And when, after two years of strenuous

labor at this uncongenial employment, he was driven from that turbulent city, it

came to him only as a release. Once more he settled down at Basle and applied

himself to his beloved studies. It required all of Bucer’s strategy as well as en-

treaties to entice him away from his books to an active ministry at Strasburg; and

he yielded at last only when it was made clear to him that there would be leisure

there for literary labors. That leisure he certainly not so much found as made for

himself. His little conventicle of French refugees quickly became under his hand

a model church. His lectures at the school attracted ever wider and wider atten-

tion. As time passed, he was called much away to conferences and colloquies,
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where as “the Theologian,” as Melanchthon admiringly called him, he did im-

portant service. But it was at Strasburg that his literary activity as a Protestant

man of letters really began. There he transformed his “little book” of religion—

the “Institutes” of 1536, which was not much more than an extended catecheti-

cal manual—into an ample treatise on theology (August, 1539). There, too, he

inaugurated the series of his epoch-making expositions of Scripture with his no-

ble commentary on Romans (March, 1540). Thence, too, he sent out his beauti-

ful letter to Sadoleto, the most winningly written of all his controversial treatises

(September, 1539). There, too, was written that exquisite little popular tract on

the Lord’s Supper, which was the instruction and consolation of so many hun-

dreds of his perplexed fellow-countrymen (published in 1541). It caused Calvin

great perturbation when these fruitful labors were broken in upon by a renewed

call to Geneva. It was with the profoundest reluctance that he listened to this

call, and he obeyed it only under the stress of the sternest sense of duty.

Returning to Geneva was to him going “straight to the cross”: he went, as he

said, “as a sacrifice slain unto God”—“bound and fettered to obedience to God.”

He was not the man to take up a cross and not bear it; and this cross, too, he bore

faithfully to the end. But neither was he the man to forget the labor of love to

which he had given his heart. Hence the unremitting toil of his pen, with which

he wore out the days and nights at Geneva; hence the immensity of his literary

output, produced in circumstances as unfavorable as any in which a rich literary

output was ever produced. Even “on this rack” Calvin remained fundamentally

the “man of letters.”

It requires fifty-nine quarto volumes to contain the “Works of John Calvin”

as collected in the great critical edition of Baum, Cunitz, and Reuss. Astonishing

for their mere mass, these “works” are still more astonishing for their quality.

They are written in the best Latin of their day, elevated, crisp, energetic, eloquent

with the eloquence of an earnest and sober spirit—almost too good Latin, as

Joseph Scaliger said, for a theologian; or in a French which was a factor of impor-

tance in the creation of a worthy French prose for the discussion of serious

themes. The variety of their literary form runs through the whole gamut of
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earnest discourse, from lofty discussion and pithy comment laden with meaning,

to burning exhortation, vehement invective, and biting satire. The whole range

of subjects proper to a teacher of fundamental truth, who was also both a

churchman and a statesman, a minute observer of the life of the people, and a

student of the forces by which peoples are moved, is treated, and never without

that touch of illumination which we call genius.

At the head of the list of his writing stands, of course, his great dogmatic

treatise—the “Institutes of the Christian Religion.” In a very literal sense this

book may indeed be called his life-work. It was the first book he published after

he had “devoted himself to God,” and thus introduces the series of his works

consecrated to the propagation of religion. But from its first appearance in the

spring of 1536 to the issue of its definitive edition in 1559—throughout nearly a

quarter of a century—Calvin was continually busy with it, revising, expanding,

readjusting it, until from a simple little handbook, innocent of constructive prin-

ciple, it had grown into a bulky but compact and thoroughly organized textbook

in theology. The importance to the Protestant cause of the publication of this

book can hardly be overstated. It is inadequate praise to describe it, as the Roman

Catholic historian, Kampschulte, describes it, as “without doubt the most out-

standing and the most influential production in the sphere of dogmatics which

the Reformation literature of the sixteenth century presents.” This goes without

saying. What demands recognition is that the publication of the “Institutes” was

not merely a literary incident but an historical event, big with issues which have

not lost their importance to the present day. By it was given to perplexed, hard-

bestead Protestantism an adequate positive programme for its Reformation. As

even a not very friendly critic is compelled to bear witness, in this book Calvin at

last raised banner against banner, and sounded out a ringing sursum corda which

was heard and responded to wherever men were seeking the new way. “The im-

mense service which the Institutes rendered to the ‘Evangelicals,’ ” expounds this

critic—it is M. Buisson in his biography of Sebastien Castellion, and he is think-

ing particularly of the “Evangelicals” of France though, mutatis mutandis, what

he says has its application elsewhere too—“was to give a body to their ideas, an
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expression to their faith.” Protesting against superstitious and materialistic inter-

pretations of doctrine and worship, “their vague aspirations would, undoubted-

ly, have issued in nothing in the Church or out of it.” What they needed, and

what the “Institutes” did for them, was the disengagement of a principle “from

this vortex of ideas,” and the development of its consequences. “Such a book,”

continues M. Buisson, “is equally removed from a pamphlet of Ulrich von

Hutten, from the satire of Erasmus, from the popular preaching, mystical and vi-

olent, of Luther: it is a work of a theologian in the most learned sense of the

term, a religious work undoubtedly, penetrated with an ethical inspiration, but

before all, a work of organization and concentration, a code of doctrine for the

minister, an arsenal of arguments for simple believers: it is the Summa of

Reformed Christianity.” “The author’s concernment is far more to bring out the

logical force and the moral power of his own doctrine than to descant on the

weak points of the opposing doctrine. What holds his attention is not the past

but the future—it is the reconstruction of the Church.” What wonder, then,

that it has retained its influence through all succeeding time? As the first ade-

quate statement of the positive programme of the Reformation movement, the

“Institutes” lies at the foundation of the whole development of Protestant theol-

ogy, and has left an impress on evangelical thought which is ineffaceable. After

three centuries and a half, it retains its unquestioned preëminence as the greatest

and most influential of all dogmatic treatises. “There,” said Albrecht Ritschl,

pointing to it, “There is the masterpiece of Protestant theology.”

Second only to the service he rendered by his “Institutes” was the service

Calvin rendered by his expositions of Scripture. These fill more than thirty vol-

umes of his collected works, thus constituting the larger part of his total literary

product. They cover the whole of the New Testament except II and III John and

the Apocalypse, and the whole of the Old Testament except the Solomonic and

some of the Historical books. It was doubtless in part to his humanistic training

that he owed the acute philological sense and the unerring feeling for language

which characterize all his expositions. A recent writer who has made a special

study of Calvin’s Humanism, at least, remarks: “In his sober grammatico-histori-
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cal method, in the stress he laid on the natural sense of the text, by the side of his

deep religious understanding of it—in his renunciation of the current allegoriz-

ing, in his felicitous, skillful dealing with difficult passages, the humanistically

trained master is manifest, pouring the new wine into new bottles.” Calvin was,

however, a born exegete, and adds to his technical equipment of philological

knowledge and trained skill in the interpretation of texts a clear and penetrating

intelligence, remarkable intellectual sympathy, incorruptible honesty, unusual

historical perception, and an incomparable insight into the progress of thought,

while the whole is illuminated by his profound religious comprehension. His ex-

positions of Scripture were accordingly a wholly new phenomenon, and intro-

duced a new exegesis—the modern exegesis. He stands out in the history of bibli-

cal study as, what Diestel, for example, proclaims him, “the creator of genuine ex-

egesis.” The authority which his comments immediately acquired was immense

—they “opened the Scriptures” as the Scriptures never had been opened before.

Richard Hooker—“the judicious Hooker”—remarks that in the controversies of

his own time, “the sense of Scripture which Calvin alloweth” was of more weight

than if “ten thousand Augustines, Jeromes, Chrysostoms, Cyprians were

brought forward.” Nor have they lost their value even to-day. Alone of the com-

mentaries of their age the most scientific of modern expositors still find their

profit in consulting them. As Professor A. J. Baumgartner, who has set himself to

investigate the quality of Calvin’s Hebrew learning (which he finds quite ade-

quate), puts it, after remarking on Calvin’s “astounding, multiplied, almost su-

perhuman activity” in his work of biblical interpretation: “And—a most remark-

able thing—this work has never grown old; these commentaries whose durable

merit and high value men of the most diverse tendencies have signalized,—these

commentaries remain to us even to-day, an astonishingly rich, almost inex-

haustible mine of profound thoughts, of solid and often ingenious interpreta-

tion, of wholesome exposition, and at the same time of profound erudition.”

The Reformation was the greatest revolution of thought which the human

spirit has wrought since the introduction of Christianity; and controversy is the

very essence of revolutions. Of course Calvin’s whole life, which was passed in



13

the thick of things, was a continuous controversy; and directly controversial trea-

tises necessarily form a considerable part of his literary output. We have already

been taught, indeed, that his fundamental aim was constructive, not destructive:

he wished to rebuild the Church on its true foundations, not to destroy its edi-

fice. But, like certain earlier rebuilders of the Holy City, he needed to work with

the trowel in one hand and the sword in the other. Probably no more effective

controversialist ever wrote. “The number of Calvin’s polemical treatises,” re-

marks an unfriendly critic, “is large; and they are all masterpieces in their kind.”

At the head of them, in time as well as in attractiveness, stands his famous “Letter

to Cardinal Sadoleto,” written in his exile at Strasburg for the protection from an

insidious foe of the Church which had cast him out. Courteous, even gentle and

deferential in tone, and yet cogent, conclusive, in effect, it perfectly exemplifies

the precept of suaviter in modo, fortiter in re. Others are, no doubt, set in a differ-

ent key. The critic we have just quoted (E. F. Bähler) tells of the one he thinks

“the harshest and bitterest of all,” the “Defense Against the Calumnies of Peter

Caroli.” “The letter to Sadoleto,” he remarks, “was certainly written in a good

hour; the contrary must be said of the present book. From the point of view of

literary history, the Defense, no doubt, merits unrestricted praise. The elegant,

crisp style, the skill with which the author not only casts a moral shadow upon

his opponent, but brands him as an unsavory person not to be taken seriously,

while over all is poured the most sovereign disdain, brings to the reader of this

book, now almost four hundred years old, such æsthetic pleasure that it is only

with difficulty that he recalls himself to righteous indignation over the gross un-

fairness and open untruthfulness which the author permits himself against

Caroli.” No doubt Calvin often spoke in harsh terms of his opponents; they

were harsh things they were seeking for him; and the contest in which he was en-

gaged was not a sparring match for the amusement of the onlookers. Nor need it

be asserted that he was infallible; though “even his enemies will admit,” as even

Mark Pattison allows, “that he knows not how to decorate or disguise a fact.”

Between the suavity of the “Letter to Sadoleto” and the furiousness of the “De-

fense Against Caroli,” a long list of controversial writings of very varying man-
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ners range themselves. A frankness of speech characterizes them which never

balks at calling a spade a spade; we meet in them with depreciatory, even defama-

tory, epithets which jar sadly on our modern sensibilities. These are faults not of

the man, but of the times: as we are reminded by M. Lenient, the historian of

French satire, of all figures of rhetoric euphemism was the least in use in the six-

teenth century. But none of Calvin’s controversial tracts fails to be informed

from beginning to end with a loftiness of purpose, to be conducted with a seri-

ousness and directness of argument, and to be filled with a solid instruction, such

as raise them far above the plane of mere partisan wrangle and give them a place

among the permanent possessions of the Church.

Fault was found with him in his own day—as, for example, by Castellion—

for permitting himself the use of satire in religious debate. This was not merely a

result of native temperament with him, but a matter of deliberate and reasoned

choice. Of course he had nothing in common with the mere mockers of the time

—des Périers, Marot, Rabelais—whose levity was almost as abominable to him as

their coarseness. Satire to him was a weapon, not an amusement. The proper way

to deal with folly, he thought, was to laugh at it. The superstitions in which the

world had been so long entangled were foolish as truly as wicked; and how could

it be, he demanded, that in speaking of things so ridiculous, so intrinsically fun-

ny, we should not laugh at them “with wideopen mouth”? Of course this laugh

was not the laugh of pure amusement; and as it gained in earnestness it naturally

lost in lightness of touch. It was a rapier in Calvin’s hands, and its use was to

pierce and cut. And how well he uses it! The Sorbonne, for example, issued a se-

ries of “Articles,” declaring the orthodox doctrine on the points disputed by the

Protestants. Calvin republishes these “Articles,” and subjoins to each of them a

quite innocent-looking “Proof,” conceived perfectly in the Sorbonnic manner,

but issuing in each case in a hopeless reductio ad absurdum. Thus: “It is proved,

moreover, that vows are obligatory from their being dispensed and loosed: the

Pope could not dispense vows were it not for the power of the keys, and hence it

follows that they bind the conscience,”—truly as fine a specimen of lucus a non

lucendo as one will find in a day’s search. It is only rarely that the mask is dropped
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a moment and a glimpse given of the mocking eyes behind—as thus: “But that

our masters, when congregated in one body, are the Church, is proved from this,

that they are very like the ark of Noah—since they form a herd of all sorts of

beasts.” The matter is indeed in general so subtly managed that perhaps the “An-

tidote,” which in each instance follows on the “Proof,” was not altogether un-

necessary. There is no such subtlety in what is, perhaps, the best known of

Calvin’s satirical pieces—his “Admonition, Showing the Advantage which

Christendom Might Derive from an Inventory of Relics.” Here we have a simple,

straightforward enumeration of the relics exposed in various churches for the

veneration of the people. The effect is produced by the incongruity, which grows

more and more monstrous, of the reduplication of these relics. “Everybody

knows that the inhabitants of Tholouse think that they have got six of the bodies

of the apostles. Now, let us attend to those who have had two or three bodies.

For Andrew has another body at Malfi, Philip and James the Less have each an-

other body at the Church of the Holy Apostles, and Simeon and Jude, in like

manner, at the Church of St. Peter. Bartholomew has also another in the church

dedicated to him at Rome. So here are six who each have two bodies, and also, by

way of a supernumerary, Bartholomew’s skin is shown at Pisa. Matthias, howev-

er, surpasses all the rest, for he has a second body at Rome, in the church of the

elder Mary, and a third one at Treves. Besides, he has another head, and another

arm, existing separately by themselves. There are also fragments of Andrew exist-

ing at different places, and quite sufficient to make up half a body.” And so on

endlessly; and of course monotonously—which, however, is part of the calculat-

ed effect. As M. Lenient remarks, “his pitiless calculations give to a mathematical

operation all the piquancy of a bon mot, and the irony of numbers destroys the

credit of the most respected pilgrimages.” It is, however, in such a tract as the

“Excuse of the Nicodemites” that Calvin’s satire is found at its best, as he rails at

those weak Protestants who were too timid to declare themselves. “His pen,” says

M. Lenient, “was never more light or incisive. Moralist and painter after the fash-

ion of La Bruyère, he amuses himself sketching all these profiles of effeminate

Christians, with their slacknesses, their compromises of conscience, their calcula-
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tions of selfishness, and indifferent lukewarmness.” Literature this all is, doubt-

less, and good literature; and by virtue of it “Calvinistic satire”—Calvin, Beza,

and Viret were its first masters—has a recognized place in the history of French

satire. But it is not primarily or chiefly literature, and it had its part to play

among the moral and religious forces which Calvin liberated for the accomplish-

ment of his reforming work.

Perhaps enough has been said to suggest how Calvin fulfilled his function as

reformer by his literary labors. There were, of course, other forms of his literary

product which have not been mentioned—creeds and catechisms, Church ordi-

nances and forms of worship, popular tracts and academic consilia. We need not

stop to speak of them particularly. Of one other product of his literary activity,

however, a special word seems demanded. Calvin was the great letter-writer of

the Reformation age. About four thousand of his letters have come down to us,

some of them almost of the dimensions of treatises, many of them practically

theological tractates, but many of them also of the most intimate character in

which he pours out his heart. In these letters we see the real Calvin, the man of

profound religious convictions and rich religious life, of high purpose and noble

strenuousness, of full and freely flowing human affections and sympathies. In

them he rebukes rulers and instructs statesmen, and strengthens and comforts

saints. Never a perplexed pastor but has from him a word of encouragement and

counsel; never a martyr but has from him a word of heartening and consolation.

Perhaps no friend ever more affectionately leaned on his friends; certainly no

friend ever gave himself more ungrudgingly to his friends. Had he written these

letters alone, Calvin would take his place among the great Christians and the

great Christian leaders of the world.

It is time, however, that we reminded ourselves that Calvin’s work as a re-

former is not summed up in his literary activities. A “man of letters” he was fun-

damentally; and a “man of letters” he remained in principle all his life. But he was

something more than a “man of letters.” This was his chosen sphere of service;

and he counted it a cross to be compelled to expend his energies through other

channels. But this cross was laid upon him, and he took it up and bore it. And
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the work which he did under the cross was such that had we no single word from

his pen, he would still hold his rank among the greatest of the Reformers. We call

him “the Reformer of Geneva.” But in reforming Geneva he set forces at work

which have been world-wide in their operation and are active still to-day. Were

we to attempt to characterize in a phrase the peculiarity of his work as a reformer,

perhaps we could not do better than to say it was the work of an idealist become

a practical man of affairs. He did not lack the power to wait, to make adjust-

ments, to advance by slow and tentative steps. He showed himself able to work

with any material, to make the best of compromises, to abide patiently the com-

ing of fitting opportunities. The ends which he set before himself as reformer he

attained only in the last years of his strenuous life. But he was incapable of aban-

doning his ideals, of acquiescing in half measures, of drifting with the tide.

Therefore his whole life in Geneva was a conflict. But in the end he made Geneva

the wonder of the world, and infused into the Reformed Churches a spirit which

made them not only invincible in the face of their foes, but an active ferment that

has changed the face of the world. Thus this “man of letters,” entering into life

with his ideals, was “the means,” to adopt the words of a critic whose sympathy

with those ideals leaves much to be desired, “of concentrating in that narrow cor-

ner” of the world “a moral force which saved the Reformation”; or rather, to put

it at its full effect, which “saved Europe.” “It may be doubted,” as the same critic

—Mark Pattison—exclaims in extorted admiration, “if all history can furnish an-

other instance of such a victory of moral force.”

When Calvin came to Geneva, he tells us himself, he found the gospel

preached there, but no Church established. “When I first came to this Church,”

he says, “there was as good as nothing here—il n’y avoit quasi comme rien. There

was preaching, and that was all.” He would have found much the same state of

things everywhere else in the Protestant world. The “Church” in the early

Protestant conception was constituted by the preaching of the Word and the

right administration of the sacraments: the correction of the morals of the com-

munity was the concern not of the Church but of the civil power. As a recent

historian—Professor Karl Rieker—rather flippantly expresses it: “Luther, when
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he had preached and sowed the seed of the Word, left to the Holy Spirit the care

of producing the fruit, while with his friend Philip he peacefully drank his glass

of Wittenberg beer.” Calvin could not take this view of the matter. “Whatever

others may hold,” he observed, “we cannot think so narrowly of our office that

when preaching is done our task is fulfilled, and we may take our rest.” In his

view the mark of a true Church is not merely that the gospel is preached in it,

but that it is “followed.” For him the Church is the “communion of saints,” and

it is incumbent upon it to see to it that it is what it professes to be. From the first

he therefore set himself strenuously to attain this end, and the instrument which

he sought to employ to attain it was, briefly—Church discipline. It comes to us

with a surprise which is almost a shock to learn that we owe to Calvin all that is

involved, for the purity and welfare of the Church, in the exercise of Church dis-

cipline. But that is the simple truth, and so sharp was the conflict by which the

innovation won a place for itself, and so important did the principle seem, that it

became the mark of the Reformed Churches that they made “discipline” one of

the fundamental criteria of the true Church. Moreover, the application of this

principle carried Calvin very far, and, indeed, in its outworking gave the world

through him the principle of a free Church in a free State. It is ultimately to him,

therefore, that the Church owes its emancipation from the State, and to him

goes back that great battle-cry which has since fired the hearts of many saints in

many crises in many lands: “The Crown Rights of King Jesus in His Church.”

Censorship of manners and morals was not introduced by Calvin into

Geneva. Such a censorship, often of the most petty and galling kind, was the im-

memorial practice not only of Geneva but of all other similarly constituted

towns. It was part of the recognized police regulations of the times. Calvin’s sole

relation to this censorship was through his influence—he never bore civil office

or exercised civil authority in Geneva, and, indeed, acquired the rights of citizen-

ship there only late in life—gradually to bring some order and rationality into its

exercise. What Calvin introduced—and it was so revolutionary with respect both

to the State and to the Church that it required eighteen years of bitter struggle

before it was established—was distinctively Church discipline. The principles on
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which he proceeded were already laid down in the first edition of his “Institutes”

(spring of 1536). And when he came to Geneva in the autumn of 1536 he lost no

time in seeking to put them into practice. Already at the opening of 1537 we find

a document drawn up by him in the name of the ministers of Geneva before the

Council, in which the whole new conception is briefly outlined. This great char-

ter of the Church’s liberties—for it is as truly such as the “Magna Charta” is the

charter of British rights—opens with these simple and direct words: “It is certain

that a Church cannot be said to be well ordered and governed unless the Holy

Supper of our Lord is frequently celebrated and attended in it, and that with

such good regulation that no one would dare to present himself at it except with

piety and deep reverence. And it is therefore necessary for the Church to main-

tain in its integrity the discipline of excommunication, by which those should be

corrected who are unwilling to yield themselves amiably and in all obedience to

the holy Word of God.” In the body of the document the matter is argued, and

three things are proposed: First, that it be ascertained at the outset who of the in-

habitants of the town wished “to avow themselves of the Church of Jesus

Christ.” For this, it is suggested that a brief and comprehensive Confession of

Faith be prepared, and “all the inhabitants of your town” be required to “make

confession and render reason of their faith, that it may be ascertained which ac-

cord with the Gospel, and which prefer to be of the kingdom of the Pope rather

than of Jesus Christ.” Secondly, that a catechism be prepared, and the children be

diligently instructed in the elements of the faith. And thirdly, that provision be

made by the appointment of “certain persons of good life and good repute

among all the faithful, and likewise of constancy of spirit and not open to cor-

ruption,” who should keep watch over the conduct of the Church members, ad-

vise with them, admonish them, and in obstinate cases bring them to the atten-

tion of the ministers, when, if they still prove unamenable, they are “to be held as

rejected from the company of Christians,” and “as a sign of this, rejected from

the communion of the Lord’s Supper, and denounced to the rest of the faithful

as not to be companied with familiarly.” By this programme Calvin became

nothing less than the creator of the Protestant Church. The particular points to



20

be emphasized in it are two. It is purely Church discipline which is contemplated,

with none other but spiritual penalties. And the Church is for this purpose espe-

cially discriminated from the body of the people—the State—and a wedge is thus

driven in between Church and State which was bound to separate the one from

the other.

In claiming for the Church this discipline, Calvin, naturally, had no wish in

any way to infringe upon the police regulations of the civil authorities. They con-

tinued, in their own sphere, to command his approval and coöperation. He has

the clearest conception of the limits within which the discipline of the Church

must keep itself, and expressly declares that it is confined absolutely to the spiri-

tual penalty of excommunication. But he just as expressly suggests that the State,

on its own part, might well take cognizance of spiritual offenses; and even in-

vokes the aid of the civil magistrate in support of the authority of the Church.

“This,” he says to the Council, after outlining his scheme for the appointment of

lay helpers—in effect elders—in the exercise of discipline,—“this seems to us a

good way to introduce excommunication into our Church, and to maintain it in

its entirety. And beyond this correction the Church cannot proceed. But if there

are any so insolent and abandoned to all perversity that they only laugh at being

excommunicated, and do not mind living and dying in such a condition of rejec-

tion, it will be for you to consider how long you will endure and leave unpun-

ished such contempt and such mockery of God and His Gospel.” This is not re-

quiring the State to execute the Church’s decrees: the Church executes her own

decrees, and its extremest penalty is excommunication. It is only recognizing that

the State as well as the Church may take account of spiritual offenses. And par-

ticularly it is declaring that while the Church by her own sanctions protects her

own altars, it is the part of the State by its own sanctions to sustain the Church in

protecting its altars. Calvin has not risen to the conception of the complete mu-

tual independence of Church and State: his view still includes the conception of

an “established Church.” But the “established Church” which he pleads for is a

Church absolutely autonomous in its own spiritual sphere. In asking this he was

asking for something new in the Protestant world, and something in which lay
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the promise and potency of all the freedom which has come to the Reformed

Churches since.

Of course Calvin did not get what he asked for in 1537. Nor did he get it

when he returned from his banishment in 1541. But he never lost it from sight;

he never ceased to contend for it; he was always ready to suffer for its assertion

and defense; and at last he won it. The spiritual liberties which he demanded for

the Church in 1536, for the assertion of which he was banished in 1538, for the

establishment of which he ceaselessly struggled from 1541, he measurably at-

tained at length in 1555. In the fruits of that great victory we have all had our

part. And every Church in Protestant Christendom which enjoys to-day any lib-

erty whatever, in performing its functions as a Church of Jesus Christ, owes it all

to John Calvin. It was he who first asserted this liberty in his early manhood—he

was only twenty-seven years of age when he presented his programme to the

Council; it was he who first gained it in a lifelong struggle against a determined

opposition; it was he who taught his followers to value it above life itself, and to

secure it to their successors with the outpouring of their blood. And thus

Calvin’s great figure rises before us as not only in a true sense the creator of the

Protestant Church, but the author of all the freedom it exercises in its spiritual

sphere.

It is impossible to linger here on the relations of this great exploit of

Calvin’s, even to point out its rooting in his fundamental religious conceptions,

or its issue in the creation of a spirit in his followers to the efflorescence of which

this modern world of ours owes its free institutions. We cannot even stop to indi-

cate other important claims he has upon our reverence. We say nothing here, for

example, of Calvin the preacher—the “man of the Word” as Doumergue calls

him, pronouncing him as such greater than he was as “man of action” or “man

of thought,” as both of which he was very great—who for twenty-five years stood

in the pulpit of Geneva, preaching sometimes daily, sometimes twice a day, a

word the echoes of which were heard to the confines of Europe. We say nothing,

again, of his reorganization of the worship of the Reformed Churches, and par-

ticularly of his gift to them of the service of song: for the Reformed Churches
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did not sing until Calvin taught them to do it. There are many who think that he

did few things greater or more far-reaching in their influence than the making of

the Psalter—that Psalter of which twenty-five editions were published in the first

year of its existence, and sixty-two more in the next four years; which was trans-

lated or transfused into nearly every language of Europe; and which wrought it-

self into the very flesh and bone of the struggling saints throughout all the

“killing times” of Protestant history. The activities of Calvin were too varied and

multiplex, his influence in numerous directions too enormous, to lend them-

selves to rapid enumeration. We can pause further only to say a necessary word of

that system of divine truth which, by his winning restatement and powerful ad-

vocacy of it, he has stamped with his name, and with his eye upon which a

Roman Catholic writer of our day—Canon William Barry—pronounces Calvin

“undoubtedly the greatest of Protestant divines, and, perhaps, after St.

Augustine, the most persistently followed by his disciples of any western writer

on theology.”

It has become very much the custom of modern historians to insist that

Calvin’s was not an original but only a systematizing genius. Thus, for example,

Reinhold Seeberg remarks: “His was an acute and delicate but not a creative

mind.” “As a dogmatician, he furnished no new ideas; but with the most delicate

sense of perception he arranged the dogmatic ideas at hand in accordance with

their essential character and their historical development.” “He possessed the

wonderful talent of comprehending any given body of religious ideas in its most

delicate refinements and giving appropriate expression to the results of his inves-

tigations.” Accordingly, he did not leave behind him “uncoined gold, like

Luther,” or “questionable coinage, like Melanchthon,” but good gold well mint-

ed—and in this lies the explanation of the greatness of his influence as a theolo-

gian. The contention may very easily be overpressed. But at its basis there lies the

perception of a very important fact; perhaps we may say the most important fact

in the premises.

Calvin was a thoroughly independent student of Scripture, and brought

forth from that treasure-house things not only old but new; and if it was not giv-
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en to him to recover for the world so revolutionizing a doctrine as that of

Justification by Faith alone, the contributions of his fertile thought to doctrinal

advance were neither few nor unimportant. He made an epoch in the history of

the doctrine of the Trinity: by his insistence on “self-existence” as a proper at-

tribute of Son and Spirit as well as of the Father, he drove out the lingering ele-

ments of Subordinationism, and secured to the Church a deepened conscious-

ness of the co-equality of the Divine Persons. He introduced the presentation of

the work of Christ under the rubrics of the threefold office of Prophet, Priest,

and King. He created the whole discipline of Christian Ethics. But above all he

gave to the Church the entire doctrine of the Work of the Holy Spirit, profound-

ly conceived and wrought out in its details, with its fruitful distinctions of com-

mon and efficacious grace, of noëtic, aisthetic, and thelematic effects,—a gift, we

venture to think, so great, so pregnant with benefit to the Church as fairly to give

him a place by the side of Augustine and Anselm and Luther, as the Theologian

of the Holy Spirit, as they were respectively the Theologian of Grace, of the

Atonement, and of Justification.

Nevertheless, despite such contributions—contributions of the first order—

to theological advance, it is quite true—and it is a truth deserving the strongest

emphasis—that the system of doctrine which Calvin taught, and by his powerful

commendation of which his greatest work for the world was wrought, was not

peculiar to himself, was in no sense new,—was, in point of fact, just “the Gospel”

common to him and all the Reformers, on the ground of which they spoke of

themselves as “Evangelicals,” and by the recovery of which was wrought out the

revolution which we call the Reformation. Calvin did not originate this system

of truth; as “a man of the second generation” he inherited it, and his greatest sig-

nificance as a religious teacher is that by his exact and delicate sense of doctrinal

values and relations and his genius for systematic construction, he was able, as

none other was, to cast this common doctrinal treasure of the Reformation into

a well-compacted, logically unassailable, and religiously inspiring whole. In this

sense it is as systematizer that he makes his greatest demand on our admiration

and gratitude. It was he who gave the Evangelical movement a theology.
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The system of doctrine taught by Calvin is just the Augustinianism com-

mon to the whole body of the Reformers—for the Reformation was, as from the

spiritual point of view a great revival of religion, so from the theological point of

view a great revival of Augustinianism. And this Augustinianism is taught by

him not as an independent discovery of his own, but fundamentally as he learned

it from Luther, whose fertile conceptions he completely assimilated, and most di-

rectly and in much detail from Martin Bucer into whose practical, ethical point

of view he perfectly entered. Many of the very forms of statement most charac-

teristic of Calvin—on such topics as Predestination, Faith, the stages of

Salvation, the Church, the Sacraments—only reproduce, though of course with

that clearness and religious depth peculiar to Calvin, the precise teachings of

Bucer, who was above all others, accordingly, Calvin’s master in theology. Of

course he does not take these ideas over from Bucer and repeat them by rote.

They have become his own and issue afresh from him with a new exactness and

delicacy of appreciation, in themselves and in their relations, with a new develop-

ment of implications, and especially with a new richness of religious content. For

the prime characteristic of Calvin as a theologian is precisely the practical interest

which governs his entire thought and the religious profundity which suffuses it

all. It was not the head but the heart which made him a theologian, and it is not

the head but the heart which he primarily addresses in his theology.

He takes his start, of course, from God, knowledge of whom and obedience

to whom he declares the sum of human wisdom. But this God he conceives as

righteous love—Lord as well as Father, of course, but Father as well as Lord;

whose will is, of course, the prima causa rerum (for is He not God?), but whose

will also it will be our joy as well as our wisdom to embrace (for is He not our

Father?). It was that we might know ourselves to be wholly in the hands of this

God of perfect righteousness and goodness—not in those of men, whether our-

selves or some other men—that he was so earnest for the doctrine of predestina-

tion: which is nothing more than the declaration of the supreme dominion of

God. It was that our eternal felicity might hang wholly on God’s mighty love—

and not on our sinful weakness—that he was so zealous for the doctrine of elec-
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tion: which is nothing more than the ascription of our entire salvation to God.

As he contemplated the majesty of this Sovereign Father of men, his whole being

bowed in reverence before Him, and his whole heart burned with zeal for His

glory. As he remembered that this great God has become in His own Son the

Redeemer of sinners, he passionately gave himself to the proclamation of the glo-

ry of His grace. Into His hands he committed himself without reserve: his whole

spirit panted to be in all its movement subjected to His government—or, to be

more specific, to the “leading of His Spirit.” All that was good in him, all the

good he hoped might be formed in him, he ascribed to the almighty working of

this Divine Spirit. The “glory of God alone”—the “leading of the Spirit” (or, as a

bright young French student of his thought has lately expressed it, la maitrise,

the “mastery,” the control, of the Spirit),—became thus the twin principles of his

whole thought and life. Or, rather, the double expression of the one principle;

for—since all that God does, He does by His Spirit—the two are at bottom one.

Here we have the secret of Calvin’s greatness and the source of his strength

unveiled to us. No man ever had a profounder sense of God than he; no man ever

more unreservedly surrendered himself to the Divine direction. “We cannot bet-

ter characterize the fundamental disposition of Calvin the man and the

reformer,” writes a recent German student of his life—Bernhard Bess—“than in

the words of the Psalm: ‘What is man, that thou art mindful of him? and the son

of man, that thou visitest him?’ After that virtuoso in religion of ancient Israel,

no one has spoken of the majesty of God and the insignificance of man with such

feeling and truth as Calvin. The appearance which Luther’s expressions often

give, as if God exists merely for man’s sake, never is given by Calvin. God is for

him the almighty will which lies behind all that comes to pass. What comes to

pass in the world serves no doubt man, the Church, and salvation; but this is not

its ultimate end, but the revelation of the glory and the honor of God.” If there is

anything that will make a man great, surely it is placing himself unreservedly at

the disposal of God and seeking not only to do nothing but God’s will, but to do

all God’s will. This is what Calvin did, and it is because he did this that he was so

great.
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He was, of course, not without his weaknesses. He had no doubt a high tem-

per, though to do him justice we must take the term in all its senses. He did not

in all things rise superior to the best opinion of his age. We have seen, for exam-

ple, that he was in full accord with his time in its extension of the cognizance of

the civil courts to spiritual offenses; and it was by the consent of his mind to this

universal conviction of the day that he was implicated in that unhappy occur-

rence—the execution of Servetus. But to do him justice here we must learn to

speak both of his connection with that occurrence and of Servetus himself in

quite other terms than the reckless language with which a modern writer of re-

pute speaks when he calls Calvin “the author of the great crime of the age—the

murder of the heroic Servetus.” Servetus, that “fool of genius,” as a recent writer,

not without insight, characterizes him, was anything but an heroic figure. The

“crime” of his “murder,” unfortunately, had scores of fellows in that age, in

which life was lightly valued, and it was agreed on all hands that grave heresy and

gross blasphemy were capital offenses in well-organized states. And Servetus was

condemned and executed by a tribunal of which Calvin was not a member, with

which he possessed little influence, and which rejected his petition against the

unnecessary cruelty of the penalty inflicted.

“There are people,” remarks Paul Wernle, who is certainly under the influ-

ence of no glamour for Calvin or Calvinism—“There are people who have been

told at school that Servetus was burned through Calvin’s fault, and are therefore

done with this man. They ought to remember that had they lived at the time,

they would in all probability have joined in burning him. It is not so easy to be

done with the man who was the most luminous and penetrating theologian of

his time and the source from which flowed that power which Protestantism

showed in Scotland, France, England, Holland. We are all glad, no doubt, that we

did not live under his rod; but who knows what we would all be, had not this di-

vine ardor possessed him? Concentrated, well-directed enthusiasm—that is his

essence; it was himself, first of all, whom he consumed in his zeal; his rule at

Geneva was no more rigorous than the heroism was glorious with which he com-

pacted half the Protestantism of Europe into a power which nothing could
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break. Calvin was in very truth the soul of the battling and conquering

Reformed world; it was he who fought on the battlefields of the Huguenots and

the Dutch, and in the hosts of the Puritans. In scarcely another of the Reformers

is there to be seen such thoroughness, absoluteness. And yet what moderation,

what real dread of every kind of excess; with what deference and tact did he know

how to speak to the great! If you would know the man, how he lived with and for

God and the world, read first of all in the Institutes the section On the Life of the

Christian Man. It is the portrait of himself. And then for his religious individu-

ality add the sections On Justification and On Predestination, where will be

found what is most profound, most moving in his life of faith.”

Such a man was John Calvin; and such was the work he did for God and His

Kingdom on earth. Adolf Harnack has said that between Paul the Apostle and

Luther the Reformer, Augustine was the greatest man God gave His Church. We

may surely add that from Luther the Reformer to our day God has given His

Church no greater man than John Calvin.
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T
he first chapters of Calvin’s “Institutes” are taken up with a comprehen-

sive exposition of the sources and guarantee of the knowledge of God and

divine things (Book I. chs. i.–ix.). A systematic treatise on the knowledge of God

must needs begin with such an exposition; and we require no account of the cir-

cumstance that Calvin’s treatise begins with it, beyond the systematic character

of his mind and the clearness and comprehensiveness of his view. This exposition

therefore makes its appearance in the earliest edition of the “Institutes,” which

attempted “to give a summary of religion in all its parts,” redacted in orderly se-

quence; that is to say, which was intended as a textbook in theology. This was the

second edition, published in 1539, which was considered by Calvin to be the first

which at all corresponded to its title. In this edition this exposition already stands

practically complete. Large insertions were made into it subsequently, by which

it was greatly enriched as a detailed exposition and validation of the sources of

our knowledge of God; but no modifications were made in its fundamental

teaching by these additions, and the ground plan of the exposition as laid down

in 1539 was retained unaltered throughout the subsequent development of the

treatise.

We may observe in the controversies in which Calvin had been engaged be-

tween 1536 and 1539 a certain preparation for writing this comprehensive and

admirably balanced statement, with its equal repudiation of Romish and
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Anabaptist error and its high note of assurance in the face of the scepticism of

the average man of the world. We may trace in it the fruits of his eager and ex-

haustive studies prosecuted in the interval, as pastor, professor, and Protestant

statesman; and especially of his own ripening thought as he worked more and

more into detail his systematic view of the body of truth. But we can attribute to

nothing but his theological genius the feat by which he set a compressed apolo-

getical treatise in the forefront of his little book—for the “Institutes” were still in

1539 a little book, although already expanded to more than double the size of

their original form (edition of 1536). Thus he not only for the first time supplied

the constructive basis for the Reformation movement, but even for the first time

in the history of Christian theology drew in outline the plan of a complete struc-

ture of Christian Apologetics. For this is the significance in the history of

thought of Calvin’s exposition of the sources and guarantee of the knowledge of

God, which forms the opening topic of his “Institutes.” “Thus,” says Julius

Köstlin, after cursorily surveying the course of the exposition, “there already rises

with him an edifice of Christian Apologetics, in its outlines complete (fertig).

With it, he stands, already in 1539, unique (einzig) among the Reformers, and

among Christian theologians in general up to his day. Only as isolated building-

stones can appear in comparison with this, even what Melanchthon, for example,

offered in the last elaboration of the Loci with reference to the proofs for the exis-

tence of God.” 1 In point of fact, in Augustine alone among his predecessors do

we find anything like the same grasp of the elements of the problem as Calvin

here exhibits; and nowhere among his predecessors do we find these elements

brought together in a constructive statement of anything like the completeness

and systematic balance which he gave to it.

At once on its publication, however, Calvin’s apologetical construction be-

came the property of universal Christian thought, and it has entered so vitally

into Protestant, and especially Reformed, thinking as to appear now-a-days very

much a matter of course. It is difficult for us to appreciate its novelty in him or to

realize that it is not as native to every Christian mind as it now seems to us the in-

evitable adjustment of the elements of the problems raised by the Christian reve-
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lation. Familiar as it seems, therefore, it is important that we should apprehend

it, at least in its outlines, as it lies in its primary statement in Calvin’s pages. So

only can we appreciate Calvin’s genius or estimate what we owe to him. A very

brief abstract will probably suffice, however, to bring before us in the first in-

stance the elements of Calvin’s thought. These include the postulation of an in-

nate knowledge of God in man, quickened and developed by a very rich manifes-

tation of God in nature and providence, which, however, fails of its proper effect

because of man’s corruption in sin; so that an objective revelation of God, em-

bodied in the Scriptures, was rendered necessary, and, as well, a subjective opera-

tion of the Spirit of God on the heart enabling sinful man to receive this revela-

tion—by which conjoint divine action, objective and subjective, a true knowl-

edge of God is communicated to the human soul.

Drawn out a little more into detail, this teaching is as follows. The knowl-

edge of God is given in the very same act by which we know self. For when we

know self, we must know it as it is: and that means we must know it as depen-

dent, derived, imperfect, and responsible being. To know self implies, therefore,

the co-knowledge with self of that on which it is dependent, from which it de-

rives, by the standard of which its imperfection is revealed, to which it is respon-

sible. Of course, such a knowledge of self postulates a knowledge of God, in con-

trast with whom alone do we ever truly know self: but this only the more empha-

sises the fact that we know God in knowing self, and the relative priority of our

knowledge of two objects of knowledge which we are conscious only of knowing

together may for the moment be left undetermined. Meanwhile, it is clear than

man has an instinctive and ineradicable knowledge of God, which, moreover,

must produce appropriate reactions in his thought, feeling, and will, whence aris-

es what we call religion. But these reactions are conditioned by the state of the

soul which reacts. Although, then, man cannot avoid possessing a knowledge of

God, and this innate knowledge of God is quickened and developed by the rich-

est manifestations of God in nature and providence, which no man can escape ei-

ther perceiving or so far apprehending, yet the actual knowledge of God which is

framed in the human soul is affected by the subjective condition of the soul. The
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soul, being corrupted by sin, is dulled in its instinctive apprehension of God; and

God’s manifestation in nature and history is deflected in it. Accordingly the testi-

mony of nature to God is insufficient that sinful man should know Him aright,

and God has therefore supernaturally revealed Himself to His people and de-

posited this revelation of Himself in written Scriptures. In these Scriptures alone,

therefore, do we possess an adequate revelation of God; and this revelation is at-

tested as such by irresistible external evidence and attests itself as such by such

marks of inherent divinity that no normal mind can resist them. But the sin-

darkened minds to which it appeals are not normal minds, but disordered with

the awful disease of sin. What is to give subjective effect in a sin-blinded mind to

even a direct revelation from God? The revelation of God is its own credential. It

needs no other light to be thrown upon it but that which emanates from itself:

and no other light can produce the effect which its own splendor as a revelation

of God should effect. But all fails when the receptivity is destroyed by sin. For

sinners, therefore, there is requisite a repairing operation upon their souls before

the light of the Word itself can accredit itself to them as light. This repairing op-

eration on the souls of sinful men by which they are enabled to perceive light is

called the testimony of the Holy Ghost: which is therefore just the subjective ac-

tion of the Spirit of God on the heart, by virtue of which it is opened for the per-

ception and reception of the objective revelation of God. The testimony of the

Spirit cannot, then, take the place of the objective revelation of the Word: it is no

revelation in this strict sense. It presupposes the objective revelation and only

prepares the heart to respond to and embrace it. But the objective revelation can

take no effect on the unprepared heart. What the operation of the Spirit on the

heart does, then, is to implant, or rather to restore, a spiritual sense in the soul by

which God is recognized in His Word. When this spiritual sense has been pro-

duced the necessity of external proofs that the Scriptures are the Word of God is

superseded: the Word of God is as immediately perceived as such as light is per-

ceived as light, sweetness as sweetness—as immediately and as inamissibly. The

Christian’s knowledge of God, therefore, rests no doubt on an instinctive per-

ception of God native to man as man, developed in the light of a patefaction of
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God which pervades all nature and history; but particularly on an objective reve-

lation of God deposited in Scriptures which bear in themselves their own evi-

dence of their divine origin, to which every spiritual man responds with the same

strength of conviction with which he recognizes light as light. This is the basis

which Calvin in his “Institutes” places beneath his systematic exposition of the

knowledge of God.

The elements of Calvin’s thought here, it will readily be seen, reduce them-

selves to a few great fundamental principles. These embrace particularly the fol-

lowing doctrines: the doctrine of the innate knowledge of God; the doctrine of

the general revelation of God in nature and history; the doctrine of the special

revelation of God and its embodiment in Scriptures; the doctrine of the noëtic

effects of sin; the doctrine of the testimony of the Holy Spirit. That we may do

justice to his thought we must look in some detail at his treatment of each of

these doctrines and of the subordinate topics which are necessarily connected

with them.

I. Natural Revelation

That the knowledge of God is innate (I. iii. 3), naturally engraved on the hearts

of men (I. iv. 4), and so a part of their very constitution as men (I. iii. 1), that it is

a matter of instinct (I. iii. 1, I. iv. 2), and every man is self-taught it from his birth

(I. iii. 3), Calvin is thoroughly assured. He lays it down as incontrovertible fact

that “the human mind, by natural instinct itself, possesses some sense of a deity”

(I. iii. 1, ad init. et ad fin.; 3—sensus divinitatis or deitatis), 2 and defends the

corollaries which flow from this fact, that the knowledge of God is universal and

indelible. All men know there is a God, who has made them, and to whom they

are responsible. No savage is sunk so low as to have lost this sense of deity, which

is wrought into his very constitution: and the degradation of men’s worship is a

proof of its ineradicableness—since even such dehumanization as this worship

manifests has not obliterated it (I. iii. 1). It is the precondition of all religion,
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without which no religion would ever have arisen; and it forms the silent as-

sumption of all attempts to expound the origin of religion in fraud or political

artifice, as it does also of all corruptions of religion, which find their nerve in

men’s incurable religious propensities (I. iii. 1). The very atheists testify to its per-

sistence in their ill-concealed dread of the deity they profess to despise (I. iv. 2);

and the wicked, strive they ever so hard to banish from their consciousness the

sense of an accusing deity, are not permitted by nature to forget it (I. iii. 3). Thus

the cases alike of the savages, the atheists, and the wicked are made contributory

to the establishment of the fact, and the discussion concludes with the declara-

tion that it is by this innate knowledge of God that men are discriminated from

the brutes, so that for men to lose it would be to fall away from the very law of

their creation (I. iii. 3, ad fin.). 3

If the knowledge of God enters thus into the very idea of humanity and con-

stitutes a law of its being, it follows that it is given in the same act of knowledge

by which we know ourselves. This position is developed at length in the opening

chapter. The discussion begins with a remark which reminds us of Augustine’s

familiar contention that the proper concern of mankind is the knowledge of God

and the soul; to which it is added at once that these two knowledges are so inter-

related that it is impossible to assign the priority to either. The knowledge of self

involves the knowledge of God and also profits by the knowledge of God: the

better we know ourselves the better we shall know God, but also, we shall never

know ourselves as we really are save in contrast with God, by whom is supplied

the only standard for the formation of an accurate judgment upon ourselves (I. i.

2). In his analysis of the mode of the implication of the knowledge of God in the

knowledge of self, Calvin lays the stress upon our nature as dependent, derived,

imperfect, and responsible beings, which if known at all must be known as such,

and to be known as such must be known as over against that Being on whom we

are dependent, to whom we owe our being, over against whom our imperfection

is manifest, and to whom we are responsible (I. i. 1). As we are not self-existent,

we must recognize ourselves as “living and moving “in Another. We recognize

ourselves as products, and in knowing the product know the cause; thus our very
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endowments, seeing that they distil to us by drops from heaven, form so many

streams up which our minds must needs travel to their Fountainhead. The per-

ception of our imperfections is at the same time the perception of His perfection;

so that our very poverty displays to us His infinite fulness. Our sense of dissatis-

faction with ourselves directs our eyes to Him whose righteous judgment we can

but anticipate; and when in the presence of His majesty we realize our meanness

and in the presence of His righteousness we realize our sin, our perception of

God passes into consternation as we recognize in Him our just Judge.

The emphasis which Calvin places in this analysis upon the sense of sin and

the part it plays in our knowledge of God, at once attracts attention. It is perhaps

above everything the “miserable ruin” in which we find ourselves, which compels

us, according to him, to raise our eyes towards heaven, spurred on not merely by

a sense of lack but by a sense of dread: it is only, he declares, when we have begun

to be displeased with ourselves that we energetically turn our thoughts Godward.

This is already an indication of the engrossment of Calvin in this treatise with

practical rather than merely theoretical problems. He is less concerned to show

how man as man attains to a knowledge of God, than how man as he actually ex-

ists upon the earth attains to it. In the very act of declaring that this knowledge is

instinctive and belongs to the very constitution of man as such, therefore, he so

orders the exposition of the mode of its actual rise in the mind as to throw the

emphasis on a quality which does not belong to man as such, but only to man as

actually existing in the world—in that “miserable ruin into which we have been

plunged by the defection of the first man” (I. i. 1). Man as unfallen, by the very

necessity of his nature would have known God, the sphere of his being, the au-

thor of his existence, the standard of his excellences; but for man as fallen, Calvin

seems to say, the strongest force compelling him to look upwards to the God

above him, streams from his sense of sin, filling him with a fearful looking for-

ward to judgment.

It is quite obvious that such a knowledge of God as Calvin here postulates as

the unavoidable and ineradicable possession of man, is far from a mere empty

conviction that such a being as God exists. The knowledge of God which is given
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in our knowledge of self is not a bare perception, it is a conception: it has con-

tent. “The knowledge of ourselves, therefore,” says Calvin (I. i. 1, ad fin.), “is not

only an incitement to seek after God, but becomes a considerable assistance to-

wards finding God.” The knowledge of God with which we are natively en-

dowed is therefore more than a bare conviction that God is: it involves, more or

less explicated, some understanding of what God is. Such a knowledge of God

can never be otiose and inert; but must produce an effect in human souls, in the

way of thinking, feeling, willing. In other words, our native endowment is not

merely a sensus deitatis, but also a semen religionis (I. iii. 1, 2; iv. 1, 4; v. 1). For

what we call religion is just the reaction of the human soul to what it perceives

God to be. Calvin is, therefore, just as insistent that religion is universal as that

the knowledge of God is universal. “The seeds of religion,” he insists, “are sown

in every heart” (I. iv. 1; cf. v. 1); men are propense to religion (I. iii. 2, med.); and

always and everywhere frame to themselves a religion, consonant with their con-

ceptions of God.

Calvin’s ideas of the origin and nature of religion are set forth, if succinctly,

yet with eminent clearness, in his second chapter. Wherever any knowledge of

God exists, he tells us, there religion exists. He is not speaking here of a compe-

tent knowledge of God such as redeemed sinners have in Christ. But much less is

he speaking of that mere notion that there is such a being as God which is some-

times called a knowledge of God. It may be possible to speculate on “the essence”

of God without being moved by it. But certainly it is impossible to form any vital

conception of God without some movement of intellect, feeling, and will to-

wards Him; and any real knowledge of God is inseparable from movements of

piety towards Him. Piety means reverence and love to God; and the knowledge

of God tends therefore to produce in us, first, sentiments of fear and reverence;

and, secondly, an attitude of receptivity and praise to Him as the fountain of all

blessing. If man were not a sinner, indeed, such would be the result: men, know-

ing God, would turn to Him in confidence and commit themselves without re-

serve to His care—not so much fearing His judgments, as making them in sym-

pathetic loyalty their own (I. ii. 2). And herein we see what pure and genuine reli-



36

gion is: “it consists in faith, united with a serious fear of God, comprehending a

voluntary reverence, and producing legitimate worship agreeable to the injunc-

tions of the law” (I. ii. 2, ad fin.). 4

The definition of religion to which Calvin thus attains is exceedingly inter-

esting, and that not merely because of its vital relation to the fundamental

thought of these opening chapters, but also because of its careful adjustment to

the state of the controversy in which he was engaged as a leader of the

Reformation. In the first of these aspects, as we have already pointed out, religion

is with him the vital effect of the knowledge of God in the human soul; so that

inevitably religions will differ as the conceptions of God determining our

thought and feeling and directing our life differ. In the estate of purity, the

knowledge of God produces reverence and trust: and the religion of sinless man

will therefore exhibit no other traits but trust and love. In sinful man, the same

knowledge of God must produce, rather, a reaction of fear and hate—until the

grace of God intervenes with a message of mercy. Sinful man cannot be trusted,

therefore, to form his own religion for himself, but must in all his religious func-

tioning place himself unreservedly under the direction of God in His gracious

revelation. In its second aspect, then, we perceive Calvin carefully framing his de-

finition so as to exclude all “will-worship” and to prepare the way for the con-

demnation of the “formal worship” and “ostentation in ceremonies” which had

become prevalent in the old Church. The position he takes up here is essentially

that which has come down to us under the name of “the Puritan principle.”

Religion consists, of course, not in the externalities of worship, but in faith, unit-

ed with a serious fear of God, and a willing reverence. But its external expression

in worship is not therefore unimportant, but is to be strictly confined to what is

prescribed by God: to “legitimate worship, agreeable to the injunctions of the

law” (I. ii. 2, ad fin.). This declaration is returned to and expounded in a striking

section of the fourth chapter (I. iv. 3; cf. I. v. 13), where Calvin insists that “the

divine will is the perpetual rule to which true religion is to be conformed,” and

asserts of newly invented modes of worshipping God, that they are tantamount

to idolatry. God cannot be pleased by showing contempt for what He commands
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and substituting other things which He condemns; and none would dare to trifle

in such a manner with Him unless they had already transformed Him in their

minds into another and different Being: and in that case it is of little importance

whether you worship one god or many. 5

From this digression for the sake of asserting the “Puritan,” that is, the “Re-

formed,” principle with reference to acceptable worship, it is already apparent

that Calvin did not suppose that men have been left to the notitia Dei insita for

the framing of their religion, although he is insistent that therefrom proceeds a

propensity to religion which already secures that all men shall have a religion (I.

ii. 2). On the contrary, he teaches that to the ineradicable revelation of Himself

which He has imprinted on human nature, God has added an equally clear and

abundant revelation of Himself externally to us. As we cannot know ourselves

without knowing God, so neither can we look abroad on nature or contemplate

the course of events without seeing Him in His works and deeds (I. v.). Calvin is

exceedingly emphatic as to the clearness, universality, and convincingness of this

natural revelation of God. The whole world is but a theatre for the display of the

divine glory (I. v. 5); God manifests Himself in every part of it, and, turn our eyes

whichever way we will, we cannot avoid seeing Him; for there is no atom of the

world in which some sparks of His glory do not shine (I. v. 1). So pervasive is

God in nature, indeed, that it may even be said by a pious mind that nature is

God (I. v. 5)—though the expression is too readily misapprehended in a

Pantheistic (I. v. 5) or Materialistic (I. v. 4) sense to justify its use. Accordingly, no

man can escape this manifestation of God; we cannot open our eyes without see-

ing it, and the language in which it is delivered to us penetrates through even the

densest stupidity and ignorance (I. v. 1). To every individual on earth, therefore,

with the exclusion of none (I. v. 7), God abundantly manifests Himself (I. v. 2).

Each of the works of God invites the whole human race to the knowledge of

Him; while their contemplation in the mass offers an even more prevalent exhibi-

tion of Him (I. v. 10). And so clear are His footsteps in His providence, that even

what are commonly called accidents are only so many proofs of His activity (I. v.

8).
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In developing this statement of the external natural revelation of God,

Calvin presents first His patefaction in creation (I. v. 1–6) and then His patefac-

tion in providence (I. v. 7–9), and under each head lays the primary stress on the

manifestations of the divine wisdom and power (I. v. 2–5, wisdom; 6, power; 8,

wisdom and power). But the other attributes which enter into His glory are not

neglected. Thus, under the former caption, he points out that the perception of

the divine power in creation “leads us to the consideration of His eternity; be-

cause He from whom all things derive their origin must necessarily be eternal and

self-existent,” while we must postulate goodness and mercy as the motives of His

creation and providence (I. v. 6). Under the second caption, he is particularly co-

pious in drawing out the manifestations of the divine benignity and beneficence

—of His clemency—though he does not scruple also to point to the signs of His

severity (I. v. 7, cf. 10). From the particular contemplation of the divine clemen-

cy and severity in their peculiar distribution here, indeed, he pauses to draw an

argument for a future life when apparent irregularities will be adjusted (I. v. 10).

The vigor and enthusiasm with which Calvin prosecutes his exposition of

the patefaction of God in nature and history is worth emphasising further. He

even turns aside (I. v. 9) to express his special confidence in it, in contrast to a pri-

ori reasoning, as the “right way and the best method of seeking God.” A specula-

tive inquiry into the essence of God, he suggests, merely fatigues the mind and

flutters in the brain. If we would know God vitally, in our hearts, let us rather

contemplate Him in His works. These, we shall find, as the Psalmist points out,

declare His greatness and conduce to His praise. Once more, we may observe

here the concreteness of Calvin’s mind and method, and are reminded of the

practical end he keeps continually in view. 6 So far is he from losing himself in

merely speculative elaborations or prosecuting his inquiries under the spur of

“presumptuous curiosity,” that the practical religious motive is always present,

dominating his thought. His special interest in the theistic argument is, accord-

ingly, due less to the consideration that it rounds out his systematic view of truth

than to the fact that it helps us to the vital knowledge of God. And therefore he

is no more anxious to set it forth in its full force than he is to point out the limi-
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tations which affect its practical value. 7 In and of itself, indeed, it has no limita-

tions; Calvin is fully assured of its validity and analyses its data with entire confi-

dence; to him nothing is more certain than that in the mirror of His works God

gives us clear manifestations both of Himself and of His everlasting dominion (I.

v. 11). But Calvin cannot content himself with an intellectualistic contemplation

of the objective validity of the theistic argument. So dominated is he by practical

interests that he actually attaches to the chapter in which he argues this objective

validity a series of sections in which he equally strongly argues the subjective in-

ability of man to receive its testimony. Objectively valid as the theistic proofs are,

they are ineffective to produce a just knowledge of God in the sinful heart. The

insertion of these sections here is the more striking in that they almost seem un-

necessary in view of the clear exposition of the noëtic effects of sin which had

been made in the preceding chapter (ch. iv.)—although, of course, there the im-

mediate reference was to the notitia Dei insita, while here it is to the notitia Dei

acquisita.

Thus, however, our attention is drawn very pointedly to Calvin’s doctrine of

the disabilities with reference to the knowledge of God which are induced in the

human mind by sin. He has, as has just been noted, adverted formally to them

twice in these opening chapters of his treatise—on the earlier occasion (ch. iv.)

with especial reference to the revelation of God made in the constitution of hu-

man nature, and on the later occasion (ch. v. §§ 11–15) with especial reference to

the revelation of God made in His works and deeds. Were man in his normal

state, he could not under this double revelation, internal and external, fail to

know God as God would wish to be known. If he actually comes short of an ade-

quate knowledge of God, therefore, this cannot be attributed to any short-com-

ings in the revelation of God. Calvin is perfectly clear as to the objective adequa-

cy of the general revelation of God. Men, however, do come short of an adequate

knowledge of God; and that not merely some men, but all men: the failure of the

general revelation of God to produce in men an adequate knowledge of Him is as

universal as is the revelation itself. The explanation is to be found in the corrup-

tion of men’s hearts by sin, by which not merely are they rendered incapable of
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reading off the revelation of God which is displayed in His works and deeds, but

their very instinctive knowledge of God, embedded in their constitution as men,

is dulled and almost obliterated. The energy with which Calvin asserts this is al-

most startling, and matches in its emphasis that which he had placed on the reali-

ty and objective validity of the revelation of God. Though the seeds of religion

are sown by God in every heart, yet not one man in a hundred has preserved even

these seeds sound, and in no one at all have they grown to their legitimate har-

vest. All have degenerated from the true knowledge of God, and genuine piety

has perished from the earth (I. iv. 1). The light which God has kindled in the

breasts of men has been smothered and all but extinguished by their iniquity (I.

iv. 4). The manifestation which God has given of Himself in the structure and

organization of the world is lost on our stupidity (I. v. 11). The rays of God’s glo-

ry are diffused all around us, but do not illuminate the darkness of our mind (I.

v. 14). So that in point of fact, “men who are taught only by nature, have no cer-

tain, sound or distinct knowledge, but are confined to confused principles; they

worship accordingly an unknown God” (I. v. 12, fin.): “no man can have the least

knowledge of true and sound doctrine without having been a disciple of the

Scriptures” (I. vi. 2, ad fin.): “the human mind is through its imbecility unable to

attain any knowledge of God without the assistance of the Sacred Word” (I. vi. 4,

ad fin.).

Calvin therefore teaches with great emphasis the bankruptcy of the natural

knowledge of God. We must keep fully in mind, however, that this is not due in

his view to any inadequacy or ineffectiveness of natural revelation, considered ob-

jectively. 8 He continues to insist that the seeds of religion are sown in every heart

(I. v. 1, ad init.); that through all man’s corruption the instincts of nature still

suggest the memory of God to his mind (I. v. 2); that it is impossible to eradicate

that sense of the deity which is naturally engraved on all hearts (I. iv. 4, ad fin.);

that the structure and organization of the world, and the things that daily hap-

pen out of the ordinary course of nature, that is under the providential govern-

ment of God, bear a witness to God which the dullest ear cannot fail to hear (I. v.

1, 3, 7, esp. II. vi. 1); and that the light that shines from creation, while it may be
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smothered, cannot be so extinguished but that some rays of it find their way into

the most darkened soul (I. v. 14). God has therefore never left Himself without a

witness; but, “with various and most abundant benignity sweetly allures men to

a knowledge of Him, though they persist in following their own ways, their per-

nicious and fatal errors” (I. v. 14). The sole cause of the failure of the natural rev-

elation is to be found, therefore, in the corruption of the human heart. Two re-

sults flow from this fact. First, it is not a question of the extinction of the knowl-

edge of God, but of the corruption of the knowledge of God. And secondly, men

are without excuse for their corruption of the knowledge of God. On both

points Calvin is insistent.

He does not teach that all religion has perished out of the earth, but only

that no “genuine piety” remains (I. iv. 1, ad init.): he does not teach that men re-

tain no knowledge of God, but no “certain, sound or distinct knowledge” (I. v.

12, ad fin.). The seed of religion remains their inalienable possession, “but it is so

corrupted as to produce only the worst fruits” (I. iv. 4, ad fin.). Here we see

Calvin’s judgment on natural religion. Its reality he is quick to assert: but equally

quickly its inadequacy—and that because not merely of a negative incomplete-

ness but also of a positive corruption. Men have corrupted the knowledge of

God; and perhaps Calvin might even subscribe the declaration of a modern

writer that men’s religions are their worst crimes. 9 Certainly Calvin paints in

dark colors the processes by which men form for themselves conceptions of God

under the light of nature, or rather, in the darkness of their minds, from which

the light of nature is as far as lies in their power excluded. “Their conceptions of

God are formed, not according to the representations He gives of Himself, but

by the invention of their own presumptuous imaginations” (I. iv. 1, med.). They

set Him far off from themselves and make Him a mere idler in heaven (I. iv. 2);

they invent all sorts of vague and confused notions concerning Him, until they

involve themselves in such a vast accumulation of errors as almost to extinguish

the light that is within them (I. iv. 4); they confuse Him with His works, until

even a Plato loses himself in the round globe (I. v. 11); they even endeavor to

deny His very existence (I. v. 12), and substitute demons in His place (I. v. 13).
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Certainly it is not surprising, then, that the Holy Spirit, speaking in Scripture,

“condemns as false and lying whatever was formerly worshipped as divine among

the Gentiles,” nay, “rejects as false every form of worship which is of human con-

trivance,” and “leaves no Deity but in Mount Zion” (I. v. 13). The religions of

men differ, doubtless, among themselves: some are more, some less evil; but all

are evil and the evil of none is trivial.

Are men to be excused for this, their corruption of the knowledge of God?

Are we to listen with sympathy to the plea that light has been lacking? It is not a

case of insufficient light, but of an evil heart. Excuses are vain, for this heart-dark-

ness is criminal. If we speak of ignorance here, we must remember it is a guilty ig-

norance; an ignorance which rests on pride and vanity and contumacy (I. iv. 1),

an ignorance which our own consciences will not excuse (I. v. 15). What! shall we

plead that we lack ears to hear what even mute creatures proclaim? that we have

no eyes to see what it needs no eyes to see? that we are mentally too weak to learn

what mindless creatures teach? (I. v. 15). We are ignorant of what all things con-

spire to inform us of, only because we sinfully corrupt their message; their insuf-

ficiency has its roots in us, not in them; wherefore we are without excuse (I. iv. 1;

v. 14–15). Our “folly is inexcusable, seeing that it originates not only in a vain cu-

riosity, but in false confidence, and an immoderate desire to exceed the limits of

human knowledge” (I. iv. 1, fin.). “Whatever deficiency of natural ability pre-

vents us from attaining the pure and clear knowledge of God, yet, since that defi-

ciency arises from our own fault, we are left without any excuse” (I. v. 15, ad

init.).

The natural revelation of God failing thus to produce its legitimate effects of

a sound knowledge of God, because of the corruption of men’s hearts, we are

thrown back for any adequate knowledge of God upon supernatural activities of

God communicating His truth to men. It is accordingly in an assertion and vali-

dation of these supernatural revelatory operations of God that Calvin’s discus-

sion reaches its true center. To this extent his whole discussion of natural revela-

tion—in its inception in the implantation in man of a sensus deitatis, in its culmi-

nation in the patefaction of God in His works and deeds, and in its failure
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through the sin-bred blindness of humanity—may be said to be merely introduc-

tory to and intended to prepare the way for his discussion of the supernatural op-

erations of God by which He meets this otherwise hopeless condition of human-

ity sunk in its corrupt notions of God. These operations obviously must meet a

twofold need. A clearer and fuller revelation of God must be brought to men

than that which is afforded by nature. And the darkened minds of men must be

illuminated for its reception. In other words, what is needed, is a special super-

natural revelation on the one hand, and a special supernatural illumination on

the other. It is to the validation of this twofold supernatural operation of God in

communicating the knowledge of Himself that Calvin accordingly next address-

es himself (chs. vi.–ix.).

One or two peculiarities of his treatment of them attract our notice at the

outset, and seem to invite attention, before we enter into a detailed exposition of

the doctrine he presents. It is noticeable that Calvin does not pretend that this

supernatural provision of knowledge of God to meet men’s sin-born ignorance is

as universal in its reach as the natural revelation which it supplements and, so far

as efficiency is concerned, supersedes. On the contrary, he draws it expressly into

a narrower circle. That general revelation “presented itself to all eyes” and “is

more than sufficient to deprive the ingratitude of men of every excuse, since,” in

it, “God, in order to involve all mankind in the same guilt, sets an exhibition of

His majesty, delineated in the creatures, before them all without exception” (I. vi.

1, init.). But His supernatural revelation He grants only “to those whom He in-

tends to unite in a more close and familiar connection with Himself” (ibid.); “to

those to whom He has determined to make His instructions effectual” (I. vi. 3);

in a word, to “the elect” (I. vi. 1; vii. 5 near end). In dealing with the supernatural

revelation of God, therefore, Calvin is conscious of dealing with a special opera-

tion of the divine grace by means of which God is communicating to those He is

choosing to be His people the saving knowledge of Himself. It is observable also

that, in speaking of this supernatural revelation, he identifies it from the outset

distinctly with the Scriptures (ch. vi.). This is in accordance with the practical

end and engrossment which, as we have already had occasion to note, dominate
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his whole discussion. He was not unaware that the special revelation of God an-

tedates the Scriptures: on occasion he speaks discriminatingly enough of this rev-

elation in itself and the Scriptures in which it is embodied. But his mind is less on

the abstract truth than on the concrete conditions which surrounded him in his

work. Whatever may have been true ages gone, to-day the special revelation of

God coalesces with the Scriptures, and he does not occupy himself formally with

it except as it presents itself to the men of his own time. The task which he un-

dertakes, therefore, is distinctly to show that men have in the Scriptures a special

revelation of God supplementing and so far superseding the general revelation of

God in nature; and that God so operates with this His special revelation of

Himself as to overcome the sin-bred disabilities of man.

In this state of the case we may perhaps be justified in leaving at this point

the logical development of his construction and expounding Calvin’s teaching

more formally under the heads of his doctrine of Holy Scripture and his doctrine

of the Testimony of the Holy Spirit.

II. Holy Scripture

First, then, what was Calvin’s doctrine of Holy Scripture?

Under the designation of “Scripture” or “the Scriptures” Calvin understood

that body of writings which have been transmitted to us as the divinely given rule

of faith and life. In this body of writings, that is to say, in “the Canon of

Scripture,” he included all the books of the Old Covenant which were recog-

nized by the Jewish Church as of divine gift, and as such handed down to the

Christian Church; and all the books of the New Covenant which have been giv-

en the Church by the Apostles as its authoritative law-code. Calvin’s attitude to-

wards the canon was thus somewhat more conservative than, say, Luther’s. He

knew of no such distinction as that between Canonical and Deutero-Canonical

Books, whether in the Old or the New Testament. The so-called “Apocryphal

Books” of the Old Testament, included within the canon by the decrees of Trent,



45

he rejected out of hand: the so-called “Antilegomena” of the New Testament he

accepted without exception. 10

The representations which are sometimes made, to the effect that he felt

doubts of the canonicity of some of the canonical books or even was convinced

of their uncanonicity, 11 rest on a fundamental misconception of his attitude,

and are wrecked on his express assertions. No doubt he has not left us commen-

taries on all the Biblical Books, and no doubt his omission to write or lecture on

certain books is not to be explained merely by lack of time, but involves an act of

selection on his part, which was not unaffected by his estimate of the relative im-

portance of the several books or by his own spiritual sympathies. 12 He has also

occasionally employed a current expression, such as, for example, “the Canonical

Epistle of John,” 13 when speaking of I John, which, if strictly interpreted, might

be thought to imply denial of the genuineness of certain books of the canon—

such as II and III John—and not merely the momentary or habitual neglect of

them; just as the common use of the term “the Apostle” of Paul might be said, if

similarly strictly pressed, to imply that there was no other Apostle but he. It is

also true that he expresses himself with moderation when adducing the evidence

for the canonicity of this book or that, and in his modes of statement quite clear-

ly betrays his recognition that the evidence is more copious or more weighty in

some cases than in others. But he represents the evidence as sufficient in all cases

and declares with confidence his conclusion in favor of the canonicity of the

whole body of books which make up our Bible, and in all his writings and con-

troversies acts firmly on this presupposition. How, for example, is it possible to

contend that some grave reason connected with doubts on his part of their

canonical authority underlies the failure of Calvin to comment on “the three

books attributed to Solomon, particularly the Song of Songs,” 14
 in the face of

the judgment of the ministers of Geneva with regard to Castellion, which is thus

reported by Calvin himself over his signature. 15 “We unanimously judged him

one who might be appointed to the functions of the pastor, except for a single

obstacle which opposed it. When we asked him, according to custom, whether

he was in accord with us on all points of doctrine, he replied that there were two
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on which he could not share our views: one of them … being our inscribing the

Song of Solomon in the number of sacred books.… We conjured him first of all,

not to permit himself the levity of treating as of no account the constant witness

of the universal Church; we reminded him that there is no book the authenticity

of which is doubtful, about which some discussion has not been raised; that even

those to which we now attach an undisputed authenticity were not admitted

from the beginning without controversy; that precisely this one is one which has

never been openly repudiated. We also exhorted him against trusting unreason-

ably in his own judgment, especially where nothing was toward which all the

world had not been aware of before he was born.… All these arguments having

no effect on him, we thought it necessary to consider among ourselves what we

ought to do. Our unanimous opinion was that it would be dangerous and would

set a bad precedent to admit him to the ministry in these circumstances.… We

should thus condemn ourselves for the future to raise no objection to another,

should one present himself and wish similarly to repudiate Ecclesiastes or

Proverbs or any other book of the Bible, without being dragged into a debate as

to what is and what is not worthy of the Holy Spirit.” 16
 Not merely the firmness

with which Calvin held to the canoncity of all the books of our Bible, but the

importance he attached to the acceptance of the canonical Scriptures in their in-

tegrity, is made perfectly clear by such an incident; and indeed so also are the

grounds on which he accepted these books as canonical.

These grounds, to speak briefly, were historico-critical. Calvin, we must bear

in mind, was a Humanist before he was a Reformer, 17 and was familiar with the

whole process of determining the authenticity of ancient documents. If then he

received the Scriptures from the hands of the Church, not indulging himself in

the levity of treating the constant witness of the universal Church as of no ac-

count, he was nevertheless not disposed to take “tradition” uncritically at its face

value. His acceptance of the canon of the Church was therefore not a blind but a

critically mediated acceptance. Therefore he discarded the Aprocrypha: and if he

accepted the Antilegomena it was because they commended themselves to his

historico-critical judgment as holding of right a place in the canon. The organon
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of his critical investigation of the canon was in effect twofold. He inquired into

the history of the books in question. He inquired into their internal characteris-

tics. Have they come down to us from the Apostolic Church, commanding ei-

ther unbrokenly or on the whole the suffrages of those best informed or best

qualified to judge of their canonical claims? Are they in themselves conformable

to the claims made for them of apostolic, which is as much as to say, divine ori-

gin? It was by the application of this twofold test that he excluded the

Apocrypha of the Old Testament from the canon. They had in all ages been dis-

criminated from the canonical books, and differ from them as the writing of an

individual differs from an instrument which has passed under the eye of a notary

and been sealed to be received of all. 18 Some Fathers, it is true, deemed them

canonical; even Augustine was of that way of thinking, although he had to allow

that opinions differed widely upon the matter. Others, however, could admit

them to no higher rank than that of “ecclesiastical books,” which might be useful

to read but could not supply a foundation for doctrine; among such were Jerome

and Rufinus. 19 And, when we observe their contents, no sane mind will fail to

pass judgment against them. 20 Rome may, indeed, find her interest in defending

them, for she may discover support in them for some of her false teachings. But

this very fact is their condemnation. “I beg you to observe,” he says of the closing

words of II Maccabees, where the writer sets his hope in his own works: “I beg

you to observe how far this confession falls away from the majesty of the Holy

Spirit” 21—that is to say, from the constant teaching of Holy Scripture.

And it was by the application of the same two-fold test that he accredited the

Antilegomena of the New Testament as integral parts of the canon. In the

Preface which he has prefixed to II Peter, for example, he notes that Eusebius

speaks of some who rejected it. “If it is a question,” he adds, “of yielding to the

simple authority of men, since he [Eusebius] does not name those who brought

the matter into doubt, no necessity seems to be laid on us to credit these un-

known people. And, moreover, he adds that afterwards it was generally received

without contradiction.… It is a matter agreed upon by all, of common accord,

that there is nothing in this Epistle unworthy of Saint Peter, but that, on the con-
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trary, from one end of it to the other, there are apparent the force, vehemence

and grace of the Spirit with which the Apostles were endowed.… Since, then, in

all parts of the Epistle the majesty of the Spirit of Christ is clearly manifest, I can-

not reject it entirely, although I do not recognize in it the true and natural phrase

of Saint Peter.” 22
 To meet the difficulty arising from the difference of the style

from that of I Peter, he therefore supposed that the Epistle is indeed certainly

Peter’s, since otherwise it would be a forgery, a thing inconceivable in a book of

its high character, 23 but was dictated in his old age to some one of his disciples,

to whom it owes its peculiarities of diction. Here we have an argument conduct-

ed on the two grounds of the external witness of the Church and the internal tes-

timony of the contents of the book: and these are the two grounds on which he

everywhere depends. Of the Epistle of Jude he says: 24 “Because the reading of it

is very useful, and it contains nothing that is not in accord with the purity of the

Apostolic doctrine; because also it has long been held to be authentic by all the

best men, for my part, I willingly place it in the number of the other epistles.” In

other cases the external evidence of the Church is not explicitly mentioned and

the stress of the argument is laid on the Apostolic character of the writing as wit-

nessed by its contents. He receives Hebrews among the Apostolic Epistles with-

out difficulty, because nowhere else is the sacrifice of Christ more clearly or sim-

ply declared and other evangelical doctrines taught: surely it must have been due

to the wiles of Satan that the Western Church so long doubted its canonicity. 25

James seems to him to contain nothing unworthy of an Apostle of Christ, but to

be on the contrary full of good teaching, valuable for all departments of

Christian living. 26 For the application of this argument he of course takes his

start from the Homologoumena, which gave him the norm of Apostolic teach-

ing which he used for testing the other books. It must not be supposed that he

received even these books, however, without critico-historical inquiry: but only

that the uniform witness of the Church to their authority weighed with him

above all grounds of doubt. It was, in a word, on the ground of a purely scientific

investigation that Calvin accredited to himself the canon. It had come down to
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him through the ages, accredited as such by the constant testimony of its proper

witnesses: and it accredited itself to critical scrutiny by its contents. 27

The same scientific spirit attended Calvin in his dealing with the text of

Scripture. As a Humanist he was familiar with the processes employed in settling

the texts of classical authors; and naturally he used the same methods in his deter-

mination of the text of the Biblical books. His practice here is marked by a com-

bination of freedom and sobriety; and his decisions, though often wrong, as they

could not but be in the state of the knowledge of the transmission of the New

Testament text at the time, always manifest good sense, balance, and trained

judgment. In his remarks on the pericope of the adulteress (John 8:1–11), we

meet the same circle of ideas with which we are familiar from his remarks on the

Antilegomena: “because it has always been received by the Latin Churches and is

found in many of the Greek copies and old writers, and contains nothing which

would be unworthy of an apostolical spirit, there is no reason why we should

refuse to take our profit from it.” 28 He accepts the three-witness passage of 1

John 5:7. “Since the Greek codices do not agree with themselves,” he says, “I

scarcely dare reach a conclusion. Yet, as the context flows most smoothly if this

clause is added, and I see that it stands in the best codices and those of the most

approved credit, I also willingly adopt it.” 29
 When puzzled by difficulties, he,

quite like the Humanist dealing with a classical text, feels free to suggest that

there may be a “mendum in voce.” This he does, for example, in Mat. 23:35,

where he adduces this possibility among others; and still more instructively in

Mat. 27:9, where he just as simply assumes “Jeremiah” to be a corrupt reading 30

as his own editors assume that the “Apius” which occurs in the French version of

the “Institutes” in connection with Josephus is due to a slip of his translators,

not of his own—remarking: “It is evident that it cannot be Calvin who translat-

ed this passage.” 31 His assurance that it cannot be the Biblical writer who stum-

bles leads him similarly to attribute what seems to him a manifest error to the

copyists. It is only, however, in such passages as these that he engages formally in

textual emendation. Ordinarily he simply follows the current text, although he is,

of course, not without an intelligent ground for his confidence in it. 32 As we
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cursorily read his commentaries we feel ourselves in the hands of one who is sane-

ly and sagely scrutinizing the text with which he is dealing from the point of view

of a scholar accustomed to deal with ancient texts, whose confidence in its gener-

al integrity represents the well-grounded conclusion of a trained judgment. His

occasional remarks on the text, and his rare suggestion of a corruption, are indi-

cia of the alertness of his general scrutiny of the text and serve to assure us that

his acceptance of it as a whole as sound is not merely inert acquiescence in tradi-

tion, but represents the calm judgment of an instructed intelligence.

Inspiration of Scripture

Now, these sixty-six books of canonical Scriptures handed down to us, in the sin-

gular providence of God, 33 in a sound text which meets the test of critical scru-

tiny, Calvin held to be the very Word of God. This assertion he intended in its

simplest and most literal sense. He was far from overlooking the fact that the

Scriptures were written by human hands: he expressly declares that, though we

have received them from God’s own mouth, we have nevertheless received them

“through the ministry of men.” 34 But he was equally far from conceiving that

the relation of their human authors to their divine author resembled in any de-

gree that of free intermediaries, who, after receiving the divine word, could do

with it what they listed. 35 On the contrary, he thought of them rather as notaries

(IV. viii. 9), who set down in authentic registers (I. vi. 3) what was dictated to

them (Argumentum in Ev. Joh.), 36 They wrote, therefore, merely as the organs of

the Holy Ghost, and did not speak ex suo sensu, not humano impulsu, not sponte

sua, not arbitrio suo, but set out only quae coelitus mandata fuerant. 37 The di-

versity of the human authors thus disappears for Calvin before the unity of the

Spirit, the sole responsible author of Scripture, which is to him therefore not the

verba Dei, but emphatically the verbum Dei. 38 It is a Deo (“Institutes,” I. vii. 5);

it has “come down to us from the very mouth of God” (I. vii. 5); 39 it has “come

down from heaven as if the living words of God themselves were heard in it” (I.
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vii. 1); 40 and “we owe it therefore the same reverence which we owe to God

Himself, since it has proceeded from Him alone, and there is nothing human

mixed with it” (Com. on 2 Tim. 3:16). 41 According to this declaration the

Scriptures are altogether divine, and in them, as he puts it energetically in anoth-

er place, “it is God who speaks with us and not mortal men” (Com. on 2 Pet.

1:20). 42 Accordingly, he cites Scripture everywhere not as the word of man but

as the pure word of God. His “holy word” is “the scepter of God”; every state-

ment in which is “a heavenly oracle” which “cannot fail” (Dedicatory Epistle to

the “Institutes,” Opp. ii. 12): in it God “opens His own sacred mouth” to add His

direct word to the voice of His mute creatures (I. vi. 1). To say “Scripture says”

and to say “the Holy Ghost says” is all one. We contradict the Holy Spirit, says

Calvin—meaning the Scriptures—when we deny to Christ the name of Jehovah

or anything which belongs to the majesty of Jehovah (I. xiii. 23). “The Holy

Spirit pronounces,” says he, … “Paul declares … the Scripture condemns … where-

fore it is not surprising if the Holy Spirit reject”—all in one running context,

meaning ever the same thing (I. v. 13): just as in another context he uses inter-

changeably the “commandments of Christ” and the “authority of Scripture” of

the same thing (Dedicatory Letter).

It may be that Calvin has nowhere given us a detailed discussion of the

mode of the divine operation in giving the Scriptures. He is sure that they owe

their origin to the divine gift (I. vi. 1, 2, 3) and that God has so given them that

they are emphatically His word, as truly as if we were listening to His living voice

speaking from heaven (I. vii. 1): and, as we have seen, he is somewhat addicted to

the use of language which, strictly taken, would imply that the mode of their gift

was “dictation.” The Scriptures are “public records” (I. vi. 2), their human au-

thors have acted as “notaries” (IV. viii. 9), who have set down nothing of their

own, but only what has been dictated to them, so that there appears no admix-

ture of what is human in their product (on 2 Tim. 3:16). 43 It is not unfair to

urge, however, that this language is figurative; and that what Calvin has in mind

is not to insist that the mode of inspiration was dictation, but that the result of

inspiration is as if it were by dictation, viz., the production of a pure word of
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God free from all human admixtures. The term “dictation” was no doubt in cur-

rent use at the time to express rather the effects than the mode of inspiration. 44

This being allowed, it is all the more unfair to urge that, Calvin’s language being

in this sense figurative, he is not to be understood as teaching that the effect of in-

spiration was the production of a pure word of God, free from all admixture of

human error. This, on the contrary, is precisely what Calvin does teach, and that

with the greatest strenuousness. He everywhere asserts that the effects of inspira-

tion are such that God alone is the responsible author of the inspired product,

that we owe the same reverence to it as to Him Himself, and should esteem the

words as purely His as if we heard them proclaimed with His living voice from

heaven; and that there is nothing human mixed with them. And he everywhere

deals with them on that assumption. It is true that men have sought to discover

in Calvin, particularly in his “Harmony of the Gospels,” acknowledgments of

the presence of human errors in the fabric of Scripture. 45 But these attempts rest

on very crass misapprehensions of Calvin’s efforts precisely to show that there are

no such errors in the fabric of Scripture. When he explains, for example, that the

purpose “of the Evangelists”—or “of the Holy Spirit,” for he significantly uses

these designations as synonyms—was not to write a chronologically exact record,

but to present the general essence of things, this is not to allow that the

Scriptures err humanly in their record of the sequences of time, but to assert that

they intend to give no sequences of time and therefore cannot err in this regard.

When again he suggests that an “error” has found its way into the text of Mat.

27:9 or possibly into Mat. 23:35, he is not speaking of the original, but of the

transmitted text; 46 and it would be hard if he were not permitted to make such

excursions into the region of textual criticism without laying himself open to the

charge of denying his most assured conviction that nothing human is mixed with

Scripture. In point of fact, Calvin not only asserts the freedom of Scripture as

given by God from all error, but never in his detailed dealing with Scripture al-

lows that such errors exist in it. 47

If we ask for the ground on which he asserts this high doctrine of inspira-

tion, we do not see that any other reply can be given than that it was on the
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ground of the teaching of Scripture itself. The Scriptures were understood by

Calvin to claim to be in this high sense the word of God; and a critical scrutiny of

their contents brought to him nothing which seemed to him to negative this

claim. There were other grounds on which he might and did base a firm confi-

dence in the divine origin of the Scriptures and the trustworthiness of their

teaching as a revelation from God. But there were no other grounds on which he

could or did rest his conviction that these Scriptures are so from God that there

is nothing human mixed with them, and their every affirmation is to be received

with the deference which is due to the living voice of God speaking from heaven.

On these other grounds Calvin was led to trust the teaching of the Scriptures as a

divine revelation: and he therefore naturally trusted their teaching as to their

own nature and inspiration.

Such, then, are the Scriptures as conceived by Calvin: sixty-six sacred books,

“dictated” by God to His “notaries” that they might, in this “public record,”

stand as a perpetual special revelation of Himself to His people, to supplement

or to supersede in their case the general revelation which He gives of Himself in

His works and deeds, but which is rendered ineffective by the sin-bred disabilities

of the human soul. For this, according to Calvin, is the account to give of the ori-

gin of Scripture, and this the account to give of the function it serves in the

world. It was because man in his sinful imbecility was unable to profit by the

general revelation which God has spread before all eyes, so that they are all with-

out excuse (I. vi. 1), that God in His goodness gave to “those whom He intended

to unite in a more close and familiar connection with Himself,” a special revela-

tion in open speech (I. vi. 1). And it was because of the mutability of the human

mind, prone to errors of all kinds, corrupting the truth, that He committed this

His special revelation to writing, that it might never be inaccessible to “those to

whom He determined to make His instructions effectual” (I. vi. 3). In Calvin’s

view, therefore, the Scriptures are a documentation of God’s special revelation of

Himself unto salvation (I. vi. 1, ad init.); but a documentation cared for by God

Himself, so that they are, in fine, themselves the special revelation of God unto

salvation in documentary form (I. vi. 2, 3). The necessity for the revelation docu-
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mented in them arises from the blindness of men in their sin: the necessity for

the documentation of this revelation arises from the instability of men, even

when taught of God. We must conceive of special revelation, and of the

Scriptures as just its documentation, therefore, as not precisely a cure, but rather

an assistance to man dulled in his sight so as not to be able to perceive God in His

general revelation. “For,” says Calvin, “as persons who are old, or whose eyes

have somehow become dim, if you show them the most beautiful book, though

they perceive that something is written there, can scarcely read two words togeth-

er, yet by the aid of spectacles will begin to read distinctly—so the Scripture …”

etc. (I. vi. 1). The function of Scripture thus, as special revelation documented, is

to serve as spiritual spectacles to enable those of dulled spiritual sight to see God.

Of course, the Scriptures do more than this. They not only reveal the God

of Nature more brightly to the sin-darkened eye; they reveal also the God of

Grace, who may not be found in nature. Calvin does not overlook this wider rev-

elation embodied in them: he particularly adverts to it (I. vi. 1). But he turns

from it for the moment as less directly germane to his present object, which is to

show that without the “spectacles” of Scripture, sinful man would not be able to

attain to a sound knowledge of even God the Creator. It is on this, therefore, that

he now insists. It was only because God revealed Himself in this special, super-

natural way to them, that our first fathers—“Adam, Noah, Abraham and the rest

of the patriarchs”—were able to retain Him in their knowledge (I. vi. 1). It was

only through this special revelation, whether renewed to them by God, or hand-

ed down in tradition, “by the ministry of men,” that their posterity continued in

the knowledge of God (I. vi. 2). “At length, that the truth might remain in the

world in a continual course of instruction to all ages, God determined that the

same oracles which He deposited with the patriarchs, should be committed to

public records”—first the Law, then the Prophets, and then the books of the

New Covenant (I. vi. 2). It is now, therefore, only through these Scriptures that

man can attain to a true knowledge of God. The revelation of God in His works

is not useless: it makes all men without excuse; it provides an additional though

lower and less certain revelation of God to His people—to a consideration of
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which all should seriously apply themselves, though they should principally at-

tend to the Word (I. vi. 2). But experience shows that without the Word the sin-

ful human mind is too weak to reach a sound knowledge of God, and therefore

without it men wander in vanity and error. Calvin seems to speak sometimes al-

most as if the Scriptures, that is special revelation, wholly superseded general rev-

elation (I. v. 12, ad fin.; vi. 2, ad fin.; 4, ad fin.). More closely scrutinized, it be-

comes evident, however, that he means only that in the absence of Scripture, that

is of special revelation, the general revelation of God is ineffective to preserve any

sound knowledge of Him in the world: but in the presence of Scripture, general

revelation is not set aside, but rather brought back to its proper validity. The real

relation between general and special revelation, as the matter lay in Calvin’s

mind, thus proves to be, not that the one supersedes the other, but that special

revelation supplements general revelation indeed, but in the first instance rather

repeats and by repeating vivifies and vitalizes general revelation, and flows conflu-

ently in with it to the one end of both, the knowledge of God (I. vi. 2). What

special revelation is, therefore—and the Scriptures as its documentation—is very

precisely represented by the figure of the spectacles. It is aid to the dulled vision

of sinful man, to enable it to see God.

The question forcibly presents itself, however, whether “spectacles” will

serve the purpose here. Has not Calvin painted the sin-bred blindness of men too

blackly to encourage us to think it can be corrected by such an aid to any remain-

ders of natural vision which may be accredited to them? The answer must be in

the affirmative. But this only opens the way to point out that Calvin does not

present special revelation, or the Scriptures as special revelation documented, as

the entire cure, but places by the side of it the testimonium Spiritus Sancti.

Special revelation, or Scripture as its documented form, provides in point of fact,

in the view of Calvin, only the objective side of the cure he finds has been provid-

ed by God. The subjective side is provided by the testimonium Spiritus Sancti.

The spectacles are provided by the Scriptures: the eyes are opened that they may

see even through these spectacles, only by the witness of the Spirit in the heart.

We perceive, then, that in Calvin’s view the figure of the spectacles is a perfectly
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just one. He means to intimate that special revelation alone will not produce a

knowledge of God in the human soul: that something more than external aid is

needed before it can see: and to leave the way open to proceed to point out what

further is required that sinful man may see God. Sinful man, we say again: for the

whole crux lies there. Had there been no sin, there would have been no need of

even special revelation. In the light of the splendid revelation of Himself which

God has displayed in the theatre of nature, man with his native endowment of

instinctive knowledge of God would have bloomed out into a full and sound

knowledge of Him. But with sinful man, the matter is wholly different. He needs

more light and he needs something more than light—he needs the power of

sight. 48 That we may apprehend Calvin’s thought, therefore, we must turn to

the consideration of his doctrine of the Testimony of the Spirit.

III. The Testimony of the Spirit

What is Calvin’s doctrine of the Testimony of the Spirit?

The particular question which Calvin addresses himself to when he turns to

the consideration of what he calls the testimony of the Spirit concerns the accred-

iting of Scripture, not the assimilation of its revelatory contents. The reader can-

not fail to experience some disappointment at this. The whole development of

the discussion hitherto undoubtedly fosters the expectation, not, indeed, of an

exclusive treatment of the assimilation of special revelation by sinful man—for

both problems are raised by it and the two problems are at bottom one and their

solution one—but certainly of some formal treatment of it, and indeed of such a

treatment of the double problem that the stress should be laid on this. Calvin,

however, is preoccupied with the problem of the accrediting of Scripture. This is

due in part, doubtless, to its logical priority: as he himself remarks, we cannot be

“established in the belief of the doctrine, till we are indubitably persuaded that

God is its Author” (I. vii. 4, ad init.). But it was rendered almost inevitable by

the state of the controversy with Rome, who intrenched herself in the position



57

that the Protestant appeal to Scripture as over against the Church was inopera-

tive, seeing that it is only by the Church that the Scriptures can be established in

authority: for who but the Church can assure us that these Scriptures are from

God, or indeed what books enter into the fabric of Scripture, or whether they

have come down to us uncorrupted? As a practical man writing to practical men

for a practical purpose, Calvin could not fail, perhaps, to give his primary atten-

tion to the aspect of the problem he had raised which was most immediately

pressing. But this scarcely prepares us for the almost total neglect of its other as-

pect, with the effect that the construction of his general doctrine is left with a

certain appearance of incompleteness. Not really incomplete; for the solution of

the one problem is, as we have already suggested, the solution of the other also;

and even the cursory reader—or perhaps we may say especially the cursory reader

—may well be trusted to feel this as he is led on through the discussion, particu-

larly as there are not lacking repeated suggestions of it, and the discussion closes

with a direct reference to it and a formal postponement of the particular discus-

sion of the other aspect of the double problem to a later portion of the treatise.

“I pass over many things for the present,” says Calvin, “because this subject will

present itself for discussion in another place. Only, let it be known here that that

alone is true faith which the Spirit of God seals in our hearts. And with this one

reason every reader of docility and modesty will be satisfied” (I. vii. 5, near the

end). That is as much as to say, This whole subject is only one application of the

general doctrine of faith; and as the general doctrine of faith is fully discussed at

another place in this treatise, we may content ourselves here with the somewhat

incomplete remarks we have made upon this special application of that doctrine;

we only need to remind the reader that there is no true faith except that which is

begotten in the soul by the Holy Spirit.

We can scarcely wonder that Calvin contents himself with this simple refer-

ence of the topic now engaging his attention, as a specific case, to the generic

doctrine of faith, when we pause to realize how nearly this simple reference of it,

as a species to its genus, comes to a sufficient exposition of it. We shall stop now

to signalize only two points which are involved in this reference, the noting of
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which will greatly facilitate our apprehension of Calvin’s precise meaning in his

doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit to the divinity of Scripture. This doctrine

is no isolated doctrine with Calvin, standing out of relation with the other doc-

trines of his system: it is but one application of his general doctrine of faith; or to

be more specific, one application of his general doctrine of the function of the

Holy Spirit in the production of faith. Given Calvin’s general doctrine of the

work of the Holy Spirit in applying salvation, and his specific doctrine of the tes-

timonium Spiritus Sancti in the attestation of Scripture, and in the applying of

its doctrine as well, was inevitable. It is but one application of the general doc-

trine that there is no true faith except that which the Spirit of God seals in our

hearts. For Calvin in this doctrine—and this is the second point we wish to sig-

nalize—has in mind specifically “true faith.” He is not asking here how the

Scriptures may be proved to be from God. If that had been the question he was

asking, he would not have hesitated to say that the testimony of the Church is

conclusive of the fact. He does say so. “The universal judgment of the Church”

(I. vii. 3, fin.) he represents as a very useful argument, “the consent of the

Church” (I. viii. 12, init.) as a very important consideration, in establishing the

divine origin of the Scriptures: although, of course, he does not conceive the

Church as lending her authority to Scripture “when she receives and seals it with

her suffrage,” but rather as performing a duty of piety to herself in recognizing

what is true apart from her authentication, and treating it with due veneration (I.

vii. 2, ad fin.). For what is more her duty than “obediently to embrace what is

from God as the sheep hear the voice of the shepherd”? 49 Were it a matter of

proving the Scriptures to be the Word of God, Calvin would, again, have been at

no loss for rational arguments which he was ready to pronounce irresistible. He

does adduce such arguments and he does pronounce them irresistible. He de-

votes a whole chapter to the adduction of these arguments (ch. viii.)—such argu-

ments as these: the dignity of the subject-matter of Scripture—the heavenliness

of its doctrine and the consent of all its parts—(§ 1), the majesty of its style (§ 2),

the antiquity of its teaching (§ 3), the sincerity of its narrative (§ 4), its miracu-

lous accompaniment, circumstantially confirmed (§§ 5, 6), its predictive contents
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authenticated by fulfilment (§§ 7, 8), its continuous use through so many ages (§§

9–12), its sealing by martyr blood (§ 13): and these arguments he is so far from

considering weak and inconclusive (I. viii. 13, med.) that he represents them

rather as capable of completely vindicating the Scriptures against all the subtleties

of their calumniators (ibid.). Nay, he declares that the proofs of the divine origin

of the Scriptures are so cogent, as “certainly to evince, if there is a God in heaven,

that He is the author of the Law, and the Prophecies, and the Gospel” (I. vii. 4,

near the beginning); as to extort with certainty from all who are not wholly lost

to shame, the confession of the divine gift of the Scriptures (ibid.). 50 “Though I

am far from possessing any peculiar dexterity” in argument “or eloquence,” he

says, “yet were I to contend with the most subtle despisers of God, who are ambi-

tious to display their wit and their skill in weakening the authority of Scripture, I

trust I should be able without difficulty to silence their obstreperous clamor”

(ibid.). But objective proofs—whether the conclusive testimony of witnesses, or

the overwhelming evidence of rational considerations—be they never so

cogent, 51 he does not consider of themselves capable of producing “true faith.”

And it is “true faith,” we repeat, that Calvin has in mind in his doctrine of the

testimonium Spiritus Sancti. If it seemed to him a small matter that man should

know that God is if he did not know what God is, it equally seemed to him a

small matter that man should know what God is, in the paradigms of the intel-

lect, if he did not really know this God in the intimacy of communion which

that phrase imports. And equally it seemed to him utterly unimportant that a

man should be convinced by stress of rational evidence that the Scriptures are the

Word of God, unless he practically embraced these Scriptures as the Word of

God and stayed his soul upon them. The knowledge of God which Calvin has in

mind in this whole discussion is, thus, a vital and vitalizing knowledge of God,

and the attestation of Scripture which he is seeking is not an attestation merely to

the intelligence of men, compelling from them perhaps a reluctant judgment of

the intellect alone (since those convinced against their will, as the proverb has it,

are very apt to remain of the same opinion still), but such an attestation as takes
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hold of the whole man in the roots of his activities and controls all the move-

ments of his soul.

This is so important a consideration for the exact apprehension of Calvin’s

doctrine that it may become us to pause and assure ourselves of the simple matter

of fact from the language which Calvin employs of it in the course of the discus-

sion. We shall recall that from the introduction of the topic of special revelation

he has in mind and keeps before his readers’ mind its destination for the people

of God alone. The provisions for producing a knowledge of God, consequent on

the inefficiency of natural revelation, Calvin is careful to explain, are not for all

men, but for “the elect” (I. vi. 1), or, as they are more fully described, “those

whom God intends to unite in a more close and familiar connection with

Himself” (ibid.), “those to whom He determines to make His instructions effec-

tual” (I. vi. 3). From the first provisions of His supernatural dealings, therefore,

He “intends to make His instructions effectual.” More pointedly still he speaks

of the testimonium Spiritus Sancti as an act in which “God deigns to confer a sin-

gular power on His elect, whom He distinguishes from the rest of mankind” (I.

vii. 5). 52 This singular power, now, is nothing else but “saving faith,” and Calvin

speaks of it in all the synonymy of “saving faith.” He calls it “true faith” (I. vii. 5),

“sound faith” (I. vii. 4), “firm faith” (I. viii. 13), “the faith of the pious” (I. vii. 3),

“the certainty of the pious” (I. vii. 3), “that assurance which is essential to true

piety” (I. vii. 4), “saving knowledge” (I. viii. 13), “a solid assurance of eternal life”

(I. vii. 1). It is the thing which is naturally described by this synonymy which

Calvin declares is not produced in the soul except by the testimony of the Holy

Spirit. This obviously is nothing more than to declare that that faith which lays

hold of Christ unto eternal life is the product of the Holy Spirit in the heart, and

that it is one of the exercises of this faith to lay hold of the revelation of this

Christ in the Scriptures with assured confidence, so that it is only he who is led

by the Spirit who embraces these Scriptures with “sound faith,” that is, “with

that assurance which is essential to true piety” (I. vii. 4). What Calvin has in

mind, in a word, is simply an extended comment on Paul’s words: “the natural
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man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God … but he that is spiritual jud-

geth all things” (1 Cor. 2:14, 15). 53

Calvin does not leave us, however, to gather from general remarks referring

it to its class or to infer from its general effects, what he means by the testimony

of the Spirit of God to the divinity of Scripture, but describes for us its nature

and indicates the mode of its operation and specific effects with great

exactitude. 54 He tells us that it is a “secret” (I. vii. 4), “internal” (I. vii. 4; viii. 13),

“inward” (I. vii. 5) action of the Holy Spirit on the soul, by which the soul is “il-

luminated” (I. vii. 3, 4, 5), so as to perceive their true quality in the Scriptures as a

divine book. We may call this “an inward teaching” of the Spirit which produces

“entire acquiescence in the Scriptures,” so that they are self-authenticating to the

mind and heart (I. vii. 5); or we may call it a “secret testimony of the Spirit,” by

which our minds and hearts are convinced with a firmness superior to all reason

that the Scriptures are from God (I. vii. 4). In both instances we are using figura-

tive language. Precisely what is produced by the hidden internal operation of the

Spirit on the soul is a new spiritual sense (sensus, I. vii. 5, med.), by which the di-

vinity of Scripture is perceived as by an intuitive perception. “For the Scripture

exhibits as clear evidence of its truth, as white and black things do of their color,

and sweet and bitter things of their taste” (I. vii. 2, end); and we need only a sense

to discern its divine quality to be convinced of it with the same immediacy and fi-

nality as we are convinced by their mere perception of light or darkness, of white-

ness or blackness, of sweetness or bitterness (ibid.). No conclusions based on

“reasoning” or “proofs” or founded on human judgment can compare in clear-

ness or force with such a conviction, which is instinctive and immediate, and

finds its ultimate ground and sanction in the Holy Spirit who has wrought in the

heart this spiritual sense which so functions in recognizing the divine quality of

Scripture. Illuminated by the Spirit of God, we believe, therefore, not on the

ground of our own judgment, or on the ground of the judgment of others, but

with a certainty above all human judgment, by a spiritual intuition. 55 With the

utmost explicitness Calvin so describes this instinctive conviction in a passage of

great vigor: “It is, therefore,” says he, “such a persuasion as requires no reasons;
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such a knowledge as is supported by the highest reason and in which the mind

rests with greater security and constancy than in any reasons; in fine, such a sense

as cannot be produced but by a revelation from heaven” (I. vii. 5). 56 Here we are

told that it is a persuasio, or rather a notitia, or rather a sensus. It is a persuasion

which does not require reasons—that is to say, it is a state of conviction not in-

duced by arguments, but by direct perception: it is, that is to say, a knowledge, a

direct perception in accord with the highest reason, in which the mind rests, with

an assurance not attainable by reasoning; or to be more explicit still, it is a sense

which comes only from divine gift. As we have implanted in us by nature a sense

which distinguishes between light and darkness, a sense which distinguishes be-

tween sweet and bitter, and the verdict of these senses is immediate and final; so

we have planted in us by the creative action of the Holy Spirit a sense for the di-

vine, and its verdict, too, is immediate and final: the spiritual man discerneth all

things. Such, in briefest outline, is Calvin’s famous doctrine of the testimony of

the Spirit.

Mode of This Testimony

Certain further elucidations of its real meaning and bearing appear, however, to

be necessary, to guard against misapprehension of it. When we speak of an inter-

nal testimony of the Holy Spirit, it is evident that we must conceive it as present-

ing itself in one of three ways. It may be conceived as of the nature of an immedi-

ate revelation to each man to whom it is given. It may be conceived as of the na-

ture of a blind conviction produced in the minds of its recipients. It may be con-

ceived as of the nature of a grounded conviction, formed in their minds by the

Spirit, by an act which rather terminates immediately on the faculties, enabling

and effectively persuading them to reach a conviction on grounds presented to

them, than produces the conviction itself, apart from or without grounds. In

which of these ways did Calvin conceive the testimony of the Spirit as presenting

itself? As revelation, or as ungrounded faith, or as grounded faith?
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Certainly not the first. The testimony of the Spirit was not to Calvin of the

nature of a propositional “revelation” to its recipients. Of this he speaks perfectly

explicitly, and indeed in his polemic against Anabaptist mysticism insistently. He

does indeed connect the term “revelation” with the testimony of the Spirit, de-

claring it, for example, such a sense (sensus) as can be produced by nothing short

of “a revelation from heaven” (I. vii. 5, med.). But his purpose in the employ-

ment of this language is not to describe it according to its nature, but to claim for

it with emphasis a heavenly source: he means merely to assert that it is not earth-

born, but God-wrought, while at the same time he intimates that in its nature it

is not a propositional revelation, but an instinctive “sense.” That he did not con-

ceive of it as a propositional revelation is made perfectly clear by his explicit asser-

tions at the opening of the discussion (I. vii. 1, init.), that we “are not favored

with daily oracles from heaven,” and that the Scriptures constitute the sole body

of extant revelations from God. It is not to supersede nor yet to supplement

these recorded revelations that the testimony of the Spirit is given us, he insists,

but to confirm them (I. ix. 3): or, as he puts it in his polemic against the

Anabaptists, “The office of the Spirit which is promised us is not to feign new

and unheard-of revelations, or to coin a new system of doctrine, which would se-

duce us from the received doctrine of the Gospel, but to seal to our minds the

same doctrine which the Gospel delivers” (I. ix. 1, fin.).

In this polemic against the Anabaptists (ch. ix.) he gives us an especially well-

balanced account of the relations which in his view obtain between the revelation

of God and the witness of the Spirit. If he holds that the revelation of God is in-

effective without the testimony of the Spirit, he holds equally that the testimony

of the Spirit is inconceivable without the revelation of God embodied in the

Word. He even declares that the Spirit is no more the agent by which the Word is

impressed on the heart than the Word is the means by which the illumination of

the Spirit takes effect. “If apart from the Spirit of God” we “are utterly destitute

of the light of truth,” he says (I. ix. 3, ad fin.), equally “the Word is the instru-

ment by which the Lord dispenses to believers the illumination of the Spirit.” So

far as the knowledge of the truth is concerned, we are as helpless, then, without
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the Word as we are without the Spirit, for the whole function of the Spirit with

respect to the truth is, not to reveal to us the truth anew, much less to reveal to us

new truth, but efficaciously to confirm the Word, revealed in the Scriptures, to

us, and efficaciously to impress it on our hearts (I. ix. 3). This Calvin makes su-

perabundantly plain by an illustration and a didactic statement of great clearness.

The illustration (I. ix. 3) is drawn from our Lord’s dealings with His two disci-

ples with whom after His rising He walked to Emmaus. “He opened their under-

standings,” Calvin explains, “not that rejecting the Scriptures they might be wise

of themselves, but that they might understand the Scriptures.” Such also, he says,

is the testimony of the Spirit to-day: for what is it—and this is the didactic state-

ment to which we have referred—but an enabling of us by the light of the Spirit

to behold the divine countenance in the Scriptures that so our minds may be

filled with a solid reverence for the Word (I. ix. 3)? Here we have the nature of the

testimony of the Spirit, and its manner of working and its effects, announced to

us in a single clause. It is an illumination of our minds, by which we are enabled

to see God in the Scriptures, so that we may reverence them as from Him.

Other effect than this Calvin explicitly denies to the testimony of the Spirit,

and he defends his denial from the charge of inconsistency with the stress he has

previously laid upon the necessity of this testimony (I. ix. 3). It is not to deny the

necessity of this work of the Spirit, he argues, to confine it to the express confir-

mation of the Word and of the revelation contained therein. Nor is it derogatory

to the Spirit to confine His operations now to the confirmation of the revealed

Word. While on the other hand to attribute to Him repeated or new revelations

to each of the children of God, as the mystics do, is derogatory to the Word,

which is His inspired product. To lay claim to the possession of such a Spirit as

this, he declares, is to lay claim to the possession of a different Spirit from that

which dwelt in Christ and the Apostles—for their Spirit honored the Word—

and a different Spirit from that which was promised by Christ to His disciples—

for this Spirit was “not to speak of Himself.” It is to lay claim to a Spirit for

whose divine mission and character, moreover, we lack all criterion—for how can

we know that the Spirit that speaks in us is from God, save as He honors the
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Word of God (I. ix. 1 and 2)? From all which it is perfectly plain not only that

Calvin did not conceive the testimony of the Spirit as taking effect in the form of

propositional revelations, but that he did conceive it as an operation of God the

Holy Spirit in the heart of man which is so connected with the revelation of God

in His Word, that it manifests itself only in conjunction with that revelation.

Calvin’s formula here is, The Word and Spirit. 57 Only in the conjunction of

the two can an effective revelation be made to the sin-darkened mind of man. 58

The Word supplies the objective factor; the Spirit the subjective factor; and only

in the union of the objective and subjective factors is the result accomplished.

The whole objective revelation of God lies, thus, in the Word. But the whole sub-

jective capacitating for the reception of this revelation lies in the will of the Spirit.

Either, by itself, is wholly ineffective to the result aimed at—the production of

knowledge in the human mind. But when they unite, knowledge is not only ren-

dered possible to man: it is rendered certain. And therefore it is that Calvin repre-

sents the provision for the knowledge of God both in the objective revelation in

the Word and in the subjective testimony of the Spirit as destined by God not for

men at large, but specifically for His people, His elect, those “to whom He deter-

mined to make His instructions effectual” (I. vi. 3). The Calvinism of Calvin’s

doctrine of religious knowledge comes to clear manifestation here; and that not

merely because of its implication of the doctrine of election, but also because of

its implication of Calvin’s specific doctrine of the means of grace. Already in his

doctrine of religious knowledge, we find Calvin teaching that God is known not

by those who choose to know Him, but by those by whom He chooses to be

known: and this simply because the knowledge of God is God-given, and is

therefore given to whom He will. Men do not wring the knowledge of God from

a Deity reluctant to be known: God imparts the knowledge of Himself to men

reluctant to know Him: and therefore none know Him save those to whom He

efficaciously imparts, by His Word and Spirit, the knowledge of Himself. “By

His Word and Spirit”—therein is expressed already the fundamental formula of

the Calvinistic doctrine of the “means of grace.” In that doctrine the Spirit is

not, with the Lutherans, conceived as in the Word, conveyed and applied where-
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ever the Word goes: nor is the Word, with the mystics, conceived as in the Spirit

always essentially present wherever He is present in His power as a Spirit of reve-

lation and truth. The two are severally contemplated, as separable factors, in the

one work of God in producing the knowledge of Himself which is eternal life in

the souls of His people; separable factors which must both, however, be present

if this knowledge of God is to be produced. For it is the function of the Word to

set before the soul the object to be believed; and it is the function of the Spirit to

quicken in the soul belief in this object: and neither performs the work of the

other or its own work apart from the other.

It still remains, however, to inquire precisely how Calvin conceived the

Spirit to operate in bringing the soul to a hearty faith in the Word as a revelation

from God. Are we to understand him as teaching that the Holy Spirit by His

almighty power creates, in the souls of those whom God has set upon to bring to

a knowledge of Him, an entirely ungrounded faith in the divinity of the

Scriptures and the truth of their contents, so that the soul embraces them and

their contents with firm confidence as a revelation from God wholly apart from

and in the absence of all indicia of their divinity or of the truth of their contents?

So it has come to be very widely believed; and indeed it may even be said that it

has become the prevalent representation that Calvin taught that believers have

within themselves a witness of the Spirit by which they are assured of the divinity

of Scripture and the truth of its contents quite apart from all other evidence. The

very term, “the testimony of the Spirit,” is adduced in support of this representa-

tion, as setting a divine witness to the divinity of Scripture over against other

sources of evidence, and of course superseding them: and appeal is made along

with this to Calvin’s strong assertions of the uselessness and even folly of plying

men with “the proofs” of the divine origin of Scripture, seeing that, it is said, in

the absence of the testimony of the Spirit such “proofs” must needs be ineffec-

tive, and in the presence of that effective testimony they cannot but be adjudged

unnecessary. What can he mean, then, it is asked, but that the testimony of the

Holy Spirit is sufficient to assure us of the divinity of Scripture apart from all in-

dicia, and does its work entirely independently of them?
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The sufficient answer to this question is that he can mean—and in point of

fact does mean—that the indicia are wholly insufficient to assure us of the divin-

ity of Scripture apart from the testimony of the Spirit; and effect no result inde-

pendently of it. This is quite a different proposition and gives rise to quite a dif-

ferent series of corollaries. Calvin’s dealing with the indicia of the divinity of

Scripture has already attracted our attention in one of its aspects, and it is quite

worthy of renewed scrutiny. We have seen that he devotes a whole chapter to

their exposition (chap. viii.) and strongly asserts their objective conclusiveness to

the fact of the divine origin of Scripture (I. vii. 4). Nor does he doubt their use-

fulness whether to the believer or the unbeliever. The fulness and force of his ex-

position of them is the index to his sense of their value to the believer: for he ad-

duces them distinctly as confirmations of believers in their faith in the Scriptures

(I. viii. 1, 13), and betrays in every line of their treatment the high significance he

attaches to them as such. And he explicitly declares that they not only maintain

in the minds of the pious the native dignity and authority of Scripture, but com-

pletely vindicate it against all the subtleties of calumniators (I. viii. 13). No man

of sound mind can fail to confess on their basis that it is God who speaks in

Scripture and that its doctrine is divine (I. vii. 4). It is a complete misapprehen-

sion of Calvin’s meaning, then, when it is suggested that he represents the indi-

cia of the divinity of Scripture as inconclusive or even as ineffective. 59 Their con-

clusiveness could not be asserted with more energy than he asserts it: nor indeed

could their effectiveness—their effectiveness in extorting from the unbeliever the

confession of the divinity of Scripture and in rendering him without excuse in re-

fusing the homage of his mind and heart to it—in a word, will he, nill he, con-

vincing his intellect of its divinity; their effectiveness also in confirming the be-

liever in his faith and maintaining his confidence intact. This prevalent misappre-

hension of Calvin’s meaning is due to neglect to observe the precise thing for

which he affirms the indicia to be ineffective and the precise reason he assigns for

this ineffectiveness. There is only one thing which he says they cannot do: that is

to produce “sound faith” (I. vii. 4), “firm faith” (I. viii. 13)—that assurance

which is essential to “true piety” (I. vii. 4). And their failure to produce “sound
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faith” is due solely to the subjective condition of man, which is such that a cre-

ative operation of the Holy Spirit on the soul is requisite before he can exercise

“sound faith” (I. vii. 4; I. viii. 13). It is the attempt to produce this “sound faith”

in the heart of man, not renewed for believing by the creative operation of the

Holy Spirit, which Calvin pronounces preposterous and foolish. “It is acting a

preposterous part,” he says, “to endeavor to produce sound faith in the Scriptures

by disputations”: objections may be silenced by such disputations, “but this will

not fix in men’s hearts that assurance which is essential to true piety”; for religion is

not a matter of mere opinion, but a fundamental change of attitude towards

God (I. vii. 4). It betrays, therefore, great folly to wish to demonstrate to infidels

that the Scriptures are the Word of God, he repeats in another place, obviously

with no other meaning, “since this cannot be known without faith,” that is, as

the context shows, without the internal working of the Spirit of God (I. viii. 13,

end).

That Calvin should thus teach that the indicia are incapable of producing

“firm faith” in the human heart, disabled by sin, is a matter of course: and there-

fore it is a matter of course that he should teach that the indicia are ineffective for

the production of “sound faith” apart from the internal operation of the Spirit

correcting the sin-bred disabilities of man, that is to say, apart from the testimony

of the Spirit. But what about the indicia in conjunction with the testimony of

the Spirit? It would seem to be evident that, on Calvin’s ground, they would

have their full part to play here, and that we must say that, when the soul is re-

newed by the Holy Spirit to a sense for the divinity of Scripture, it is through the

indicia of that divinity that it is brought into its proper confidence in the divini-

ty of Scripture. In treating of the indicia, Calvin does not, however, declare this

in so many words. He sometimes even appears to speak of them rather as if they

lay side by side with the testimony of the Spirit than acted along with it as co-fac-

tors in the production of the supreme effect. He speaks of their ineffectiveness in

producing sound faith in the unbeliever: and of their value as corroboratives to

the believer: and his language would sometimes seem to suggest that therefore it

were just as well not to employ them until after faith had formed itself under the
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testimony of the Spirit (I. viii. 1, 13). Of their part in forming faith under the op-

eration of the testimony of the Spirit he does not appear explicitly to speak. 60

Nevertheless, there are not lacking convincing hints that there was lying in

his mind all the time the implicit understanding that it is through these indicia

of the divinity of Scripture that the soul, under the operation of the testimony of

the Spirit, reaches its sound faith in Scripture, and that he has been withheld

from more explicitly stating this only by the warmth of his zeal for the necessity

of the testimony of the Spirit which has led him to a constant contrasting of this

divine with those human “testimonies.” Thus we find him repeatedly affirming

that these indicia will produce no fruit until they be confirmed by the internal

testimony of the Spirit (I. vii. 4, 5; viii. 1, 13): “Our reverence may be conciliated

by its internal majesty [the Scripture’s], but it never seriously affects us, till it is

confirmed by the Spirit in our hearts” (I. vii. 5). “Without this certainty, … in vain

will the authority of Scripture be either defended by arguments or established by

the consent of the Church, or of any other supports: since, unless the foundation

be laid, it remains in perpetual suspense” (I. viii. 1). The indicia “are alone not

sufficient to produce firm faith in it [the Scriptures], till the heavenly Father, dis-

covering His own power therein, places its authority above all controversy” (I.

viii. 13). It is, however, in his general teaching as to the formation of sound faith

in the divinity of Scripture that we find the surest indication that he thought of

the indicia as co-working with the testimony of the Spirit to this result. This is al-

ready given, indeed, in his strenuous insistence that the work of the Spirit is not

of the nature of a revelation, but of a confirmation of the revelation deposited in

the Scriptures, especially when this is taken in connection with his teaching that

Scripture is self-authenticating. What the Spirit of God imparts to us, he says, is a

sense of divinity: such a sense discovers divinity only where divinity is and only by

a perception of it—a perception which of course rests on its proper indicia. It is

because Scripture “exhibits the plainest evidence that it is God who speaks in it”

that the newly awakened sense of divinity, quickened in the soul, recognizes it as

divine (I. vii. 4). The senses do not distinguish light from darkness, white from

black, sweet from bitter—to use Calvin’s own illustration (I. vii. 2)—save by the
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mediation of those indicia of light and darkness, whiteness and blackness, sweet-

ness and bitterness, by which these qualities manifest themselves to the natural

senses; and by parity of reasoning we must accredit Calvin as thinking of the

newly implanted spiritual sense discerning the divinity of Scripture only through

the mediation of the indicia of divinity manifested in Scripture. To taste and see

that the Scriptures are divine is to recognize a divinity actually present in

Scripture; and of course recognition implies perception of indicia, not attribu-

tion of a divinity not recognized as inherent. Meanwhile it must be admitted that

Calvin has not at this point developed this side of his subject with the fulness

which might be wished, but has left it to the general implications of the

argument.

Object Testified To

Closely connected with the question of the mode in which Calvin conceived the

testimony of the Spirit to be delivered, is the further question of the matters for

which he conceived that testimony to be available. On the face of it would seem

that he conceived it directly available solely for the divinity of the Scriptures and

therefore for the revelatory character of their contents. So he seems to imply

throughout the discussion, and, indeed, to assert repeatedly. Nevertheless, there

is a widespread impression abroad that he appealed to it to determine the canon

of Scripture too, 61 and indeed also to establish the integrity of its text. This im-

pression is generally, though not always, connected with the view that Calvin

conceived the mode of delivery of the testimony of the Spirit to be the creation in

the soul of a blind faith, unmotived by reasons and without rooting in grounds;

and it has been much exploited of late years in the interests of a so-called “free”

attitude towards Scripture, which announces itself as following Calvin when it

refuses to acknowledge as authoritative Scripture any portion of or element in

the traditionally transmitted Scriptures which does not spontaneously commend

itself to the immediate religious judgment as divine. Undoubtedly this is to re-
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verse the attitude of Calvin towards the traditionally transmitted Scriptures, and

it is difficult to believe that two such diametrically contradictory attitudes to-

wards the Scriptures can be outgrowths of the same principal root. In point of

fact, moreover, as we have already seen, not only does Calvin not conceive the

mode of the delivery of the testimony of the Spirit to be by the creation of a

blind and unmotived faith, but, to come at once to the matter more particularly

in hand, he does not depend on the testimony of the Spirit for the determination

of canonicity or for the establishment of the integrity of the text of Scripture. So

far from discarding the via rationalis here, he determines the limits of the canon

and establishes the integrity of the transmission of Scripture distinctly on scien-

tific, that is to say, historico-critical grounds. In no case of his frequent discussion

of such subjects does he appeal to the testimony of the Spirit and set aside the

employment of rational and historical argumentation as invalid or inconclusive;

always, on the contrary, he adduces the evidence of valid tradition and apostolici-

ty of contents as conclusive of the fact. It is hard to believe that such a conse-

quent mind could have lived unconsciously in such an inconsistent attitude to-

wards a question so vital to him and his cause. 62

So far as support for the impression that Calvin looked to the testimony of

the Spirit to determine for him the canon of Scripture and to assure him of its in-

tegrity is derived from his writings, it rests on a manifest misapprehension of a

single passage in the “Institutes,” and what seems to be a misassignment to him

of a passage in the old French Confession of Faith.

The passage in the “Institutes” is a portion of the paragraphs which are de-

voted to repelling the Romish contention that “the Scriptures have only so much

weight as is conceded to them by the suffrages of the Church; as though the eter-

nal and inviolable truth of God depended on the arbitrary will of men” (I. vii. 1).

“For thus,” Calvin says—and this is the passage which is appealed to—“For thus,

dealing with the Holy Spirit as a mere laughing stock (ludibrio), they ask, Who

shall give us confidence that these [Scriptures] have come from God,—who as-

sure us that they have reached our time safe and intact,—who persuade us that

one book should be received reverently, another expunged from the number (nu-
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mero)—if the Church should not prescribe a certain rule for all these things? It

depends, therefore, they say, on the Church, both what reverence is due to

Scripture, and what books should be inscribed (censendi sint) in its catalogue (in

eius catalogo)” (I. vii. 1). This passage certainly shows that the Romish controver-

sialists in endeavoring to prove that the authority of Scripture is dependent on

the Church’s suffrage, argued that it is only by the Church that we can be as-

sured even of the contents of Scripture and of its integrity—that its very canon

and text rest on the Church’s determination. But how can it be inferred that

Calvin’s response to this argument would take the form: No, of these things we

can be assured by the immediate testimony of the Spirit? In point of fact, he says

nothing of the kind, and the inference does not lie in the argument. What he says

is that the Romish method of arguing is as absurd as it is blasphemous, a mere

cavil (I. vii. 2), as well as derogatory to the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit, he says,

assures us that in the Scriptures God speaks to us. To bid us pause on the ground

that it is only the Church who can assure us that this or that book belongs to the

body of the Scriptures, that the text has been preserved to us intact and the like,

is to interpose frivolous objections, and can have no other end than to glorify the

Church at the expense of souls. Accordingly, he remarks that these objectors are

without concern what logical difficulties they may cast themselves into: they

wish only to prevent men taking their comfort out of the direct assurance by the

Spirit of the divinity of the Scriptures. He repudiates, in a word, the entire

Romish argument: but we can scarcely infer from this, that his response to it

would be that the immediate witness of the Spirit provides us with direct answers

to their carping questions. It is at least equally likely from the mere fact that he

speaks of these objections as cavils (I. vii. 2) and girds at the logic of the Romish

controversialists as absurd, that his response would be that the testimony of the

Spirit for which he was contending had no direct concernment with questions of

canon and text.

The passage in the Confession of La Rochelle, on the other hand, does cer-

tainly attribute the discrimination of the canonical books in some sense—in

what sense may admit of debate—to the testimony of the Spirit. In the third arti-
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cle of this Confession there is given a list of the canonical books. 63 The fourth

article, then, runs as follows: “We recognize these books to be canonical and the

very certain rule of our faith, not so much by the common accord and consent of

the Church, as by the inward witness and persuasion of the Holy Spirit, who

makes us distinguish them from the other ecclesiastical books, upon which,

though they may be useful, no article of faith can be founded.” This article, how-

ever, was not the composition of Calvin, but was among those added by the

Synod of Paris to the draft submitted by Calvin. 64 Calvin’s own article “On the

Books of Holy Scripture,” which was expanded by the Synod into several, reads

only: “This doctrine does not derive its authority from men, nor from angels,

but from God alone; we believe, too (seeing that it is a thing surpassing all hu-

man sense to discern that it is God who speaks), that He Himself gives the certi-

tude of it to His elect, and seals it in their hearts by His Spirit.” 65 In this fine

statement we find the very essence of the teaching of the “Institutes” on this sub-

ject; the ideas and even the phraseology of which are reproduced.

We may learn, therefore, at most, from the Confession of La Rochelle, not

that Calvin, but that some of his immediate followers attributed in some sense

the discrimination of the canonical books to the witness of the Spirit. Other evi-

dences of this fact are not lacking. The Belgian Confession, for example, much

like that of La Rochelle, declares of the Scriptural books, just enumerated (Art.

v.): “We receive all these books alone, as holy and canonical, for the regulation,

foundation and establishment of our faith, and we fully believe all that they con-

tain, not so much because the Church receives and approves them, but principal-

ly because the Spirit gives witness to them in our hearts that they are from God,

and also because they are approved by themselves; for the very blind can perceive

that the things come to pass which they predict.” Perhaps, however, we may find

a more instructive instance still in the words of one of the Protestant disputants

in a conference held at Paris in 1566 between two Protestant ministers and two

doctors of the Sorbonne. 66 To the inquiry, How do you know that some books

are canonical and others Apocryphal, the Protestant disputant (M. Lespine) an-

swers: “By the Spirit of God which is a Spirit of discrimination, by whom all



74

those to whom He is communicated are illuminated, so as to be made capable of

judging and discerning spiritual things and of recognizing (cognoistre) and appre-

hending the truth (when it is proposed to them), by the witness and assurance

which He gives to them in their hearts. And as we discriminate light and dark-

ness by the faculty of sight which is in the eye; so, we can easily separate and rec-

ognize (recognoistre) truth from falsehood, and from all things in general which

can be false, absurd, doubtful or indifferent, when we are invested with the Spirit

of God and guided by the light which He lights in our hearts.” M. Lespine had

evidently read his Calvin; though there is a certain lack of crisp exactness in his

language which may raise doubt whether he has necessarily reproduced him with

precision. Clearly his idea is that the Spirit of God in His creative operation on

the hearts of Christ’s people has implanted in them—or quickened in them—a

spiritual sense, which recognizes the stamp of divinity upon the books which

God has given to the Church, and so separates them out from all others and thus

constitutes the canon. This is to attribute the discrimination of the canonical

books to the witness of the Spirit not directly but indirectly, namely, through the

intermediation of the determination of the books which are of divine origin,

which, then, being gathered together, constitute the canon, or divinely given rule

of our faith and life. This conception of the movement of the mind in this mat-

ter became very common, and was given very clear expression, for example, by

Jurieu, in a context which bears as evident marks of reminiscences of Calvin as

do M. Lespine’s remarks. “That grace which produces faith in a soul,” says he, 67

“does not begin … by persuading it that a given book is canonical. This persua-

sion comes only afterwards and as a consequence. It gives to the consciousness a

taste for the truth: it applies this truth to the mind and heart; it proceeds from

this subsequently that the believer believes that a given book is canonical, because

the truths which ‘find’ him are found in it. In a word, we do not believe that

which is contained in a book to be divine because this book is canonical. But we

believe that a given book is canonical because we have perceived that what it con-

tains is divine. And we have perceived this as we perceive the light when we look

on the fire, sweetness and bitterness when we eat.” Whether we are to attribute



75

this movement of thought, however, to Calvin, is another question. 68 There is

no hint of it in his writings.

It is not even obvious that this precise movement of thought is the concep-

tion which lay in the mind of the authors of the additional articles in the

Confession of La Rochelle and of the similar statement in the Belgian

Confession. The interpretation of these articles is particularly interesting, as they

both undoubtedly came under the eye of Calvin and their doctrine was never dis-

avowed by him. It is not, however, altogether easy, because of a certain ambiguity

in the use of the term “canonical.” It is on account of the ambiguity which at-

tends the use of this term that in speaking of their teaching we have guardedly

said that they appear to suspend the canonicity of the Scriptural books in some

sense directly on the testimony of the Spirit. This ambiguity may be brought

sharply before us by placing in juxtaposition two sentences from Quenstedt in

which the term “canonical” is employed, obviously, in two differing senses. “We

deny,” says he, “that the catalogue of canonical books is an article of faith, super-

added to the others [articles of faith] contained in Scripture. Many have faith and

may attain salvation who do not hold the number of canonical books. If the

word ‘canon’ be understood of the number of the books, we concede that such a

catalogue is not contained in Scripture.” “These are two different questions,”

says he again, “whether the Gospel of Matthew is canonical, and whether it was

written by Matthew. The former belongs to saving faith; the latter to historical

knowledge. For if the Gospel which has come down to us under the name of

Matthew had been written by Philip or Bartholomew, it would make no differ-

ence to saving faith.” In the former extract the question of canonicity is removed

from the category of articles of faith; in the latter it is made an integral element of

saving faith. The contradiction is glaring—unless there be an undistributed mid-

dle. And this is what there really is. In the former passage, where Quenstedt is en-

gaged in repelling the contention that there are articles of faith that must be ac-

cepted by all, which are not contained in Scripture—in defending, in a word, the

Protestant doctrine of the sufficiency or perfection of Scripture—he uses the

terms “canon,” “canonical” in the purely technical sense of the extent of
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Scripture. In the latter passage, where he is insisting that the authority of

Scripture as the Word of God hangs on its divine, not on its human, author, he

uses the term “canonical” in the sense of “divinely given.” The term “canonical”

was current, then, in the two senses of “belonging to the list of authoritative

Scriptures,” “entering into the body of the Scriptures,” and “God-given,”

“divine.” In which of these two senses is it used in the Gallican and Belgian

Confessions? If in the former, then these Confessions teach that the testimony of

the Spirit is available directly for the determination of the canon: if in the latter,

then they teach no such thing, but only that it is on the testimony of the Spirit

that we are assured of the divine origin and character of these books.

That the Gallican Confession employs the term in the latter of these senses,

seems at least possible when once attention is called to it, although regard for the

last clause of the statement, “who makes us distinguish them from the other ec-

clesiastical books,” etc., prevents the representation of this interpretation as cer-

tain. Its declaration, succeeding the catalogue of the books given in the third sec-

tion, is obviously intended to affirm something that is true of them already as a

definite body of books before the mind. “We recognize these books,” it says, “to

be canonical and the very certain rule of our faith.” That is to say, to this body of

books we ascribe the quality of canonicity and recognize their regulative charac-

ter. What would seem, then, to be in question is a quality belonging to a list of

books already determined and in the mind of the framer of the statement as a

whole. The same may be said of the Belgian Confession. It, too, has already given

a list of the canonical books, and now proceeds to affirm something that is true

of “all of these books and them only.” The thing affirmed is that they are “holy

and canonical,” where the collocation suggests that “canonical” expresses a quali-

ty which ranges with “holy.” We cannot help suspecting, then, that these early

confessions use the term “canonical” not quantitatively but qualitatively, not ex-

tensively but intensively; and in that sense it is the equivalent of “divine.” 69 Even

the inference back from them to Calvin that he may have supposed that the testi-

mony of the Spirit is available to determine the canon becomes therefore doubt-

ful: and no other reason exists why we should attribute this view to him. We can-
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not affirm that the movement of his thought was never from the divinity of

Scripture, assured to us by the testimony of the Spirit, to the determination of

the limits of the canon: but we have no reason to ascribe this movement of

thought to him except that it was adopted by some of his successors.

On the other hand, Calvin constantly speaks as if the only thing which the

testimony of the Spirit assures us of in the case of the Scriptures is the divinity of

their origin and contents: and he always treats Scripture when so speaking of it as

a definite entity, held before his mind as a whole. 70 In these circumstances his

own practice in dealing with the question of canonicity and text, makes it suffi-

ciently clear that he held their settlement to depend on scientific investigation,

and appealed to the testimony of the Spirit only to accredit the divine origin of

the concrete volume thus put into his hands. The movement of his thought was

therefore along this course: first, the ascertainment, on scientific grounds, of the

body of books handed down from the Apostles as the rule of faith and practice;

secondly, the vindication, on the same class of grounds, of the integrity of their

transmission; thirdly, the accrediting of them as divine on the testimony of the

Spirit. It is not involved in this that he is to be considered to have supposed that a

man must be a scholar before he can be a Christian. He supposed we become

Christians not by scholarship but by the testimony of the Spirit in the heart, and

he had no inclination to demand scholarship as the basis of our Christianity. It is

only involved in the position we ascribe to him that he must be credited with rec-

ognizing that questions of scholarship are for scholars and questions of religion

only for Christians as such. He would have said—he does say—that he in whose

heart the Spirit bears His testimony will recognize the Scriptures whenever pre-

sented to his contemplation as divine, will depend on them with sound trust and

will embrace with true faith all that they propound to him. He would doubtless

have said that this act of faith logically implicates the determination of the

“canon.” But he would also have said—he does in effect say—that this determi-

nation of the canon is a separable act and is to be prosecuted on its own appro-

priate grounds of scientific evidence. It involves indeed a fundamental misappre-

hension of Calvin’s whole attitude to attribute to him the view that the testimo-
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ny of the Spirit determines immediately such scientific questions as those of the

canon and text of Scripture. The testimony of the Spirit was to him emphatically

an operation of the Spirit of God on the heart, which produced distinctively a

spiritual effect: it was directed to making men Christians, 71 not to making them

theologians. The testimony of the Spirit was, in effect, in his view, just what we in

modern times have learned to call “regeneration” considered in its noëtic effects.

That “regeneration” has noëtic effects he is explicit and iterative in affirming: but

that these noëtic effects of “regeneration” could supersede the necessity of scien-

tific investigation in questions which rest for their determination on matters of

fact—Calvin would be the last to imagine. He who recognized that the convic-

tion of the divinity of Scripture wrought by the testimony of the Spirit rests as its

ground on the indicia of the divinity of Scripture spiritually discerned in their

true weight, could not imagine that the determination of the canon of Scripture

or the establishment of its text could be wholly separated from their proper basis

in evidence and grounded solely in a blind testimony of the Spirit alone: which

indeed in that case would be fundamentally indistinguishable from that “revela-

tion” which he rebuked the Anabaptists for claiming to be the recipients of.

The Testimony and the Religious Life

When we clearly apprehend the essence of Calvin’s doctrine of the testimony of

the Spirit to the divinity of Scripture to be the noëtic effects of “regeneration” we

shall know what estimate to place upon the criticism which is sometimes passed

upon him that he has insufficiently correlated his doctrine of the testimony of

the Spirit with the inner 72 religious life of the Christian, has given too separate a

place to the Spirit’s witness to Scripture, and thus has overestimated the formal

principle of Protestantism in comparison with the material principle, 73 with the

effect of giving a hard, dry, and legalistic aspect to Christianity as expounded by

him. With Luther, it is said, everything is made of Justification and the liberty of

the Christian man fills the horizon of thought; and this is because his mind is set
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on the “faith” out of which all good things flow and by which everything—

Scripture itself—is dominated. With Calvin, on the other hand, with his primary

emphasis on the authority of Scripture, accredited to us by a distinct act of the

Holy Spirit, the watchword becomes obedience; and the horizon of thought is

filled with a sense of obligation and legalistic anxiety as to conduct.

How Calvin could have failed to correlate sufficiently closely the testimony

of the Spirit with the inner Christian life, or could have emphasized the formal

principle of Protestantism at the expense of the material, when he conceived of

the witness of the Spirit as just one of the effects of “regeneration,” it is difficult

to see. So to conceive the testimony of the Spirit is on the contrary to make the

formal principle of Protestantism just an outgrowth of the material. It is only be-

cause our spirits have been renewed by the Holy Spirit that we see with convinc-

ing clearness the indicia of God in Scripture, that is, have the Scriptures sealed to

us by the Spirit as divine. It is quite possible that Calvin may have particularly

emphasized the obligations which grow out of our renewal by the Holy Spirit

and the implantation in us of the Spirit of Adoption whereby we become the

sons of God—obligations to comport ourselves as the sons of God and to govern

ourselves by the law of God’s house as given us in His Word; while Luther may

have emphasized more the liberty of the Christian man who is emancipated from

the law as a condition of salvation and is ushered into the freedom of life which

belongs to the children of God. And it is quite possible that in this difference we

may find a fundamental distinction between the two types of Protestantism—

Lutheran and Reformed—by virtue of which the Reformed have always been

characterized by a strong ethical tendency—in thought and in practice. But it is

misleading to represent this as due to an insufficient correlation on Calvin’s part

of the testimony of the Spirit to the divinity of Scripture with the inner

Christian life. It would be more exact to say that Calvin in this correlation thinks

especially of what in our modern nomenclature we call “regeneration,” while the

mind of his Lutheran critics is set more upon justification and that “faith” which

is connected with justification. With Calvin, at all events, the recognition of the

Scriptures as divine and the hearty adoption of them as the divine rule of our
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faith and life is just one of the effects of the gracious operation of the Spirit of

God on the heart, renewing it into spiritual life, or, what comes to the same

thing, one of the gracious activities into which the newly implanted spiritual life

effloresces.

Whether we should say also that it was with him the first effect of the cre-

ative operation of the Spirit on the heart, the first act of the newly renewed soul,

requires some discrimination. If we mean logically first, there is a sense in which

we should probably answer this question also in the affirmative. Calvin would

doubtless have said that it is in the Scriptures that Christ is proposed to our faith,

or, to put it more broadly, that Christ is the very substance of the special revela-

tion documented in the Scriptures, and that the laying hold of Christ by faith

presupposes therefore confidence in the revelation the substance of which He is

—which is as much as to say the embracing of the Scriptures in firm faith as a

revelation from God. If the Word is the vehicle through which the knowledge of

Christ is brought to the soul, it follows of itself that it is only when our minds are

filled with a solid reverence for the Word, when by the light of the Spirit we are

enabled and prevalently led to see Christ therein, that we can embrace Christ

with a sound faith: so that it may truly be said that no man can have the least true

and sound knowledge of Christ without learning from Scripture (cf. I. ix. 3; I. iv.

2). In this sense Calvin would certainly have said that our faith in Christ presup-

poses faith in the Scriptures, rather than that we believe in the Scriptures for

Christ’s sake. But if our minds are set on chronological sequences, the response

to the question which is raised is more doubtful. Faith in the revelation the sub-

stance of which is Christ and faith in Christ the substance of this revelation are

logical implicates which involve one another: and we should probably be nearest

to Calvin’s thought if, without raising questions of chronological succession, we

should recognize them as arising together in the soul. The real difference between

Calvin’s and the ordinary Lutheran conception at this point lies in the greater

profundity of Calvin’s insight and the greater exactness of his analysis. The

Lutheran is prone to begin with faith, which is naturally conceived at its apex, as

faith in Jesus Christ our Redeemer; and to make everything else flow from this
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faith as its ultimate root. For what comes before faith, out of which faith itself

flows, he has little impulse accurately to inquire. Calvin penetrates behind faith

to the creative action of the Holy Spirit on the heart and the new creature which

results therefrom, whose act faith is; and is therefore compelled by an impulse de-

rived from the matter itself to consider the relations in which the several activities

of this new creature stand to one another and to analyse the faith itself which

holds the primacy among them (for trust is the essence of religion, chap. ii.), into

its several movements. The effect of this is that “efficacious grace”—what we call

in modern speech “regeneration”—takes the place of fundamental principle in

Calvin’s soteriology and he becomes preëminently the theologian of the Holy

Spirit. In point of fact it is from him accordingly that the effective study of the

work of the Holy Spirit takes its rise, and it is only in the channels cut by him

and at the hands of thinkers taught by him that the theology of the Holy Spirit

has been richly developed. 74

It is his profound sense of the supernatural origin of all that is good in the

manifestations of human life which constitutes the characteristic mark of

Calvin’s thinking: and it is this which lies at the bottom of and determines his

doctrine of the witness of the Holy Spirit. He did not doubt that the act of faith

by which the child of God embraces the Scriptures as a revelation of God is his

own act and the expression of his innermost consciousness. But neither did he

doubt that this consciousness is itself the expression of a creative act of the Spirit

of God. And it was on this account that he represented to himself the act of faith

performed as resting ultimately on “the testimony of the Spirit.” Its supernatural

origin was to him the most certain thing about it. That language very much re-

sembling his own might be employed in a naturalistic sense was, no doubt, made

startlingly plain in his own day by the teaching of Castellion. Out of his panthe-

ising rationalism Castellion found it possible to speak almost in Calvin’s words.

“It is evident,” says he, “that the intention and secret counsels of God, hidden in

the Scriptures, are revealed only to believers, the humble, the pious, who fear

God and have the Spirit of God.” If the wicked have sometimes spoken like

prophets, they have nevertheless not really understood what they said, but are
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like magpies in a cage going through the forms of speech without inner appre-

hension of its meaning. 75 But Castellion meant by this nothing more than that

sympathy is requisite to understanding. Since his day multitudes more have em-

ployed Calvin’s language to express little more than this; and have even represent-

ed Calvin’s own meaning as nothing more than that the human consciousness

acquires by association with God in Christ the power of discriminating the truth

of God from falsehood. Nothing could more fundamentally subvert Calvin’s

whole teaching. The very nerve of his thought is, that the confidence of the

Christian in the divine origin and authority of Scripture and the revelatory na-

ture of its contents is of distinctively supernatural origin, is God-wrought. The

testimony of the Spirit may be delivered through the forms of our consciousness,

but it remains distinctively the testimony of God the Holy Spirit and is not to be

confused with the testimony of our consciousness. 76 Resting on the language of

Rom. 8:16, from which the term “testimony of the Spirit” was derived, he con-

ceived it as a co-witness along with the witness of our spirit indeed, but on that

very account distinguishable from the witness of our spirit. This particular point

is nowhere discussed by him at large, but Calvin’s general sense is perfectly plain.

That there is a double testimony he is entirely sure—the testimony of our own

spirit and that of the Holy Spirit: that these are though distinguishable yet insep-

arable, he is equally clear: his conception is therefore that this double testimony

runs confluently together into one. This is only as much as to say afresh that the

testimony of the Holy Spirit is not delivered to us in a propositional revelation,

nor by the creating in us of a blind conviction, but along the lines of our own

consciousness. In its essence, the act of the Spirit in delivering His testimony, ter-

minates on our nature, or faculties, quickening them so that we feel, judge, and

act differently from what we otherwise should. In this sense, the testimony of the

Spirit coalesces with our consciousness. We cannot separate it out as a factor in

our conclusions, judgments, feelings, actions, consciously experienced as coming

from without. But we function differently from before: we recognize God where

before we did not perceive Him; we trust and love Him where before we feared

and hated Him; we firmly embrace Him in His Word where before we turned in-
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differently away. This change needs accounting for. We account for it by the ac-

tion of the Holy Spirit on our hearts; and we call this His “testimony.” But we

cannot separate His action from our recognition of God, our turning in trust

and love to Him and the like. For this is the very form in which the testimony of

the Spirit takes effect, into which it flows, by which it is recognized. We are pro-

foundly conscious that of ourselves we never would have seen thus, and that our

seeing thus can never find its account in anything in us by nature. We are sure,

therefore, that there has come upon us a revolutionary influence from without;

and we are sure that this is the act of God. Calvin would certainly have cried as

one of his most eloquent disciples cries to-day: “The Holy Spirit is God, and not

we ourselves. What we are speaking of is a Spirit which illuminates our spirit,

which purifies our spirit, which strives against our spirit, which triumphs over

our spirit. And you say this Spirit is nothing but our spirit? By no means. The

Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God—this is God coming into us, not coming from

us.” 77
 It is with equal energy that Calvin declares the supernaturalness of the tes-

timony of the Spirit and repels every attempt to confound it with the human

consciousness through which it works. To him this testimony is just God

Himself in His intimate working in the human heart, opening it to the light of

the truth, that by this illumination it may see things as they really are and so rec-

ognize God in the Scriptures with the same directness and surety as men recog-

nize sweetness in what is sweet and brightness in what is bright. Here indeed lies

the very hinge of his doctrine. 78

It has seemed desirable to enter into some detail with respect to Calvin’s

doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit, not only because of its intrinsic interest,

but also because of its importance for understanding Calvin’s doctrine of the

knowledge of God and indeed his whole system of truth, and for a proper esti-

mate of his place in the history of thought. His doctrine of the testimony of the

Spirit is the keystone of his doctrine of the knowledge of God. Men endowed by

nature with an ineradicable sensus deitatis, which is quickened into action and

informed by a rich revelation of God spread upon His works and embodied in

His deeds, are yet held back from attaining a sound knowledge of God by the
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corruption of their hearts, which dulls their instinctive sense of God and blinds

them to His revelation in works and deeds. That His people may know Him,

therefore, God lovingly intervenes by an objective revelation of Himself in His

Word, and a subjective correction of their sin-bred dullness of apprehension of

Him through the operation of His Spirit in their hearts, which Calvin calls the

Testimony of the Holy Spirit. Obviously it is only through this testimony of the

Holy Spirit that the revelation of God, whether in works or Word, is given effica-

cy: it is God, then, who, through His Spirit, reveals Himself to His people, and

they know Him only as taught by Himself. But also on this very account the

knowledge they have of Him is trustworthy in its character and complete for its

purpose; being God-given, it is safeguarded to us by the dreadful sanction of de-

ity itself. This being made clear, Calvin has laid a foundation for the theological

structure—the scientific statement and elaboration of the knowledge of God—

than which nothing could be conceived more firm. There remained nothing

more for him to do before proceeding at once to draw out the elements of the

knowledge of God as they lie in the revelation so assured to us, except to eluci-

date the indicia by which the Christian under the influence of the testimony of

the Spirit is strengthened in his confidence that the Scriptures are the very Word

of God, and to repudiate the tendency to neglect these Scriptures so authenticat-

ed to us in favor of fancied continuous revelations of the Spirit. The former he

does in a chapter (chap. viii.) of considerable length and great eloquence, which

constitutes one of the fullest and most powerful expositions of the evidence for

the divine origin of the Scriptures which have come down to us from the

Reformation age. The latter he does in a briefer chapter (chap. ix.), of crisp

polemic quality, the upshot of which is to leave it strongly impressed on the read-

er’s mind that the whole knowledge of God available to us, as the whole knowl-

edge of God needful for us, lies objectively displayed in the pages of Scripture,

which, therefore, becomes the sole source of a sound exposition of the knowl-

edge of God.

This strong statement is not intended, however, to imply that the Spirit-led

man can learn nothing from the more general revelation of God in His works
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and deeds. Calvin is so far from denying the possibility of a “Natural Theology,”

in this sense of the word, that he devotes a whole chapter (chap. v.) to vindicating

the rich revelation of God made in His works and deeds: though, of course, he

does deny that any theology worthy of the name can be derived from this natural

revelation by the “natural man,” that is, by the man the eyes of whose mind and

heart are not opened by the Spirit of God—who is not under the influence of the

testimony of the Spirit; and in this sense he denies the possibility of a “Natural

Theology.” What the strong statement in question is intended to convey is that

there is nothing to be derived from natural revelation which is not also to be

found in Scripture, whether as necessary presupposition, involved implication or

clear statement; and that beside that documented in Scripture there is no super-

natural revelation accessible to men. The work of the Spirit of God is not to sup-

plement the revelation made in Scripture, far less to supersede it, but distinctively

to authenticate it. It remains true, then, that the whole matter of a sound theolo-

gy lies objectively revealed to us in the pages of Scripture; and this is the main re-

sult to which his whole discussion tends. But side by side with it requires to be

placed as a result of his discussion secondary only to this, this further conclusion,

directly given in his doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit—that only a

Christian man can profitably theologize. It is in the union of these two great

principles that we find Calvin’s view of the bases of a true theology. This he con-

ceives as the product of the systematic investigation and logical elaboration of the

contents of Scripture by a mind quickened to the apprehension of these contents

through the inward operations of the Spirit of God. It is on this basis and in this

spirit that Calvin undertakes his task as a theologian; and what he professes to

give us in his “Institutes” is thus, to put it simply, just a Christian man’s reading

of the Scriptures of God.

The Protestantism of this conception of the task of the theologian is appar-

ent on the face of it. It is probably, however, still worth while to point out that its

Protestantism does not lie solely or chiefly in the postulate that the Scriptures are

the sole authoritative source of the knowledge of God—“formal principle” of the

Reformation though that postulate be, and true, therefore, as Chillingworth’s fa-
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mous declaration that “the Bible and the Bible only is the religion of Protestants”

would be, if only Chillingworth had kept it to this sense. It lies more fundamen-

tally still in the postulate that these Scriptures are accredited to us as the revela-

tion of God solely by the testimony of the Holy Spirit—that without this testi-

mony they lie before us inert and without effect on our hearts and minds, while

with it they become not merely the power of God unto salvation, but also the vi-

talizing source of all our knowledge of God. There is embodied in this the true

Protestant principle, superior to both the so-called formal and the so-called mate-

rial principles—both of which are in point of fact but corollaries of it. For it

takes the soul completely and forcibly out of the hands of the Church and from

under its domination, and casts it wholly upon the grace of God. In its formula-

tion Calvin gave to Protestantism for the first time, accordingly, logical stability

and an inward sense of security. Men were no more puzzled by the polemics of

Rome when they were asked, You rest on Scripture alone, you say: but on what

does your Scripture rest? Calvin’s development of the doctrine of the testimony

of the Spirit provided them with their sufficient answer: “On the testimony of

the Spirit of God in the heart.” Here we see the historical importance of Calvin’s

formulation of this doctrine. And here we see the explanation of the two great

facts which reveal its historical importance, the facts, to wit, that Calvin had no

predecessors in the formulation of the doctrine, and that at once upon his for-

mulation of it became the common doctrine of universal Protestantism.

IV. Historical Relations

The search for anticipations of the doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit among

the Fathers and Scholastics 79 reveals only such sporadic assertions of the depen-

dence of man on the inward teaching of the Holy Spirit for the knowledge or the

saving knowledge of God as could not fail in the speech of a series of Christian

men who had read their Bibles. A sentence of this kind from Justin Martyr, 80

another from Chrysostom, 81 two or three from Hilary of Poitiers, 82 almost ex-
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haust what the first age yields. It is different with Augustine. With his profound

sense of dependence on God and his vital conviction of the necessity of grace for

all that is good in man, in the whole circle of his activities, he could not fail to

work out a general doctrine of the knowledge of God in all essentials the same as

Calvin’s. In point of fact, as we have already pointed out, he did so. There re-

main, however, some very interesting and some very significant differences be-

tween the two. 83 It is interesting to note, for instance, that where Calvin speaks

of an innate sensus deitatis in man, as lying at the root of all his knowledge of

God, Augustine, with a more profound ontology of this knowledge, as at least

made explicit in the statement, speaks of a continuous reflection of a knowledge

of Himself by God in the human mind. 84 There is here, however, probably only

a difference in fulness of statement, or at most only of emphasized aspect. On the

other hand, it is highly significant that, instead of Calvin’s doctrine of the testi-

mony of the Spirit, Augustine, in conformity with the stress he laid upon the

“Church” and the “means of grace” in the conference of grace, speaks of the

knowledge of God as attainable only “in the Church.” 85 Accordingly, in him

also and his successors there are to be found only such anticipations specifically

of the doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit as are afforded by the increased fre-

quency of their references to the dependence of man for all knowledge of God

and divine things on grace and the inward teaching of the heavenly Instructor.

The voice of men may assail our ears, says Augustine, for instance, but those re-

main untaught “to whom that inward unction does not speak, whom the Holy

Spirit does not inwardly teach”: for “He who teaches the heart has His seat in

heaven.” 86 Moses himself, yea, even if he spoke to us not in Hebrew but in our

own tongue, could convey to us only the knowledge of what he said: of the truth

of what he said, only the Truth Himself, speaking within us, in the secret cham-

ber of our thought, can assure us though He speaks neither in Hebrew nor in

Greek nor in Latin, nor yet in any tongue of the barbarians, but without organs

of voice or tongue and with no least syllabic sound. 87 Further than this men did

not get before the Reformation: 88 nor did the first Reformers themselves get

further. No doubt they discerned the voice of the Spirit in the Scriptures, as the
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Fathers did before them; and in a single sentence, written, however, after the “In-

stitutes” of 1539 (viz., in 1555), Melanchthon notes with the Fathers that the

mind is “aided in giving its assent” to divine things “by the Holy Spirit.” 89

Zwingli here stands on the same plane with his brethren. He strongly repels the

Romish establishment of confidence in the Scriptures on the ipse dixit of the

Church, indeed: and asserts that those who sincerely search the Scriptures are

taught by God, and even that none acquire faith in the Word except as drawn by

the Father, admonished by the Spirit, taught by the unction—as, says he, all pi-

ous men have found. 90 But such occasional remarks as this could not fail wher-

ever the Augustinian conception of grace was vitally felt; and show only that the

doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit was always implicit in that doctrine. 91

The same remark applies to the first edition of Calvin’s “Institutes” (1536)

also, though with a difference. This difference—that, if we cannot say that the

doctrine of the internal testimony of the Spirit to the divinity of the Scriptures is

found there already in germ 92
 any more than we can say the same of the

Augustinian Fathers, and the criticism passed 93
 on the adduction of

Melanchthon’s single sentence in this reference to the effect that he speaks rather

“of the action of the Holy Spirit with reference to the object of faith, that is to

say, to the contents of the Word of God” than “with reference to the divinity of

the Scriptures themselves,” is valid also for Calvin’s first edition; yet it is certainly

true that the general doctrine of the internal testimony of the Spirit comes much

more prominently forward in even the first edition of the “Institutes” than in any

preceding treatise of the sort—that much more is made in it than in any of its

predecessors of the poverty of the human spirit and the need and actuality of the

prevalent influence of the Spirit of God that man may have—whether in knowl-

edge or act—any good thing. We shall have to go back to Augustine to find any-

thing comparable to the conviction and insight with which even in this his earli-

est work Calvin urges these things. Calvin’s whole thought is already dominated

by the conception of the powerlessness of the human soul in its sin in all that be-

longs to the knowledge of God which is salvation, and its entire dependence on

the sovereign operations of the Holy Spirit: and in this sense it may be said that
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the chapters in the new “Institutes” of 1539 in which he develops this doctrine

of the noëtic effects of sin and their cure by objective revelation, documented in

Scripture, and subjective illumination wrought by the Holy Spirit, lay implicitly

in his doctrine of man’s need and its cure by the indwelling Spirit which pervades

the “Institutes” of 1536. There he already teaches that the written law was re-

quired by the decay of our consciousness of the law written on the heart; that to

know God and His will we have need to surpass ourselves; that it is the Spirit

dwelling in us that is the source of all our right knowledge of God; and that it is

due to the power of the Spirit alone “that we hear the word of the Holy Gospel,

that we accept it by faith, and that we abide in this faith” (p. 137, or Opp. i. 72).

With eminent directness and simplicity he already there tells us that “our Lord

first teaches and instructs us by His Word; secondarily confirms us by His

Sacraments; and thirdly by the light of His Holy Spirit illuminates our under-

standings and gives entrance into our hearts both to the Word and to the

Sacraments, which otherwise would only beat upon our ears and stand before

our eyes, without penetrating or operating beneath them” (p. 206, or Opp. i.

104). There is, in other words, very rich teaching in the “Institutes” of 1536 of

the entire dependence of sinful man on the Spirit of God for every sound reli-

gious movement of the soul: but there is no development of the precise doctrine

of the testimony of the Holy Spirit to the divinity of the Scriptures. It is not

merely that the term testimonium Spiritus Sancti does not occur in this early

draft, or occurs only once, and then not in this sense: 94 it is that the thing is not

explicated and is present only as implicated in the general doctrine of grace,

which is very purely conceived.

It was left, then, to the edition of 1539 to create the whole doctrine at, as it

were, a single stroke. 95 For, as we have already had occasion to note, Calvin’s

whole exposition of the doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit to the divinity of

Scripture appears all at once in its completeness in the second edition of the “In-

stitutes,” the first edition which he issued as a textbook on theology, that of 1539.

This exposition was reproduced without curtailment or alteration in all subse-

quent editions, and is thereby given the great endorsement of Calvin’s perma-
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nent approval: while the additions which are made to it in the progressive expan-

sion of the treatise, while large in amount, are devoted to guarding it from the

misapprehension that the necessity it asserted for the testimony of the Spirit in

any way detracted from the objective value of the indicia of the divinity of

Scripture, rather than to modifying the positive doctrine expounded. The addi-

tions within the limits of chapter vii. consist essentially of the insertion of the

discussion of Augustine’s doctrine in § 3 and of the caveat with reference to the

underestimation of the indicia in § 4, while practically the whole of chapter viii.

—all except the opening sentence—is of later origin. If we will omit the first sen-

tence of chapter vii., the whole of §§ 3 and 4, with the exception of the sentence

near the beginning of the latter, which begins: “Now if we wish to consult the

true intent of our conscience”—and the beginning and end of § 5, retaining only

the central passage beginning: “For though it conciliate our reverence …” down

to the words: “Superior to the power of any human will or knowledge,” and also

the two striking sentences, beginning with: “It is such a persuasion” and ending

with “a just explication of the subject”—we shall have substantially the text of

the edition of 1539, needing only to add the two opening sentences of chapter

viii. and the major part of chapter ix. It will at once be seen that the edition of

1539 contains the entire positive exposition of the doctrine of the testimony of

the Spirit as retained by Calvin to the end.

The formulation of this principle of the testimony of the Spirit by Calvin in

1539 had an extraordinary effect both immediate and permanent. 96 Universal

Protestantism perceived in it at sight the pure expression of the Protestant princi-

ple and the sheet-anchor of its position. The Lutherans as well as the Reformed

adopted it at once and made it the basis not only of their reasoned defence of

Protestantism, but also of their structure of Christian doctrine and of their con-

fidence in Christian living. 97 To it they both continued to cling so long and so

far as they continued faithful to the Protestant principle itself. It has given way

only as the structure of Protestantism has itself given way in reaction to the

Romish position, or, more widely, as the structure of Christian thought has giv-

en way in rationalizing disintegration. No doubt it has undergone at the hands of
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its various expounders, from time to time, more or less modification, and in its

journeyings to the ends of the earth, has suffered now and again some sea-change

—sometimes through sheer misapprehension, sometimes through sheer misrep-

resentation, sometimes through more or less admixture of both. A spurious re-

vival of the doctrine was, for example, set on foot by Schleiermacher in his strong

revulsion from the cold rationalism which had so long reigned in Germany to a

more vital religious faith; and sentences may be quoted from his writings which,

when removed out of the context of his system of thought, almost give expres-

sion to it. 98 But after all, his revival of it was rather the revival of subjectivity in

religion than of the doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit as the basis of all faith:

and it has borne bitter fruit in a widespread subjectivism, the mark of which is

that it discards (as “external”) the authority of those very Scriptures to which the

testimony of the Spirit is borne. Not in such circles is the continued influence of

the doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit to be sought or its continued advocacy

to be found. If we would see it in its purity in the modern Church we must look

for it in the hands of true successors of Calvin—in the writings, to name only

men of our own time, of William Cunningham 99 and Charles Hodge 100 and

Abraham Kuyper 101 and Herman Bavinck. 102

As we have already had occasion to note, the principle of the testimony of

the Spirit as the true basis of our confidence in the Scriptures as the Word of God

was almost from the hands of Calvin himself incorporated into the Reformed

Creeds. We have already pointed out the sharpness and strength of its expression

in the Gallican (1557–1571) and Belgian (1501–1571) Confessions, and it finds

at least the expression of suggestion in the Second Helvetic Confession (1562). It

was not, however, merely into the Confessions of the Reformation age that it

was incorporated. It is given an expression as clear as it is prudent, as decided as it

is comprehensive, in that confession of their faith which the persecuted

Waldenses issued after the massacres of 1655; 103 and it is incorporated into the

Westminster Confession of Faith (1646) in perhaps the best and most balanced

statement it has ever received—the phraseology of which is obviously derived in

large part from Calvin, either directly or through the intermediation of George
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Gillespie, 104 but the substance of which was but the expression of the firmly

held faith of the whole body of the framers of that culminating Confession of

the Reformed Churches.

“We recognize the divinity of these sacred books,” says the Waldensian

Confession (chap. iv.), “not only through the testimony of the Church, but prin-

cipally through the eternal and indubitable truth of the doctrine which is con-

tained in them, through the excellence, sublimity, and majesty of the pure divini-

ty (du tout divine) which are apparent in them, and through the operation of the

Holy Spirit which makes us receive with deference the testimony which the

Church gives to them, which opens our eyes to receive the rays of the celestial

light which shines in the Scriptures, and so corrects our taste that we discern this

food by the divine savor which it possesses.” The dependence of this fine state-

ment on Calvin’s exposition is evident; but what is most striking about it is the

clarity with which it conceives and the fulness with which it expounds the exact

mode of working of the testimony of the Spirit and its relation to the indicia of

divinity in Scripture, through which, and not apart from or in opposition to

which, it performs its work. So far from supposing that the witness of the Spirit

is of the nature of a new and independent revelation from heaven or works only a

blind faith in us, setting thus aside all evidences of the divinity of Scripture, exter-

nal and internal alike, this careful statement particularly explains that our faith in

the divinity of Scripture rests, under the testimony of the Spirit, on these evi-

dences as its ground, but not on these evidences by themselves, but on them as

apprehended by a Spirit-led mind and heart—the work of the Spirit consisting in

so dealing with our spirit that these evidences are, under His influence, perceived

and felt in their real bearing and full strength.

An even more notable statement of the whole doctrine is that incorporated

into the Westminster Confession (i. 4, 5), and in a more compressed form into

the Larger Catechism (Q. 4). “The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it

ought to be believed and obeyed,” says the Confession, “dependeth not upon the

testimony of any man or church, but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the

author thereof; and therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of God.
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We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to a high and

reverent esteem of the Holy Scripture; and the heavenliness of the matter, the ef-

ficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the

scope of the whole (which is to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes

of the only way of man’s salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies,

and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it doth abundantly evi-

dence itself to be the Word of God; yet notwithstanding, our full persuasion and

assurance of the infallible truth, and divine authority thereof, is from the inward

work of the Holy Spirit, bearing witness by and with the Word in our heart.” In

the Larger Catechism this is reduced to the form: “The Scriptures manifest

themselves to be the Word of God, by their majesty and purity; by the consent of

all the parts, and the scope of the whole, which is to give all glory to God; by their

light and power to convince and convert sinners, to comfort and build up believ-

ers unto salvation; but the Spirit of God bearing witness by and with the

Scriptures in the heart of man, is alone able fully to persuade it that they are the

very Word of God.” The fundamental excellence of this remarkable statement

(for the full understanding of which what is said of “faith” in chapter xiv. of the

Confession and Question 72 of the Catechism should be compared with it—just

as Calvin referred his readers to his later discussion of “faith” for further infor-

mation on the topic of the testimony of the Spirit) is the care with which the sev-

eral grounds on which we recognize the Scriptures to be from God are noted and

their value appraised, and that yet the supreme importance of the witness of the

Spirit is safe-guarded. 105 The external testimony of the Church is noted and its

value pointed out: it moves and induces us to a high and reverent esteem for

Scripture. The internal testimony of the characteristics of the Scriptures them-

selves is noted and its higher value pointed out: they “abundantly evidence” or

“manifest” the Scriptures “to be the Word of God.” The need and place of the

testimony of the Spirit is then pointed out in the presence of this “abundant evi-

dencing” or “manifesting”: it is not to add new evidence—which is not needed—

but to secure deeper conviction—which is needed; and not independently of the

Word with its evidencing characteristics, but “by and with the Word” or “the



94

Scriptures.” What this evidence of the Spirit does is “fully to persuade us” that

“the Scriptures are the very Word of God,”—to work in us “full persuasion and

assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority” of the Word of God. It is a

matter of completeness of conviction, not of grounds of conviction; and the tes-

timony of the Spirit works, therefore, not by adding additional grounds of con-

viction, but by an inward work on the heart, enabling it to react upon the already

“abundant evidence” with a really “full persuasion and assurance.” Here we have

the very essence of Calvin’s doctrine, almost in his own words, and with even

more than his own eloquence and precision of statement.

What Calvin has given to the Reformed Churches, therefore, in his formula-

tion of the doctrine of the Testimony of the Spirit is a fundamental doctrine,

which has been as such expounded by the whole body of their theologians, and

incorporated into the fabric of their public Confessions, so that it has been made

and continues to be until to-day the officially declared faith of the Reformed

Churches in France and Holland, Switzerland, Italy, Scotland, and America,

wherever the fundamental Reformed Creeds are still professed.
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1. Article on “Calvin’s Institutio, nach Form und Inhalt, in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwickelung,” printed in

the Theologische Studien und Kritiken for 1868, p. 39. Köstlin’s whole account of the origin of these sections

in the edition of 1539 is worth reading (pp. 38–39).

2. “Institutes,” I. iii. 1: Quemdam inesse humanae menti, et quidem naturali instinctu, divinitatis sensum,

extra controversiam ponimus; iii. 3, ad init.: “This indeed with all rightly judging men will always be

assured, that there is engraved on the minds of men divinitatis sensum, qui deleri numquam potest”; iii. 3,

med.: vigere tamen ac subinde emergere quem maxime extinctum cuperent, deitatis sensum; iv. 4, ad fin.:

naturaliter insculptum esse deitatis sensum humanis cordibus; iv. 4, ad fin.: manet tamen semen illud quod

revelli a radice nullo modo potest, aliquam esse divinitatem. The phraseology by which Calvin designates

this “natural instinct” (naturalis instinctus; iii. 1, ad init.) varies from sensus divinitatis or sensus deitatis to

such synonyms as: numinis intelligentia, dei notio, dei notitia. It is the basis on the one hand of whatever

cognitio dei man attains to and on the other of whatever religio he reaches; whence it is called the semen

religionis.

3. That the knowledge of God is innate was the common property of the Reformed teachers. Peter Martyr,

“Loci Communes,” 1576, praef., declares that Dei cognitio omnium animis naturaliter innata[est]. It was

thrown into great prominence in the Socinian debate, as the Socinians contended that the human mind is

natively a tabula rasa and all knowledge is acquired. But in defending the innate knowledge of God, the

Reformed doctors were very careful that it should not be exaggerated. Thus Leonh. Riissen, “F. Turretini

Compendium … auctum et illustratum,” 1695, i. 8, remarks: “Some recent writers explain the natural sense

of deity (numinis) as an idea of God impressed on our minds. If this idea is understood as an innate faculty

for knowing God after some fashion, it should not be denied; but if it expresses an actual and adequate

representation of God from our birth, it is to be entirely rejected.” (Heppe, “Die Dogmatik der evangelisch-

reformirten Kirche,” 1861, p. 4.)

4. En quid sit pura germanaque religio, nempe fides, cum serio Dei timore coniuncta; ut timor et

voluntariam reverentiam in se contineat, et secum trahat ligitimum cultum, qualis in Lege praescribitur.

5. The significance and relations of “the Puritan principle” of absolute dependence on the Word of God as

the source of knowledge of His will, and exclusive limitation to its prescriptions of doctrine, life, and even

form of Church government and worship, are suggested by J. A. Dorner, “Hist. of Protest. Theol.,” 1871, i.

p. 390, who criticizes it sharply from his “freer” Lutheran standpoint. But even Luther knew how, on

occasion, to invoke “the Puritan principle.” Writing to Bartime von Sternberg, Sept. 1, 1523, he says: “For a

Christian must do nothing that God has not commanded, and there is no command as to such masses and

vigils, but it is solely their own invention, which brings in money, without helping either living or dead”

(“The Letters of Martin Luther” (selected and translated) by Margaret A. Currie, 1908, p. 115).

6. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, p. 8: “If Zwingli follows more the a priori,

Calvin follows the a posteriori method”; and E. Rabaud, “Hist. de la doctrine de l’inspiration, etc.,” 1883, p.

58: “his lucid and, above everything, practical genius.”

7. It is this distribution of Calvin’s interest which leads to the impression that he lays little stress on “the

theistic proofs.” On the contrary, he asserts their validity most strenuously: only he does not believe that any

proofs can work true faith apart from “the testimony of the Spirit,” and he is more interested in their value
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for developing the knowledge of God than for merely establishing His existence. Hence P. J. Muller is wrong

when he denies the one to affirm the other, as, e.g., in his “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, p. 11:

“Neither by Zwingli nor by Calvin are proofs offered for the existence of God, although some passages in

their writings seem to contain suggestions of them. The proposition, ‘God exists,’ needed no proof either

for themselves, or for their coreligionists, or even against Rome. The so-called cosmological argument has no

doubt been found by some in Zwingli (Zeller, Das theolog. Syst. Zwingli’s extracted from the Theol.

Jahrbücher, Tübingen, 1853, p. 33; [or p. 126 in the Th. Jahrb.]), and the physico-theological in Calvin

(Lipsius, Lehrbuch der ev. prot. Dogmatik, ed. 2, 1879, p. 213); but it would not be difficult to show that we

have to do in neither case with a philosophical deduction, but only with a means for attaining the complete

knowledge of God.” Though Calvin (also Zwingli) makes use of the theistic proofs to develop the

knowledge of God, it does not follow that he (or Zwingli) did not value them as proofs of the existence of

God. And we do not think Muller is successful (pp. 12 sq.) in explaining away the implication of the latter in

Zwingli’s use of these theistic arguments, or in Calvin’s (p. 16). Schweizer, “Glaubenslehre der ev.-ref.

Kirche,” 1844, i. p. 250, finds in Calvin’s citation of Cicero’s declaration that there is no nation so

barbarous, no tribe so degraded, that it is not persuaded that a God exists, an appeal to the so-called

historical argument for the divine existence (cf. the use of it by Zwingli, “Opera,” Schuler und Schultess ed.,

1832, iii. p. 156): but Calvin’s real attitude to the theistic argument is rather to be sought in the implications

of the notably eloquent ch. v.

8. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, pp. 18 sq., does not seem to bear this in mind,

although he had clearly stated it in his “De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, pp. 13–25.

9. Cf. F. C. Baur, “Die christliche Lehre von der Dreieinigkeit, etc.,” iii. 1843, p. 41: “From this point of

view”—he is expounding Calvin’s doctrine—“the several manifestations in the history of religions are

conceived not as stages in the gradually advancing evolution of the religious consciousness, but as

inexcusable, sinful aberrations, as wilful perversions and defacements of the inborn idea of God.”

10. Cf. J. Cramer, Nieuwe Bijdragen op het gebied van Godgeleerdheid en Wijsbegeerte, iii. 1881, p. 102: “By

the Scripture or the Scriptures he [Calvin] understood the books of the Old and New Testaments which

have been transmitted to us by the Church as canonical, as the rule of faith and life. The Apocrypha of the

O. T. as they were determined by the Council of Trent, he excludes. They are to him indeed libri ecclesiastici,

in many respects good and useful to be read; but they are not libri canonici ‘ad fidem dogmatum faciendam’

(Acta Synodi Tridentinae, cum antidoto, 1547).” In a later article, “De Roomsch-Katholieke en de Oud-

protestantsche Schriftbeschouwing,” 1883, p. 36, Cramer declares that by the Scriptures, Calvin means

“nothing else than the canon, established by the Synods of Hippo and Carthage, and transmitted by the

Catholic Church, with the exception of the so-called Apocrypha of the O. T.,” etc. Cf. Leipoldt,

“Geschichte des N. T. Kanons,” ii. 1908, p. 149: “We obtain the impression that it is only for form’s sake

that Calvin undertakes to test whether the disputed books are canonical or not. In reality it is already a

settled matter with him that they are. Calvin feels himself therefore in the matter of the N. T. canon bound

to the mediæval tradition.” Cf. also Otto Ritschl, “Dogmengeschichte des Protestantismus,” i. 1908, pp. 70,

71, to the same effect.

11. Cf. e.g. J. Pannier, “Le témoignage du Saint-Esprit,” 1893, pp. 112 sq.: “One fact strikes us at first sight:

not only did Calvin not comment on the Aprochryphal books, for which he wrote a very short preface,

which was ever more and more abridged in the successive editions, but he did not comment on all the
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Canonical books. And if lack of time may explain the passing over of some of the less important historical

books of the Old Testament, it was undoubtedly for a graver reason that he left to one side the three books

attributed to Solomon, notably the Song of Songs. ‘In the New Testament there is ordinarily mentioned

only the Apocalypse, neglected by Calvin undoubtedly for critical or theological motives analogous to those

which determined the most of his contemporaries, but it is necessary to note that the two lesser epistles of

John are also lacking, and that in speaking of the large epistle Calvin always expresses himself as if it were the

only existing one’ (Reuss, Revue de Théologie de Strasbourg, vi. 1853, p. 229). In effect, at the very time

when he was defending particularly the authority of the Scriptures against the Council of Trent, when he

was dedicating to Edward VI, the King of England, his Commentaries on the ‘Epistles which are

accustomed to be called Canonical’ (1551), he included in the Canon only the First Epistle of Peter, the

First Epistle of John, James and, at the very end, the Second Epistle of Peter and Jude.”—Reuss, however, in

his “History of the Canon of the Holy Scriptures in the Christian Church” (1863, E. T. 1884), greatly

modifies the opinion here quoted from him: “Some have believed it possible to affirm that he [Calvin]

rejected the Apocalypse because it was the only book of the N. T., except the two short Epistles of John, on

which he wrote no commentary. But that conclusion is too hasty. In the Institutes, the Apocalypse is

sometimes quoted like the other Apostolic writings, and even under John’s name. If there was no

commentary, it was simply that the illustrious exegete, wiser in this respect than several of his

contemporaries and many of his successors, understood that his vocation called him elsewhere” (p. 318). He

adds, indeed, of II and III John: “It might be said with more probability that Calvin did not acknowledge

the canonicity of these two writings. He never quotes them, and he quotes the First Epistle of John in a way

to exclude them: Joannes in sua canonica, Instit. iii. 2. 21; 3. 23 (Opp. ii. 415, 453).” But this opinion

requires revision, just as that on the Apocalypse did, as we shall see below. Cf. further, in the meantime:

Reuss, “Hist. of the Sacred Scriptures of the N. T.,” 1884, ii. p. 347, and S. Berger, “La Bible au seizième

siècle,” 1879, p. 120, who expresses himself most positively: “Calvin expresses no judgment on the lesser

Epistles of St. John. But we remark that he never cites them and that he mentions the First in these terms:

‘As John says in his canonical.’ This word excludes, in the thought of the author, the two other Epistles

attributed to this Apostle.”

12. This may have been the case with the Apocalypse, which not only Reuss, as we have seen, but Scaliger

thought him wise not to have entered upon; and which he is—perhaps credibly—reported to have said in

conversation he did not understand (cf. Leipoldt’s “Geschichte des N. T. Kanons,” ii. 1908, p. 148, note).

But how impossible it is to imagine that this implies any doubt of the canonicity or authority of the book

will be quickly evident to anyone who will note his frequent citation of it in the same fashion with other

Scripture and alongside of other Scripture (e.g. Opp. i. 736 = ii. 500; i. 953 = ii. 957; i. 1033 = ii. 1063; i.

1148; ii. 88, 859; v. 191, 196, 532; vi. 176; vii. 29, 118, 333; xxxi. 650), sometimes mentioning it by name

(vii. 469; i. 733 = ii. 497), sometimes by the name of John (i. 715 = ii. 492, viii. 338 [along with I John]),

sometimes by the name of both “John” and “the Apocalypse” (ii. 124, vii. 116, xxx. 651, xlviii. 122), and

always with reverence and confidence as a Scriptural book. He even expressly cites it under the name of

Scripture and explicitly as the dictation of the Spirit: vii. 559, “Fear not, says the Scripture (Eccles. 18:22).…

Again (Rev. 22:11) … and (John 15:2)”; i. 624: “Elsewhere also the Spirit testifies …” (along with Daniel and

Paul). Cf. also such passages as ii. 734, “Nor does the Apocalypse which they quote afford them any support
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…”; xlviii. 238: “I should like to ask the Papists if they think John was so stupid that … etc. (Rev. 22:8)”; also

vi. 369; v. 198.

13. *We use the simple expression “the Epistle of John”; the apparently, but only apparently, stronger and

more exclusive, “the Canonical Epistle of John,” which Calvin employs, although it would be misleading in

our associations, is its exact synonym. Those somewhat numerous writers who have quoted the form “the

Canonical Epistle of John” as if its use implied the denial of the canonicity of the other epistles of John

forget that this was the ordinary designation in the West of the Catholic Epistles—“the Seven Canonical

Epistles”—and that they are all currently cited by this title by Western writers. The matter has been set right

by A. Lang: “Die Bekehrung Johannis Calvins” (II. i. of Bonwetsch and Seeberg’s “Studien zur Geschichte

der Theologie und der Kirche,” 1897, pp. 26–29). On the title “Canonical Epistles” for the Catholic

Epistles, see Lücke, SK. 1836, iii. pp. 643–650; Bleek, “Introd. to the N. T.,” § 202 at end (vol. ii. 1874, p.

135); Hilgenfeld, “Einleitung in d. N. T.,” 1875, p. 153; Westcott, “Epp. of St. John,” 1883, p. xxix.;

Salmond, Hastings’ BD. i. 1898, p. 360. In 1551, Calvin published his “Commentarii in Epistolas

Canonicas”—that is on the Catholic Epistles; also his “Commentaire sur l’Épistre Canonique de St. Jean,”

i.e. on “the Epistle of John”; also his “Commentaire sur l’Épistre Canonique de St. Jude.” Calvin does not

seem ever to have happened to quote from II and III John. The reference given in the Index printed in Opp.

xxii., viz., 3 John 9, Opp. xb. 81, occurs in a letter, not by Calvin but by Christof Libertetus to Farel. Cf. J.

Leipoldt, “Geschichte des N. T. Kanons” (2nd Part, Leipzig, 1908), p. 148, note 1: “The smaller Johannine

Epistles Calvin seems never to have cited. He cites I John in Inst. III. ii. 21 by the formula: dicit Johannes in

sua canonica. Nevertheless it is very questionable whether inferences can be drawn from this formula as to

Calvin’s attitude to II and III John.” He adds a reference to Lang as above.

14. Pannier, as cited, p. 113.

15.Opera, xi. 674–676: cf. Buisson, “Castellion,” 1892, i. pp. 198–199. Buisson discusses the whole

incident and quotes from the minutes of the Council before which Castellion brought the matter: the point

of dispute is there briefly expressed thus: “Mossr Calvin recognizes as holy, and the said Bastian repudiates”

(p. 197) the book in question.

16. Calvin employs all these “three books attributed to Solomon” freely as Scripture and deals with them

precisely as he does with other Scriptures. As was to be expected, he cites Proverbs most frequently,

Canticles least: but he cites them all as Solomon’s and as authoritative Scripture. “ ‘I have washed my feet’

says the believing soul in Solomon …” is the way he cites Canticles (Opp. i. 778, ii. 589). “They make a

buckler of a sentence of Solomon’s, which is as contrary to them as is no other that is in the Scriptures” (vii.

130) is the way he cites Ecclesiastes. He indeed expressly contrasts Ecclesiastes as genuine Scripture with the

Apocryphal books: “As the soul has an origin apart, it has also another preëminence, and this is what

Solomon means when he says that at death the body returns to the earth from which it was taken and the

soul returns to God who gave it (Eccl. 12:7). For this reason it is said in the Book of Wisdom (2:23) that man

is immortal, seeing that he was created in the image of God. This is not an authentic book of Holy

Scripture, but it is not improper to avail ourselves of its testimony as of an ancient teacher (Docteur ancien)

—although the single reason ought to be enough for us that the image of God, as it has been placed in man,

can reside only in an immortal soul, etc.” (vii. 112, written in 1544).

17. Cf. A. Bossert, “Calvin,” 1906, p. 6: “Humanist himself as well as profound theologian …”; Charles

Borgeaud, “Histoire de l’Université de Genève,” 1900, p. 21: “Before he was a theologian, Calvin was a
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Humanist.…”

18. Cf. the Preface he prefixed to the Apocryphal Books (for the history of which, see Opera, ix. 827, note):

“These books which are called Apocryphal have in all ages been discriminated from those which are without

difficulty shown to be of the Sacred Scriptures. For the ancients, wishing to anticipate the danger that any

profane books should be mixed with those which certainly proceeded from the Holy Spirit, made a roll of

these latter which they called ‘Canon’; meaning by this word that all that was comprehended under it was

the assured rule to which we should attach ourselves. Upon the others they imposed the name of

Apocrypha; denoting that they were to be held as private writings and not authenticated, like public

documents. Accordingly the difference between the former and latter is the same as that between an

instrument, passed before a notary, and sealed to be received by all, and the writing of some particular man.

It is true they are not to be despised, seeing that they contain good and useful doctrine. Nevertheless it is

only right that what we have been given by the Holy Spirit should have preëminence above all that has come

from men.” Cf., in his earliest theological treatise, the “Psychopannychia “of 1534–1542 (Opp. v. 182),

where, after quoting Ecclus. 17:1 and Wisd. 2:23 as “two sacred writers,” he adds: “I would not urge the

authority of these writers strongly on our adversaries, did they not oppose them to us. They may be allowed,

however, some weight, if not as canonical, yet certainly as ancient, as pious, and as received by the suffrages

of many. But let us omit them and let us retain …” etc. In the “Psychopannychia” his dealing with Baruch on

the other hand is more wavering. On one occasion (p. 205) it is quoted with the formula, “sic enim loquitur

propheta,” and on another (p. 227), “in prophetia Baruch” corrected in 1542. In the “Institutes” of 1536 he

quotes it as Scripture: “alter vero propheta scribit” (Opp. i. 82)—referring back to Daniel. This is already

corrected in 1539 (i. 906; cf. ii. 632). In 1534–1536, then, he considered Baruch canonical: afterwards not

so. His dealing with it in v. 271 (1537), vi. 560 (1545), vi. 638 (1546) is ad hominem.

19. “Acta Synodi Tridentinae, cum antidoto” (1547), Opp. vii. 365–506.

20. “Vera ecclesiae reformandae ratio,” Opp. vii. 613: quae divinitus non esse prodita, sani omnes, saltem ubi

moniti fuerint, iudicabunt.

21. “Acta Synodi Tridentinae, cum antidoto,” Opp. vi. 413: Quantum, obsecro, a Spiritus Sancti maiestati

aliena est haec confessio!

22. This is translated from the French version, ed. Meyrueis, iv. 1865, p. 743. The Latin is the same, though

somewhat more concise: nihil habet Petro indignum, ut vim spiritus apostolici et gratiam ubique exprimat

… eam prorsus repudiare mihi religio est.

23. Haec autem fictio indigna esset ministro Christi, obtendere alienam personam.

24. Ed. Meyrueis, iv. p. 780.

25. Ibid., iv. p. 362.

26. Ibid., iv. p. 694. Latin: mihi ad epistolam hanc recipiendam satis est, quod nihil continet Christi

apostolo indignum.

27. Cf. J. Cramer, as cited, p. 126: “It was thus, in the first place, as the result of scientific investigations that

Calvin fixed the limits of the canon … not a priori, but a posteriori, that he came to the recognition of the

canonicity of the Biblical books.” But especially see the excellently conceived passage on pp. 155–6, to the

following effect: “What great importance Calvin attaches to the question whether a Biblical book is

apostolic! If it is not apostolic, he does not recognize it as canonical. To determine its apostolicity, he appeals

not merely to the ecclesiastical tradition of its origin, but also and principally to its contents. This is what he
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does in the case of all the antilegomena. The touchstone for this is found in the homologoumena. That he

undertakes no investigation of the apostolic origin of these latter is a matter of course. This, for him and for

all his contemporaries, stood irreversibly settled. The touchstone employed by Calvin is a scientific one. The

testimonium Spiritus Sancti no doubt made its influence felt. But without the help of the scientific

investigation, this internal testimony would not have the power to elevate the book into a canonical book.

That Calvin was treading here in the footprints of the ancient Church will be understood. The complaint

sometimes brought against the Christians of the earliest centuries is unfounded, that they held all writings

canonical in which they found their own dogmatics. No doubt they attached in their criticism great weight

to this. But not less to the question whether the origin of the books was traceable back to the apostolical age,

and their contents accorded with apostolic doctrine, as it might be learned from the indubitably apostolic

writings. So far as science had been developed in their day, they employed it in the formation of the

canon.…” In a later article Cramer says: “In the determination of the compass of Scripture, he [Calvin], like

Luther, took his start from the writings which more than the others communicated the knowledge of Christ

in His kingdom and had been recognized always by the Church as genuine and trustworthy. Even if the

results of his criticism were more in harmony than was the case with those of the German reformer with the

ecclesiastical tradition, he yet walked in the self-same critical pathway. He took over the canon of the Church

just as little as its version and its exegesis without scrutiny” (“De Roomsch-Katholieke en de Oud-

protestansche Schriftbeschouwing,” 1883, pp. 31–32). Cramer considers this critical procedure on Calvin’s

part inconsistent with his doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit, but (p. 38) he recognizes that we cannot

speak of it as the nodding of Homer: “It is not here and there, but throughout; not in his exegetical writings

alone, but in his dogmatic ones, too, that he walks in this critical path. We never find the faintest trace of

hesitation.”

28. Comment on John 8:1 (Meyrueis’ ed. of the Commentaries, ii. 1854, p. 169).

29. Comment on 1 John 5:7 (Meyrueis’ ed. of the Commentaries, iv. 1855, p. 682).

30. Quomodo Jeremiae nomen obrepserit, me nescire fateor, nec anxie laboro; certe Jeremiae nomen errore

positum esse pro Zacharia res ipsa ostendit; quia nihil tale apud Jeremiam legitur (Opera, xlv. 749).

31.Opera, iii. 100, note 3.

32. Cf. J. Cramer, as cited, pp. 116–117: “Calvin does not largely busy himself with textual criticism. He

follows the text which was generally received in his day. It deserves notice only that he exercises a free and

independent judgment and recognizes the rights of science.” Cramer adduces his treatment of 1 John 5:7

and proceeds: “He comes forward on scientific grounds against the Vulgate. The decree of Trent that this

version must be followed as ‘authentical,’ he finds silly; and reverence for it as if it had fallen down from

heaven, ludicrous. ‘How can anyone dispute the right to appeal to the original text? And what a bad version

this is! There are scarcely three verses in any page well rendered’ (Acta Synod. Trident., etc., pp. 414–416).”

33. “Institutes,” I. viii. 10. Cf. I. vi. 2–3.

34. I. vii. 5, ad init.: “We have received it from God’s own mouth by the ministry of men.”

35. It is quite common to represent Calvin as without a theory, at least an expressed theory, of the relation

of the divine and human authors of Scripture. Thus J. Cramer, as cited, p. 103, says: “How we are to

understand the relation of the divine and human activities through which the Scriptures were produced is

not exactly defined by Calvin. A precise theory of inspiration such as we meet with in the later dogmaticians

is not found in him.” Cramer is only sure that Calvin did not hold to the theory which later Protestants
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upheld: “It is true that Calvin gave the impulse [from which the later dogmatic view of Scripture grew up],

more than any other of the Reformers. But we must not forget that here we can speak of nothing more than

the impulse. We nowhere find in Calvin such a magical conception of the Bible as we find in the later

dogmaticians. It is true he used the term ‘dictare’ and other expressions which he employs under the

influence of the terminology of his day, but on the other hand—in how many respects does he recognize the

human factor in the Scriptures!” (p. 142). Similarly Pannier, as cited, p. 200: “In any case Calvin has not

written a single word which can be appealed to in favor of literal inspiration. What is divine for him, if there

is anything specifically divine beyond the contents, the brightness of which is reflected upon the container,

is the sense of each book, or at most of each phrase,—never the employment of each word. Calvin would

have deplored the petty dogmatics of the Consensus Helveticus, which declares the vowel points of the

Hebrew text inspired, and the exaggerations of the theopneusty of the nineteenth century.” Yet nothing is

more certain than that Calvin held both to “verbal inspiration” and to “the inerrancy of Scripture,” however

he may have conceived the action of God which secured these things.

36. Cf. Otto Ritschl, “Dogmengeschichte des Protestantismus,” 1908, i. p. 63: “If we may still entertain

doubts whether Bullinger really defended the stricter doctrine of inspiration, it certainly is found in Calvin

after 1543. He may have merely taken over from Butzer the expression Spiritus Sancti amanuenses; but it is

peculiar to him that he conceives both the books of the Old Testament inclusively as contained in the

historical enumerations, and those of the New Testament, as arising out of a verbal dictation of the Holy

Spirit.”

37. These phrases are brought together by J. Cramer (as cited, pp. 102–3) from the Comments on 2 Tim.

3:16 and 2 Pet. 1:20.

38. Cf. Pannier, as cited, p. 203: “The Word of God is for him one, verbum Dei, and not verba Dei. The

diversity of authors disappears before the unity of the Spirit.”

39. Ab ipsissimo Dei ore ad nos fluxisse.

40. E coelo fluxisse acsi vivae ipsae Dei voces illic exaudirentur.

41. Hoc prius est membrum, eandem scripturae reverentiam deberi quam Deo deferimus, quia ad eo solo

manavit, nec quidquam humani habet admistum.

42. Justa reverentia inde nascitur, quum statuimus, Deum nobiscum loqui, non homines mortales.

43. The account of Calvin’s doctrine of inspiration given by E. Rabaud, “Histoire de la doctrine de

l’inspiration … dans lea pays de langue francaise,” 1883, pp. 52 sq., is worth comparing. Calvin’s thought on

this subject, he tells us, was more precise and compact than that of the other Reformers, although even his

conception of inspiration was far from possessing perfectly firm contours or supplying the elements of a

really systematic view (p. 52). He was the first, nevertheless, to give the subject of Sacred Scripture a

fundamental, theoretic treatment, led thereto not by the pressure of controversy, but by the logic of his

systematic thought: for his doctrine of inspiration (not yet distinguished from revelation) is one of the

essential bases, if not the very point of departure of his dogmatics (p. 55). To him “the Bible is manifestly the

word of God, in which He reveals Himself to men,” and as such “proceeds from God.” “But” (pp. 56 sq.)

“the action of God does not, in Calvin’s view, transform the sacred authors into machines. Jewish verbalism,

Scriptural materialism, may be present in germ in the ideas of the Institutes—and the cold intellects of

certain doctors of the Protestant scholasticism of the next century developed them—but they are very

remote from the thought of the Reformer. Chosen and ordained by God, the Biblical writers were subject
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to a higher impulse; they received a divine illumination which increased the energy of their natural faculties;

they understood the Revelation better and transmitted it more faithfully. It was scarcely requisite for this,

however, that they should be passive instruments, simple secretaries, pens moved by the Holy Spirit.

Appointed but intelligent organs of the divine thought, far from being subject to a dictation, in complete

obedience to the immediate will of God, they acted under the impulsion of a personal faith which God

communicated to them. ‘Now, whether God was manifested to men by visions or oracles, what is called

celestial witnesses, or ordained men as His ministers who taught their successors by tradition, it is in every

case certain that He impressed on their hearts such a certitude of the doctrine, that they were persuaded and

convinced that what had been revealed and preached to them proceeded from the true God: for He always

ratified His word so as to secure for it a credit above all human opinion. Finally, that the truth might

uninterruptedly remain continually in vigor from age to age, and be known in the world, He willed that the

revelations which He had committed to the hands of the Fathers as a deposit, should be put on record: and

it was with this design that He had the Law published, to which He afterwards added the Prophets as its

expositors’ (Institutes, I. vi. 2). These few lines resume in summary form the very substance of Calvin’s

doctrine of inspiration. We may conclude from it that he did not give himself to the elaboration of this

dogma, with the tenacity and logical rigor which his clear and above all practical genius employed in the

study and systematization of other points of the new doctrine. We shall seek in vain a precise declaration on

the mode of revelation, on the extent and intensity of inspiration, on the relation of the book and the

doctrine. None of these questions, as we have already had occasion to remark, had as yet been raised: the

doctors gave themselves to what was urgent and did not undertake to prove or discuss what was not yet

either under discussion or attacked. The principle which was laid down sufficed them. God had spoken—

this was the faith which every consciousness of the time received without repugnance, and against which no

mind raised an objection. To search out how He did it was wholly useless: to undertake to prove it, no less

so” (p. 58). There is evident in this passage a desire to minimize Calvin’s view of the divinity of Scripture;

the use of the passage from I. vi. 2 as the basis of an exposition of his doctrine of inspiration is indicative of

this—whereas it obviously is a very admirable account of how God has made known His will to man and

preserved the knowledge of it through time. The double currents of desire to be true to Calvin’s own

exposition of his doctrine and yet to withhold his imprimatur from what the author believes to be an

overstrained doctrine, produces some strange confusion in his further exposition.

44. Cf. J. Cramer, as cited, p. 114: “How Calvin conceives of this dictare by the Holy Ghost it is difficult to

say. He borrowed it from the current ecclesiastical usage, which employed it of the auctor primarius of

Scripture, as indeed also of tradition. Thus the Council of Trent uses the expression dictante Spiritu Sancto

of the unwritten tradition inspired by the Holy Spirit.” Otto Ritschl, “Dogmengeschichte des

Protestantismus,” i. 1908, p. 59, argues for taking the term strictly in Calvin. It is employed, it is true, in

contemporary usage in the figurative sense, of the deliverances of the natural conscience, for example; and

some Reformed writers use it of the internal testimony of the Spirit. Calvin also himself speaks as if he

employed it of Scripture only figuratively—e.g. Opp. i. 632: verba quodammodo dictante Christi Spiritu.

Nevertheless, on the whole Ritschl thinks he meant it in the literal sense.

45. Cf., e.g., J. Cramer, as cited, pp. 114–116, whose instances are followed in the remarks which succeed.

Cf. also p. 125. How widespread this effort to discover in Calvin some acknowledgment of errors in

Scripture has become may be seen by consulting the citations made by Dunlop Moore, The Presbyterian
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and Reformed Review, 1893, p. 60: he cites Cremer, van Oosterzee, Farrar. Cf. even A. H. Strong, “Syst.

Theol.,” ed. 1907, vol. i. p. 217, whose list of “theological writers who admit the errancy of Scripture writers

as to some matters unessential to their moral and spiritual teaching” requires drastic revision. Leipoldt

(“Geschichte des N. T. Kanons,” ii. 1908, p. 149) says: “Fundamentally Calvin holds fast to the old doctrine

of verbal inspiration. His sound historical sense leads him, here and there, it is true, to break through the

bonds of this doctrine. In his harmony of the Gospels (Commentarii in harmoniam ex Mat., Mk., et Lk.

compositam, 1555), e.g., Calvin shows that the letters are not sacred to him; he moves much more freely here

than Martin Chemnitz. But in other cases again Calvin draws strict consequences from the doctrine of

verbal inspiration. He ascribes, e.g., to all four Gospels precisely similar authority, although he (with Luther

and Zwingli) considers John’s Gospel the most beautiful of them all.”

46. This is solidly shown, e.g., by Dunlop Moore, as cited, pp. 61–62: also for Acts 7:16.

47. Despite his tendency to lower Calvin’s doctrine of inspiration with respect to its effects, J. Cramer in the

following passage (as cited, pp. 120–121) gives in general a very fair statement of it: “We have seen that

Calvin, although he has not given us a completed theory of inspiration, yet firmly believed in the inspiration

of the entirety of Scripture. It is true we do not find in him the crass expressions of the later Reformed, as

well as Lutheran, theologians. But the foundation on which they subsequently built—though somewhat

onesidedly—is here. We cannot infer much from such expressions as ‘from God,’ ‘came from God,’ ‘flowed

from God.’ Just as in Zwingli, these expressions were sometimes in Calvin synonyms of ‘true.’ Thus, at

Titus 2:12, he says he cannot understand why so many are unwilling to draw upon profane writers,—‘for,

since all truth is from God (a Deo), if anything has been said well and truly by profane men, it ought not to

be rejected, for it has come from God (a Deo est profectum).’ More significant are such expressions as,

‘nothing human is mixed with Scripture,’ ‘we owe to them the same reverence as to God,’ God ‘is the author

of Scripture’ and as such has ‘dictated’ (dictavit) all that the Apostles and Prophets have written, so that we

‘must not depart from the word of God in even the smallest particular,’ etc. All this applies not only to the

Scriptures as a whole, not merely to their fundamental ideas and chief contents, but to all the sixty-six books

severally. In contra-distinction from the Apocrypha, they have been given by the Holy Spirit (Préface mise

en tête des livres apocryphes de l’Ancien Test.: Opp. ix. 827). The book of Acts ‘beyond question is the product

of the Holy Spirit Himself,’ Mark ‘wrote nothing but what the Holy Spirit gave him to write,’ etc. To think

here merely of a providential direction by God, in the sense that God took care that His people should lack

nothing of a Scriptural record of His revelation—is impossible. For, however often Calvin may have directed

attention to such a ‘singularis providentiae cura’ (Inst., I. vi. 2, cf. I. viii. 10; Argumentum in Ev. Joh.) with

respect to Scripture, he yet saw something over and above this in the production of the sacred books. He

looked upon them as the writings of God Himself, who, through an extraordinary operation of His Spirit,

guarded His amanuenses from all error as well when they transmitted histories as when they propounded

the doctrine of Christ. Thus to him Scripture (naturally in its original text) was a complete work of God, to

which nothing could be added and from which nothing could be taken away.”

48. In I. v. 14 Calvin says that the Apostle in Heb. 11:3, “By faith we understand that the worlds were

framed by the Word of God” wishes to intimate that “the invisible divinity was represented indeed by such

displays of His power, but that we have no eyes to perceive it unless they are illuminated through faith by the

inner revelation of God” (Invisibilem divinitatem repraesentari quidem talibus spectaculis, sed ad illam

perspiciendam non ease nobis oculos, nisi interiore Dei revelatione per fidem illuminentur). Here he
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distinguishes between the external, objective representation, and the internal, subjective preparation to

perceive this representation. God is objectively revealed in His works: man in his sins is blind to this

revelation: the interior operation of God is an opening of man’s eyes: man then sees. The operation of God

is therefore a palingenesis. This passage is already in ed. 1539 (i. 291); the last clause (nisi …) is not, however,

reproduced in the French versions of either 1541 or 1560 (iii. 60).

49. In his response to the Augsburg Interim (“Vera Ecclesiae reformandae ratio,” 1549, Opp. vii. 591–674)

he allows it to be the proprium ecclesiae officium to scripturas veras a suppositiis discernere; but only that

obedienter amplectitur, quicquid Dei est, as the sheep hear the voice of the shepherd. It is nevertheless

sacrilega impietas ecclesiae judicio submittere sacrosancta Dei oracula. See J. Cramer, as cited, p. 104, note 3.

Cramer remarks in expounding Calvin’s view: “By the approbation she gives to them”—the books of

Scripture—“the Church does not make them authentic, but only yields her homage to the truth of God.”

50. It would require that we should be wholly hardened (nisi ad perditam impudentiam obduruerint) that

we should not perceive that the doctrine of Scripture is heavenly, that we should not have the confession

wrung from us that there are manifest signs in Scripture that it is God who speaks in and through it

(extorquebitur illis haec confessio, manifesta signa loquentis Dei conspici in Scriptura ex quibus pateat

coelestem esse eius doctrinam)—I. vii. 4.

51. The exact relations of the “proofs” to the divinity of Scripture, which Calvin teaches, was sufficiently

clear to be caught by his successors. It is admirably stated in the Westminster Confession of Faith, i. 5. And

we may add that the same conception is stated also very precisely by Quenstedt: “These motives, as well

internal as external, by which we are led to the knowledge of the authority of Scripture, make the

theopneusty of Sacred Scripture probable, and produce a certitude which is not merely conjectural but

moral … they do not make the divinity of Scripture infallible and altogether indubitable.” (“Theologia

didactico-polemica, sive Systema theologicum,” Lipsiae, 1715, Pars prima, pp. 141–2.) That is to say, they

are not of the nature of demonstration, but nevertheless give moral certitude: the testimony of the Spirit is

equivalent to demonstration—as is the deliverance of any simply acting sense.

52. Cf. Pannier, as cited, pp. 207–8: “We see that this understanding of the Scriptures, this capacity to

receive the testimony of the Spirit, is not, according to Calvin, possible for all; and that, less and less … He

continually emphasises more and more the incapacity of man to persuade another of it, without the aid of

God; but he emphasises still more progressively the impossibility of obtaining this aid if God does not

accord it first. 1550 (I. viii. at end): ‘Those who wish to prove to unbelievers by arguments that the

Scriptures are from God are inconsiderate; for this is known only to faith.’ 1559 (I. vii. in fine): The

mysteries of God are not understood, except by those to whom it is given.… It is quite certain that the witness

of the Spirit does not make itself felt except to believers, and is not in itself an apologetic means with respect

to unbelievers.… The natural man receiveth not spiritual things.”

53. Cf. Pannier, as cited, pp. 195–6: “First let us recall this,—for Calvin this testimony of the Holy Spirit is

only one act of the great drama which is enacted in the entire soul of the religious man, and in which the

Holy Spirit holds always the principal rôle. While the later dogmatists make the Holy Spirit, so to speak,

function mechanically, at a given moment, in the pen of the prophets or in the brain of the readers, Calvin

sees the Holy Spirit constantly active in the man whom He wishes to sanctify, and the fact that He leads him

to recognize the divinity and the canonicity of the sacred books is only one manifestation,—a very

important one, no doubt, but only a particular one,—of His general work.” It is only, of course, the
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Lutheran and Rationalizing dogmatists who, constructively, subject the action of the Spirit to the direction

of man—whether by making it rest on the application of the “means of grace” or on the action of the

human will. Calvin and his followers—the Reformed—make the act of man depend on the free and

sovereign action of the Spirit.

54. J. Cramer, as cited, pp. 122–3, somewhat understates this, but in the main catches Calvin’s meaning:

“Calvin does not, it is true, tell us in so many words precisely what this testimonium Sp. S. is, but it is easy to

gather it from the whole discussion. He is thinking of the Holy Spirit, who, as the Spirit of our adoption as

children, leads us to say Amen to the Word which the Father speaks in the Holy Scriptures to His children.

He even says expressly in Inst. I. vii. 4: ‘As if the Spirit was not called “seal” and “earnest” just because He

confers faith on the pious.’ But more plainly still, and indeed so that no doubt can remain, we find it in

Beza, the most beloved and talented pupil of Calvin, who assuredly also in his conception of Scripture was

the most thoroughly imbued with the spirit of his teacher. In his reply to Castellion, Beza says: ‘The

testimony of the Spirit of adoption does not lie properly in this, that we believe to be true what the

Scriptures testify (for this is known also to the devils and to many of the lost), but rather in this,—that each

applies to himself the promise of salvation in Christ of which Paul speaks in Rom. 8:15, 16.’ Accordingly a

few lines further down he speaks of a ‘testimony of adoption and free justification in Christ.’ In the essence

of the matter Calvin will have meant just this by his testimony of the Holy Spirit.…” Beza’s words are in his

“Ad defensiones et reprehensiones Seb. Castellionis” (“Th. Bezae Vezelii Opera,” i. Geneva, 1582, p. 503):

Testimonium Spiritus adoptionis non in eo proprie positum est ut credamus verum esse quod Scriptura

testatur (nam hoc ipsum quoque sciunt diaboli et reprobi multi), sed in eo potius ut quisque sibi salutis in

Christo promissionem applicet, de qua re agit Paulus, Rom. 8:15, 16.… That it was generally understood in

the first age that this was the precise nature of the witness of the Spirit is shown by its definition in this sense

not only by the Reformed, but by the Lutherans. For example, Hollaz defines thus: “The testimony of the

Holy Spirit is the supernatural act (actus supernaturalis) of the Holy Spirit by means of the Word of God

attentively read or heard (His own divine power having been communicated to the Scriptures) by which the

heart of man is moved, opened, illuminated, turned to the obedience of faith, so that the illuminated man

out of these internal spiritual movements truly perceives the Word which is propounded to him to have

proceeded from God, and gives it therefore his unwavering assent.” (“Examinis theologici acroamatici

univers. theologiam thet. polem.,” Holmiae et Lipsiae, 1741, p. 125.) The Lutheranism of this definition

resides in the clauses: “By means of the Word of God” … “His own divine power having been

communicated to the Scriptures” … which make the action of the Holy Spirit to be from out of the Word,

in which He dwells intrinsicus. But the nature of the testimony of the Spirit is purely conceived as an act of

the Holy Spirit by which the heart of man is renewed to spiritual perception, in the employment of which

he perceives the divine quality of Scripture.

55. Supra humanum iudicium, certo certius constituimus (non secus ac si ipsius Dei numen illic

intueremur) hominum ministerio, ab ipsissimo Dei ore ad nos fluxisse (I. vii. 5).

56. Talis ergo est persuasio quae rationes non requirat; talis notitia, cui optima ratio constet: nempe in qua

securius constantiusque mens quiescit quam in ullis rationibus; talis denique sensus, qui nisi ex coelesti

revelatione nasci nequeat (I. vii. 5).

57. Köstlin, as cited, pp. 412–13, especially 413, note a, adverts to this with a reference to Dorner, “Gesch.

d. protest. Theologie,” p. 377, who makes it characteristic of Calvin in distinction from Zwingli to draw the
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outer and inner Word more closely together. The justice of Dorner’s view, which would seem to assign to

Calvin in his doctrine of the Word as a means of grace a position somewhere between Zwingli and Luther,

may well be doubted. According to Dorner, Calvin “modified the looser connection between the outward

and inward Word held by Zwingli and connected the two sides more closely together.” “In reference,

therefore, to the principle of the Reformation,” he continues, “with its two sides, Calvin is still more than

Zwingli, of one mind and spirit with the German Lutheran Reformation” (E. T. i. 1871, p. 387). Again (i. p.

390): “The double form of the Verbum Dei externum and internum, held by Zwingli, gives place indeed in

Calvin to a more inward connecting of the two sides; the Scriptures are according to him not merely the sign

of an absent thing, but have in themselves divine matter and breath, which makes itself actively felt.” We do

not find that Calvin and Zwingli differ in this matter appreciably.

58. Cf. his response to Sadolet (1539), Opp. v. 393: tuo igitur experimento disce non minus importunum

esse spiritum iactare sine verbo, quam futurum sit insulsum, sine spiritu verbum ipsum obtendere.

59. There is a certain misapprehension involved, also, in speaking of Calvin subordinating the indicia to the

witness of the Spirit, as if he conceived them on the same plane, but occupying relatively lower and higher

positions on this plane. The witness of the Spirit and the indicia move in different orbits. We find Köstlin,

as cited, p. 413, accordingly speaking not quite to the point, when he says: “He subordinated to the power

of this one, immediate, divine testimony, all those several criteria by the pious and thoughtful consideration

of which our faith in the Scriptures and their contents may and should be further mediated. Even miracles,

as Niedner has rightly remarked (Philosophie- und Theologiegeschichte, p. 341, note 2), take among the

evidences for the divinity of the Biblical revelation, ‘nothing more than a coördinate’ place: we add in

passing that Calvin introduces them here only in the edition of 1550, and then enlarges the section which

treats of them in the edition of 1559. He does not, however, put a low estimate on such criteria; he would

trust himself—as he says in an addition made in the edition of 1559 (xxx. 59)—to silence with them even

stiff-necked opponents; but this certainty which faith should have, can never be attained, says he, by

disputation, but can be wrought only by the testimony of the Spirit.” The question between the testimony

of the Spirit and the indicia is not a question of which gives the strongest evidence; it is a question of what

each is fitted to do. The indicia are supreme in their sphere; they and they alone give objective evidence. But

objective evidence is inoperative when the subjective condition is such that it cannot penetrate and affect the

mind. All objective evidence is in this sense subordinate to the subjective change wrought by the Spirit: but

considered as objective evidence it is supreme in its own sphere. The term “subordinate” is accordingly

misleading here. For the rest, it is true that Calvin places the miracles by which the giving of Scripture was

accompanied rather among the objective evidences of their divinity than at their apex: but this is due not to

an underestimation of the value of miracles as evidence, but to the very high estimate he placed on the

internal criteria of divinity, by which the Scriptures evidence themselves to be divine. And above all we must

not be misled into supposing that he places miracles below the testimony of the Spirit in importance. Such a

comparison is outside his argument: miracles are part of the objective evidence of the deity of Scripture; the

testimony of the Spirit is the subjective preparation of the heart to receive the objective evidence in a

sympathetic embrace. He would have said, of course—he does say—that no miracle, and no body of

miracles, could or can produce “true faith”: the internal creative operation of the Spirit is necessary for that.

And in that sense the evidence of miracles is subordinated to the testimony of the Spirit. But this is not

because of any depreciation of the evidential value of miracles; but because of the full appreciation of the
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deadness of the human soul in sin. The evidential value of miracles, and their place in the objective

evidences of the divine origin of the Scriptures, are wholly unaffected by the doctrine of the testimony of the

Spirit; and the strongest assertions of their valuelessness in the production of faith, apart from the testimony

of the Spirit, do not in the least affect the estimate we put on them, as objective evidences.

60. Cf. Köstlin, as cited, pp. 413–415: “We find in Calvin the aforementioned several criteria set alongside

of this witness of the Spirit, and indeed especially those which are internal to the Scriptures themselves, such

as their elevation above all merely human products, which cannot fail to impress every reader, etc. It would

certainly be desirable to trace an inner connection between this impression made by the character, by the

style of speech, by the contents of Scripture, and that supreme immediate testimony of the Spirit for it.

Assuredly God Himself, the Author of Scripture, works upon us also in such impressions, which we analyse

in our reflecting human consideration, and in our debates strive to set before opponents; and we feel, on the

other side, a need to analyse, as far as is possible for us, even the supreme witness of the Spirit, in spite of its

immediacy, and to relate it with our other experiences and observations with respect to Scripture, so as to

become conscious of the course by which God passes from one to the other. Calvin, however, does not enter

into this; he sets the two side by side and over against one another: ‘Although (Scripture) conciliates

reverence to itself by its own supreme majesty, it does not seriously affect us, until it is sealed to our hearts by

the Spirit’ (XXIX. 295; XXX. 60; ed. 3, I. vii. 5): he does not show the inner relation of one to the other. He

does not do this even in the edition of 1559, where he with great eloquence speaks more fully of the power

with which the Word of the New Testament witnesses manifests its divine majesty. The witness of the Spirit

comes forward with Calvin thus somewhat abruptly. By means of it the Spirit works true faith, which the

Scripture, even through its internal criteria, cannot establish in divine certainty; and indeed He does not

work it in the case of all those—and has no intention of working it in the case of all those—to whom the

Scripture is conveyed with its criteria, but, as the section on Predestination further shows, only in the case of

those who have been elected thereto from all eternity. Here we are already passing over into the relation of

the Calvinistic conception of the Formal Principle or the Authority of Scripture, to its conception of the

means of grace. In this matter the Lutheran doctrine stands in conflict with it. But with reference to what

we have been discussing, we do not find that the Lutheran dogmaticians, when they come to occupy

themselves more particularly with the testimonium Spiritus Sancti to the Scriptures, dealt more vitally with

its relation to the operation of these criteria on the human spirit. No doubt, in Luther’s own conception

this was more the case: but he gave no scientific elaboration of it.”

61. Cf. Köstlin, as cited, p. 417: “The certainty that the Scriptures really possess such authority, rests for us

not on the authority of the Church, but just on this testimony of the Spirit. Calvin’s reference here is even

to the several books of Scripture: he is aware that the opponents ask how, without a decree of the Church,

we are to be convinced what book should be received with reverence, what should be excluded from the

canon; he himself adduces in opposition to this, even here, nothing else except the testimonium Spiritus: the

entirety of Scripture seems to him to be equally, so to say, en bloc, divinely legitimated by this.” So also

Pannier, as cited, p. 202: “The question of canonicity never presented itself to the thought of Calvin, except

in the second place as a corollary of the problem of the divinity (I. vii. 1). If the Holy Spirit attests to us that

a given book is divine, He in that very act attests that it forms a part of the rule of faith, that it is canonical.

Nowhere has Calvin permitted, as his successors have done, a primary place to be taken by a theological

doctrine which became less capable of resisting the assaults of adversaries when isolated from the practical
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question. Perhaps, moreover, he did not render as exact an account as we are able to render after the lapse of

two centuries, of the wholly new situation in which the Reformation found itself with respect to the canon,

or of the new way in which he personally resolved the question.” Accordingly, at an earlier point Pannier

says: “It is true that the faculty of recognizing the Word of God under the human forms included for

Calvin, and especially according to the Confession of Faith of 1559, the faculty of determining the

canonicity of the books. This is a consequence secondary but natural, and so long as they maintained the

principle, the Reformed doctors placed themselves in a false position when they showed themselves disposed

to abandon the consequences to the criticisms of their opponents” (p. 164). Cf. J. Cramer, Nieuwe

Bijdragen, iii. p. 140: “But you must not think … of an immediate witness of the Spirit to the particular

parts of the Holy Scriptures. The old theologians did not think of that. They conceived the matter thus:

The testimonium Spiritus Sancti gives witness directly to the religio-moral contents of Scripture only. Since,

however, the religio-moral contents must necessarily have a particular form, and the dogmatic content is

closely bound up with the historical, neither the chronological nor the topographical element can be

separated out, etc.—therefore the testimonium Spiritus Sancti gives to the total content of Scripture witness

that it is from God.” This, after all, then, is not to appeal to the testimonium Spiritus Sancti, directly to

authenticate the canon; but to construct a canon on the basis of a testimony of the Spirit given solely to the

divinity of Scripture, the movement of thought being this: All Scripture given by inspiration of God is

profitable; this Scripture is given by inspiration of God; accordingly this Scripture belongs to the category of

profitable Scripture, that is to the canon.

62. Reuss, in the sixteenth chapter of his “History of the Canon of the Holy Scriptures,” E. T. 1884,

expounds Calvin, with his usual learning and persuasiveness, as basing the determination of the canon solely

on the testimony of the Spirit. But the exposition falls into two confusions: a confusion of the authority of

Scripture with its canonicity, and a confusion of the divine with the apostolic origin of Scripture. Of course,

Calvin repelled the Romish conception that the authority of Scripture rests on its authentication by the

Church and its tradition (p. 294), but that did not deter him from seeking by a historical investigation to

discover what especial books had been committed by the apostles to the Church as authoritative. Of course,

he founded the sure conviction of the divine origin of the Scriptures on the witness of the Spirit of God by

and with them in the heart, but that did not prevent his appealing to history to determine what these

Scriptures which were so witnessed were in their compass. Accordingly even Reuss has to admit that it is

exceedingly difficult to carry through his theory of Calvin’s theoretical procedure consistently with Calvin’s

observed practice. In point of fact, the Reformers, and Calvin among them, did not separate the Apocrypha

from the Old Testament on the sole basis of the testimony of the Spirit: they appealed to the evidence of the

Jewish Church (p. 312). Nor did they determine the question of the New Testament antilegomena on this

principle: this, too, was with them “a simple question of historical criticism” (p. 316)—although Reuss here

(p. 318) confuses Calvin’s appeal to the internal evidence of apostolicity with appeal to “religious

intuition.” In a word, Reuss’s exposition of Calvin’s procedure in determining the canon rests on a

fundamental misconception of that procedure.

63. “All this Holy Scripture is comprised in the canonical books of the Old and New Testaments, the

number (le nombre) of which is as follows” … the list ensuing. See Opp. ix. 741.

64.Opp. ix., prolg., pp. lvii.–lx.: cf. Dieterlen, “Le Synode général de Paris,” 1873, pp. 77, 89; Pannier, as

cited, pp. 126–7; and for a brief précis, Müller, “Bekenntnisschriften der reform. Kirche,” 1903, p. xxxiii.



109

65.Opp. ix. 741.

66. “Actes de la dispute et conference tenue à Paris ès mois de juillet et aoust 1566” (Strasbourg, 1566),

printed in the Biblioth. de la Soc. de l’Hist. du Prot. franc. We draw from the account of it in Pannier, as

cited, pp. 141 sq.

67. “Le vray systeme de l’Eglise et la véritable analyse de la foy,” 1686, III. ii. 453. Pannier, as cited, quotes

this, pp. 167–168.

68. As we have seen, it is attributed to Calvin by both Pannier and Cramer. Pannier (p. 203) remarks that “if

Calvin was not able to appreciate in all its purity” the new situation with regard to the canon into which the

Reformation brought men, “it was even less incumbent on him to render account of the personal attitude

which he himself took up with reference to it.” “It is his successors only who, in adopting his conclusions

(except that they apply them more or less), have asked themselves how they reached them, and have

reconstructed the reasoning which no doubt Calvin himself had unconsciously followed.” Is not this a

confession that after all the view in question was not Calvin’s own view? At least not consciously to

himself? But Pannier would say, no doubt, either this was Calvin’s view or he appealed to the testimony of

the Spirit directly to authenticate the canon.

69. The following is the account of the treatment of the question of the canon in these creeds, given by J.

Cramer (“De Roomsch-Katholieke en de Oud-protestantsche Schriftbeschouwing,” 1883, pp. 48 sq.): “And

on what now, does that authority rest? This question, too, is amply discussed in the Reformed Confessions,

and that, as concerns the principal matter, wholly in the spirit of Calvin. Only, more value is ascribed to the

testimony of the Church. No doubt the authority of the Scriptures is not made to rest on it; but it is

permitted an important voice in the question of the canon. When it is said that ‘all that is said in the Holy

Scriptures is to be believed not so much because the Church receives them and holds them as canonical, but

especially because the Holy Spirit bears witness to them in our heart that they are from God,’ a certain

weight is attributed to the judgment of the Church. This appears particularly from the way in which the

canonical books are spoken of in distinction from the Apocryphal books. In enumerating the Bible books,

the Belgian Confession prefixes the words: ‘Against which nothing can be said’ (Art. iv.). By this apparently

is meant, that against the canonicity of these books, from a historical standpoint, with the eye on the witness

of the Church, nothing can be alleged (a thing not to be said of the Apocrypha). In the same spirit the

Anglican Articles, when speaking of the books of the Old and New Testaments, says that ‘Of their authority

there has never been any doubt in the Church.’ I will not raise the question here how that can be affirmed

with the eye on the Antilegomena. It shows, however, certainly that much importance is attached to the

ecclesiastical tradition. The fundamental ground, however, why the Scriptures of the Old and New

Testaments are to be held to be the Word of God is sought in the Scriptures themselves, and, assuredly, in

the testimony which the Holy Spirit bears to their divinity in the hearts of believers. Like Calvin, the

Confessions suppose that thus they have given an immovable foundation to the divine authority of the

Scriptures, and have taken an impregnable position over against Rome, which appealed to the witness of the

Catholic Church.…” Calvin, however, allowed as much to the testimony of the Church—external evidence

—as is here allowed, and the very adduction of its testimony shows that sole dependence was not placed on

the testimony of the Spirit for the canonicity of a book: what it is appealed to for is the divinity of the

canonical books.
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70. So even Köstlin perceives, as cited, p. 417: “The entirety of Scripture appeared to him divinely

legitimated by the testimonium Spiritus, altogether, so to say, en bloc.… The declarations of Calvin as to the

Word spoken by the prophets and apostles, which they rightly asserted to be God’s Word, pass without

hesitation over into declarations as to the Holy Scriptures, as such, and that in their entirety; with the

proposition ‘the Law and the Prophets and the Gospel have emanated from God’ is interchanged the

proposition ‘the Scripture is from God,’—and the witness of the Spirit assures us of it.” So also Pannier (pp.

203–204): “Everything goes back to his considering things not in detail but en bloc. The Word of God is for

him one, verbum Dei, not verba Dei. The diversity of the authors disappears before the unity of the Spirit.

The same reasoning applies to each single book as to the whole collection. All the verses hold together; and if

one introduces us to the knowledge of salvation we may conclude that the book is canonical. Given the

collection, it is enough in practice, since all the parts are of a sort, to establish the value of one of them to

guarantee the value of all the others. It is certain that the critical theologian and the simple believer even yet

proceed somewhat differently in this matter; the simplest and surest method is that of the humble saint, and

Calvin was very right not to range himself among the theologians at this point. ‘The just shall live by faith.’

This affirmation seemed to him a revealed truth: he concluded from it that the whole epistle to the Romans

is inspired; some remarks of this kind in other passages of the Epistles, of the Gospels, and the canonicity of

the New Testament is established. The same for the Old Testament. The Second Epistle of Peter and the

Song of Songs thus go with the rest. The human testimonies, internal and external criteria, useful for

confirming the other parts of a book of which a passage has been recognized as inspired, are insufficient to

expel from the canon a book which the witness of the Spirit has not recognized as opposed to the doctrine

of salvation.” We quote the whole passage to give Pannier’s whole thought: but what we adduce it for is at

present merely to signalize the admission it contains that Calvin dealt with the Scriptures in the matter of

the testimony of the Spirit, so to speak, “in the lump”—as a whole. Pannier cites apparently as similar to

Calvin’s view, Gaussen, “Canon,” ii. p. 10: “This testimony, which every Christian has recognized when he

has read his Bible with vital efficacy, may be recognized by him only in a single page; but this page is enough

to spread over the book which contains it an incomparable brightness.” That is, Calvin, like the simple

believer, has a definite book—the Bible—in his hands and treats it as all of a piece—of course, in Calvin’s

case, not without reasonable grounds for treating it as all of a piece: in other words, the canon was already

determined for him before he appealed to the testimony of the Spirit to attest its divinity. Cf. Cramer (p.

140) as quoted above. Cramer is quite right so far, therefore, when he says (pp. 156–157): “Although we

determine securely by means of the historical-critical method what must be carried back to the apostolical

age and what accords with the apostolical doctrine, we have not yet proved the divine authority of these

writings. This hangs on this,—whether the Holy Spirit gives us His witness to them. On this witness alone

rests our assurance of faith, not on the force of a historical-critical demonstration.” This, so far as appears,

was Calvin’s method.

71. Calvin would certainly have subscribed to these words of Pannier, as cited, p. 164: The most of the

Catholics “have always strangely misapprehended the illumination which, according to the Reformed, the

least of believers is capable of receiving and of applying to the reading of the Bible. It is a question, not as

they suppose, of becoming theologians, but of becoming believers, of having not the plenitude of

knowledge, but the certitude of faith.”
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72. Cf. Köstlin, as cited, pp. 415–416. After raising the question of the relation of the witness of the Spirit

to the inner experience of the Christian, and the relative priority of the two—and remarking that in case the

vital process is conceived as preceding the witness of the Spirit to the divinity of the Scriptures, it will be

hard not to allow to the Christianized heart the right and duty of criticism of the Scriptures (where the fault

in reasoning lies in the term process), Köstlin continues: “We touch here on the relation between the formal

and material sides of the fundamental evangelical principle. And we think at once of the relation in which

they stood to one another in Luther’s representation, by which his well-known critical attitude, with

respect, say, to the Epistle of James, was rendered possible. Calvin, too, now has no wish to speak of a

witness of the Spirit merely with reference to the Scriptures, and is far from desiring to isolate that witness

of the Spirit for the Scriptures. He comes back to it subsequently, when speaking of faith in the saving

content of the Gospel, declaring that the Spirit seals the contents of the Word in our hearts (1539, XXIX.

456 sq., 468 sq.; further in 1559, III. 2 [In Köstlin’s pagination, given here, XXIX. refers to the “Corpus

Ref.” as a whole; iii. 2 stands for “Institutes,” Book iii. chap. ii., or XXX. 397 sq.]). He also inserted in the

section on the Holy Scriptures and the witness of the Spirit to them, in 1550, an additional special sentence,

in which he expressly refers to his intention to speak further on such a witness of the Spirit in a later portion

of the treatise, and declares of faith in general, that there belongs to it a sealing of the divine Spirit (XXIX.

296 [1559, I. vii. 5, near end]). In any event he must have recurred to such a Spiritual testimony for the

assurance of individual Christians of their personal election. But in the first instance—and this again is

precisely what is characteristic for Calvin—he nevertheless treats of the doctrine of the divine origin and the

divine authority of the Scriptures, and of the witness of the Spirit for them, wholly apart. The presentation

proceeds with him in such a manner, that the Spirit first of all fully produces faith in this character of the

Scriptures, and only then the Bible-believing Christian has to receive from the Scriptures its contents, in all

its several parts, as divinely true,—though, no doubt, this reception and this faith in the several elements of

the truth are by no means matters of human thought, but are rather to be performed under the progressive

illumination and the progressive sealing of these contents in the heart by the Holy Spirit. Even though he,

meanwhile, calls that the ‘truth’ of the Scriptures, which we come to feel in the power of the Spirit, he

means by this in the section before us, an absolute truth-character, which must from the start be attributed

to the Scriptures as a whole, and will be experienced in and with the divinity of the Scriptures in general. So

the matter already stands in the edition of 1539 … (XXIX. 292 sq.).” Accordingly Calvin teaches that the

Scriptures in all their parts are of indefectible authority, and should be met in all their prescriptions with

unlimited obedience (p. 418), because it is just God who speaks in them. Then: “With Dorner (Geschichte

der protest. Theologie, p. 380)—and even more decisively than he does it—we must remark on all this: ‘The

formal side of the protestant principle remains with Calvin an over-emphasis, in comparison with the

material, and with this is connected that he sees in the Holy Scriptures above all else the revelation of the will

of God which he has dictated to man through the sacred writers.’ And this tendency came ever more

strongly forward with him in the successive revisions of the Institutes. His conception of the formal

principle thus left no room for such a criticism as Luther employed on the several parts of the canon.” Later

Lutheranism, however, Köstlin concludes by saying, adopted Calvin’s point of view here and even

exaggerated it.

73. “The formal side of the Protestant principle retains with Calvin the ascendency over the material; and

with this is connected the fact that he sees in the Holy Scriptures chiefly the revelation of the will of God,
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which he has prescribed to men through the sacred writers.”—Dorner, “Hist. of Protest. Theology,” i. 1871,

p. 390. Cf. p. 387: “The formal principle is, according to him, the norm and source of dogma, whilst he

does not treat faith, in the same way as Luther, as a source of knowledge for the dogmatical structure, that is

to say, as the mediative principle of knowledge.” Hence Dorner complains (p. 390) of the more restricted

freedom which Calvin left “for the free productions of the faith of the Church in legislation and dogma,”

and instances his treatment of “the Apostolic Age as normative for all times, even for questions of Church

constitution,” and the little room he left for destructive Biblical criticism. Cf. what is said above of Calvin’s

adoption of “the Puritan principle” (pp. 38 sq.).

74. Cf. the Introduction to the English Translation of Kuyper’s “The Work of the Holy Spirit,” 1900,

especially pp. xxxiii.–iv. Cf. what Pannier, pp. 102–104, says of Calvin’s general doctrine of the work of the

Spirit and the relation borne to it by his particular doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit to Scripture. “If

we pass beyond the two particular chapters whose contents we have been analysing and seek in the Institutes

from 1536 to 1560 for other passages relating to the Holy Spirit, we shall see Calvin insisting ever more and

more and on all occasions—as in the Commentaries—upon these diverse manifestations of the Holy Spirit,

and presenting them all more or less as testimonies. He constantly recurs to the natural incapacity of man

and the necessity of divine illumination in his mind, and especially in his heart, for the act of faith. It is from

this point of view that he brings together the ideas of the Spirit and the Word of God in the definition of

faith: ‘It is a firm and certain knowledge of the good will of God towards us: which, being grounded in the

free promise given in Jesus Christ, is revealed to our heart by the Holy Spirit.’ He introduces the same ideas

in his introductory remarks on the Apostles’ Creed, and they lie at the basis of the explication he gives of the

Third Article in all its forms, … e.g., in the ed. of 1560: ‘In sum, He is set before us as the sole fountain from

which all the celestial riches flow down to us.… For it is by His inspiration that we are regenerated into

celestial life, so as no longer to govern or guide ourselves, but to be ruled by His movement and operation;

so that if there is any good in us, it is only the fruit of His grace.… But since faith is His prime master-piece,

the most of what we read in the Scriptures of His virtue and operation relates itself to this faith, by which

He brings us to the brightness of the Gospel, in a manner which justifies calling Him the King by whom the

treasures of the kingdom of heaven are offered to us, and His illumination may be called the longing of our

souls.’ From these quotations it is made plain that the witness of the Holy Spirit which at the opening of the

Institutes in 1539 appeared as the means of knowledge, was thenceforward nevertheless considered, in the

progress of the work, as the means of grace, and that taking his start from this point of view, Calvin

discovered ever more widely extending horizons, so as at the end to speak particularly of the Holy Spirit in at

least four different connections, but always—even in the first—in direct and constant relation to faith, with

respect to its origin, and with respect to its consequences; and by no means almost exclusively with respect

to assurance of the authority of the Scriptures.” The progress which Pannier supposes he traces in Calvin’s

doctrine of the work of the Spirit seems illusory: the general doctrine of the work of the Spirit is already

pretty fully outlined in 1536. But the relating of the testimony of the Spirit to Scripture to Calvin’s general

doctrine of faith as the product of the Spirit is exact and important for the understanding of his teaching.

From beginning to end, Calvin conceived the confidence of the Christian in Scripture, wrought by the Holy

Spirit, as one of the exercises of saving faith. Calvin is ever insistent that all that is good in man comes from

the Spirit—whether in the sphere of thought, feeling, or act. “It is a notion of the natural man,” he says on

John 14:17 (1553: xlvii. 329–330), “to despise all that the Sacred Scriptures say of the Holy Spirit,
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depending rather on his own reason, and to reject the celestial illumination.… For ourselves, feeling our

penury, we know that all we have of sound knowledge comes from no other fountain. Nevertheless the

words of the Lord Jesus show clearly that nothing can be known of what concerns the Holy Spirit by

human sense, but He is known only by the experience of faith.” “No one,” says he again (“Institutes” of

1543, i. 330), “should hesitate to confess that he attains the knowledge of the mysteries of God only so far as

he has been illuminated by God’s grace. He that attributes more knowledge to himself is only the more

blind that he does not recognize his blindness.”

75.Opp. xiv. 727–733 (Pannier, as cited, p. 120).

76. The classical instance of this confusion is supplied by the teaching of Claude Pajon (1626–1685), who,

in accordance with his general doctrine that “without any other grace than that of the Word, God changes

the whole man, from his intellect to his passions,” explained the “testimony of the Spirit” as nothing else

than the effect of the indicia of divinity in Scripture on the mind. The effect of these “marks” is a divine

effect, because it is wrought in prearranged circumstances prepared for this effect: facit per alium facit per se.

The conception is essentially deistic. It is no small testimony to the cardinal place which the doctrine of “the

testimony of the Spirit” held in the Reformed system of the seventeenth century that Pajon still taught it;

and it is no small testimony to its current conception as just “regeneration” that Pajon too identified it with

regeneration, explained, of course, in accordance with his fundamental principle that all that God works He

works through means. See on the whole matter Jurieu, “Traitté de la Nature et de la Grace,” 1688, pp. 25,

26, who quotes alike from Pajon and his followers.

77. Doumergue, “Le problème protestant,” 1892, p. 46 (Pannier, as cited, p. 192).

78. Pannier, as cited, pp. 188 sq., is quite right in insisting on this. After quoting D. H. Meyer (“De la place

et du rôle de l’apologétique dans la théologie protestante,” in the Revue de théologie et des quest. relig., Jan.,

1893, p. 1) to the effect that “the witness of the Holy Spirit in the heart of Christians is not a subjective

phenomenon … it is an objective thing and comes from God,”—he continues: “Now this objective character

of the witness of the Holy Spirit is precisely what appears to make it ‘incomprehensible’ to our modern

theologians (so A. E. Martin, La Polemique de R. Simon et de J. Le Clerc, 1880, p. 29: ‘This intervention of

the Holy Spirit distinct from the individual consciousness appears to us incomprehensible’). We are not

speaking of those who venture to pretend that Calvin identifies the witness of the Holy Spirit with ‘the

intimate feeling’ of each Christian. When one takes his place by the side of Castellion he may lawfully say,

For me as for him ‘the inspiration of the Holy Ghost confounds itself with consciousness; these revelations

made to the humble are nothing more than the intuitions of a moral and religious sense fortified by

meditation’ (Buisson, Castellion, i. p. 304, cf. p. 201: ‘Castellion placed above the tradition of the universal

Church his own sense, his own reason, or rather, let us say it all at once, for it is the foundation of the

debate, his consciousness’). But when one invokes the real fathers of the real Reformation, ah, please do not

take for theirs the very opinions they combat. To make of the testimony of the Holy Spirit the equivalent of

the testimony of the human spirit, of the individual consciousness, is to deny the real existence and the

distinct rôle of the Holy Spirit, is to show that we have nothing in common with the faith expounded by

Calvin so clearly, and defended through a century against the attacks of the Catholics as one of the essential

bases of the Reformed theology and piety.” Again, Pannier is quite right in his declaration (p. 214): “What

we deny is that our reason—moral consciousness, religious consciousness, the term is of no importance—

can, of itself, make us see the divinity of the Scriptures. It is this which sees it; but it is the Holy Spirit which
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makes us see it. He is not the inner eye for seeing the truth which is outside of us, but the supernatural hand

which comes to open the eye of our consciousness—an eye which is, no doubt, divine in the sense that it too

was created by God, but which has been blinded by the consequences of sin.”

79. See especially P. Du Moulin, “Du Iuge des controverses traitté,” 1636, pp. 294 sq., and cf. Pannier, as

cited, pp. 64–68.

80. “Dialogue with Trypho,” vii. (“Opera,” ed. Otto. I. ii. 32): οὐ γὰρ συνοπτὰ οὐδὲ συννοητὰ πᾶσίν ἐστιν, εἰ

μή τῳ θεὸς δῷ συνιέναι, καὶ ὁ Χριστὸς αὐτοῦ: “these things cannot be perceived or understood by all, but only

by the man to whom God and His Christ have given it to understand them.”

81. “In Cap. v. et vi. Genes. homil. xxi.” (Migne, liii. 175): Διάτοι τοῦτο προσήκει ἡμᾶς ὑπὸ τῆς ἄνωθεν χάριτος

ὁδηγουμένους, καὶ τὴν παρὰ τοῦ ἁγίου Πνεύματος ἔλλαμψιν δεξαμένους οὔτως ἐπιέναι τὰ θεῖα λόγια. Οὐδὲ γὰρ

σοφίας ἀνθρωπίνης δεῖται ἡ θεία Γραφὴ πρὸς τὴν κατανόησιν τῶν γεγραμμένων, ἀλλὰ τῆς τοῦ Πνεύματος

ἀποκαλύψεως …: “For we must be led by the grace from above, and must receive the illumination of the Holy

Spirit, to approach the divine oracles; for it is not human wisdom but the revelation of the Holy Spirit that

is needed for understanding the Holy Scriptures.” It will be perceived that it is more distinctly the

understanding of the Scriptures than the reception of them as from God which is in question with both

Justin and Chrysostom.

82. “De Trinitate,” ii. 34: Animus humanus, nisi per fidem donum Spiritus hauserit, habebit quidem

naturam Deum intelligendi, sed lumen scientiae non habebit; iii. 24: non enim concipiunt imperfecta

perfectum, neque quod ex alio subsistit, absolute vel auctoris sui potest intelligentiam obtinere, vel

propriam; v. 21: neque enim nobis ea natura est, ut se in coelestem cognitionem suis viribus efferat. A Deo

discendum est quid de Deo intelligendum sit; quia non nisi se auctore cognoscitur.… Loquendum ergo non

aliter de Deo est, quam ut ipse ad intelligentiam nostram de se locutus est. (For these citations see Migne,

“Patro. Lat.,” x. 74–75; x. 92; x. 143.) Hilary certainly teaches that for such creatures as men there can be no

knowledge of God except it be God-taught: but it is not so clear that he teaches that for sinful creatures

there must be a special illapse of the Spirit that such as they may know God—may perceive Him in His

Word and so recognize that Word as from Him and derive a true knowledge of Him from it. It is this

soteriological doctrine which is Calvin’s doctrine of the Holy Spirit’s testimony: not that ontological one.

83. Cf. article: “Augustine’s Doctrine of Knowledge and Authority,” in The Princeton Theological Review

for July and October, 1907.

84. bid., pp. 360 sq.

85. Ibid., pp. 571 sq.

86. “Tract, iii. in Ep. Joan. ad Parthos,” ii. 13 (Migne, xxxv. 2004). Again: “There is, then, I say, a Master

within that teacheth: Christ teacheth; His inspiration teacheth. Where His inspiration and His unction are

not, in vain do words make a noise from without.”

87. “Confessions,” xi. 3 (Migne, xxxii. 811). Cf. vi. 5 (Migne, xxxii. 723).

88. Pannier, loc. cit., says: “The whole of the testimony of the Holy Spirit is not yet here. Only once is the

Holy Spirit Himself named [in these passages from Augustine] in a formal way. But Augustine has the

intuition of a mysterious work wrought in the soul of the Christian, of an understanding of the Bible which

comes not from man but from a power exterior and superior to him; and he sets forth the rôle which this

direct correspondence between the book and the reader may play in the foundation of Christian certitude.

In this, as in so many other points, Augustine was the precursor of the Reformation, and a precursor
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without immediate followers: for except a couple of very vague and isolated hints in Salvianus (De Provid.,

iii. 1) and Gregory the Great († 604, Homil. in Ezek., I. x.), nothing further is found on this subject through

ten centuries: it comes into view again at the approach of the new age, when thought aspired to free itself

from the Scholastic ruts, with Biel († 1495, Lib. iii. Sent. dist. 25, dub. 3) and Cajetan († 1534, Opera, II. i.

1).”

89. “Loci,” ed. 1555 (“Corpus Ref.,” xxi. 605).

90. “De vera et falsa religione”: Cum constet verbo nusquam fidem haberi quam ubi Pater traxit, Spiritus

monuit, unctio docuit … hanc rem solae piae mentes norunt. Neque enim ab hominum disceptatione

pendet, sed in animis hominum tenacissime sedet. Experientia est, nam pii omnes eam experti sunt. “Articles

of 1523” (Niemeyer, “Collectio confessionum in eccles. ref. publ.,” 1840, p. 5): Art. 13. Verbo Dei quum

auscultant homines pure et sinceriter voluntatem Dei discunt. Deinde per Spiritum Dei in Deum trahuntur

et veluti transformantur. “Von Klarheit und Gewüsse des Worts Gottes” (“Werke,” Schuler und Schulthess,

1828, i. 81; or “Werke” in “Corp. Ref.,” i. 382): “The Scriptures … came from God, not from man; … and

the God who has shined into them will Himself give you to understand that their speech comes from God.”

Cf. the interesting biographical account of how he came to depend on the Scriptures only, on p. 79 (or

“Corp. Ref.,” i. 379).

91. E. Rabaud, “Hist. de la doctr. de l’inspiration,” etc., 1883, pp. 32–33, 42–43, 47 sq., 50, expounds the

earlier Reformers as in principle standing on the doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit. With respect to the

interpretation of Scripture he remarks: “The hermeneutical principle of the witness of the Holy Spirit (if we

may speak of it as a principle) is common to all the Reformers. Luther only, without being ignorant of it,

makes no use of it. Besides responding to the polemic needs, it responded to the aspirations of the faith and

of the piety of simple men, better than rational demonstrations” (p. 50, note 4). “In a general way,” he

remarks, pp. 32–33, “Luther considered the Bible as the sole incontestable and absolute authority. Here is

the solid foundation of the edifice, the impregnable citadel in which he shut himself in order to repel

victoriously all attacks. It is for him, in truth, a religious axiom, a postulate of faith, and not a dogma or a

theory; it is revealed to his believing soul independently of all intellectual activity. Thus Luther, trusting in

the action of the Holy Spirit, operating through the Scriptures, does not pause to prove its authority, nor to

establish it dialectically: it imposes itself; a systematic treatment is not needed. More and more as

circumstances demanded it, he gave reasons for his faith and his submission. Poor arguments to modern

thinking, but in his times, and commended by his vibrant eloquence and powerful personality, possessing a

power of persuasion very impressive.… It seemed idle to Luther, we may say, to enter into an argument to

establish what was evident to him. He did not attempt, therefore, to prove the authority of the Bible—he

asserted it repeatedly in warm words, … in passionate declarations, but rarely if ever proceeds by a formal

demonstration.” Raising the question of Zwingli’s doctrine of the mode and extent of inspiration (p. 47),

he remarks: “No more than the others does Zwingli respond to these questions, which had not yet been

raised. God has spoken: the Bible contains His word: that is enough. The divinity of the Bible is once more a

fact, an axiom, so much so that he does not dream of establishing it dialectically or of defending it.”

92. So Pannier, as cited, p. 63: “Like all the other essential parts of the Reformed Dogmatics, the doctrine of

the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit is found in germ in the first edition of the Institutes, although still

without any development. It is almost possible to deny that it exists there, as has been done with

predestination. Nevertheless, if the doctrine is not yet scientifically formulated, it may yet be perceived to
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preexist necessarily as an essential member of the complete body of doctrine which is slowly to grow up.”

When Pannier comes, however (pp. 72–77), to expound in detail the germs of the doctrine as they lie in the

edition of 1536, it turns out that there is not only no full development of the doctrine in that edition, but

also no explicit mention of it, as it is applied to the conviction which the Christian has of the divinity of

Scripture; so that it preëxists in this edition only as implicit in its general doctrine of the Spirit and His

work.

93. By Pannier, p. 69.

94. Pannier, as cited, p. 77, notes that “the words: testimonio Spiritus Sancti occur only a single time, at the

end, and in the old sense of—‘by the divinely inspired Scriptures.’ ” He refers to the ed. of 1536, p. 470, that

is, Opp. i. 228: and notes that this passage was dropped in the edition of 1559 (Opp. iv. 796, note 5). The

passage runs: “Thus Hezekiah is praised by the testimony of the Holy Spirit”—that is, obviously, “by the

inspired Scriptures”—“for having broken up the brazen serpent which Moses had made by Divine

command.”

95. Köstlin, as cited, p. 411, strongly states these facts. The whole of the discussion on the sources and

norms of religious truth “is altogether lacking in the original form” of the “Institutes”: “Calvin worked out

this section for the first time for the edition of 1539”: but it is found here already thoroughly done, “in all its

fundamental traits already complete and mature.” He adds that the Lutheran dogmatists (as well as the

Reformed) at once, however, took up the construction of Calvin and made it their own.

96. The history of the doctrine among the Reformed is touched on by A. Schweizer, “Glaubenslehre,” i. §

32; among the old Lutherans by Klaiber, “Die Lehre der altprotestantischen Dogmatiker von dem test. Sp.

Sancti” in the Jahrbücher für d. Theologie, 1857, pp. 1–54. Its history among French theologians is traced by

Pannier, as cited, Part iii. pp. 139–181, cf. 186–193: his notes on the history outside of France (pp. 181–

185) are very slight. On pp. 161–163 Pannier essays to gather together, chiefly, as it appears, from the

scattered citations in the Protestant controversialists of the seventeenth century (p. 162, note 2), the hints

which appear in the Romish writers, mainly Jesuits of the early seventeenth century, of recognition of the

internal work of the Holy Spirit illuminating the soul. These bear more or less resemblance to the Protestant

doctrine of the testimony of the Spirit. Some of the passages he cites are quite striking, but do not go

beyond the common boundaries of universal Christian supernaturalism.

97. In his brief remarks on the subject in his “Dogmengeschichte des Protestantismus,” i. 1908, pp. 178 sq.,

Otto Ritschl seeks to discriminate between the Reformed and Lutherans in their conception of the

testimony of the Spirit; but his discrimination touches rather the application than the essence of the matter.

98. Some of them are cited, e.g., by Schweizer, op. cit., followed, e.g., by Pannier, as cited (p. 186, note 1)—

such as: “Faith is already presupposed when a peculiar authority is conceded to Scripture,”—“The

recognition of what is canonical comes into existence only gradually and progressively, since the sense for the

truly Apostolic is a gracious gift which grows up only gradually in the Church,”—“Faith cannot be

established in unbelievers by the Scriptures, so that their divine authority is in the first instance proved from

merely rational considerations.”—There is much that is true and well said in such remarks, and they enrich

the writings of Schleiermacher and his followers with a truly spiritual element. But at bottom the central

position occupied is vitiated by the use of “faith” as an “undistributed middle,” and the remarks of writers

of this type do not so much tend to exalt the place of saving faith as to depress the authority of Scripture, by

practically denying the existence or validity of fides humana. That attitude towards the Scriptures which
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gladly and heartily recognizes them as the Word of the Living God, and with all delight in them as such,

seeks to subject all thought and feeling and action to their direction, certainly is, if not exactly a product of

“true faith,” yet (as the Westminster Confession defines it) an exercise of true faith, and a product of that

inward creative operation of the Holy Spirit from which all true faith comes: that keen taste for the divine

which is the outgrowth of the spiritual gift of discrimination—the “distinguishing of things that differ”

which Paul gives a place among Christian graces—is assuredly a “gift of grace” which may grow more and

more strong as the Christian life effloresces; and such a taste for the divine cannot be awakened in

unbelievers by the natural action of the Scriptures or any rational arguments whatever, but requires for its

production the work of the Spirit of God ab extra accidens. But it is a totally different question whether the

peculiarity of Scripture as a divine revelation can call out no intellectual recognition in the minds of

inquiring men, but must remain wholly hidden and produce no mental reaction conformable to its nature,

until true faith has already been born in the heart: whether there are no valid tests of what is apostolical

except a spiritual sense for the truly apostolical which can only gradually grow up in the Church; whether

the unbeliever may not be given a well-grounded intellectual conviction of the apostolic origin, the

canonical authority, and the divine character of Scripture by the presentation to him of rational evidence

which, however unwillingly on his part, will compel his assent. The question here is not whether this fides

humana is of any great use in the spiritual life: the question is whether it is possible and actual. We may

argue, if we will, that it is not worth while to awake it—though opinions may differ there: but how can we

argue that it is a thing inherently impossible? To say this is not merely to say that reason cannot save, which

is what Calvin said and all his followers: it is to say that salvation is intrinsically unreasonable—which

neither Calvin nor any of his true followers could for a moment allow. Sin may harden the heart so that it

will not admit, weigh, or yield to evidence: but sin, which affects only the heart subjectively, and not the

process of reasoning objectively, cannot alter the relations of evidence to conclusions. Sin does not in the

least degree affect the cogency of any rightly constructed syllogism. No man, no doubt, was ever reasoned

into the kingdom of heaven: it is the Holy Spirit alone who can translate us into the kingdom of God’s dear

Son. But there are excellent reasons why every man should enter the kingdom of heaven; and these reasons

are valid in the forum of every rational mind, and their validity can and should be made manifest to all.

99. “Theological Lectures,” etc., New York, 1878, pp. 317, 320 sq.

100. “The Way of Life,” 1841; also “Systematic Theology,” as per Index.

101. “Encyclopædie, etc.,” ii. 1894, pp. 505 sqq.

102. “Gereformeerde Dogmatiek,” ed. 1, i. pp. 142–145, 420–422, 490–491.

103. Written, no doubt, by Léger, moderator at the time of “the Table,” and preserved for us in his “Histoire

générale des églises évangéliques des vallées de Piédmont,” 1669, i. p. 112 (cf. p. 92). See Pannier, as cited, p.

133.

104. Dr. A. F. Mitchell (“The Westminster Assembly, its History and Standards,” the Baird Lecture for

1882, ed. 2, 1897, p. 441, note), following Prof. J. S. Candlish (Brit. and For. Ev. Rev., 1877, p. 173), is “very

sure” that Gillespie has here “left his mark on the Confession.” The “Miscellany Questions,” in the xxi. of

which occurs the passage from Gillespie from which the Confession is supposed to have drawn, was a

posthumous work, published in 1649; but a number of the papers of which it is made up have the

appearance of being briefs drawn up by Gillespie for his own satisfaction, or as preparations for speeches, or

possibly even as papers handed in to committees, during the discussions of the Westminster Assembly. The
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language in question, however, whether in Gillespie or in the Confession, is so strongly reminiscent of

Calvin, that the possibility seems to remain open that the resemblance between Gillespie and the

Confession is due to their common relation to Calvin. Here is the passage in Gillespie (“Presbyterian

Armoury” ed., vol. ii. pp. 105–106): “The Scripture is known to be indeed the Word of God by the beams

of divine authority it hath in itself, and by certain distinguishing characters, which do infallibly prove it to

be the Word of God; such as the heavenliness of the matter; the majesty of the style; the irresistible power

over the conscience; the general scope, to abase man and to exalt God; nothing driven at but God’s glory and

man’s salvation; the extraordinary holiness of the penmen of the Holy Ghost, without respect to any

particular interests of their own, or of others of their nearest relations (which is manifest by their writings);

the supernatural mysteries revealed therein, which could never have entered into the reason of men; the

marvellous consent of all parts and passages (though written by divers and several penmen), even where

there is some appearance of difference; the fulfilling of prophecies; the miracles wrought by Christ, by the

prophets and apostles; the conservation of the Scriptures against the malice of Satan and fury of persecutors;

—these and the like are characters and marks which evidence the Scriptures to be the Word of God; yet all

these cannot beget in the soul a full persuasion of faith that the Scriptures are the Word of God; this

persuasion is from the Holy Ghost in our hearts. And it hath been the common resolution of sound

Protestant writers (though now called in question by the sceptics of this age [the allusion being to “Mr. J.

Godwin in his Hagiomastix”]) that these arguments and infallible characters in the Scripture itself, which

most certainly prove it to be the Word of God, cannot produce a certainty of persuasion in our hearts, but

this is done by the Spirit of God within us, according to these Scriptures, 1 Cor. 2:10–15; 1 Thes. 1:5; 1

John 2:27; 5:6–8, 10; John 6:45.”—Whatever may be the immediate source of the Confessional statement,

Calvin is clearly the real source of Gillespie’s statement.—For the essence of the matter Gillespie’s discussion

is notably clear and exact, particularly with reference to the relation of the indicia to the testimony of the

Spirit, a matter which he strangely declares had not to his knowledge been discussed before. The clarity of

his determinations here is doubtless due to the specific topic which he is in this Question investigating, viz.,

the validity of the argument from marks and fruits of sanctification to our interest in Christ: a parallel

question in the broader soteriological sphere to the place of indicia in our conviction of the divinity of

Scripture, which he there fore uses illustratively for his main problem. “It may be asked,” he remarks, “and it

is a question worthy to be looked into (though I must confess I have not read it, nor heard it, handled

before), How doth this assurance by marks agree with or differ from assurance by the testimony of the Holy

Spirit? May the soul have assurance either way, or must there be a concurrence of both (for I suppose they

are not one and the same thing) to make up the assurance?” (p. 105). He proves that they are “not one and

the same thing”; and then shows solidly that for assurance there “must be a concurrence of both.” “To make

no trial by marks,” he says, “and to trust an inward testimony, under the notion of the Holy Ghost’s

testimony, when it is without the least evidence of any true gracious marks, this way (of its own nature, and

intrinsically, or in itself) is a deluding and ensnaring of the conscience” (p. 105). That is to say, a blind

confidence and conviction, without cognizable grounds in evidence cannot be trusted. Again and very

clearly: “So that, in the business of assurance and full persuasion, the evidences of graces and the testimony

of the Spirit, are two concurrent causes or helps, both of them necessary. Without the evidence of graces, it

is not a safe nor a well-grounded assurance” (p. 106). It remains only to add that while arguing this out in

the wider soteriological sphere, Gillespie appears to take it as a matter of course in the accrediting of the
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Scriptures as divine—giving that case, in the course of his argument, as an illustration to aid in determining

his conclusion.

105. For the meaning of the Confession’s statement, supported by illustrative excerpts from its authors, see

The Presbyterian and Reformed Review, iv. 1893, pp. 624–32; and cf. W. Cunningham, “Theological

Lectures,” New York, 1878, pp. 320 sq., and The Presbyterian Quarterly, January, 1894, pp. 19 sq.
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H
aving expounded in the opening chapters of the “Institutes” the sources

and means of the knowledge of God, Calvin naturally proceeds in the

next series of chapters (I. x. xi. xii. xiii.) to set forth the nature of the God who, by

the revelation of Himself in His Word and by the prevalent internal operation of

His Spirit, frames the knowledge of Himself in the hearts of His people. He who

expects to find in these chapters, however, an orderly discussion of the several

topics which make up the locus de Deo in our formal dogmatics, will meet with

disappointment. Calvin is not writing out of an abstract scientific impulse, but

with the needs of souls, and, indeed, also with the special demands of the day in

mind. And as his purpose is distinctively religious, so his method is literary rather

than scholastic. In the freedom of his literary manner, he had permitted himself

in the preceding chapters repeated excursions into regions which, in an exact

arrangement of the material, might well have been reserved for exploration at this

later point. To take up these topics again, now, for fuller and more orderly expo-

sition, would involve much repetition without substantially advancing the prac-

tical purpose for which the “Institutes” were written. Calvin was not a man to

confound formal correctness of arrangement with substantial completeness of

treatment; nor was he at a loss for new topics of pressing importance for discus-

sion. He skillfully interposes at this point, therefore, a short chapter (chap. x.) in

which under the form of pointing out the complete harmony with the revelation
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of God in nature of the revelation of God in the Scriptures—the divine authority

of which in the communication of the knowledge of God he had just demon-

strated—he reminds his readers of all that he had formerly said of the nature and

attributes of God on the basis of natural revelation, and takes occasion to say

what it remained necessary to say of the same topics on the basis of supernatural

revelation. Thus he briefly but effectively brings together under the reader’s eye

the whole body of his exposition of these topics and frees his hands to give him-

self, under the guidance of his practical bent and purpose, to the two topics fall-

ing under the rubric of the doctrine of God which were at the moment of the

most pressing importance. His actual formal treatment of the doctrine of God

thus divides itself into two parts, the former of which (chaps. xi. xii.), in strong

Anti-Romish polemic is devoted to the uprooting of every refuge of idolatry,

while the latter (chap. xiii.), in equally strong polemic against the Anti-trinitari-

anism of the day, develops with theological acumen and vital faith the doctrine of

Trinity in Unity.

It is quite true, then, as has often been remarked, that the “Institutes” con-

tain no systematic discussion of the existence, the nature, and the attributes of

God. 1 And the lack of formal, systematic discussion of these fundamental top-

ics, may, no doubt, be accounted a flaw, if we are to conceive the “Institutes” as a

formal treatise in systematic theology. But it is not at all true that the “Institutes”

contain no sufficient indication of Calvin’s conceptions on these subjects: nor is

it possible to refer the absence of formal discussion of them either to indifference

to them on Calvin’s part or to any peculiarity of his dogmatic standpoint, 2 or

even of his theological method. 3 The omission belongs rather to the peculiarity

of this treatise as a literary product. Calvin does not pass over all systematic dis-

cussion of the existence, nature, and attributes of God because from his theologi-

cal standpoint there was nothing to say upon these topics, nor because, in his

theological method, they were insignificant for his system; but simply because he

had been led already to say informally about them all that was necessary for the

religious, practical purpose he had in view in writing this treatise. For here as else-

where the key to the understanding of the “Institutes” lies in recognizing their
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fundamental purpose to have been religious, and their whole, not coloring mere-

ly, but substance, to be profoundly religious—in this only reflecting indeed the

most determinative trait of Calvin’s character.

It is important to emphasize this, for there seems to be still an impression

abroad that Calvin’s nature was at bottom cold and hard and dry, and his life-

manifestation but a piece of incarnated logic: while the “Institutes” themselves

are frequently represented, or rather misrepresented—it is difficult to believe that

those who so speak of them can have read them—as a body of purely formal rea-

soning by which intolerable conclusions are remorselessly deduced from a set of

metaphysical assumptions. 4 Perhaps M. Ferdinand Brunetière may be looked

upon as a not unfair representative of the class of writers who are wont so to

speak of the “Institutes.” 5 According to him, Calvin has “intellectualized” reli-

gion and reduced it to a form which can appeal only to the “reasonable,” or

rather to the “reasoning” man. “In that oratorical work which he called The

Institutes,” M. Brunetière says, “if there is any movement … it is not one which

comes from the heart … and—I am speaking here only of the writer or the reli-

gious theorizer, not of the man—the insensibility of Calvin is equalled only by

the rigor of his reasoning.…” The religion Calvin sets forth is “a religion which

consists essentially, almost exclusively, in the adhesion of the intellect to truths all

but demonstrated,” and commends itself by nothing “except by the literalness of

its agreement with a text—which is a matter of pure philology—and by the solid-

ity of its logical edifice—which is nothing but a matter of pure reasoning.” To

Calvin, he adds, “religious truth attests itself in no other manner and by no other

means than mathematical truth. As he would reason on the properties of a trian-

gle, or of a sphere, so Calvin reasons on the attributes of God. All that will not

adjust itself to the exigencies of his dialectic, he contests or he rejects … Cartesian

before Descartes, rational evidence, logical incontradiction are for him the test or

the proof of truth. He would not believe if faith did not stay itself on a formal

syllogism.… From a ‘matter of the heart,’ if I may so say, Calvin transformed reli-

gion into an ‘affair of the intellect.’ ”
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We must not fail to observe, in passing, that even M. Brunetière refrains

from attributing to Calvin’s person the hard insensibility which he represents as

the characteristic of his religious writings—a tribute, we may suppose, to the reli-

gious impression which is made by Calvin’s personality upon all who come into

his presence, and which led even M. Ernest Renan, who otherwise shares very

largely M. Brunetière’s estimate of him, to declare him “the most Christian man

of his age.” 6 Nor can we help suspecting that the violence of the invectives

launched against the remorseless logic of the “Institutes” and of Calvin’s reli-

gious reasoning in general, is but the index of the difficulty felt by M. Brunetière

and those who share his point of view, in sustaining themselves against the force

of Calvin’s argumentative presentation of his religious conceptions. It is surely

no discredit to a religious reasoner that his presentation commends his system ir-

resistibly to all “reasonable,” or let us even say “reasoning” men. A religious sys-

tem which cannot sustain itself in the presence of “reasonable” or “reasoning”

men, is not likely to remain permanently in existence, or at least in power among

reasonable or reasoning men; and one would think that the logical irresistibility

of a system of religious truth would be distinctly a count in its favor. The bite of

M. Brunetière’s assault is found, therefore, purely in its negative side. He would

condemn Calvin’s system of religion as nothing but a system of logic; and the

“Institutes,” the most systematic presentation of it, as in essence nothing but a

congeries of syllogisms, issuing in nothing but a set of logical propositions, with

no religious quality or uplift in them. In this, however, he worst of all misses the

mark; and we must add he was peculiarly unfortunate in fixing, in illustration of

his meaning, on the two matters of the “attributes of God” as the point of depar-

ture for Calvin’s dialectic and of the intellectualizing of “faith” as the height of

his offending.

In Calvin’s treatment of faith there is nothing more striking than his deter-

mination to make it clear that it is a matter not of the understanding but of the

heart; and he reproaches the Romish conception of faith precisely because it

magnifies the intellectual side to the neglect of the fiducial. “We must not sup-

pose,” it is said in the Confession of Faith drawn up for the Genevan Church, 7
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either by himself or by his colleagues under his eye, “that Christian faith is a

naked and mere knowledge of God or understanding of the Scriptures, which

floats in the brain without touching the heart.… It is a firm and solid confidence

of the heart.” Or, as he repeats this elsewhere, 8 “It is an error to suppose that

faith is a naked and cold knowledge. 9 … Faith is not a naked knowledge, 10 which

floats in the brain, but draws with it a living affection of the heart.” 11 “True

Christian faith,” he expounds in the second edition of the “Institutes,” 12 … “is

not content with a simple historical knowledge, but takes its seat in the heart of

man.” “It does not suffice that the understanding should be illuminated by the

Spirit of God if the heart be not strengthened by His power. In this matter the

theologians of the Sorbonne very grossly err,—thinking that faith is a simple con-

sent to the Word of God, which consists in understanding, and leaving out the

confidence and assurance of the heart.” “What the understanding has received

must be planted in the heart. For if the Word of God floats in the head only, it

has not yet been received by faith; it has its true reception only when it has taken

root in the depths of the heart.” Again, to cite a couple of passages in which the

less pungent statement of the earlier editions has been given new point and force

in the final edition of the “Institutes”: “It must here be again observed,” says

he, 13 “that we are invited to the knowledge of God—not a knowledge which,

content with empty speculation, floats only in the brain, but one which shall be

solid and fruitful, if rightly received by us, and rooted in the heart.” “The assent

we give to God,” he says again, 14 “as I have already indicated and shall show

more largely later—is rather of the heart than of the brain, and rather of the af-

fections than of the understanding.” 15 It is quite clear, then, that Calvin did not

consciously address himself merely to the securing of an intellectual assent to his

teaching, but sought to move men’s hearts. His whole conception of religion

turned, indeed, on this: religion, he explained, to be pleasing to God, must be a

matter of the heart, 16 and God requires in His worshippers precisely heart and

affection. 17 All the arguments in the world, he insists, if unaccompanied by the

work of the Holy Spirit on the heart, will fail to produce the faith which piety

requires. 18
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This scarcely sounds like a man to whom religion was simply a matter of log-

ical proof.

And so far is he from making the attributes of God, metaphysically deter-

mined, the starting-point of a body of teaching deduced from them by quasi-

mathematical reasoning—as one would deduce the properties of a triangle from

its nature as a triangle—that it has been made his reproach that he has so little to

say of the divine nature and attributes, and in this little confines himself so strict-

ly to the manifest indicia of God in His works and the direct teaching of

Scripture, refusing utterly to follow “the high priori” road either in determining

the divine attributes or from them determining the divine activities. Thus, his

doctrine of God is, it is said, no doubt notably sober and restrained, but also,

when compared with Zwingli’s, for example—equally notably unimportant. 19 It

is confessed, however, that it is at least thoroughly religious; and in this is found,

indeed, its fundamental characteristic. Precisely where Calvin’s doctrine differs

from Zwingli’s markedly is that he constantly contemplated God religiously,

while Zwingli contemplated him philosophically—that to him God was above

and before all things the object of religious reverence, while to Zwingli he was

predominatingly the First Cause, from whom all things proceed. 20 “It is not

with the doctrine of God,” says the historian whose representations we have been

summarizing, “but with the worship of God that Calvin’s first concern was en-

gaged. Even in his doctrine of God—as we may perceive from his remarks upon

it—religion stands ever in the foreground (I. ii. 1). Before everything else Calvin

is a religious personality. The Reformation confronts Catholicism with a zeal to

live for God. With striking justice Calvin remarked that ‘all alike engaged in the

worship of God, but few really reverenced Him,—that there was everywhere

great ostentation in ceremonies but sincerity of heart was rare’ (I. ii. 2). Reverence

for God was the great thing for Calvin. If we lose sight of this a personality like

Calvin cannot be understood; and it is only by recognizing the religious principle

by which he was governed, that a just judgment can be formed of his work as a

dogmatician.…” 21 Again, Calvin “considers the knowledge of the nature and of

the attributes of God more a matter of the heart than of the understanding; and
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such a knowledge, he says, must not only arouse us to ‘the service of God, but

must also awake in us the hope of a future life’ (I. v. 10). In his extreme practicali-

ty—as the last remark shows us—Calvin rejected the philosophical treatment of

the question. The Scriptures, for him the source of the knowledge of God, he

takes as his guide in his remarks on the attributes.…” 22
 Still again, “Already more

than once have we had occasion to note that when Calvin treats of God, he does

this as a believer, for whom the existence of God stands as a fixed fact; and what

he says of God, he draws from the Scriptures as his fundamental source, finding

his pride in remaining a Biblical theologian, and whenever he can, taking the field

against the philosophico more interpretari of the Scriptural texts (see e.g. I. xvi. 3).

His doctrine of God has the practical end of serving the needs of his fellow-be-

lievers. It is also noteworthy that he closes every stage of the consideration with

an exhortation to the adoration of God or to the surrender of the heart to Him.

Of the doctrine of the Trinity he declares that he will hold himself ever truly to

the Scriptures, because he desires to do nothing more than to make what the

Scriptures teach accessible to our conceptions planioribus verbis, and this will ap-

ply equally to the whole of his doctrine of God.” 23 In a word, nothing can be

clearer than that in his specific doctrine of God as well as in his general attitude

to religious truth Calvin is as far as possible from being satisfied with a merely

logical effect. When we listen to him on these high themes we are listening less to

the play of his dialectic than to the throbbing of his heart.

It was due to this his controlling religious purpose, and to his dominating re-

ligious interest, that Calvin was able to leave the great topics of the existence, the

nature, and the attributes of God, without formal and detailed discussion in his

“Institutes.” It is only a matter, we must reiterate, of the omission of formal and

detailed discussion; for it involves not merely a gross exaggeration but a grave

misapprehension to represent him as leaving these topics wholly to one side, and

much more to seek to account for this assumed fact from some equally assumed

peculiarity of Calvin’s theological point of view or method. Under the impulse

of his governing religious interest, he was able to content himself with such an

exposition of the nature and attributes of God, in matter and form, as served his
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ends of religious impression, and was under no compulsion to expand this into

such details and order it into such a methodical mode of presentation as would

satisfy the demands of scholastic treatment. But to omit what would be for his

purpose adequate treatment of these fundamental elements of a complete doc-

trine of God would have been impossible, we do not say merely to a thinker of

his systematic genius, but to a religious teacher of his earnestness of spirit. In

point of fact, we do not find lacking to the “Institutes” such a fundamental treat-

ment of these great topics as would be appropriate in such a treatise. We only

find their formal and separate treatment lacking. All that it is needful for the

Christian man to know on these great themes is here present. Only, it is present

so to speak in solution, rather than in precipitate: distributed through the general

discussion of the knowledge of God rather than gathered together into one place

and apportioned to formal rubrics. It is communicated moreover in a literary and

concrete rather than in an abstract and scholastic manner.

It will repay us to gather out from their matrix in the flowing discourse the

elements of Calvin’s doctrine of God, that we may form some fair estimate of the

precise nature and amount of actual instruction he gives regarding it. We shall at-

tempt this by considering in turn Calvin’s doctrine of the existence, knowable-

ness, nature, and attributes of God.

We do not read far into the “Institutes” before we find Calvin presenting

proofs of the existence of God. It is quite true that this book, being written by a

Christian for Christians, rather assumes the divine existence than undertakes to

prove it, and concerns itself with the so-called proofs of the divine existence as

means through which we rather obtain knowledge of what God is, than merely

attain to knowledge that God is. But this only renders it the more significant of

Calvin’s attitude towards these so-called proofs that he repeatedly lapses in his

discussion from their use for the former into their use for the latter and logically

prior purpose. That he thus actually presents these proofs as evidences specifical-

ly of the existence of God can admit of no doubt. 24

If, for example, he adduces that sensus deitatis with which all men, he asserts,

are natively endowed, primarily as the germ which may be developed into a pro-
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found knowledge of God, he yet does not fail explicitly to appeal to it also as the

source of an ineradicable conviction, embedded in the very structure of human

nature and therefore present in all men alike, of the existence of God. He tells us

expressly that because of this sensus divinitatis, present in the human mind by

natural instinct, all men without exception (ad unum omnes) know (intelligant,

perceive, understand) “that God exists” (Deum esse), and are therefore without

excuse if they do not worship Him and willingly consecrate their lives to Him (I.

iii. 1). It is to buttress this assertion that he cites with approval Cicero’s declara-

tion 25 that “there is no nation so barbarous, no tribe so savage, that there is not

stamped on it the conviction that there is a God.” 26 Thus he adduces the argu-

ment of the consensus gentium—the so-called “historical” argument—with exact

appreciation of its true bearing, not directly as a proof of the existence of God,

but directly as a proof that the conviction of the divine existence is a native en-

dowment of human nature, and only through that indirectly as a proof of the ex-

istence of God. This position is developed in the succeeding paragraph into a dis-

tinct anti-atheistic argument. The existence of religion, he says, presupposes, and

cannot be accounted for except by, the presence in man of this “constant persua-

sion of God” from which as a seed the propensity to religion proceeds: men may

deny “that God exists,” 27
 “but will they, nill they, what they wish not to know

they continually are aware of.” 28
 It is a persuasion ingenerated naturally into all,

that “some God exists” 29(I. iii. 3), and therefore this does not need to be incul-

cated in the schools, but every man is from the womb his own master in this

learning, and cannot by any means forget it. It is therefore mere detestable mad-

ness to deny that “God exists” (I. iv. 2). 30 In all these passages Calvin is dealing

explicitly, not with the knowledge of what God is, but with the knowledge that

God is. It is quite incontrovertible, therefore, that he grounds an argument—or

rather the argument—for the existence of God in the very constitution of man.

The existence of God is, in other words, with him an “intuition,” and he makes

this quite as plain as if he had devoted a separate section to its exposition.

Similarly, although he writes at the head of the chapter in which he ex-

pounds the revelation which God makes of Himself in His works and deeds:
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“That the knowledge of God is manifested in the making of the world and its

continuous government” (chap. v.), he is not able to carry through his exposition

without occasional lapses into an appeal to the patefaction of God in His works

as a proof of His existence, rather than as a revelation of His nature. The most

notable of these lapses occurs in the course of his development of the manifesta-

tion of God made by the nature of man himself (I. v. 4), where once more he

gives us an express anti-atheistic argument. “Yea,” he cries, “the earth is support-

ing to-day many monstrous beings, who without hesitation employ the very seed

of divinity which has been sown in human nature for eclipsing of the name of

God. How detestable, I protest, is this insanity, that a man, discovering God a

hundred times in his body and soul, should on this very pretext of excellence

deny that God exists! 31 They will not say that it is by chance that they are differ-

ent from brute beasts; they only draw over God the veil of ‘nature,’ which they

declare the maker of all things, and thus abolish (subducunt) Him. They perceive

the most exquisite workmanship in all their members, from their countenances

and eyes to their very finger nails. Here, too, they substitute ‘nature’ in the place

of God. But above all how agile are the movements of the soul, how noble its fac-

ulties, how rare its gifts, discovering a divinity which does not easily permit itself

to be concealed: unless the Epicureans, from this eminence, should like the

Cyclops audaciously make war against God. Is it true that all the treasures of

heavenly wisdom concur for the government of a worm five feet long, and the

universe lacks this prerogative? To establish the existence of a kind of machinery

in the soul, correspondent to each several part of the body, makes so little to the

obscuring of the glory of God that it rather illustrates it. Let Epicurus tell what

concourse of atoms in the preparation of food and drink distributes part to the

excrements, part to the blood, and brings it about that the several members per-

form their offices with as much diligence as if so many souls by common consent

were governing one body.” “The manifold agility of the soul,” he eloquently adds

(I. v. 5, med.), “by which it surveys the heavens and the earth, joins the past to the

future, retains in memory what it once has heard, figures to itself whatever it

chooses; its ingenuity, too, by which it excogitates incredible things and which is
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the mother of so many wonderful arts; are certain insignia in man of divinity.…

Now what reason exists that man should be of divine origin and not acknowl-

edge the Creator? Shall we, forsooth, discriminate between right and wrong by a

judgment which has been given to us, and yet there be no Judge in heaven?…

Shall we be thought the inventors of so many useful arts, that we may defraud

God of His praise—although experience sufficiently teaches us that all that we

have is distributed to us severally from elsewhere?…” Calvin, of course, knows

that he is digressing in a passage like this—that “his present business is not with

that sty of swine,” as he calls the Epicureans. But digression or not, the passage is

distinctly an employment of the so-called physico-theological proof for the exis-

tence of God, and advises us that Calvin held that argument sound and would

certainly employ it whenever it became his business to develop the arguments for

the existence of God.

The proofs for the existence of God on which we perceive Calvin thus to

rely had been traditional in the Church from its first age. It was precisely upon

these two lines of argument that the earliest Fathers rested. “He who knows him-

self,” says Clement of Alexandria, quite in Calvin’s manner, “will know God.” 32

“The knowledge of God,” exclaims Tertullian, “is the dowry of the soul.” 33
 “If

you say, ‘Show me thy God,’ ” Theophilus retorts to the heathen challenge, “I re-

ply, ‘Show me your man and I will show you my God.’ ” 34 The God who cannot

be seen by human eyes, declares Theophilus, 35 “is beheld and perceived through

His providence and works”: we can no more surely infer a pilot for the ship we

see making straight for the harbor, than we can infer a divine governor for the

universe tending straight on its course. “Those who deny that this furniture of

the whole world was perfected by the divine reason,” argues the Octavius of

Minucius Felix, 36 “and assert that it was heaped together by certain fragments

casually adhering to each other, seem to me to have neither mind, nor sense, nor,

in fact, even sight itself.” “Whence comes it,” asks Dionysius of Alexandria, criti-

cizing the atomic theory quite in Calvin’s manner, 37 that the starry hosts—“this

multitude of fellow-travellers, all unmarshalled by any captain, all ungifted with

any determination of will, and all unendowed with any knowledge of each other,
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have nevertheless held their course in perfect harmony?” Like these early Fathers,

Calvin adduces only these two lines of evidence: the existence of God is already

given in our knowledge of self, and it is solidly attested by His works and deeds.

Whether, had we from him a professed instead of a merely incidental treatment

of the topic, the metaphysical arguments would have remained lacking in his case

as in theirs, 38 we can only conjecture; but it seems very possible that as foreign to

his a posteriori method (cf. I. v. 9) they lay outside of his scheme of proofs.

Meanwhile, he has in point of fact adverted, in the course of this discussion, only

to the two arguments on which the Church teachers at large had depended from

the beginning of Christianity. He states these with his accustomed clearness and

force, and he illuminates them with his genius for exposition and illustration;

but he gives them only incidental treatment after all. In richness as well as in ful-

ness of presentation he is surpassed here by Zwingli, 39 and it is to Melanchthon

that we shall have to go to find among the Reformers a formal enumeration of

the proofs for the divine existence. 40

That this God, the conviction of whose existence is part of the very constitu-

tion of the human mind and is justified by abundant manifestations of Himself

in His works and deeds, is knowable by man, lies on the face of Calvin’s entire

discussion. The whole argument of the opening chapters of the “Institutes” is di-

rected precisely to the establishment of this knowledge of God on an irrefragable

basis: and the emphasis with which the reality and trustworthiness of our knowl-

edge of God is asserted is equalled only by the skill with which the development

of our native instinct to know God into an actual knowledge of Him is traced (in

chap. i.), and the richness with which His revelation of Himself in His works and

deeds is illustrated by well-chosen and strikingly elaborated instances (in chap.

v.). Of course, Calvin does not teach that sinful man can of himself attain to the

knowledge of God. The noëtic effects of sin he takes very seriously, and he teach-

es without ambiguity that all men have grossly degenerated from the true knowl-

edge of God (chap. iv.). But this is not a doctrine of the unknowableness of God,

but rather of the incapacitating effects of sin. Accordingly he teaches that the in-

adequateness of the knowledge of God to which alone sinners can attain is itself
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a sin. Men’s natures prepare them to serve God, God’s revelations of Himself dis-

play Him before men’s eyes: if men do not know God they are without excuse

and cannot plead their inculpating sinfulness as exculpation. God remains, then,

knowable to normal man: it is natural to man to know Him. And if in point of

fact He cannot be known save by a supernatural action of the Holy Spirit on the

heart, this is because man is not in his normal state and it requires this supernat-

ural action of the Spirit on his heart to restore him to his proper natural powers

as man. The “testimony of the Holy Spirit in the heart” does not communicate

to man any new powers, powers alien to him as man: it is restorative in its nature

and in principle merely recovers his powers from their deadness induced by sin.

The knowledge of God to which man attains through the testimony of the Spirit

is therefore the knowledge which belongs to him as normal man: although now

secured by him only in a supernatural manner, it is in kind, and, so far as it is the

product of his innate sensus deitatis and the revelation of God in His works and

deeds, it is in mode also, natural knowledge of God. Calvin’s doctrine of the

noëtic effects of sin and their removal by the “testimony of the Spirit,” that is to

say, by what we call “regeneration,” must not then be taken as a doctrine of the

unknowableness of God. On the contrary it is a doctrine of the knowableness of

God, and supplies only an account of why men in their present condition fail to

know Him, and an exposition of how and in what conditions the knowableness

of God may manifest itself in man as now constituted in an actually known God.

When the Spirit of God enters the heart with recreative power, he says, then even

sinful man, his blurred eyes opened, may see God, not merely that there is a God,

but what kind of being this God is (I. i. 1; ii. 1; v. 1).

Of course, Calvin does not mean that God can be known to perfection,

whether by renewed man, or by sinless man with all his native powers uninjured

by sin. In the depths of His being God is to him past finding out; the human in-

telligence has no plumbet to sound those profound deeps. “His essence” (essen-

tia), he says, “is incomprehensible (incomprehensibilis); so that His divinity (nu-

men) wholly escapes all human senses” (I. v. 1, cf. I. xi. 3); and though His works

and the signs by which He manifests Himself may “admonish men of His in-
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comprehensible essence” (I. xi. 3), yet, being men, we are not capax Dei; as

Augustine says somewhere, we stand disheartened before His greatness and are

unable to take Him in (I. v. 9). 41 We can know then only God’s glory (I. v. 1),

that is to say, His manifested perfections (I. v. 9), by which what He is to us is re-

vealed to us (I. x. 2). What He is in Himself, we cannot know, and all attempts to

penetrate into His essence are but cold and frigid speculations which can lead to

no useful knowledge. “They are merely toying with frigid speculations,” he says

(I. ii. 2), “whose mind is set on the question of what God is (quid sit Deus), when

what it really concerns us to know is rather what kind of a person He is (qualis

sit) and what is appropriate to His nature (natura)” (I. ii. 2). 42 We are to seek

God, therefore, “not with audacious inquisitiveness by attempting to search into

His essence (essentia), which is rather to be adored than curiously investigated;

but by contemplating Him in His works, in which He brings Himself near to us

and makes Himself familiar and in some measure communicates Himself to us”

(I. v. 9). For if we seek to know what He is in Himself (quis sit apud se) rather

than what kind of a person He is to us (qualis erga nos)—which is revealed to us

in His attributes (virtutes)—we simply lose ourselves in empty and meteoric

speculation (I. x. 2).

The distinction which Calvin is here drawing between the knowledge of the

quid and the knowledge of the qualis of God; the knowledge of what He is in

Himself and the knowledge of what He is to us, is the ordinary scholastic one

and fairly repeats what Thomas Aquinas contends for (“Summa Theol.,” i. qu.

12, art. 12), when he tells us that there is no knowledge of God per essentiam, no

knowledge of His nature, of His quidditas per speciem propriam; but we know

only habitudinem ipsius ad creaturas. There is no implication of nominalism

here; nothing, for example, similar to Occam’s declaration that we can know nei-

ther the divine essence, nor the divine quiddity, nor anything intrinsic to God,

nor anything that God is realiter. When Calvin says that the Divine attributes

describe not what God is apud se, but what kind of a person He is erga nos, 43 he

is not intending to deny that His attributes are true determinations of the divine

nature and truly reveal to us the kind of a person He is; he is only refusing to
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speculate on what God is apart from His attributes by which He reveals Himself

to us, and insisting that it is only in these attributes that we know Him at all. He

is refusing all a priori methods of determining the nature of God and requiring

of us to form our knowledge of Him a posteriori from the revelation He gives us

of Himself in His activities. This He insists is the only knowledge we can have of

God, and this the only way we can attain to any knowledge of Him at all. Of

what value is it to us, he asks (I. v. 9), to imagine a God of whose working we

have had no experience? Such a knowledge only floats in the brain as an empty

speculation. It is by His attributes (virtutes) that God is manifested; it is only

through them that we can acquire a solid and fruitful knowledge of Him. The

only right way and suitable method of seeking Him, accordingly, is through His

works, in which He draws near to us and familiarizes Himself to us and in some

degree communicates Himself to us. Here is not an assertion that we learn noth-

ing of God through His attributes, which represent only determinations of our

own. On the contrary, here is an assertion that we obtain through the attributes a

solid and fruitful knowledge of God. Only it is not pretended that the attributes

of God as revealed in His activities tell us all that God is, or anything that He is in

Himself: they only tell us, in the nature of the case, what He is to us. Fortunately,

says Calvin, this is what we need to know concerning God, and we may well es-

chew all speculation concerning His intrinsic nature and content ourselves with

knowing what He is in His relation to His creatures. His object is, not to deny

that God is what He seems—that His attributes revealed in His dealings with

His creatures represent true determination of His nature. His object is to affirm

that these determinations of His nature, revealed in His dealings with His crea-

tures, constitute the sum of our real knowledge of God; and that apart from

them speculation will lead to no solid results. He is calling us back, not from a

fancied knowledge of God through His activities to the recognition that we

know nothing of Him, that what we call His attributes are only effects in us: but

from an a priori construction of an imaginary deity to an a posteriori knowledge

of the Deity which really is and really acts. This much we know, he says, that

God is what His works and acts reveal Him to be; though it must be admitted
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that His works and acts reveal not His metaphysical Being but His personal rela-

tions—not what He is apud se, but what He is quoad nos.

Of the nature of God in the abstract sense, thus—the quiddity of God, in

scholastic phrase—Calvin has little to say. 44 But his refusal to go behind the at-

tributes which are revealed to us in God’s works and deeds, affords no justifica-

tion to us for going behind them for him and attributing to him against his

protest developed conceptions of the nature of the divine essence, which he vig-

orously repudiates. Calvin has suffered more than most men from such gratu-

itous attributions to him of doctrines which he emphatically disclaims. Thus,

not only has it been persistently asserted that he reduced God, after the manner

of the Scotists, to the bare notion of arbitrary Will, without ethical content or

determination, 45 but the contradictory conceptions of a virtual Deism 46 and a

developed Pantheism 47 have with equal confidence been attributed to him. To

instance but a single example, Principal A. M. Fairbairn permits himself to say

that “Calvin was as pure, though not as conscious and consistent a Pantheist as

Spinoza.” 48 Astonishing as such a declaration is in itself, it becomes more aston-

ishing still when we observe the ground on which it is based. This consists essen-

tially in the discovery that the fundamental conception of Calvinism is that

“God’s is the only efficient will in the universe, and so He is the one ultimate

causal reality” 49—upon which the certainly very true remark is made that “the

universalized Divine will is an even more decisive and comprehensive Pantheism

than the universalized Divine substance.” 50
 The logical process by which the

Calvinistic conception of the sovereign will of God as the prima causa rerum—

where the very term prima implies the existence and reality of “second causes”—

is transmuted into the Pantheising notion that the will of God is the sole efficient

cause operative in the universe; or by which the Calvinistic conception of God as

the sovereign ruler of the universe whose “will is the necessity of things” is trans-

muted into the reduction of God, Hegelian-wise, into pure and naked will 51—

although it has apparently appealed to many, is certainly very obscure. In point

of fact, when the Calvinist spoke of God as the prima causa rerum (the phrase is

cited from William Ames 52) he meant by it only that all that takes place takes
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place in accordance with the divine will, not that the divine will is the only effi-

cient cause in the universe; and when Calvin quotes approvingly from Augustine

—for the words are Augustine’s 53—that “the will of God is the necessity of

things,” so little is either he or Augustine making use of the words in a

Pantheistic sense that he hastens to explain that what he means is only that what-

ever God has willed will certainly come to pass, although it comes to pass in

“such a manner that the cause and matter of it are found in” the second causes

(ut causa et materia in ipsis reperiatur). 54

Calvin beyond all question did cherish a very robust faith in the immanence

of God. “Our very existence,” he says, “is subsistence in God alone” (I. i. 1). He

even allows, as Dr. Fairbairn does not fail to inform us, that it may be said with a

pious meaning—so only it be the expression of a pious mind—that “nature is

God” (I. v. 5, end). 55 But Dr. Fairbairn neglects to mention that Calvin adds at

once, that the expression is “crude and unsuitable” (dura et impropria), since

“nature is rather the order prescribed by God”; and, moreover, noxious, because

tending to “involve God confusedly with the inferior course of His works.” He

neglects also to mention that the statement occurs at the end of a long discus-

sion, in which, after rebuking those who throw an obscuring veil over God, retire

Him behind nature, and so substitute nature for Him—Calvin inveighs against

the “babble about some sort of hidden inspiration which actuates the whole

world,” as not only “weak” but “altogether profane,” and brands the speculation

of a universal mind animating and actuating the world as simply jejune (I. v. 4

and 5). Even his beloved Seneca is reproved for “imagining a divinity transfused

through all parts of the world” so that God is all that we see and all that we do

not see as well (I. xiii. 1), while the Pantheistic scheme of Servetus is made the ob-

ject of an extended refutation (II. xiv. 5–8). To ascribe an essentially Pantheistic

conception of God to Calvin in the face of such frequent and energetic repudia-

tions of it on his own part 56 is obviously to miss his meaning altogether. If he

“may be said to have anticipated Spinoza in his notion of God as causa imma-

nens,” and “Spinoza may be said … to have perfected and reduced to philosophi-

cal consistency the Calvinistic conception of Deity” 57—this can mean nothing
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more than that Calvin was not a Deist. And in point of fact he repudiated Deism

with a vehemence equal to that which he displays against Pantheism. To rob God

of the active exercise of His judgment and providence, shutting Him up as an

idler (otiosum) in heaven, he characterizes as nothing less than “detestable frenzy,”

since, says he, “nothing could less comport with God than to commit to fortune

the abandoned government of the world, shut His eyes to the iniquities of men

and let them wanton with impunity” (I. iv. 2). 58

Calvin’s conception of God is that of a pure and clear Theism, in which

stress is laid at once on His transcendence and His immanence, and emphasis is

thrown on His righteous government of the world. “Let us bear in mind, then,”

he says as he passes from his repudiation of Pantheism, “that there is one God,

who governs all natures” (I. v. 6, ad init.), “and wishes us to look to Him,—to

put our trust in Him, to worship and call upon Him” (I. v. 6); to whom we can

look up as to a Father from whom we expect and receive tokens of love (I. v. 3).

So little is he inclined to reduce this divine Father to bare will, that he takes re-

peated occasion expressly to denounce this Scotist conception. The will of God,

he says, is to us indeed the unique rule of righteousness and the supremely just

cause of all things; but we are not like the sophists to prate about some sort of

“absolute will” of God, “profanely separating His righteousness from His

power,” but rather to adore the governing providence which presides over all

things and from which nothing can proceed which is not right, though the rea-

sons for it may be hidden from us (I. xvii. 2, end). “Nevertheless,” he remarks in

another place, after having exhorted his readers to find in the will of God a suffi-

cient account of things—“nevertheless, we do not betake ourselves to the fiction

of absolute power, which, as it is profane, so ought to be deservedly detestable to

us; we do not imagine that the God who is a law to Himself is exlegem, … the will

of God is not only pure from all fault, but is the supreme rule of perfection, even

the law of all laws” (III. xxiii. 2, end). 59 In a word, the will of God is to Calvin

the supreme rule for us, because it is the perfect expression of the divine

perfections. 60
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Calvin thus refuses to be classified as either Deist, Pantheist, or Scotist; and

those who would fain make him one or the other of these have nothing to go

upon except that on the one hand he does proclaim the transcendence of God

and speaks with contempt of men who imagine that divinity is transfused into

every part of the world, and that there is a portion of God not only in us but

even in wood and stone (I. xiii. 1, 22); and on the other he does proclaim the im-

manence of God and invites us to look upon His works or to descend within

ourselves to find Him who “everywhere diffuses, sustains, animates and quickens

all things in heaven and in earth,” who, “circumscribed by no boundaries, by

transfusing His own vigor into all things, breathes into them being, life and mo-

tion” (I. xiii. 14); while still again he does proclaim the will of God to be in-

scrutable by such creatures as we are and to constitute to us the law of right-

eousness, to be accepted as such without murmurings or questionings. In point

of fact, all these charges are but several modes of expressing the dislike their au-

thors feel for Calvin’s doctrine of the sovereignty of the divine will, which, fol-

lowing Augustine, he declares to be “the necessity of things”: they would fain

brand this hated conception with some name of opprobrium, and, therefore,

seek to represent Calvin now as hiding God deistically behind His own law, and

now as reducing Him to a mere stream of causality, or at least to mere naked

will. 61 By thus declining alternately to contradictories they show sufficiently

clearly that in reality Calvin’s doctrine of God coincides with none of these

characterizations.

The peculiarity of Calvin’s conception of God, we perceive, is not indefi-

niteness, but reverential sobriety. Clearing his skirts of all Pantheistic, Deistic,

Scotist notions—and turning aside even to repudiate Manichaeism and

Anthropomorphism (I. xiii. 1)—he teaches a pure Theism which he looks upon

as native to men (I. x. 3). The nature of this one God, he conceives, can be

known to us only as He manifests it in His works (I. v. 9); that is to say, only in

His perfections. What we call the attributes of God thus become to Calvin the

sum of our knowledge of Him. In these manifestations of His character we see

not indeed what He is in Himself, but what He is to us (I. x. 2); but what we see
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Him to be thus to us, He truly is, and this is all we can know about Him. We

might expect to find in the “Institutes,” therefore, a comprehensive formal dis-

cussion of the attributes, by means of which what God is to us should be fully set

before us. This, however, as we have already seen, we do not get. 62 And much

less do we get any metaphysical discussion of the nature of the attributes of God,

their relation to one another, or to the divine essence of which they are determi-

nations. We must not therefore suppose, however, that we get little or nothing of

them, or little or nothing to the point. On the contrary, besides incidental allu-

sions to them throughout the discussion, from which we may glean much of

Calvin’s conceptions of them, they are made the main subject of two whole

chapters, the one of which discusses in considerable detail the revelation of the

divine perfections in His works and deeds, the other the revelation made of them

in His Word. We have already remarked upon the skill with which Calvin, at the

opening of his discussion of the doctrine of God (chap. x.), manages, under color

of pointing out the harmony of the description of God given in the Scriptures

with the conception of Him we may draw from His works, to bring all he had to

say of the divine attributes at once before the reader’s eye. The Scriptures, says

he, are in essence here merely a plainer (I. x. 1) republication of the general revela-

tion given of God in His works and deeds: they “contain nothing” in their de-

scriptions of God, “but what may be known from the contemplation of the crea-

tures” (I. x. 2, med.). And he illustrates this remark by quoting from Moses (Ex.

34:6), the Psalms (145) and the prophets (Jer. 9:24), passages in which God is

richly described, and remarking on the harmony of the perfections enumerated

with those which he had in the earlier chapter (v.) pointed out as illustrated in

the divine works and deeds. This comparison involves a tolerably full enumera-

tion and some discussion of the several attributes, here on the basis of Scripture,

as formerly (chap. v.) on the basis of nature. He does not, therefore, neglect the

attributes so much as deal with them in a somewhat indirect manner. And, we

may add, in a highly practical way: for here too his zeal is to avoid “airy and vain

speculations” of what God is in Himself and to focus attention upon what He is
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to us, that our knowledge of Him may be of the nature of a lively perception and

religious reaction (I. x. 2, ad init. et ad fin.).

In a number of passages Calvin brings together a plurality of the attributes

—his name for them is “virtues” 63—and even hints at a certain classification of

them. One of the most beautiful of these passages formed the opening words of

the first draft of the “Institutes,” but fell out in the subsequent revisions—to the

regret of some, who consider it, on the whole, the most comprehensive descrip-

tion of God Calvin has given us. 64 It runs as follows: “The sum of holy doctrine

consists of just these two points,—the knowledge of God and the knowledge of

ourselves. These, now, are the things which we must keep in mind concerning

God. First, we should hold fixed in firm faith that He is infinite wisdom, right-

eousness, goodness, mercy, truth, power (virtus), and life, so that there exists no

other wisdom, righteousness, goodness, mercy, truth, power, and life (Baruch 3.;

James 1), and wheresoever any of these things is seen, it is from Him (Prov. 16).

Secondly, that all that is in heaven or on earth has been created for His glory (Ps.

148; Dan. 3; and it is justly due to Him that everything, according to its own na-

ture, should serve Him, acknowledge His authority, seek His glory, and obedient-

ly accept Him as Lord and King (Rom. 1). Thirdly, that He is Himself a just

judge, and will therefore be severely avenged on those who depart from His com-

mandments, and are not in all things subject to His will; who in thought, word,

and deed have not sought His glory (Ps. 7; Rom. 2). In the fourth place that He

is merciful and long-suffering, and will receive into His kingdom, the miserable

and despised who take refuge in His clemency and trust in His faithfulness; and

is ready to spare and forgive those who ask His favor, to succor and help those

who seek His aid, and desirous of saving those who put their trust in Him (Ps.

103; Is. 55; Ps. 25, 85).” In the first clause of this striking paragraph we have a for-

mal enumeration of God’s ethical attributes, which is apparently meant to be

generically complete—although in the course of the paragraph other specific

forms of attributes here enumerated occur; and all of them are declared to exist

in God in an infinite mode. The list contains seven items: wisdom; righteousness;

goodness (clemency); mercy (long-sufferingness); truth; power; life. 65 If we com-
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pare this list with the enumeration in the famous definition of God in the

Westminster “Shorter Catechism” (Q. 4), 66 we shall see that it is practically the

same: the only difference being that Calvin adds to the general term “goodness”

the more specific “mercy,” affixes “life” at the end, and omits “holiness,” doubt-

less considering it to be covered by the general term “righteousness.”

If just this enumeration does not recur in the “Institutes” as finally revised,

something very like it evidently underlies more passages than one. Even in the

first section of the first chapter, which has taken its place, we have an enumera-

tion of the “good things” (bona) in God which stand opposed to our “evil

things” (mala), that brings together wisdom, power, goodness, and right-

eousness: for in God alone, we are told, can be found “the true light of wisdom,

solid power (virtus), a perfect affluence of all good things, and the purity of right-

eousness” (I. i. 1). In the opening section of the next chapter we have two enumer-

ations of the divine perfections, obviously rhetorical, and yet betraying an under-

lying basis of systematic arrangement: the later and fuller of these brings together

power, wisdom, goodness, righteousness, justice, mercy—closing with a refer-

ence to God’s powerful “protection.” God, we are told, “sustains this world by

His immense power (immensa potentia), governs it by His wisdom, preserves it by

His goodness, rules over the human race especially by His righteousness and justice

(iudicium), bears with it in His mercy, defends it by His protection (praesidium).”

The most complete enumerations of all, however, are given, when, leaving the in-

timations of nature, Calvin analyses some Scriptural passages with a view to

drawing out their descriptions of the divine perfections. His analysis of Exod.

34:6 is particularly full (I. x. 2). He finds the divine eternity and self-existence

embodied in the name Jehovah; the divine strength and power (virtus et potentia)

expressed in the name Elohim; and in the description itself an enumeration of

those virtues which describe God not indeed as He is apud se, but as He is erga

nos—to wit, His clemency, goodness, mercy, righteousness, justice, truth. The

strongest claim which this passage has on our interest, however, is the suggestion

it bears of a classification of the attributes. The predication to God of eternity

and self-existence (αὐτουσία) evidently is for Calvin something specifically differ-
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ent from the ascription to Him of those virtues by which are described not what

He is apud se, but what He shows Himself to be erga nos. They in a word belong

rather to the quiddity of God than to His qualitas. In a subsequent passage (xiii.

1) we have a plainer hint to the same effect. There we are given “two epithets”

which we are told are applied by Scripture to the very “essence” of God, in its rare

speech concerning His essence—immensity and spirituality. 67 It seems quite

clear, then, that Calvin was accustomed to distinguish in his thought between

such epithets, describing what God is apud se, and those virtues by which He is

manifested to us in His relations erga nos. That is to say, he distinguishes between

what are sometimes called His physical or metaphysical and His ethical attribut-

es: that is to say, between the fundamental modes of the Divine Being and the

constitutive qualities of the Divine Person. 68

If we profit by this hint and then collect the attributes of the two classes as

Calvin occasionally mentions them, we shall in effect reconstruct Calvin’s defini-

tion of God. 69 This would run somewhat as follows: There is but one only true

God, 70 a self-existent, 71 simple, 72 invisible, 73 incomprehensible 74 Spirit, 75 in-

finite, 76 immense, 77 eternal, 78 perfect, 79 in His Being, power, 80 knowledge, 81

wisdom, 82 righteousness, 83 justice, 84 holiness, 85 goodness, 86 and truth. 87 In

addition to these more general designations, Calvin employs a considerable num-

ber of more specific terms, by which he more precisely expresses his thought and

more fully explicates the contents of the several attributes. Thus, for example, he

is fond of the term “severity” 88 when he is endeavoring to give expression to

God’s attitude as a just judge to the wicked; and he is fond of setting in contrast

with it the corresponding term “clemency” 89 to express His attitude towards the

repentant sinner. It is especially the idea of “goodness” which he thus draws out

into its several particular manifestations. Beside the term “clemency” he sets the

still greater word “mercy,” or “pity,” 90
 and by the side of this again he sets the

even greater word “grace,” 91 while the more general idea of “goodness” he devel-

ops by the aid of such synonyms as “beneficence” 92 and “benignity,” 93 and al-

most exhausts the capacity of the language to give expression to his sense of the
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richness of the Divine goodness. 94 God is “good and merciful” (ii. 2), “benign

and beneficent” (v. 7), “the fount and source of all good” (ii. 2), their fecund “au-

thor” (ii. 2), whose “will is prone to beneficence” (x. 1), and in whom dwells a

“perfect affluence,” nothing less than an “infinity,” of good things. And therefore

he looks upwards to this God not only as our Lord (ii. 1) the Creator (ii. 1),

Sustainer (ii. 1), and Governor (ii. 1) of the world—and more particularly its

moral governor (ii. 2), its “just judge” (ii. 2)—but more especially as our “defend-

er and protector,” 95
 our Father 96 who is also our Lord, in whose “fatherly in-

dulgence” 97
 we may trust.

There is in the “Institutes” little specific exposition of the manner in which

we arrive at the knowledge of these attributes. The works of God, we are told, il-

lustrate particularly His wisdom (v. 2) and His power (v. 6). But His power, we

are further told, leads us on to think of His eternity and His self-existence, “be-

cause it is necessary that He from whom everything derives its origin, should

Himself be eternal and have the ground of His being in Himself”: 98 while we

must posit His goodness to account for His will to create and preserve the

world. 99 By the works of providence God manifests primarily His benignity and

beneficence; and in His dealing with the pious, His clemency, with the wicked

His severity 100—which are but the two sides of His righteousness: although, of

course, “His power and wisdom are equally conspicuous.” 101
 It is precisely the

same body of attributes which are ascribed to God in the Scriptures, 102 and that

not merely in such a passage as Ex. 34:6, to which we have already alluded, but

everywhere throughout their course (x. 1, ad fin.). Psalm 145, for example, so ex-

actly enumerates the whole list of God’s perfections that scarcely one is lacking.

Jeremiah 9:24, while not so full, is to the same effect. Certainly the three perfec-

tions there mentioned are the most necessary of all for us to know—the divine

“mercy in which alone consists all our salvation; His justice, which is exercised on

the wicked every day, and awaits them more grievously still in eternal destruc-

tion; His righteousness, by which the faithful are preserved and most lovingly

supported.” Nor, adds Calvin, is there any real omission here of the other perfec-

tions—“either of His truth, or power, or holiness, or goodness.” “For how could
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we be assured, as is here required, of His righteousness, mercy and justice, unless

we were supported by His inflexible veracity? And how could we believe that He

governs the world in justice and righteousness unless we acknowledged His pow-

er? And whence proceeds His mercy but from His goodness? And if all His ways

are justice, mercy, righteousness, certainly holiness also is conspicuous in them.”

The divine power, righteousness, justice, holiness, goodness, mercy, and truth are

here brought together and concatenated one with the others, with some indica-

tion of their mutual relations, and with a clear intimation that God is not prop-

erly conceived unless He is conceived in all His perfections. Any description of

Him which omits more or fewer of these perfections, it is intimated, is justly

chargeable with defect. Similarly when dealing with those more fundamental

“epithets” by which His essence is described (xiii. 1), he makes it plain that not to

embrace them all in our thought of God, and that in their integrity, is to invade

His majesty: the fault of the Manichaeans was that they broke up the unity of

God and restricted His immensity. 103

There is no lack in Calvin’s treatment of the attributes, then, of a just sense

of their variety or of the necessity of holding them all together in a single com-

posite conception that we may do justice in our thought to God. He obviously

has in mind the whole series of the divine perfections in clear and just discrimina-

tion, and he accurately conceives them as falling apart into two classes, the one

qualities of the divine essence, the other characteristics of the divine person—in a

word, essential and personal attributes: and he fully realizes the relation of these

two classes to each other, and as well the necessity of embracing each of the at-

tributes in its integrity in our conception of God, if we are to do any justice

whatever to that conception.

What seems to be lacking in Calvin’s treatment of the attributes is detailed

discussion of the notion imbedded in each several attribute and elaboration of

this notion as a necessary element in our conception of God. Calvin employs the

terms unity, simplicity, self-existence, incomprehensibility, spirituality, infinity,

immensity, eternity, immutability, perfection, power, wisdom, righteousness, jus-

tice, holiness, goodness, benignity, beneficence, clemency, mercy, grace, 104 as
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current terms bearing well-understood meanings, and does not stop to develop

their significance except by incidental remarks. 105 The confidence which he

places in their conveyance of their meaning seems to be justified by the event; al-

though, no doubt, much of the effect of their mere enumeration is due to the re-

markable lucidity of Calvin’s thought and style: he uses his terms with such con-

sistency and exactness, that they become self-defining in their context. We are far,

then, from saying that his method of dealing with the attributes, by mere allu-

sion as we might almost call it, is inadequate for the practical religious purpose

for which he was writing: and certainly it is far more consonant with the literary

rather than scholastic form he gives his treatise. When we suggest, then, that

from the scholastic point of view it seems that it is precisely at this point that

Calvin’s treatment of the attributes falls somewhat short of what we might de-

sire, we must not permit to slip out of our memory that Calvin expressly repudi-

ates the scholastic point of view and is of set purpose simple and practical. 106 He

does not seek to obtain for himself or to recommend to others such a knowledge

of God as merely “raises idle speculation in the brain”; but such as “shall be firm

and fruitful” and have its seat in the heart. He purposely rejects, therefore, the

philosophical mode of dealing with the attributes and devotes himself to awaken-

ing in the hearts of his readers a practical knowledge of God, a knowledge which

functions first in the fear (timor) of God and then in trust (fiducia) in Him.

And here we must pause to take note of this two-fold characterization of the

religious emotion, corresponding, as it does in Calvin’s conception, to the dou-

ble aspect in which God is contemplated by those who know Him. God is our

Lord, in whose presence awe and reverence become us; God is our Father, to

whom we owe trust and love. Fear and love—both must be present where true

piety is: for, says Calvin, what “I call piety (pietas) is that reverence combined

with love of God, which a knowledge of His benefits produces” (I. ii. 1). In the

form he has given this statement the element of reverence (reverentia) appears to

be made the formative element: piety is reverence, although it is not reverence

without love. But if it is not reverence in and of itself but only the reverence

which is informed by love, love after all may be held to become the determining
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element of true piety. And Calvin does not hesitate to declare with the greatest

emphasis that the apprehension of God as deserving of our worship and adora-

tion—in a word as our Lord—simpliciter, does not suffice to produce true piety:

that is not born, he says, until “we are persuaded that God is the fountain of all

that is good and cease to seek for good elsewhere than in Him” (ibid.); that is to

say, until we apprehend Him as our Father as well as our Lord. “For,” adds he,

“until men feel that they owe everything to God, that they are cherished by His

paternal care, that He is the author to them of all good things and nothing is to

be sought out of Him, they will never subject themselves to Him in willing obe-

dience (observantia, reverent obedience); or rather I should say, unless they estab-

lish for themselves a solid happiness in Him they will never devote themselves to

Him without reserve truly and heartily (vere et ex animo totos).” And then he pro-

ceeds (I. ii. 2) to expound at length how the knowledge of God should first in-

spire us with fear and reverence and then lead us to look to Him for good. The

first thought of Him awakes us to our dependence on Him as our Lord: any clear

view of Him begets in us a sense of Him as the fountain and origin of all that is

good—such as in anyone not depraved by sin must inevitably arouse a desire to

adhere to Him and put his trust (fiducia) in Him—because he must recognize in

Him a guardian and protector worthy of complete confidence (fides). “Because

he perceives Him to be the author of all good, in trial or in need,” he proceeds,

still expounding the state of mind of the truly pious man, “he at once commits

himself to His protection, expectant of His help; because he is convinced that He

is good and merciful, he rests on Him in assured trust (fiducia), never doubting

that a remedy is prepared in His clemency for all his ills; because he recognizes

Him as Lord and Father, he is sure that he ought to regard His government in all

things, revere His majesty, seek His glory, and obey His behests; because he per-

ceives Him to be a just judge, armed with severity for punishing iniquities, he

keeps His tribunal always in view, and in fear restrains and checks himself from

provoking His wrath. And yet, he is not so terrified by the sense of His justice,

that he wishes to escape from it, even if flight were possible: rather he embraces

Him not less as the avenger of the wicked than as the benefactor of the pious,
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since he perceives it to belong to His glory not less that there should be meted

out by Him punishment to the impious and iniquitous, than the reward of eter-

nal life to the righteous. Moreover, he restrains himself from sinning not merely

from fear of punishment, but because he loves and reverences God as a father

(loco patris) and honors and worships Him as Lord (loco domini), and even

though there were no hell he would quake to offend Him.”

We have quoted this eloquent passage at length because it throws into

prominence, as few others do, Calvin’s deep sense not merely of reverence but of

love towards God. To him true religion always involves the recognition of God

not only as Lord but also as Father. And this double conception of God is

present whether this religion be conceived as natural or as revealed. “The knowl-

edge of God,” says he (I. x. 2, ad fin.), “which is proposed to us in the Scriptures

is directed to no other end than that which is manifested to us in the creation: to

wit, it invites us first to the fear of God, then to trust in Him; so that we may

learn both to serve Him in perfect innocence of life and sincere obedience, and as

well to rest wholly in His goodness.” That is, in a word, the sense of the divine

Fatherhood is as fundamental to Calvin’s conception of God as the sense of His

sovereignty. Of course, he throws the strongest conceivable emphasis on God’s

Lordship: the sovereignty of God is the hinge of His thought of God. But this

sovereignty is ever conceived by him as the sovereignty of God our Father. The

distinguishing feature of Calvin’s doctrine of God is, in a word, precisely the pre-

vailing stress he casts on this aspect of the conception of God. It is a Lutheran

theologian who takes the trouble to make this plain to us. “The chief elements

which are dealt with by Calvin in the matter of the religious relation,” he says,

“are summed up in the proposition: God is our Lord, who has made us, and our

Father from whom all good comes; we owe Him, therefore, honor and glory, love

and trust. We must, so we are told in the exposition of the Decalogue in the first

edition of the Institutes, just as we are told in Luther’s Catechism—we must ‘fear

and love’ God.… [But] we find in the Institutes, and, indeed, particularly in the fi-

nal edition, expressions in which the second of these elements is given the prefer-

ence.… We may find, indeed, in Luther and the Lutherans, the element of fear in
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piety still more emphasized than in Calvin.…” 107 In a word, with all his emphasis

on the sovereignty of God, Calvin throws an even stronger emphasis on His love:

and his doctrine of God is preëminent among the doctrines of God given expres-

sion in the Reformation age in the commanding place it gives to the Divine

Fatherhood. “Lord and Father”—fatherly Sovereign, or sovereign Father—that is

how Calvin conceived God.

It was precisely because Calvin conceived of God not only as Lord, but also

as Father, and gave Him not merely his obedience but his love, that he burned

with such jealousy for His honor. Everything that tended to rob God of the hon-

or due Him was accordingly peculiarly abhorrent to him. We cannot feel sur-

prised, therefore, that he devotes so large a portion of his discussion of the doc-

trine of God to repelling that invasion of the divine rights which was wrought by

giving the worship due to Him alone to others, and particularly to idols, the

work of man’s own hand. His soul filled with the vision of the majesty of a God

who will not give His glory to another, and his heart aflame with a sense of the

Fatherly love he was receiving from this great God, the Lord of heaven and earth,

he turned with passionate hatred from the idolatrous rites into which the wor-

ship of the old Church had so largely degenerated, and felt nothing so pressingly

his duty as to trace out the fallacies in the subtle pleas by which men sought to

justify them to themselves, and so far as lay within him to rescue those who

looked to him for guidance from such dreadful profanation of the divine

majesty. As a practical man, with his mind on the practical religious needs of the

time, this “brutal stupidity” of men, desiring visible figures of God—who is an

invisible Spirit—corrupting the divine glory by fabricating for themselves gods

out of wood, or stone, or gold, or silver, or any other dead stuff, seemed to him to

call for rebuke as little else could. The principle on which he proceeds in his re-

buke of idolatry is expressed by himself in the words, that to attribute to any-

thing else than to the one true God, anything that is proper to divinity is “to de-

spoil God of His honor and to violate His worship.” 108 So deeply rooted is the

jealousy for the divine honor given expression in this principle not only in

Calvin’s thought, but in that of the whole tendency of thought which he repre-
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sents, that it may well be looked upon as a determinative trait of the Reformed

attitude—which has therefore been described as characterized by a determined

protest against all that is pagan in life and worship. 109

Certainly the zeal of Calvin burned warmly against the dishonor he felt was

done to God by the methods of worshipping Him prevalent in the old Church.

God has revealed Himself not only in His Word, but also in His works, as the

one only true God. But the vanity of man has ever tended to corrupt the knowl-

edge of God and to invent gods many and lords many, and not content with that,

has sunk even to the degradation of idolatry—fabricating gods of wood or stone,

gold or silver, or some other dead stuff. It is, of course, not idolatry in general,

but the idolatry of the Church of Rome that Calvin has his eye particularly

upon, as became him as a practical man, absorbed in the real problems of his

time. He therefore particularly animadverts upon the more refined forms of idol-

atry, ruthlessly reducing them to the same level in principle with the grossest.

God does not compare idols with idols, he says, as if one were better and another

worse: He repudiates all without exception—all images, pictures, or any other

kind of tokens by which superstitious people have imagined He could be

brought near to them (I. xi. 1, end). He embraces all forms of idolatry, however,

in his comprehensive refutation; he even expressly adverts to the “foolish sub-

terfuge” (inepta cautio) of the Greeks, who allow painted but not graven images

(I. xi. 4, end). Or rather he broadens his condemnation until it covers even the

false conceptions of God which we frame in our imaginations (I. xi. 4, ad init.),

substituting them for the revelations He makes of Himself: for the “mind of

man,” he says, “is, if I may be allowed the expression, a perpetual factory of idols”

(I. xi. 8). Thus he returns to “the Puritan conception” which we have seen him

already announcing in former chapters, and proclaims as his governing principle

(I. xi. 4, med.) that “all modes of worship which men excogitate from themselves

are detestable.” 110

He does not content himself, however, with proclaiming and establishing

this principle. He follows the argument for the use of images in worship into its

details and refutes it item by item. To the plea that “images are the books of the
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illiterate” and by banishing them he is depriving the people of their best means of

instruction, he replies that no doubt they do teach something, but what they

teach is falsehood: God is not as they represent Him (§§ 5–7). To the caveat that

no one worships the idols, but the deity through the idols, that they are never

called “gods” and that what is offered them is δουλεία, not λατρεία—he replies

that all this is distinction without difference; the Jews in their idolatry reasoned

in a similar manner, and it is easy to erect a distinction between words, but some-

what more difficult to establish a real difference in fact (§§ 9–11). To the re-

proach that he is exhibiting a fanaticism against the representative arts, he rejoins

that such is far from the case; he is only seeking to protect these arts from abusive

application to wrong purposes (§§ 12, 13). And finally to the appeal to the deci-

sions of the Council of Nice of 786–787 favorable to image-worship, he replies

by an exposure of the “disgusting insipidities” and “portentous impiety” of the

image-worshipping Fathers at that Council (§§ 14 sq.). The discussion is then

closed (chap. xii.), with a chapter in which he urges that God alone is to be wor-

shipped and only in the way of His own appointment; and above all that His glo-

ry is not to be given to another. Thus the ever-present danger of idolatry, as evi-

denced in the gross practices of Rome, is itself invoked to curb speculation on

the nature of the God-head and to throw men back on the simple and vitalizing

revelation of the word of a God like us in that He is a spiritual person, but unlike

us in that He is clothed in inconceivable majesty. These two epithets—immensi-

ty and spirituality—thus stand out as expressing the fundamental characteristics

of the divine essence to Calvin’s thinking: His immensity driving us away in ter-

ror from any attempt to measure Him by our sense; His spirituality prohibiting

the entertainment of any earthly or carnal speculation concerning Him (I. xiii.

1).

In the course of this discussion there are three matters on which Calvin

somewhat incidentally touches which seem too interesting to be passed over un-

remarked. These are what we may call his philosophy of idolatry, his praise of

preaching, and his recommendation of art.
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His philosophy of idolatry (I. xi. 8, 9) takes the form of a psychological theo-

ry of its origin. While allowing an important place in the fostering and spread of

idolatry to the ancient customs of honoring the dead and superstitiously respect-

ing their memory, he considers idolatry more ancient than these customs, and

the product of debased thoughts of God. He enumerates four stages in its evolu-

tion. First, the mind of man, filled with pride and rashness, dares to imagine a

god after its own notion; 111 and laboring in its dullness and sunk in the crassest

ignorance, naturally conceives a vain and empty spectre for God. Next, man at-

tempts to give an outward form to the god he has thus inwardly excogitated; so

that the hand brings forth the idol which the mind begets. Worship follows hard

on this figment; for, when they suppose they see God in the images, men natural-

ly worship Him in them. Finally, their minds and eyes alike being fixed upon the

images, men begin to become more imbruted, and stand amazed and lost in won-

der before the images, as if there were something of divinity inherent in them.

Thus easy Calvin supposes to be the descent from false notions of deity to the su-

perstitious adoration of stocks and stones, and thus clearly and reiteratedly he

discovers the roots of idolatry in false conceptions of God and proclaims its pres-

ence in principle wherever men permit themselves to think of God otherwise, in

any particular, than He has revealed Himself in His works and Word.

As we read Calvin’s energetic arraignments of the sinfulness of our deflected

conceptions of God—the essential idolatry of the imaginary images we form of

Him—and our duty diligently to conform our ideas of God to the revelations of

Himself He has graciously given us, we are reminded of an eloquent picture

which the late Professor A. Sabatier once drew 112 of a concourse of professing

Christians coming together to worship in common a God whom each conceives

after his own fashion. Anthropomorphists, Deists, Agnostics, Pantheists—all

bow alike before God and worship, says Prof. Sabatier; and the worship of one

and all is acceptable, equally acceptable, to God. Not so, rejoins M. Bois: 113 and

there is not a less admirable spectacle in the world than this. Calvin was of M.

Bois’s opinion. To his thinking we have before us in such a concourse only a

company of idolaters—each worshipping not the God that is but the god who in
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the pride of his heart he has made himself. And to each and all Calvin sends out

the cry of, Repent! turn from the god you have made yourself and serve the God

that is!

It is in the midst of his response to the specious plea that images are the

books of the illiterate and the only means of instruction available for them that

Calvin breaks out into a notable eulogy on preaching as God’s ordained means

of instructing His people (I. xi. 7). Even though images, he remarks, were so

framed that they bore to the people a message which might be properly called di-

vine—which too frequently is very far from the case—their childish suggestions

(naeniae) are little adapted to convey the special teaching which God wishes to

be taught His people in their solemn congregations, and has made the common

burden of His Word and Sacraments—from which it is to be feared, however,

the minds of the people are fatally distracted as their eyes roam around to gaze on

their idols. Do you say the people are too rude and ignorant to profit by the heav-

enly message and can be reached only by means of the images? Yet these are those

whom the Lord receives as His own disciples, honors with the revelation of His

celestial philosophy, and has commanded to be instructed in the saving mysteries

of His kingdom! If they have fallen so low as not to be able to do without such

“books” as images supply, is not that only because they have been defrauded of

the teaching which they required? The invention of images, in a word, is an expe-

dient demanded not by the rudeness of the people so much as by the dumbness

of the priests. It is in the true preaching of the Gospel that Christ is really depict-

ed—crucified before our eyes openly, as Paul testifies: and there can be no reason

to crowd the churches with crucifixes of wood and stone and silver and gold, if

Christ is faithfully preached as dying on the cross to bear our curse, expiating our

sins by the sacrifice of His body, cleansing us by His blood and reconciling us to

God the Father. From this simple proclamation more may be learned than from

a thousand crosses. Thus Calvin vindicates to the people of God their dignity as

God’s children taught by His Spirit, their right to the Gospel of grace, their ca-

pacity under the instruction of the Spirit to receive the divine message, and the
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central place of the preaching of the atonement of Christ in the ordinances of

the sanctuary.

It seems the more needful that we should pause upon Calvin’s remarks on

art in this discussion long enough to take in their full significance, that this is one

of the matters on which he has been made the object of persistent misrepresenta-

tion. It has been made the reproach of the Reformation in general and of

Calvinism in particular that they have morosely set themselves in opposition to

all artistic development, while Calvin himself has been inveighed against as the

declared enemy of all that is beautiful in life. Thus, for example, Voltaire in his

biting verse has explained that the only art which flourished at Geneva (where

men cyphered but could not laugh) was that of the money-reckoners: and that

nothing was sung there but the antique concerts of “the good David” in the be-

lief “that God liked bad verses.” Even professed students of the subject have pas-

sionately assailed Calvin as insensible to the charms of art and inimical to all

forms of artistic expression. Thus, M. D. Courtois, the historian of sacred music

among the French Reformed, permits himself, quite contrary to the facts in the

sphere of his own especial form of art, to say that Calvin “nourished a holy hor-

ror for all that could resemble an intrusion of art into the religious domain”; and

M. E. Müntz, who writes on “Protestantism and Art,” exclaims that “in Calvin’s

eyes beauty is tantamount to idolatry”; while M. O. Douen, the biographer of

Clément Marot, brands Calvin as “anti-liberal, anti-artistic, anti-human, anti-

Christian.” The subject is too wide to be entered upon here in its general aspects.

Professor E. Doumergue and Dr. A. Kuyper have made all lovers of truth their

debtors by exposing to the full the grossness of such calumnies. 114

In point of fact Calvin was a lover and fosterer of the arts, counting them all

divine gifts which should be cherished, and expressly declaring even of those

which minister only to pleasure that they are by no means to be reckoned super-

fluous and are certainly not to be condemned as if forsooth they were inimical to

piety. Even in the heat of this arraignment of the misuse of art-representations in

idolatry which is at present before us, we observe that he turns aside to guard

himself against being misunderstood as condemning art-representations in gen-
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eral (§ 12). The notion that all representative images are to be avoided he brands

as superstition and declares of the products both of the pictorial and of the

sculptural arts that they are the gifts of God granted to us for His own glory and

our good. “I am not held,” he says, “in that superstition, which considers that no

images at all are to be endured. I only require that since sculptures and pictures

are gifts of God, the use of them should be pure and legitimate; lest what has

been conferred on us by God for His own glory and for our good, should not

only be polluted by preposterous abuse, but even turned to our injury.” Here is

no fanatical suspicion of beauty: no harsh assault upon art. Here is rather the no-

blest possible estimate of art as conducive in its right employment to the profit of

man and the glory of the God who gives it. Here is only an anxiety manifested to

protect such a noble gift of God from abuse to wrong ends. Accordingly in the

“Table or brief summary of the principal matters contained in this Institution of

the Christian religion,” which was affixed to the French edition of 1560, the con-

tents of this section are described as follows: “That when idolatry is condemned,

this is not to abolish the arts of painting and sculpture, but to require that the

use of both shall be pure and legitimate; and we are not to amuse ourselves by

representing God by some visible figure, but only such things as may be objects

of sight.” 115 Calvin, then, does not at all condemn art, but only pleads for a pure

and reverent employment of art as a high gift of God, to be used like all others of

God’s gifts so as to profit man and glorify the Great Giver.

If we inquire more closely what he held to be a legitimate use of the pictorial

arts, we must note first of all that he utterly forbids all representations of God in

visible figures. 116 This prohibition he rests on two grounds: first, God Himself

forbids it; and secondly, “it cannot be done without some deformation of His

glory,”—in which we catch again the note of zeal against everything which de-

tracts from the honor of God. To attempt the portraiture of God is, thus, to

Calvin, not merely to disobey God’s express command, but also to dishonor

Him by an unworthy representation of Him, which is essential idolatry. Highly

as he esteemed the pictorial arts, as worthy of all admiration in their true sphere,

he condemned utterly pressing them beyond their mark, lest even they should
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become procurers to the Lords of Hell. We note secondly that he dissuaded from

the ornamentation of the churches with the products of the representative arts

(I. xi. 13); but this on the ground not of the express commandment of God or of

an inherent incapacity of art to serve the purposes contemplated, but of simple

expediency. 117 Experience teaches us, he says, that to set up images in the

churches is tantamount to raising the standard of idolatry, because the folly of

man is so great that it immediately falls to offering them superstitious worship.

And a deeper reason lies behind, which would determine his judgment even if

this peril were not so great. The Lord has Himself ordained living and expressive

images of His grace for His temples, by which our eyes should be caught and

held—such ceremonies as Baptism and the Lord’s Super —and we cannot re-

quire others fabricated by human ingenuity; and it seems unworthy of the sancti-

ty of the place to intrude them. There is, of course, an echo here of Calvin’s fun-

damental “Puritan principle” with reference to the worship of God: his constant

and unhesitating contention that only that worship which is ordained by

Himself is acceptable to God. Had God desired the aid of pictorial representa-

tions to quicken the devotions of His people He would have ordained them: to

employ them is in principle to despise the provisions He has made and to invent

others—and we may be sure inadequate if not misleading ones—for ourselves.

This is not the place to inquire into Calvin’s positive theory of art-represen-

tation. It is worth while, however, as illustrating the wide interests of the man, to

note that he has such a theory and betrays the fact that he has it and somewhat of

the lines on which it runs, in incidental remarks, even in such a discussion as this.

It emerges, for example, that he would confine the sphere of the representative

arts to the depicting of objects of sight (ea sola quorum sint capaces oculi)—of

such things as the eye sees. Of these, however, he discovers two classes—“histo-

ries and transactions” on the one side, “images and forms of bodies” on the

other. 118 The former may be made useful for purposes of instruction or admo-

nition, he thinks; the latter, so far as he sees, serve only the ends of delectation.

Both are, however, alike legitimate, if only they be kept to their proper places and

used for their proper ends; for the delectation of man is as really a human need as
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his instruction. So little does Calvin then set himself with stern moroseness

against all art-representation, that he is found actually forming a comprehensive

theory of art-representation and pleading for its use, not only for the profit, but

also for the pleasure of man.

It remains to speak of Calvin’s doctrine of the Trinity.
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depreciatory. We need not put an excessive estimate on Calvin’s greatness, he says in effect; he lived in an age

of reaction towards Christianity and he was the most Christian man of his age: his preëminence is thus

accounted for.

7. “Instruction et confession de foy dont on use en l’eglise de Genève” (Opp. xxii. 47). The Strasburg editors

assign it to Calvin’s colleagues; Doumergue (“Jean Calvin,” ii. 1902, pp. 236–251) to Calvin.

8. “Vera Christianae pacificationis et ecclesiae reformandae ratio,” 1549 (Opp. vii. 598–600).

9. nudam frigidamque notitiam.

10. nudam notitiam.

11. vivum affectum qui cordi insideat.

12. Ed. of 1539: the quotations are made from the French version of 1541, pp. 189, 202, 204. See Opp. iii.

15, 53, 57.
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13. I. v. 9.

14. III. ii. 8.

15. Cordis esse magis quam cerebri, et affectus magis quam intelligentiae.

16. fidem et veritatem cordis.

17. cor et animum (Opp. vi. 477, 479).

18. I. vii. 4.

19. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, p. 111: “A theologian like Calvin, Zwingli

was not; but still in the history of the doctrine of God the pages devoted to Zwingli are more important

than those devoted to Calvin. The loci de Trinitate, de Creatione, and de Lapso apart, Zwingli’s system is

undeniably more coherent than that of Calvin, in which we miss the bond by which the several parts are

joined. On the other hand, however, we miss in Zwingli’s doctrine of God precisely what constitutes the

value of a doctrine of God for the theologian, that is to say, its religious character. We do not find in Zwingli

as in Calvin a recoil from the consequences of his own reasoning, which leads necessarily to the ascription to

God of the origination of evil, or sin, just because God is not with him as with Calvin conceived above

everything as the object of religious reverence, but rather as the object of speculative thought.”

20. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, p. 6: “If the doctrine of God for the

theologian is determined by its religious character, the contemplation of God as the object of religious

reverence will take a higher place with him than the merely philosophical contemplation of God as the

ultimate cause. Since it is not to be denied—as the following exposition will show—that with Zwingli God

is speculatively contemplated much more as the ultimate cause than as the object of religious reverence, we

may conclude that—so far as religious value is concerned—Zwingli’s doctrine of God must be ranked below

Calvin’s.” Again (p. 21): “In the nature of the case Calvin’s conceptions of the nature of God must be very

sober. For to him, God was very predominantly the object of religious reverence, and he could not therefore

do otherwise than disapprove of the attempt to penetrate into the nature of the Godhead (I. v. 9). With

Zwingli, on the contrary, in whose system God is preëminently conceived as the ultimate cause, the doctrine

of the nature of God must form one of the most important sections of the doctrine of God.” Once more (p.

23): “Calvin, whose pride it was to be a ‘Biblical theologian,’ does not follow the method of the

philosophers,—the aprioristic method. He is therefore sober in his conceptions of the nature of God, since

he had noted that in the Scriptures God speaks little of His nature, that He may teach us sobriety”—

quoting I. xiii. 1: ut nos in sobrietate contineat, parce de sua essentia [Deus] disserit.

21. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, p. 117.

22. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, pp. 46, 47. The author of the anonymous

Introduction to the edition of the “Institutes “in French, published by Meyrueis et Cie, Paris, 1859, p. 11.,

says similarly: “Of a mind positive, grave, practical, removed from all need of speculation, very circumspect,

not expressing its thought until its conviction had attained maturity, taking the fact of a divine revelation

seriously, Calvin learned his faith at the feet of the Holy Scriptures …”

23. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, pp. 103–104.

24. P. J. Muller’s view is different, as may be seen from the following extracts: “Neither by Zwingli nor by

Calvin are there offered proofs of the existence of God, although there are particular passages in their

writings which seem to recall them. The proposition ‘That God exists’ needed neither for themselves nor for

their fellow-believers, nor even against Rome, any proof. It has been thought indeed that the so-called
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cosmological argument is found in Zwingli, the physico-theological argument in Calvin (Lipsius, Lehrb. der

ev. prot. Dogmatik, ed. 2, 1879, p. 213). But it would not be difficult to show that in the case of neither have

we to do with a philosophical deduction, but only with an aid for attaining a complete knowledge of God”

(“De Godsleer van Z. en C.,” 1883, p. 11, cf. p. 14). In a note Prof. Muller adverts to the possible use by

Calvin, I. iii. 1, of “the so-called historical argument.” “If Zwingli gives us no proof of God’s existence, the

same is true of Calvin. It is true that the physico-theological argument has been discovered in the Institutes.

Yet as he wrote over the fifth chapter of the first book, ‘That the knowledge of God is manifested in the

making and continuous government of the world,’—it is already evident from this that he did not intend to

argue from the teleology of the world to the existence of God as its Creator, Sustainer, and Governor, but

that he wished merely to point to the world as to ‘a beautiful book,’—to speak in the words of our

[Netherlandish] Confession (Art. ii.),—‘in which all creatures, small and great, serve as letters to declare to

us the invisible things of God.’ Here, too, we have accordingly to do simply with a means for a rise to a fuller

knowledge of God” (Do., p. 16). “The Scholastics may indeed—although answering the inquiry affirmatively

—begin with the question, Is there a God? Such a question cannot rise with Calvin. The Reformer, assured

of his personal salvation, the ground of which lay in God Himself, could also for his co-believers leave this

question to one side. Practical value attached only to the inquiry how men can come to know God, of

whose existence Calvin entertained no doubt” (“De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, p. 11).

25. ut ethnicus ille ait (the allusion is to Cicero, “De natura deorum,” i. 16).

26. Deum esse.

27. qui Deum esse negent.

28. velint tamen nolint, quod nescire cupiunt, subinde sentiscunt.

29. imo et naturaliter ingenitam esse omnibus hanc persuasionem, esse aliquem Deum.

30. negantes Deum esse.

31. Deum esse neget.

32. “Paed.,” III. i. ed. Stählin, i. 1905, p. 235; cf. E. T. in the “Ante-Nicene Christian Library”: “Clement of

Alexandria,” i. 1867, p. 273. Cf. “Strom.,” V. viii.; “Protrep.,” vi.

33. “Adv. Marc,” i. 10: E. T. “The Ante-Nicene Fathers,” iii. 1903, p. 278. Cf. “De test. animae,” vi.: E. T. op.

cit., p. 179.

34. “Ad Autol.,” i. 2: E. T. “Ante-Nicene Fathers,” ii. 1903, p. 89.

35.Do., i. 5: E. T. op. cit., p. 90.

36. Chap. xvii.: E. T. “Ante-Nicene Fathers,” iv. 1902, p. 182.

37. "Adv. Epic.” iii.: E. T. “Ante-Nicene Fathers,” vi. 1899, p. 88.

38. H. C. Sheldon, “History of Christian Doctrine,” i. 1886, p. 56: “Metaphysical proofs of the existence of

God, such as those adduced by Augustine, Anselm, and Descartes, were quite foreign to the theology of the

first three centuries.” But in the next age they had already come in; cf. Sheldon, p. 187: “We find a new class

of arguments, something more in the line of the metaphysical than anything which the previous centuries

brought forward. Three writers in particular aspired to this order of proofs; viz., Diodorus of Tarsus,

Augustine, and Boëthius.” Augustine is the real father of the ontological argument: but Augustine only

chronologically belonged to the old world; as Siebeck puts it, he was “the first modern man.”

39. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, pp. 11–16, where a very interesting

account is given of Zwingli’s handling of the theistic proofs—though Prof. Muller thinks that Zwingli
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employs them not to establish the existence of God but to increase our knowledge of God. With Zwingli all

knowledge of God rests at bottom on Revelation, which is his way of saying what Calvin means by his

universal sensus deitatis. Zwingli says, on his part, that “a certain seed of knowledge of God is sown [by God]

also among the Gentiles” (iii. 158). But he argues with great force and in very striking language, that all

creation proclaims its maker. Cf. A. Baur, “Zwinglis Theologie,” i. 1885, pp. 382–383: “In the doctrine of

God, Zwingli distinguishes two questions: first that of the nature, and secondly that of the existence of God.

The answer to the first question surpasses the powers of the human mind; that of the second, does not.”

That the knowledge of the existence of God, which “may be justified before the understanding” (Muller, p.

13), does not involve a knowledge of His nature, Zwingli holds, is proved by the wide fact of polytheism on

the one hand and the accompanying fact, on the other, that natural theism is always purely theoretical

(Baur, p. 383).

40. In the earliest “Loci Communes” (1521) there was no locus de Deo at all. In the second form (1535–

1541) there was a locus de Deo, but it was not to it but to the locus de Creatione that Melanchthon appended

some arguments for the existence of God, remarking (“Corp. Ref.,” xxi. 369): “After the mind has been

confirmed in the true and right opinion of God and of Creation by the Word of God itself, it is then both

useful and pleasant to seek out also the vestiges of God in nature and to collect the arguments (rationes)

which testify that there is a God.” These remarks are expanded in the final form (1542+) and reduced to a

formal order, for the benefit of “good morals.” The list (“Corp. Ref.,” xxi. 641–643) consists of nine

“demonstrations, the consideration of which is useful for discipline and for confirming honest opinions in

minds.” “The first is drawn from the order of nature itself, that is from the effects arguing a maker.… The

second, from the nature of the human mind. A brute thing is not the cause of an intelligent nature.… The

third, from the distinction between good and evil … and the sense of order and number.… Fourthly: natural

ideas are true: that there is a God, all confess naturally: therefore this idea is true.… The fifth is taken, in

Xenophanes, from the terrors of conscience.… The sixth from political society.… The seventh is … drawn

from the series of efficient causes. There cannot be an infinite recession of efficient causes.… The eighth

from final causes.… The ninth from prediction of future events.” “These arguments,” he adds, “not only

testify that there is a God, but are also indicia of providence.… They are perspicuous and always affect good

minds. Many others also could certainly be collected; but because they are more obscure, I leave off.” … G.

H. Lamers, “Geschiedenis der Leer aangande God,” 1897, p. 179 [687], remarks: “It should be noted that

Melanchthon always when speaking of God, whether as Spirit or as Love, wishes everywhere to ascribe the

highest value to God’s ethical characteristics. Even the particulars, nine in number, to which he (Doedes,

Inleiding tot de Leer van God, p. 191) points as proofs that God’s existence must be recognized, show that

ethical considerations especially attract him.” More justly Herrlinger, “Die Theologie Melanchthons,” 1879,

comments on Melanchthon’s use of the “proofs” as follows: “The natural knowledge of God, resting on an

innate idea and awakened especially by teleological contemplation of the world, Melanchthon makes in his

philosophical writings, particularly in his physics, the object of consideration, so that we may speak of the

elements of a natural theology in him” (p. 168). Melanchthon heaps up these arguments, enumerating nine

of them, in the conviction that they will mutually strengthen one another. Herrlinger thinks that, as they

occur in much the same order in more of Melanchthon’s writings than one, they may be arranged on some

principle—possibly beginning with particulars in nature and man, proceeding to human association, and

rising to the entirety of nature (p. 392). He continues (p. 393): “Clearly enough it is the teleological
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argument which in all these proofs is the real nerve of the proof. Melanchthon accords with Kant, as in the

high place he gives this proof, so also in perceiving that all these proofs find their strength in the ontological

argument, in the innate idea of God, which is the most direct witness for God’s existence. 15. 564; ‘The

mind reasons of God from a multitude of vestiges. But this reasoning would not be made if there were not

infused (insita) into the mind a certain knowledge (notitia) or πρόληψις of God.’ Similarly, De Anima, 13.

144, 169.” The relation of the proofs to the innate sensus deitatis here indicated, holds good also for Calvin.

41. “In Psalmos,” 144: illum non possumus capere, velut sub eius magnitudine deficientes.

42. We cannot know the quiddity of God: we can only know His quality: that is, to say what His essence is,

is beyond our comprehension, but we may know Him in His attributes.

43. Cf. the passage in ed. 2 and other middle editions in which, refuting the Sabellians, he says that such

attributes as strength, goodness, wisdom, mercy, are “epithets” which “show qualis erga nos sit Deus,” while

the personal names, Father, Son, Spirit, are “names” which “declare qualis apud semetipsum vere sit” (Opp. i.

491).

44. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, p. 26: “A doctrine of the nature of God as such we do

not find in Calvin.” To teach us modesty, Calvin says, God says little of His nature in Scripture, but to teach

us what we ought to know of Him he gives us two epithets—immensity and spirituality (p. 29). Again, “De

Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, pp. 30–31: “The little that Calvin gives us on this subject (the

Divine Essence) limits itself to the remark that God’s essence is ‘immense and spiritual’ (I. xiii. 1),

‘incomprehensible to us’ (I. v. 1).” Again, p. 38: “If the aprioristic method [as employed by Zwingli] is thus

not favorable to the development of a doctrine of the Trinity, Calvin’s aposterioristic method is on the other

hand the reason that his conceptions of the nature of God—apart from the Trinity—are of less significance

than Zwingli’s. Since our understanding, according to Calvin, is incapable of grasping what God is, it is folly

to seek with arrogant curiosity to investigate God’s nature, ‘which is much rather to be adored than

anxiously to be inquired into’ (On Romans, i. 19: ‘They are mad who seek to discover what God is’;

Institutes, I. ii. 2: ‘The essence of God is rather to be adored than inquired into’). If we nevertheless wish to

solve the problem up to a certain point, let this be done only by means of the Scriptures in which God has

revealed His nature to us so far as it is needful for us to know it. The warning he gives us is therefore

certainly fully comprehensible,—that ‘those who devote themselves to the solving of the problem of what

God is should hold their speculations within bounds; since it is of much more importance for us to know

what kind of a being God is’ (I. ii. 2). How can a man who cannot understand his own nature be able to

comprehend God’s nature? ‘Let us then leave to God the knowledge of Himself: and’—so Calvin says—‘we

leave it to Him when we conceive Him as He has revealed Himself to us, and when we seek to inquire with

reference to Him nowhere else than in His Word’ (I. xiii. 21).…”

45. This is fast becoming the popular representation. Cf. e.g. Williston Walker, “John Calvin,” 1906, p. 149:

“Thus he owed to Scotus, doubtless without realizing the obligation, the thought of God as almighty will,

for motives behind whose choice it is as absurd as it is impious to inquire.” Again, p. 418: “Whether this

Scotist doctrine of the rightfulness of all that God wills by the mere fact of His willing it, leaves God a moral

character, it is perhaps useless to inquire.” But Calvin does not borrow unconsciously from Scotus: he

openly repudiates Scotus. And Calvin is so far from representing the will of God to be independent of His

moral character, that he makes it merely the expression of His moral character, and only inscrutable to us.

Cf. also C. H. Irwin, “John Calvin,” 1909, p. 179: “Holding as he did the theory of Duns Scotus, that a
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thing is right by the mere fact of God willing it, he never questioned whether a course was or was not in

harmony with the Divine character, if he was once convinced that it was a course attributed to God in

Scripture.” But Calvin did not hold that a thing is made right by the mere fact that God wills it but that the

fact that God wills it (which fact Scripture may witness to us) is proof enough to us that it is right. The

vogue of this remarkable misrepresentation of Calvin’s doctrine of God is doubtless due to its enunciation

(though in a somewhat more guarded form) by Ritschl (Jahrbb. für deutsche Theologie, 1868, xiii. pp. 104

sq.). Ritschl’s fundamental contention is that the Nominalistic conception of God, crowded out of the

Roman Church by Thomism, yet survived in Luther’s doctrine of the enslaved will and Calvin’s doctrine of

twofold predestination (p. 68), which presuppose the idea of “the groundless arbitrariness of God” in His

actions. Calvin was far from adopting this principle in theory or applying it consistently. He is aware of and

seeks to guard against its dangers (p. 106); but his doctrine of a double predestination (in Ritschl’s opinion)

proceeds on its assumption: “In spite of Calvin’s reluctance, we must judge that the idea of God which

governs this doctrine comes to the same thing as the Nominalistic potentia absoluta” (p. 107). The same line

of reasoning may be read also in Seeberg, “Text-Book of the History of Doctrines,” § 79, 4 (E. T. ii. 1905, p.

397), who also is compelled to admit that this conception of God is both repudiated by Calvin and is

destructive of his “logical structure”! For a sufficient refutation of this whole notion see Max Scheibe’s

“Calvin’s Prädestinationslehre,” 1897, pp. 113 sq. “Calvin,” says Scheibe, “could therefore very properly

repudiate the charge of proceeding on the Scoto-nominalistic idea of the potenlia absoluta of God.… With

Calvin, on the contrary, the conception of the will of God as the highest causality has the particular

meaning that God is not determined in His actions by anything lying outside of Himself, … while it is

distinctly not excluded that God acts by virtue of an inner necessity, accordant with His nature.”

46. Cf. e.g. A. V. G. Allen, “The Continuity of Christian Thought,” 1884, p. 299: “The God who is thus

revealed is a being outside the framework of the universe, who called the world into existence by the power

of His will. Calvin positively rejected the doctrine of the divine immanence. When he spoke of that ‘dog of a

Lucretius’ who mingles God and nature, he may have also had Zwingli in his mind. In order to separate

more completely between God and man, he interposed ranks of mediators.…” Also, p. 302: “In some

respects the system of Calvin not merely repeats but exaggerates the leading ideas of Latin Christianity. In

no Latin writer is found such a determined purpose to reject the immanence of Deity and assert His

transcendence and His isolation from the world. In his conception of God, as absolute arbitrary will, he

surpasses Duns Scotus.… The separation between God and humanity is emphasized as it has never been

before, for Calvin insists, dogmatically and formally, upon that which had been, to a large extent, hitherto,

an unconscious though controlling sentiment.” Prof. Allen had already represented the Augustinian

theology as “resting upon the transcendence of Deity as its controlling principle,”—which he explains as a

“tacit assumption” of Deism (pp. 3, 171).

47. Cf. Principal D. W. Simon, “Reconciliation by Incarnation,” 1898, p. 282, where he speaks of “the

Pantheism … with which Calvin is logically chargeable—strongly as he might resent the imputation—when

he says: ‘Nothing happens but what He has knowingly and willingly decreed’; ‘All the changes which take

place in the world are produced by the secret agency of the hand of God’; ‘Not heaven and earth and

inanimate creatures only, but also the counsels and wills of men are so governed as to move exactly in the

course which He has destined.’ ” To Dr. Simon providential government of the world implies pantheism!
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48. “The Place of Christ in Modern Theology,” 1893, p. 164. Even H. M. Gwatkin, “The Knowledge of

God,” etc., 1906, ii. p. 226, having spoken of Calvin as “taking over from the Scotists” his conception of

God as “sovereign and inscrutable will,” adds that he needed only to suppose further that “the divine will” is

“necessitated as well as inscrutable” to have taught a Pantheistic system. But as he thus allows Calvin did not

suppose this, and had just pointed out that Calvin explains that God is not an “absolute and arbitrary

power,” we probably need not look upon this language as other than rhetorical: it certainly is not true to the

facts in either of its members.

49. P. 164. Cf. p. 430. It is Amesius to whom Dr. Fairbairn appeals to justify this statement: but he

misinterprets Amesius.

50. P. 168.

51. Cf. Baur, “Die christliche Lehre von der Dreieinigkeit,” iii. 1843, pp. 35 sq.

52. “Medulla,” I. vii. 38: “Hence the will of God is the first cause of things. ‘By thy will they are and were

created’ (Apoc. 4:11). But the will of God, as He wills to operate ad extra, does not presuppose the

goodness of the object, but by willing posits and makes it good.”

53. The phrase is quoted by Dr. Fairbairn (p. 164) as Calvin’s, to support the assertion that he was “as pure

… a pantheist as Spinoza.” But it is cited by Calvin (III. xxiii. 8) from Augustine. The matter in immediate

discussion is the perdition of the reprobate.

54. III. xxiii. 8.

55. Cf. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, p. 26: “Accordingly also Pliny was right—

according to Zwingli (De Provid. Dei Anamnema, iv. 90)—in calling what he calls God, nature, since the

learned cannot adjust themselves to the conceptions of God of the ununderstanding multitude; inasmuch

as by nature he meant the power which moves and holds together all things, and that is nothing else but

God.” Again, on the general question of the charge of Pantheism brought against Zwingli, pp. 26–28: “As is

well known, it has been supposed that there is a pantheistic element in Zwingli’s Anamnema. It cannot be

denied that there are some expressions which sound Spinozistic; and for those who see Pantheism in every

controversion of fortuitism, Zwingli must of necessity be a Pantheist. Yet if we are to discover Spinozism in

Zwingli, we can with little difficulty point to traces of Spinozism also in Paul. Such a passage as the

following, for example, would certainly have been subscribed by Paul: ‘If anything comes to pass by its own

power or counsel, then the wisdom and power of our Deity would be superfluous there. And if that were

true, then the wisdom of the Deity would not be supreme, because it would not comprehend and take in all

things; and his power would not be omnipotent, because then there would exist power independent of

God’s power, and in that case there would be another power which would not be the power of the Deity’

(Opp. vi. 85). In any case, Zwingli cannot be given the blame of standing apart from the other Reformers on

this point. Calvin certainly recognizes (Inst. I. v. 5) that—so it occurs, simply—‘it may be said out of a pious

mind that nature is God’; (cf. Zwingli, vi. a. 619: ‘Call God Himself Nature, with the philosophers, the

principle from which all things take their origin, from which the soul begins to be’); although he adds the

warning that in matters of such importance ‘no expressions should be employed likely to cause confusion.’

Danaeus (Lib. i. 11 of his Ethices Christ. lib. tres) marvels that those who would fain bear the name of

Christians, should conceive of God and nature as two different hypostases, since even the heathen

philosophers (and like Zwingli, he names Seneca) more truly taught that ‘the nature by which we have been

brought forth is nothing else than God.…’ ”
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56. Cf. instances in addition at I. xiv. 1, I. xv. 5.

57. Fairbairn, op. cit., pp. 165–166.

58. Cf. I. xvi. 1: “To make God a momentaneous creator, who entirely finished all His work at once, were

frigid and jejune,” etc. Also the Genevan Catechism of 1545 (Opp. vi. 15–18): The particularization of

God’s creatorship in the creed is not to be taken as indicating that God so created His works at once that

afterwards He rejects the care of them. It is rather so to be held that the world as it was made by Him at

once, so now is conserved by Him; and He is to remain their supreme governor, etc.

59. It is not uncommon for historians of doctrine who are inclined to represent Calvin as enunciating the

Scotist principle, therefore, to suggest that he is scarcely consistent with himself. Thus, e.g., H. C. Sheldon,

“History of Christian Doctrine,” 1886, ii. pp. 93–94: “Some, who were inclined to extreme views of the

divine sovereignty, asserted the Scotist maxim that the will of God is the absolute rule of right. Luther’s

words are quite as explicit as those of Scotus.… ‘The will of God,’ says Calvin … (Inst. III. xxiii. 2).… Calvin,

however, notwithstanding this strong statement, suggests after all that he meant not so much that God’s

will is absolutely the highest rule of right, as that it is one which we cannot transcend, and must regard as

binding on our own judgment; for he adds, ‘We represent not God as lawless, who is a law to Himself.’ ” Cf.

Victor Monod, “Le problème de Dieu,” 1910, p. 44: “Calvin was assuredly not himself a Scotist; but his

disciples were.” Again: “It was in the Calvinistic logic to place God above the moral law itself, and Calvin

was not always able to resist this tendency.”

60. “The goodness of God,” says Calvin (“Institutes,” II. iii. 5), “is so united with His divinity that it is as

much a necessity to Him to be good as to be God.” Again (Opp. viii. 361): “It would be easier to separate the

light of the sun from its heat, or its heat from its fire, than to separate the power of God from His

righteousness.” Cf. Bavinck, “Geref. Dogmatiek,” ii. 1897, p. 226, who, after remarking on Calvin’s

rejection of the Scotist notion of potentia absoluta, as a “profane invention”—adducing “Institutes,” III.

xxiii. 1, 5; I. xvii. 3; II. vii. 5; IV. xvii. 4; “Comm. in Jes.,” xxiii. 9, “in Luk.,” i. 18, adds: “The Romanists on

this account charge Calvin with limiting and therefore denying God’s omnipotence (Bellarmine, De gratia

et lib. arbitrio, iii. chap. 15). But Calvin is not denying that God can do more than He actually does, but

only opposing such a potentia absoluta as is not connected with His Being or Virtues, and can therefore do

all kinds of inconsistent things.”

61. A flagrant example may be found in the long argument of F. C. Baur, “Die christl. Lehre von der

Dreieinigkeit,” iii. 1843, pp. 35 ff., where he represents the Calvinistic doctrine of election and reprobation

as postulating in God a schism between mercy and justice which can be reduced only by thinking of Him as

wholly indifferent to good and evil, and indeed of good and evil as a non-existent opposition. If justice is an

equally absolute attribute with God as grace, he argues, then evil and good are at one, in that reality cannot

be given to the attribute in which the absolute being of God consists without evil. Evil has the same relation

to the absolute being of God as good; and “God is in the same sense the principle of evil as of good”; and “as

God’s justice cannot be without its object, God must provide this object” (pp. 37–38). “But if evil as well as

the good is from God, then on that very account evil is good: thus good and evil are entirely indifferent with

respect to each other, and the absolute Dualism is resolved into the same absolute arbitrariness (Willkür) in

which Duns Scotus had placed the absolute Being of God” (p. 38). This, however, is not represented as

Calvin’s view, but as the consequence of Calvin’s view—as drawn out in the Hegelianizing dialectic of Baur.
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62. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, p. 40: “Neither in Zwingli nor in Calvin

do we meet with a formal ‘doctrine of the attributes’ or with a classification of the attributes. No doubt it

happens that both occasionally name a number of attributes together; and have something to say of each

attribute in particular.”

63.Virtutes Dei, I. ii. 1; v. 7, 9, 10; x. 2. In xiii. 4, med., he uses the term attributa. In xiii. 1, speaking of the

divine spirituality and immensity, he used epitheta.

64. Köstlin, as cited, pp. 61–62: “On the other hand,—and this is the most important for us,—there is not

given in the Institutes any comprehensive presentation of the attributes, especially of the ethical attributes of

God, nor is any such attempted anywhere afterwards; the first edition, which began with some

comprehensive propositions about God as infinite wisdom, righteousness, mercy, etc., rather raises an

expectation of something more in the later, more thoroughly worked out editions of the work: but these

propositions fell out of the first edition and were never afterward developed.” In the intermediate editions

(1543–1550) this paragraph has taken the form of: “Nearly the whole sum of our wisdom—and this

certainly should be esteemed true and solid wisdom—consists in two facts: the knowledge of God and of

ourselves. The one, now, not only shows that there is one God whom all ought to worship and adore, but at

the same time teaches also that this one God is the source of all truth, wisdom, goodness, righteousness,

justice, mercy, power, holiness, so that we are taught that we ought to expect and seek all these things from

Him, and when we receive them to refer them to Him with praise and gratitude. The other, however, by

manifesting to us our weakness, misery, vanity and foulness, first brings us into serious humility, dejection,

diffidence and hatred of ourselves, and then kindles a longing in us to seek God, in whom is to be found

every good thing of which we discover ourselves to be so empty and lacking.”

65. In the list which takes the place of this in the middle editions of the “Institutes,” the order is different

(and scarcely so regular), and “life” is omitted, while “justice” is added to “righteousness,” and “sanctity”

appended at the end, and “potentia” substituted for “virtus”: “truth; wisdom; goodness; righteousness;

justice; mercy; (power); holiness.”

66. “Wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.”

67. Quod de immensa et spirituali Dei essentia traditur in Scripturis … parce de sua essentia disserit, duobus

tamen illis quae dixi epithetis.…

68. See the distinction very luminously drawn out by J. H. Thornwell, “Works,” i. 1871, pp. 168–169.

69. Perhaps as near as Calvin ever came to framing an exact definition of God apud se, is the description of

God in the middle edd. of the “Institutes,” vi. 7 (Opp. i. 480), summed up in the opening words: “That

there is one God of eternal, infinite and spiritual essence, the Scriptures currently declare with plainness.”

The essence of God then is eternal, infinite and spiritual. Cf. “Adv. P. Caroli Calumnias” (Opp. vii. 312):

“The one God which the Scriptures preach to us we believe in and adore, and we think of Him as He is

described to us by them, to wit, as of eternal, infinite and spiritual essence, who also alone has in Himself the

power of existence from Himself and bestows it upon His creatures.”

70. unicus et verus Deus, I. ii. 2; unicus Deus, xii. 1; xiii. 2; xiv. 2; unus Deus, ii. 1; v. 6; x. 3; xii. 1; verus

Deus, x. 3; xiii. 2; unitas Dei, xiii. 1, etc.

71. a se ipso principium habens, v. 6; αὐτουσία, x. 2; αὐτουσία, id est a se ipso existentia, xiv. 3.

72. simplex Dei essentia, xiii. 2; simplex et individua essentia Dei, xiii. 2; una simplexque Deitas, “Adv. Val.

Gent.” (Opp. ix. 365).
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73. invisibilis Deus, I. v. 1; II. vi. 4 (made visible in Christ, so also II. ix. 1); invisibilis I. xi. 3 (of Holy Spirit).

74. incomprehensibilis, v. 1; xi. 3 (in xiii. 1 apparently used for immensa).

75. spiritualis Dei essentia, xiii. 1; spiritualis natura, xiii. 1.

76. in Deo residet bonorum infinitas, i. 1 (cf. ed. 1, i. ad init. [p. 42], infinitas).

77. eius immensitas, xiii. 1; immensitas, xiii. 1; immensa Dei essentia, xiii. 1.

78. aeternitas, v. 6; x. 2; xiii. 18; xiv. 3; aeternus [Deus], v. 6.

79. exacta iusticiae, sapientiae, virtutis eius perfectio, i. 2.

80. potentia, ii. 1; v. 3, 6, 8; x. 2; immensa potentia, ii. 1; omnipotentia, xiv. 3; omnipotens, xvi. 3; virtus, i. 1,

3; v. 1, 6, 10; x. 2; virtus et potentia, x. 2.

81. notitia, III. xxi. 5; praescientia, III. xxi. 5.

82. sapientia, i. 1, 3; ii. 1; v. 1, 2, 3, 8, 10; mirifica sapientia, v. 2.

83. iustitia, ii. 1; v. 10; x. 2; xv. 1; III. xxiii. 4; iustitiae puritas, i. 1; iustitia iudiciumque, ii. 1.

84. iudicium, ii. 2; x. 2; iustitia iudiciumque, ii. 1; iustus iudex, ii. 2.

85. sanctitas, x. 2; puritas, i. 3; divina puritas, i. 2.

86. bonitas, ii. 1; v. 3, 6, 9, 10; x. 1, 2; xv. 1; bonus, ii. 2.

87. veritas, x. 2; Deus verax, III. xx. 26.

88. severitas, ii. 2; v. 7, 10; xvii. 1.

89. clementia, v. 7, 8, 10; x. 2.

90. misericordia, ii. 1; x. 2; misericors, ii. 2 (bonus et misericors).

91. gratia, v. 3.

92. beneficus, v. 7; voluntas ad beneficentiam proclivis, x. 1; Dei favor et beneficentia, xvii. 1.

93. benignitas, v. 7; benignus et beneficus, v. 7.

94. bonus et misericors, ii. 2; benignus et beneficus, v. 7; bonorum omnium fons et origo, ii. 2; bonorum

omnium autor, ii. 2; voluntas ad beneficentiam proclivis, x. 1; bonorum omnium perfecta affluentia, i. 1; in

Deo residet bonorum infinitas, i. 1.

95. tutor et protector, ii. 2.

96. Dominus et Pater, ii. 2.

97. paterna indulgentia, v. 7.

98. v. 6: iam ipsa potentia nos ad cogitandam eius aeternitatem deducit; quia aeternum esse, et a se ipso

principium habere necesse est unde omnium trahunt originem.

99.Do.

100. v. 7.

101. v. 8.

102. x. 2.

103. 1. xiii. 1: Certe hoc fuit et Dei unitatem abrumpere, et restringere immensitatem.

104. These are fairly brought together by P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, pp. 39–44. The

third section of the “Instruction” (French, 1537) or “Catechism” (Latin, 1538) is almost a complete treatise

in brief on the attributes. As in the “Institutes,” on which this “Catechism” is based, the attributes derived

from the study of the Divine Works are first enumerated and then those derived from the Word. As to the

former, Calvin says: “For we contemplate in this universe of things, the immortality of our God, from

which has proceeded the commencement and origin of all things; His power (potentia) which has both made
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and now sustains so great a structure (moles, machine); His wisdom, which has composed and perpetually

governs so great and confused a variety in an order so distinct; His goodness, which has been the cause to

itself that all these things were created and now exist; His justice, which wonderfully manifests itself in the

defense of the good and the punishment of the wicked; His mercy, which, that we may be called to

repentance, endures our wickedness with so great a clemency” (Opp. v. 324–325).

105. Observe the admirable discussion of the omnipotence of God after this incidental fashion in

“Institutes,” I. xvi. 3.

106. Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, p. 45: “No doubt we should expect a doctrine of the

attributes, when we hear him say that God has revealed Himself in His virtutes, but we should bear in mind

that Calvin (although not always free himself from philosophical influences) renounces philosophical

treatment of theological questions, and is extremely practical, so that it is to him, for example, less important

to seek a connection between the several attributes, than to point out what we may learn from them not so

much of God, as for ourselves and our lives.”—So, also, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, pp.

46–47: “Calvin does not recommend such a ‘knowledge of God’ as merely ‘raises an idle speculation in the

brain,’ but such an one ‘as should be firm and fruitful also in consequences, which can be expected only of

the knowledge which has its seat in the heart’ (I. v. 9). He considers the knowledge of the nature and of the

attributes of God more a matter of the heart than of the understanding; and such knowledge not only must

arouse us to ‘the service of God, but must also plant in us the hope of a future life’ (I. v. 10). In his extreme

practicality—as the last remark shows us—Calvin rejected the philosophical treatment of the question. The

Scriptures, for him the fountain of the knowledge of God, he takes as his guide in his remarks on the

attributes.” Compare what Lob-stein says in his “Études sur la doctrine Chrétienne de Dieu,” 1907, p. 113:

“The passages of Calvin’s Institutes devoted to the idea of the divine omnipotence are inspired and

dominated by the living interest of piety, which gives to their discussions a restrained emotion and a warmth

to which no reader can remain insensible.”

107. Köstlin, as cited, pp. 424–425.

108. I. xii. 1: Quod autem priore loco posui, tenendum est, nisi in uno Deo resideat quidquid proprium est

divinitatis, honore suo ipsum spoliari, violarique eius cultum.

109. Cf. Schweizer, “Glaubenslehre d. rf. Kirche,” i. 1844, p. 16: “Only an essentially complete survey of the

particular Reformed dogmas can lead to the fundamental tendency to which they all belong. This can be

represented as a dominating protest against all that is pagan.” P. 25: “Protestation against the deification of

the creature is therefore everywhere the dominating, all determining impulse of Reformed Protestantism.”

(Cf. pp. 40, 59, and the exposition there of how this principle worked to prevent all half-measures and

inconsequences in the development of Reformed thought.) Cf. also Scholten, “De Leer der Hervormde

Kerk,” 1870, ii. pp. 12, 13: “Schweizer finds the characteristic of the Reformed doctrine in the Biblical

principle of man’s entire dependence on God, together with protestation on the ground of original

Christianity against any heathenish elements which had seeped into the Church and its teaching. That in

the opposition of the Reformed to Rome, such an aversion to all that is heathenish exhibited itself, history

tells us, and cannot be denied.” P. 17: “The maintenance of the sovereignty of God is the point from which,

with the Reformed, everything proceeds. Hence as well their protest against the pagan element in the

Romish worship.…” Pp. 150–151: “What led Luther to repudiate the intercession and adoration of Mary

and the saints was primarily the conviction that the saints are sinners and their intercession and merits,
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therefore, cannot avail us, cannot cover our sins before God. Zwingli and Calvin take their starting point

here, from the conception of God and deny that the love of God can be dependent on any intercession, and

reject the worship of Mary and the honoring of the saints as a deification of creatures, and an injury to the

sovereignty of God” (cf. also pp. 139–140; 16 sq.).

110. Ut hoc fixum sit, detestabiles esse omnes cultus quos a se ipsis homines excogitant.

111. pro captu suo.

112. In his “Esquisse d’une philosophie de la religion,” 1897, pp. 303–304. The chapter of which this is a

part was published separately in a slightly different form in 1888, with the title: “La vie intime des dogmes et

leur puissance d’évolution.”

113. H. Bois: “De la connaissance religieuse,” 1894, p. 36.

114. See: A. Kuyper, “Calvinisme en de Kunst,” 1888; “Calvinism,” Stone Lectures for 1898–1899, Lecture

v.; E. Doumergue, “L’Art et le sentiment dans l’oeuvre de Calvin,” 1902 (the second “Conference” is on

“Painting in the Work of Calvin”); “Jean Calvin,” etc., ii. 1902, pp. 479–487; “Calvin et l’art” in Foi et Vie,

16 March, 1900. Cf. also H. Bavinck, “De Algemeene Genade,” 1894; also article “Calvin and Common

Grace” in The Princeton Theological Review, 1909, vii. pp. 437–465.

115.Opp. iv. 1195. Cf. the parallel remark in the “Genevan Catechism” of 1545 (Opp. vi. 55): “It is not to be

understood then, that all sculpture and painting are forbidden, in general; but only all images which are

made for divine service or for honoring Him in things visible, or in any way abusing them in idolatry.…”

116. Deum effingi visibile specie nefas esse putamus.

117. expediat.

118. A. Bossert, “Calvin,” 1906, pp. 203–204, after quoting this statement of Calvin’s adds: “It is the

program of Dutch painting,” in this repeating what E. Doumergue in his “Conference” on “Painting in the

Work of Calvin” (as cited, pp. 36–51) had fully set forth.
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I
n developing his system, Calvin proceeds at once from the doctrine of God

to an exposition of His works of creation and providence (I. xiv.–xv. and

xvi.–xviii.). That he passes over the divine Purpose or Decree at this point,

though it would logically claim attention before its execution in creation and

providence, is only another indication of the intensely practical spirit of Calvin

and the simplicity of his method in this work. He carries his readers at once over

from what God is to what God does, reserving the abstruser discussions of the

relation of His will to occurrences for a later point in the treatise, when the read-

er’s mind, by a contemplation of the divine works, will be better prepared to read

off the underlying purpose from the actual event. The practical end which has

determined this sequence of topics governs also the manner in which the subject

of creation, now taken up (chaps. xiv.–xv.), is dealt with. There is no discussion

of it from a formal point of view: the treatment is wholly material and is devoted

rather to the nature of the created universe than to the mode of the Divine activi-

ty in creating it. Even in dealing with the created universe, there is no attempt at

completeness of treatment. The spiritual universe is permitted to absorb the at-

tention; and what is said about the lower creation is reduced to a mere hint or

two introduced chiefly, it appears, to recommend the contemplation of it as a

means of quickening in the heart a sense of God’s greatness and goodness (xiv. §§

20–22).
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It is quite obvious, in fact, from the beginning, that Calvin’s mind is set in

this whole discussion of creation primarily on expounding the nature of man as a

creature of God; and all else that he incorporates into it is subsidiary to this. He is

writing for men and bends all he is writing to what he conceives to be their prac-

tical interests. He does not reach the actual discussion of man as creature, to be

sure (chap. xv.), until after he has interposed a long exposition of the nature of

angels and demons (xiv. 3–12, and 13–19). But this whole exposition is cast in a

form which shows that angels and demons are interesting to Calvin only because

of the high estimate he places upon the topic for the practical life of man; and it

is introduced by a remark which betrays that his thought was already on man as

the real subject of his exposition and all he had to say about other spiritual crea-

tures was conceived as only preliminary to that more direct object of interest.

“But before I begin to speak more fully concerning the nature of man,” he says

quite gratuitously at the opening of the discussion (xiv. 3, ad init.), “something

should be inserted (inserere) about angels.” What he actually says about angels,

good and bad, in the amount of space occupied by it, is more than what he says

about man; but it stood before his mind, we observe, as only “something,” and as

something, be it noted, “inserted,” before the real subject of his discourse was

reached. In his own consciousness what Calvin undertakes in these chapters is to

make man aware of his own nature as a creature of God, and to place him as a

creature of God in his environment, the most important elements of which he

conceives to be the rest of the intelligent creation.

It is not to be inferred, of course, from the lightness with which Calvin pass-

es over the doctrine of creation itself in this discussion that he took little interest

in it or deemed it a matter of no great significance. That he does not dwell more

fully on it is due, as we have said, to the practical nature of his undertaking, and

was rendered possible by the circumstance that this doctrine was not in dispute. 1

All men in the circles which he was addressing were of one mind on it, and there

were sources of information within the reach of all which rendered it unneces-

sary for him to enlarge on it. 2 That he had a clear and firm conception of the na-

ture of the creative act and attributed importance to its proper apprehension is
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made abundantly plain; and is emphasized by his consecration of the few remarks

he gives professedly to the topic to repelling assaults upon its credibility drawn

from the nature of the Divine Being (xiv. 1–2).

In his conception of creation Calvin definitely separated himself from all du-

alistic, 3 and especially from all pantheistic 4
 elements of thought by sharply as-

serting that all substantial existence outside of God owes its being to God, that it

was created by God out of nothing, and that it came from God’s hand very good.

His crispest definition of creation he lets fall incidentally in repelling the panthe-

istic notion that, as he scornfully describes it, “the essence of the Creator is rent

into fragments that each may have a part of it.” “Creation,” he says, “is not the

transfusion, but the origination out of nothing, of essence.” 5
 “God,” says he

again, “by the power of His Word and Spirit created out of nothing, the heavens

and the earth,” that is to say, all that exists, whether celestial or terrestial. 6 Firmly

stated as this doctrine of creation is, however, so as to leave us in no doubt as to

Calvin’s conception, 7 the elements of it are little elaborated. There is no attempt

for example to validate the doctrine of creation ex nihilo whether on Biblical 8 or

on such rational grounds as we find appealed to by Zwingli, who argues that cre-

ation ex materia implies an infinite series whether the material out of which the

creation is made be conceived as like or unlike in kind to that which is made from

it. 9 As we have seen, Calvin does argue, however, (like Zwingli), that creation in

its very nature is “origination of essence,” so that he would have subscribed

Zwingli’s declaration: “This is the definition of creation: to be out of

nothing.” 10 He does not even dwell upon the part which the Son takes in the

creating, although he does not leave this important matter unmentioned, but de-

clares that “the worlds were created by the Son” (I. xiii. 7), and that God created

the heavens and earth “by the power of His Word and Spirit” (I. xiv. 20), thus set-

ting the act of creation in its Trinitarian relation. It is, however, rather in the pre-

ceding chapter where he adduces the share they took in creation in proof of the

deity of the Son and the Spirit that Calvin develops this fact. There he urges that

“the power to create and the authority to command were common to the Father,

Son, and Spirit,” as is shown, he says, by the words “Let us make man in our im-
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age” of Genesis 1:26; and he argues at length from the creation-narrative of

Genesis and the Wisdom passage in Proverbs, no less than from Heb. 1:2, 3, that

it was through the Son that God made the worlds. 11 On one thing, however, he

manages to insist despite the sketchiness with which he treats the whole subject.

This is that whatever came from the divine hands came from them good. “It is

monstrous,” he declares, 12 “to ascribe to the good God the creation of any evil

thing,” and we may not admit that there is in the whole world anything evil in its

nature, 13 but must perceive that in all that He has made God has displayed His

wisdom and justice. Wherever evil has appeared, then, whether in man or devil, it

is not ex natura, but ex naturae corruptione (I. xiv. 3), not ex creatione but ex de-

pravatione (I. xiv. 16, ad init.). We must beware, therefore, lest in speaking of evil

as natural to man, we should seem to refer it to the author of nature, whether we

more coarsely conceive it as in some measure proceeding from God Himself, or,

with more appearance of piety, ascribe it only to “nature.” We cannot attribute

to God what is in the most absolute sense alien to His very nature, and it is equal-

ly dishonoring to Him to ascribe any intrinsic depravity to the “nature” which

comes from His hands. 14

Calvin expressly disclaims the intention of expounding in detail the story of

the creation of the world, 15 and judges it sufficient to refer his readers to the ac-

count given by Moses, along with the comments perhaps of Basil and Ambrose,

for instruction in the particulars of its history (I. xiv. 20, ad init.; cf. I. xiv. 1). He

lets fall, however, a few remarks by the way, which enable us to perceive his atti-

tude towards the narrative of Genesis. Needless to say he takes it just as he finds it

written. The six days he, naturally, understands as six literal days; and, accepting

the prima facie chronology of the Biblical narrative, he dates the creation of the

world something less than six thousand years in the past. He does not suppose,

however, that Moses has included in his story anything like an exhaustive ac-

count of all that was created. The instance of angels, of whose origin Moses gives

no history, is conclusive to the contrary. Moses, writing to meet the needs of men

at large, accommodated himself to their grade of intellectual preparation, and

confines himself to what meets their eyes. 16 On the other hand Calvin will not
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admit that the created universe can be properly spoken of as infinite. God alone

is infinite; and, “however wide the circuit of the heavens may be, it nevertheless

has some dimension.” 17
 He frankly conceives of the created universe as geocen-

tric, 18 or more properly as anthropocentric. “God Himself,” he declares, “has

demonstrated by the very order of creation, that He made all things for the sake

of man.” 19 For, before making man, “He prepared everything which He foresaw

would be useful or salutary for him” (I. xiv. 22). It was “for human use that He

disposed the motions of the sun and stars, that He filled the earth, the waters, the

air with living creatures, that He produced an abundance of all kinds of fruits

which might be sufficient for food—thus acting the part of a provident and sed-

ulous father of a family and showing His wonderful goodness towards us” (I. xiv.

2).

Two difficulties which arise out of the consideration of the infinitude of

God in connection with His creative work, Calvin finds sufficiently important to

pause even in so rapid a sketch to deal with. These concern the relation of the

idea of creation to that of eternity on the one hand, and the description of the

creation as a process on the other. Both of these also, however, he treats rather

from a practical than a theoretical point of view.

He does not even hint at the metaphysical difficulty which has been perenni-

ally derived from the Divine eternity and immutability, that a definite creation

implies a change in God—the difficulty which Wollebius so neatly turns by the

remark that “creation is not the creator’s but the creature’s passage from poten-

tiality to actuality.” 20 The difficulty to which he addresses himself is the purely

popular one, which, with a view to rendering the idea of a definite act of creation

on God’s part incredible, asks what God was doing all those ages before He creat-

ed the world (I. xiv. 1). His response proceeds in general on the principle of an-

swering a fool according to his folly, although it is directed to the serious purpose

of recalling men’s minds, from fruitless attempts to fathom the mysteries of in-

finity, to a profitable use of the creation-narrative as a mirror in which is exhibit-

ed a lively image of God. 21 The gist of this response seems to be summed up in a

sentence which occurs in the Argument to his Commentary on the first chapter
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of Genesis—which runs very much parallel to the discussion here. “God,” he

says, “being wholly sufficient for Himself, did not create a world of which He

had no need, until it pleased Him to do so.” He does not disdain, however, be-

fore closing, to advert, under the leading of Augustine, 22 even to the metaphysi-

cal consideration that there is no place for a question of “time when” in our

thought of that act of God by which time began to be. We might as well inquire,

Augustine had reasoned, why God created the world where He did, as why He

created it only when He did. We may puzzle ourselves with the notion that there

is room in infinite space for an infinite number of finite universes as readily as

with the parallel notion that there was opportunity in eternal time for the cre-

ation of an infinite series of worlds before ours was reached. The truth is, of

course, that, as there is no space outside of that material world the dimensions of

which when abstractly considered constitute what we call “space”; so there is no

time outside that world of mutable existence from which we abstract the notion

of succession and call it “time.” “If they say,” reasons Augustine, “that the

thoughts of men are idle, when they conceive of infinite places, since there is no

place beside the world, we reply that, by the same showing, it is vain to conceive

of past times of God’s rest, since there is no time before the world.” Utilizing

Augustine’s remarks Calvin warns his readers against vainly striving to press

“outside of the world” (extra mundum) by “the boundaries of which we are cir-

cumscribed,” and exhorts them to seek in “the ample circumference of heaven

and earth” and the certainly sufficient space of “six thousand years” material for

meditating on the glory of God who has made them all. The primary matter for

us to observe in this discussion is the persistence with which Calvin clings to the

practical purpose of his treatise, so as even in connection with such abstruse sub-

jects to confine himself to the “practical use” of them. But it is not illegitimate to

observe also the hints the discussion supplies of his metaphysical opinions. His

doctrines of “space” and “time” are here suggested to us. Clearly, he holds that

what we call “space” is only an abstraction from the concrete dimensions of ex-

tended substance; and what we call “time,” an abstraction from the concrete suc-

cessions of mutable being. “Space” and “time,” therefore, were to him qualities
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of finite being, and have come into existence and will pass out of existence with

finite being. To speak of “infinite” space or “infinite” time contains accordingly a

contradictio in adjecto.

Perhaps it may not be improper to pause here a moment to observe in pass-

ing the employment of humor by Calvin in his discussions. It is rather a mordant

bit of humor which appears here, it is true—this story of the “pious old man”

who when a “scoffer” demanded of him what God had been doing before He

created the world, replied, “Making hell for inquisitive people” (fabricasse inferos

curiosis); and moreover it is borrowed—ultimately—from Augustine. 23 But

though borrowing a story of Augustine’s, Calvin does not follow Augustine in

his attitude towards it. Augustine declines to commend such a response, because,

says he, he would shrink from making a laughing-stock of anyone who brings

forward a profound question; while Calvin approves it as a fit answer to a scoffer

who raises frivolous objections. 24 And mordant though it is, it provides an in-

stance of that use of humor in argument which was a marked trait of Calvin’s

manner—and which reveals to us an element of his character not always fully

recognized. As this humor manifests itself in his writings—which are predomi-

nantly controversial in tone—it is sufficiently pungent. The instance before us is

a fair sample of it; and we have already had occasion to note another characteris-

tic instance—his rallying of Caroli in the matter of the ancient creeds. 25 His

“Very useful Notice of the great profit which would accrue to Christianity if

there should be made an inventory of all the holy bodies and relics which are to

be found in Italy, France, Germany, Spain and other kingdoms and nations”

(1543) might almost be said to reek with similar instances. He became quickly fa-

mous for his biting pen and was solemnly reproved by Sebastian Castellion for

employing such weapons and encouraging others in the use of them. He not

only, however, approved Beza’s and Viret’s satirical polemics and heartily enjoyed

them—commending them to his friends as full of delightfulness—but he even

develops a theory of the use of humor in instruction, and of the nature of true

facetiousness. “Many—or perhaps we may say, most—men,” he says, “are much

more readily helped when they are instructed in a joyous and pleasant manner
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than otherwise.… Those who have the gift to teach in such a manner as to delight

their readers, and to induce them to profit by the pleasure they give them, are

doubly to be praised.” “He who wishes to use humor,” he adds, however, “ought

to guard himself from two faults,”—he must neither be forced in his wit, nor

must he descend to scurrility.

But his cutting satire was only one manifestation of a special talent for pleas-

antry which characterized all his intercourse. Laughter, he taught, is the gift of

God: and he held it the right, or rather the duty, of the Christian man to practise

it in its due season. He is constantly joking with his friends in his letters, 26 and

he eagerly joins with them in all the joys of life. “I wish I were with you for half a

day,” he writes to one of them, “to laugh with you.” 27
 In a word, contrary to a

general impression, Calvin was a man of a great freshness and jocundness of spir-

it; and so little was he inclined to suppress the expression of the gayer side of life

that he rather sedulously cultivated it in himself and looked with pleasure on its

manifestation in others. He enjoyed a joke hugely, 28 with that open-mouthed

laugh which, as one of his biographers phrases it, 29 belonged to the men of the

sixteenth century. And he knew even how to smile at human folly—wishing that

the people might not be deprived of their pleasures 30 and might even be dealt

with indulgently in their faults. When his students misbehaved, for example, he

simply said he thought they ought to have some indulgence and should be ac-

corded the right to be sometimes foolish. 31

That the work of creation should be thought to occupy time was as much a

matter of scoffing from the evil-disposed as that it should take place in time. Why

should the omnipotent God take six days to make the world? Did He perhaps

find it too hard a task for a single effort? 32 This cavil, too, Calvin deals with

purely from the practical point of view, not so much undertaking to refute it as

recalling men’s minds from it to dwell on the condescension of God in distribut-

ing His work into six days that our finite intelligence might not be overwhelmed

with its contemplation; and on the goodness of God in thus leading our

thoughts up to the consideration of the rest of the seventh day; and above all on

the paternal care of God in so ordering the work of bringing the world into being
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as to prepare it for man before He introduced him into it. In drawing the mind

thus away from the cavil, Calvin does not, however, fail to meet the difficulty it-

self, which was adduced. His response to it, is, in effect, to acknowledge that God

perfected the world by process (progressus, I. xiv. 2); but to assert that this

method of performing His work was not for His own sake, but for ours; so that,

so far is this progressive method of producing the world from being unworthy of

God, because “alien from His power,” 33 that it rather illustrates His higher at-

tributes—His paternal love, for example, which would not create man until He

had enriched the world with all things necessary for his happiness. Considered in

Himself, “it would have been no more difficult” for God “to complete at once

the whole work in all its items in a single moment, than to arrive at its comple-

tion gradually by a process of this kind.” 34

It should be observed that in this and similar discussions founded on the

progressive completion of the world, Calvin does not intend to attribute what

we may speak strictly of as progressive creation to God. With Calvin, while the

perfecting of the world—as its subsequent government—is a process, creation,

strictly conceived, tended to be thought of as an act. “In the beginning God cre-

ated the heavens and the earth”: after that it was not “creation” strictly so called,

but “formation,” gradual modelling into form, which took place. Not, of course,

as if Calvin conceived creation deistically; as if he thought of God as having creat-

ed the world-stuff and then left it to itself to work out its own destiny under the

laws impressed on it in its creation. A “momentary Creator, who has once for all

done His work,” was inconceivable to him: and he therefore taught that it is only

when we contemplate God in providence that we can form any true conception

of Him as Creator. 35 But he was inclined to draw a sharp distinction in kind be-

tween the primal act of creation of the heavens and the earth out of nothing, and

the subsequent acts of moulding this created material into the forms it was des-

tined to take; and to confine the term “creation,” strictly conceived, to the for-

mer. Hence in perhaps the fullest statement of his doctrine of creation given us

in these chapters (I. xiv. 20), he expresses himself carefully thus: “God, by the

power of His Word and Spirit created out of nothing (creasse ex nihilo) the heav-
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ens and the earth; thence produced (produxisse) every kind of animate and inani-

mate thing, distinguished by a wonderful gradation the innumerable variety of

things, endowed each kind with its own nature, assigned its offices, appointed its

place and station to it, and, since all things are subject to corruption, provided,

nevertheless, that each kind should be preserved safe to the last day.” “Thus,” he

adds, “He marvellously adorned heaven and earth with the utmost possible

abundance, variety and beauty of all things, like a great and splendid house, most

richly and abundantly constructed and furnished; and then at last by forming

(formando) man and distinguishing him with such noble beauty, and with so

many and such high gifts, he exhibited in him the noblest specimen of His

works.” 36 It is God who has made all things what they are, he teaches: but, in

doing so, God has acted in the specific mode properly called creation only at the

initial step of the process, and the result owes its right to be called a creation to

that initial act by which the material of which all things consist was called into

being from non-being. “Indigested mass” as it was, yet in that world-stuff was

“the seed of the whole world,” and out of it that world as we now see it (for “the

world was not perfected at its very beginning, in the manner it is now seen” 37)

has been evoked by progressive acts of God: and it is therefore that this world, be-

cause evoked from it, has the right to be called a creation. The distinction which

Calvin here draws, it is to be observed, is not that which has been commonly

made by Reformed divines under the terms, First and Second Creation, or in less

exact language Immediate and Mediate Creation. This distinction posits a se-

quence of truly creative acts of God throughout the six days, and therefore de-

fines creation, so as to meet the whole case, as that act “by which God produced

the world and all that is in it, partly ex nihilo, partly ex materia naturaliter inhab-

ili, for the manifestation of the glory of His power, wisdom and goodness”; 38 or

more fully, as that “first external work of God, by which in the beginning of

time, without suffering any change, by His own free will, He produced by His

sole omnipotent command immediate per se things which before were not, from

simple non-being to being—and that, either ex nihilo, or ex materia which had

afore been made e nihilo, but is naturaliter inhabili for receiving the form which,
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created out of nothing, the Creator induces into it.” 39 It is precisely this se-

quence of truly creative acts which Calvin disallows; and he so expresses himself,

indeed, as to give it a direct contradiction. Perhaps as distinct a statement of his

view as any is found in his comment on Genesis 1:21, where the term “create” is

employed to designate the divine production of the animals of the sea and air,

which, according to verse 20, had been brought forth by the waters at the com-

mand of God. “A question arises here,” remarks Calvin, “about the word

‘created.’ For we have before contended that the world was made of nothing be-

cause it was ‘created’: but now Moses says the things formed from other matter

were ‘created.’ Those who assert that the fishes were truly and properly ‘created’

because the waters were in no way suitable (idoneae) or adapted (aptae) to their

production, only resort to a subterfuge; for the fact would remain, meanwhile,

that the material of which they were made existed before, which, in strict propri-

ety, the word does not admit. I therefore do not restrict ‘creation’ [here] to the

work of the fifth day, but rather say it[s use] refers to (hangs from, pendet) that

shapeless and confused mass which was, as it were, the fountain of the whole

world. God, then, is said to have ‘created’ the sea-monsters and other fishes, be-

cause the beginning of their ‘creation’ is not to be reckoned from the moment in

which they received their form, but they are comprehended in the universal mat-

ter (corpus, corpore) which was made out of nothing. So that with respect to their

kind, form only was then added to them; ‘creation’ is nevertheless a term used

truly with respect to the whole and the parts.”

Calvin’s motive in thus repudiating the notion of “Mediate Creation” is not

at all chariness on his part with respect to the supernatural. It is not the supernat-

uralness of the production of the creatures which the waters and earth brought

forth which he disallows; but only the applicability to their production of the

term “creation.” On verse 24, he comments thus: “There is in this respect a mira-

cle as great as if God had begun to create out of nothing these things which He

commanded to proceed from the earth.” Calvin’s sole motive seems to be to pre-

serve to the great word “create” the precise significance of to “make out of noth-

ing,” and he will not admit that it can be applied to any production in which
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preëxistent material is employed. 40 This might appear to involve the view that af-

ter the creation of the world-stuff recorded in Genesis 1:1, there was never any-

thing specifically new produced by the divine power. And this might be ex-

pressed by saying that, from that point on, the divine works were purely works of

providence, since the very differentia of a providential work is that it is the prod-

uct proximately of second causes. Probably this would press Calvin’s contention,

however, a little too far: he would scarcely say there was no immediacy in the di-

vine action in the productions of the five days of “creation,” or indeed in the

working of miracles. But we must bear in mind that his view of providence was a

very high one, and he was particularly insistent that God acted through means,

when He did act through means, through no necessity but purely at His own vo-

lition. Second causes, in his view, are nothing more than “instruments into

which God infuses as much of efficiency as He wishes,” and which He employs

or not at His will (I. xvi. 2). “The power of no created thing,” says Calvin, “is

more wonderful or evident than that of the sun.… But the Lord … willed that

light should exist … before the sun was created. A pious man will not make the

sun, then, either the principal or the necessary cause of the things which existed

before the sun was created, but only an instrument which God uses because He

wishes to; since He could without any difficulty at all do without the sun and act

of Himself.” 41 The facility with which Calvin sets aside the notion of “mediate

creation” is then due in no sense to desire to remove the productions of the five

days of “creation” out of the category of divine products, but is itself mediated

by the height of his doctrine of providence. 42

It is important further that we should not suppose that Calvin removed the

production of the human soul out of the category of immediate creation, in the

strictest sense of that term. When he insists that the works of the days subse-

quent to the first, when “in the beginning God created the heavens and the

earth,” were not strictly speaking “creations,” because they were not productions

ex nihilo, he is thinking only of the lower creation, inclusive, no doubt, of the hu-

man body; all this is made out of that primal “indigested mass” which sprang

into being at the initial command of God. The soul is a different matter; and not
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only in the first instance, but in every succeeding instance, throughout the whole

course of human propagation, is an immediate creation ex nihilo. Moses, he tells

us, perfectly understood that the soul was created from nothing; 43 and he an-

nounces with emphasis (“Institutes,” I. xv. 5), that it is certain that the souls of

men are “no less created than the angels,” adding the decisive definition: “now,

creation is the origination of essence ex nihilo.” It is thus with the lower creation

alone in his mind that Calvin insists that all that can justly be called by the high

name of “creation” was wrought by God on the first day, in that one act by

which He created, that is called into being out of nothing, the heavens and the

earth.

It should scarcely be passed without remark that Calvin’s doctrine of cre-

ation is, if we have understood it aright, for all except the souls of men, an evolu-

tionary one. The “indigested mass,” including the “promise and potency” of all

that was yet to be, was called into being by the simple fiat of God. But all that has

come into being since—except the souls of men alone—has arisen as a modifica-

tion of this original world-stuff by means of the interaction of its intrinsic forces.

Not these forces apart from God, of course: Calvin is a high theist, that is, super-

naturalist, in his ontology of the universe and in his conception of the whole

movement of the universe. To him God is the prima causa omnium and that not

merely in the sense that all things ultimately—in the world-stuff—owe their exis-

tence to God; but in the sense that all the modifications of the world-stuff have

taken place under the directly upholding and governing hand of God, and find

their account ultimately in His will. But they find their account proximately in

“second causes”; and this is not only evolutionism but pure evolutionism. What

account we give of these second causes is a matter of ontology; how we account

for their existence, their persistence, their action—the relation we conceive them

to stand in to God, the upholder and director as well as creator of them. Calvin’s

ontology of second causes was, briefly stated, a very pure and complete doctrine

of concursus, by virtue of which he ascribed all that comes to pass to God’s pur-

pose and directive government. But that does not concern us here. What con-

cerns us here is that he ascribed the entire series of modifications by which the
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primal “indigested mass,” called “heaven and earth,” has passed into the form of

the ordered world which we see, including the origination of all forms of life,

vegetable and animal alike, inclusive doubtless of the bodily form of man, to sec-

ond causes as their proximate account. And this, we say, is a very pure evolution-

ary scheme. He does not discuss, of course, the factors of the evolutionary

process, nor does he attempt to trace the course of the evolutionary advance, nor

even expound the nature of the secondary causes by which it was wrought. It is

enough for him to say that God said, “Let the waters bring forth.… Let the earth

bring forth,” and they brought forth. Of the interaction of forces by which the

actual production of forms was accomplished, he had doubtless no conception:

he certainly ventures no assertions in this field. How he pictured the process in

his imagination (if he pictured it in his imagination) we do not know. But these

are subordinate matters. Calvin doubtless had no theory whatever of evolution;

but he teaches a doctrine of evolution. He has no object in so teaching except to

preserve to the creative act, properly so called, its purity as an immediate produc-

tion out of nothing. All that is not immediately produced out of nothing is

therefore not created—but evolved. Accordingly his doctrine of evolution is en-

tirely unfruitful. The whole process takes place in the limits of six natural days.

That the doctrine should be of use as an explanation of the mode of production

of the ordered world, it was requisite that these six days should be lengthened out

into six periods—six ages of the growth of the world. Had that been done Calvin

would have been a precursor of the modern evolutionary theorists. As it is, he

only forms a point of departure for them to this extent—that he teaches, as they

teach, the modification of the original world-stuff into the varied forms which

constitute the ordered world, by the instrumentality of second causes—or as a

modern would put it, of its intrinsic forces. This is his account of the origin of

the entire lower creation. 44

Of this lower creation he has, however, as has already been pointed out, very

little to say in the discussion of the creature which he has incorporated in the

“Institutes” (I. xiv. 20–22). And what he does say is chiefly devoted to the practi-

cal end of quickening in our hearts a sense of the glory and perfections of its
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Maker, whose wisdom, power, justice and goodness are illustrated by it, and of

raising our hearts in gratitude to Him for His benefits to us. These are the two

things, he says, which a contemplation of what is meant by God being the

Creator of heaven and earth should work in us: an apprehension of His greatness

as the Creator (§ 21) and an appreciation of His care for us His creatures, in the

manner in which He has created us (§ 22). More than to suggest this, the scope

of his treatise does not appear to him to demand of him; as it does not permit

him to dwell on the details of the history of creation—for which he therefore

contents himself with referring his readers to the narrative of Genesis, with the

comments of Basil and Ambrose. He pauses, therefore, only to insert the com-

prehensive statement of the elements of the matter which has already been cited,

and which asserts that “God by the power of His Word and Spirit created out of

nothing the heavens and the earth” and afterwards moulded this created material

into the ordered world we see around us, which also He sustains and governs; in

which, then, He has placed man, up to whom all the rest has tended and in

whom He has afforded the culminating manifestation of His creative power (§

20). The main items of his teaching as to the physical universe may therefore be

summed up in the propositions that it owes its existence absolutely to the Divine

power; 45 that it was created out of nothing; that it was perfected through a

process of formation which extended through six days; that it was made and

adorned for the sake of man, and has been subjected to him; and that it illustrates

in its structure and in all its movements the perfections of its Maker.

It is to the spiritual universe that Calvin turns with predilection, and the

greater portion of the fourteenth chapter is devoted accordingly to a thoroughly

Biblical account of angelic beings, good and bad (§§ 3–19). The careful

Scriptural-ness of this account deserves emphasis. Calvin himself emphasizes it,

and even permits himself to fall into a digression here, in order to expound at

some length the proper attitude of the theological teacher to Scripture (I. xiv. 4).

His design is to transmit plainly and clearly what the Scriptures teach, 46 and not

to pass beyond the simple doctrine of Scripture in anything. 47 He therefore

warns his readers against speculations as to “the orders” of angels, asking them to
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consider carefully the meagreness of the Scriptural foundation these have; 48 and

holds the Pseudo-Dionysius up as a terrible example of misplaced subtlety and

acuteness in such matters (I. xiv. 4). Whereas Paul, who was actually rapt beyond

the third heavens sealed his lips and declared it not lawful for a man to speak of

the hidden things which he saw, Dionysius who never had such an experience

writes with a fulness and confidence of detail which could be justified only if he

had come down from heaven and was recounting what he had had the privilege

of observing carefully with his own eyes. Such prating of things of which we can

really know nothing is unworthy of a theologian, says Calvin; “for it is the part of

the theologian not to amuse the ear with empty words, but to confirm the con-

science by teaching what is true, certain, profitable.” 49
 And, “since the teaching

of the Spirit is invariably profitable (utiliter), but in matters which are of less mo-

ment for edification, either He is altogether silent or touches on them only light-

ly and cursorily, it is our business cheerfully to remain ignorant of what is of no

advantage to us.” 50 There are two rules therefore which the modest and sober

man will certainly bear in mind in the whole business of teaching religion. One

is, in obscure matters, neither to speak nor to think, nor even to desire to know,

anything more than what has been given us in the Word of God. The other is, in

reading Scripture, to tarry for prolonged investigation and meditation only on

what conduces to edification, and not to indulge curiosity or fondness for useless

things. 51 Practising what he preaches, Calvin endeavors therefore in all he has to

say of angels to hold to the limit which the rule of piety prescribes, lest by in-

dulging in speculation beyond measure he should lead the reader astray from the

simplicity of the faith (I. xiv. 3, end). There are many things about angels, indeed,

which it may be a matter of regret to some that the Scriptures have not told us (I.

xiv. 16). But surely we ought to be content with the knowledge which the Lord

has given us, especially as, passing by frivolous questions, His wish has been to in-

struct us in what conduces to solid piety, the fear of His name, true confidence

and the duties of holiness (I. xiv. 4). If we are not ashamed to be His disciples,

how can we be ashamed to follow the method He has prescribed (§ 4)? Nay, will

we not even abhor those unprofitable speculations from which He recalls us, and
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rest in comfort in the simple Scriptural teaching, which with respect to good an-

gels consoles us and confirms our faith by making us see in them the dispensers

and administrators of the Divine goodness towards us, guarding our safety, assur-

ing our defence, directing our ways, and protecting us by their care from evil (§ 6,

ad init.)—with respect to evil angels, warns us against their artifices and con-

trivances and provides us with firm and strong weapons to repel their attacks (§

13, ad init.)?

In accordance with these views of our relation to Scripture as a source of and

guide to knowledge, Calvin’s whole discussion of angels is not only kept close to

Scripture, but is marked by the strongest practical tendency. Perhaps what strikes

the reader most forcibly upon the surface of the discussion is the completeness of

the faith which it exhibits in the real existence of angelic beings and the concern-

ment of man with them. We will recall the vividness of Luther’s similar faith.

Perhaps we may say that the supernaturalistic tone of the conceptions of the

Reformers is in nothing more visible than in their vital sense of the spiritual envi-

ronment in which human life is cast. To them angels and demons were actual

factors in men’s lives, to be counted upon and considered in our arrangement

and adjustments as truly as our fellow men. 52 Denial of their reality as substan-

tial existences was indeed prevalent enough to require notice and refutation.

Calvin’s refutation of it is, of course, derived entirely, however, from Scripture,

and he recognizes that, therefore, it can have no force for those who do not be-

lieve in the Scriptures. He does not consider that it is on that account useless. He

designs it to fortify pious minds against such madness and to call back the sloth-

ful and incautious to a more sober and better regulated mode of life. For those

who believe in the Scriptural revelation, it must be confessed that his argument is

complete and final, adducing as it does in the clearest way the chief Biblical evi-

dence for the actual existence and activity of these superhuman intelligences (I.

xiv. 9 and 19).

Calvin, then, teaches in accordance with Scripture, that angels are not “qual-

ities or inspirations without substance, but real spirits.” 53 He calls them

“spirits,” “minds,” and as such defines them as beings whose characterizing qual-
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ities are “perception and intelligence.” 54 His intention is to represent them as

purely spiritual beings; and therefore he incidentally remarks that “it is certain”

that they “have no form.” 55 As “celestial spirits” (I. xiv. 5), they are of higher

powers than man, and receive in Scripture designations by which their dignity is

indicated: Hosts, Powers, Principalities, Dominions, Thrones, even “Gods”—

not of course as if they were really “Gods” or ought to be worshipped, but “be-

cause in their ministry, as in a glass, they represent in some degree divinity to

us.” 56 “The preëminence (praestantia) of the angelic nature has,” to be sure, “so

impressed the minds of many” that they have felt it would be an injury to angels

to degrade them, as it were, under the control of the One only God; and thus

there has been invented for them a certain kind of divinity (I. xiv. 3). They are of

course like God: for they were made in the image of God. 57 They are, however,

just creatures of God, His servants who execute His commands. 58 Moses, it is

true, in the history of creation, does not give any account of their creation: but

that history does not pretend to be complete, but limits itself to the visible cre-

ation, and it is easy to collect from his subsequent introduction of angels as

God’s ministers that He is their maker. 59 So a matter of course does this seem to

Calvin, that he does not stop here to adduce specific Scriptural assertions of the

origination of angels by creation. These however he emphasizes elsewhere. Thus

for example, in his commentary on the passage, he expounds Col. 1:16 as follows:

“Because Paul wished to make this assertion”—that all things were created in the

Son—“particularly of angels, he now mentions the invisible things: not only,

then, the heavenly creatures visible to our eyes, but also the spiritual ones (spiri-

tuales) have been made (conditae) by the Son of God.” The inferiority of angels

to Christ, he proceeds to remark (in his commentary on the next verse), is mani-

fested in the four points: First, “because they were created (creati) by Him; sec-

ondly, because their creation (creatio) is referred to Him as its legitimate end;

thirdly, because He always existed before they were created (crearentur); fourthly,

because it is He who sustains them by His power and conserves them in their

condition.” 60
 Creation in and of itself means with Calvin, as we have seen, abso-

lute origination of essence, and he therefore teaches that the angels have been,
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like all other creatures, created out of nothing. It is to be held, he says, as a thing

certain that the souls of men and angels alike “have been created”—adding at

once: “Now creation is not transfusion but the origination out of nothing of

essence.” 61

The questions of when they were created and how their creation is to be re-

lated to Moses’ narrative Calvin puts aside as frivolous. Moses narrates that the

earth was perfected, and the heavens were perfected with all their hosts (Gen.

2:1): that is certainly broad enough to cover the fact of their creation—why make

anxious inquisition as to the day, in which besides the stars and planets, these

other more hidden (reconditi) celestial hosts began to be? 62 The very language in

which he repels the question, however, as it certainly suggests that Calvin con-

ceived of the entire creation, inclusive of the angelic hosts, as a systematized

whole, seems also to hint that he himself thought of the creation of this unitary

whole as taking place at the one creative epoch, if such language can be par-

doned. If so, then in his instinctive thought on this subject—on which, however,

he laid no stress—he followed the scholastic opinion, as expounded, say, by

Thomas Aquinas rather than that of the Greek Fathers, who interposed an im-

mense interval between the creation of the spiritual and the subsequent creation

of the corporeal universe. 63 It is doubtless, however, a mistake to press his lan-

guage to imply that he thought of the creation of the angels as taking place on

the same day with the stars and planets, that is to say, on the fourth day. More

probably he thought of them as produced as part of the general creation of the

“heavens and earth,” that is to say on the first day, 64 and this became the tradi-

tional view in the Reformed Churches. “When were the angels created?” asks

Bucanus, and answers, “Not before the ages, for the Son of God alone was exis-

tent before the ages: whence it follows that they were made in the beginning of

all things. On what day, however, cannot certainly be denned, though it may be

gathered with probability from the history of Moses that they were created on

the first day, in which the heavens, the inhabitants of which they are, were creat-

ed; wherefrom they are called the ‘angels of heaven.’ ” 65 “The first day of the cre-

ation,” says Wollebius, 66 “is illustrious for three works,” the first of which is “the
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creation of the angels with the highest heaven (the heaven called that of the

blessed)”; for, he argues, “the creation of the angels can be referred to no better

time than the first day, because when God laid the foundations of the earth, it

was already celebrated by them (Job 38:7)”—an argument which is repeated by

others, as for example by Van Mastricht, 67 who reasons in general that “it is cer-

tain that they were not created before the first day of creation since before that

there was nothing but eternity, … and it is equally certain that they were not cre-

ated after man, whom they seduced.” 68
 Doubtless some such reasoning as this

was before Calvin’s mind also, although it is clear that he did not take it so

seriously.

On another matter of speculative construction, however, he was not so

much inclined to an attitude of indifference. This concerned the distribution of

angels into ranks and orders. We have already had occasion to note his reproba-

tion of the Pseudo-Dionysius for his empty speculations on the “celestial hierar-

chy” (I. xiv. 4). He returns to the general matter later (I. xiv. 8) to express the

opinion that data are lacking in Scripture to justify an attempt “to determine de-

grees of honor among angels, to distinguish the respective classes by their in-

signia, or to assign its place and station to each.” His positive attitude here is due,

of course, to the comparison instituted by the Romanists between the celestial

and the ecclesiastical hierarchies, 69 which he wishes to discredit. Here too he set

the fashion for the Reformed theology. Quite in this sense Van Mastricht 70 re-

marks that “the Reformed recognize, indeed, that there is some order among the

angels, not only because God their Maker is a God of order … but because the

various names of the angels seem to suggest an order to us (Col. 1:16, Eph. 3:10.

cf. Ezek. 9:3, Is. 6:2, 1 Thes. 4:16, Gen. 3:24, Jude 9) while the disjunctive parti-

cle, εἴτε θρόνοι, εἴτε κυριότητες (Col. 1:16), seems especially to confirm some order

among angels, to say nothing of the existence of some order among the evil spir-

its themselves (Mat. 12:24). But they believe it is not possible for men in this im-

perfection to determine what the order among the angels is.” If this seems to al-

low a little more than Calvin does, it is to go a little further than he does in denial

on the other hand, to contend with Hyperius that there are no permanent dis-
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tinctions among angels “by virtue of which some angels are always preëminent,

others always subordinate,” or even with Bucanus, that there are no distinctions

in nature among the angels but only differences in office. Surely these determina-

tions are open to Calvin’s rebuke of pretensions to knowledge which we do not

possess, and contrast sharply with the sobriety with which Calvin abides by the

simple statements of Scripture, allowing that there are some hints in Scripture of

ranks among angels (I. xiv. 8; cf. 14) and contending only that these hints are in-

sufficient to enable us to develop a complete theory of their organization.

In holding back from the temptation to speculate on the organization of the

angelic hosts, however, Calvin betrays no tendency to minify their numbers, and

he of course recognizes the great distinction between good and bad angels. The

numbers of both are very great. Of the good angels, he tells us, “we hear from the

mouth of Christ of many legions (Mat. 26:53), from Daniel of many myriads

(Dan. 7:10); Elisha’s servant saw numerous chariots; and when it is said that they

encamp around about those that fear God (Ps. 34:8), a great multitude is sug-

gested” (I. xiv. 8). When he comes to speak of evil angels his language takes on an

even increased energy. He speaks of “great crowds” (magnas copias) of them, and

even with the exaggerating emphasis of deep conviction of the “infinite multi-

tude” of them (I. xiv. 14). Though these two hosts stand now arrayed against

each other they are in origin and nature one; for the evil spirits are just good spir-

its gone wrong. The fundamental facts which Calvin most insists upon with re-

spect to what he calls “devils” (diaboli) are that they are creatures of God and

were therefore once good—“for it is impious (nefas) to ascribe to the good God

the creation of any evil thing” 71—and that they have become evil by corrupting

the good nature with which God endowed them. 72 Their evil, says he crisply, is

“not from creation but from depravation.” 73 “At their original creation they

were angels of God, but they destroyed themselves through degeneration.” 74
 To

ascribe to God, their Creator, the evil they have acquired by their defection and

lapse, would be to ascribe to Him what above all things is most alien from

Him; 75 and thus far the Manichaeans are right—for the good God cannot have

created any evil thing (I. xiv. 3, as above). The Scriptural evidence of the fall of



190

the “devils” Calvin states with great brevity but with sufficient point. He adduces

2 Peter 2 and Jude 6 as a clear statement: and 1 Timothy 5:21 as a tacit implica-

tion; and he argues that when our Lord (Jno. 8:44) declares that when Satan

“speaketh a lie he speaketh of his own,” and adds as a reason “because he abode

not in the truth,” He implies that he had once been in the truth and issued from

it by an act of his own (I. xiv. 16). In his other writings he returns repeatedly to

these conceptions and always with the greatest directness and force of statement.

“The devils,” says he, “have been angels of God but they did not retain the condi-

tion in which they were created but have fallen by a horrible fall, so as to become

the examples of perdition.” 76
 “The devils were created by God as well as the an-

gels, but not as they now are. We must always reserve this,—that the evil which is

in the devils proceeds from themselves.…” 77 “For we know that the devil is evil

not by nature, nor from his original creation (creationis origine), but by the fault

of his own defection.” 78

It is worth while to dwell on these deliverances, because they contain not

merely Calvin’s doctrine of devils, but also, so far, his doctrine of the origin of

evil. This includes, we already perceive, a vigorous repudiation of the notion that

God can be in any way the author of evil. The Augustinian doctrine that omne

esse est bonum is explicitly reaffirmed. God is good and it is impious to suppose

that He may have created anything evil (malum). But as God is the author of all

that is, everything that has come into being is in its nature good. There is, there-

fore, no such thing in the universe as an evil nature (mala natura). All that is evil

arises (I. xiv. 3) not from nature (ex natura) but from corruption of nature (ex

naturae corruptione). This corruption has been introduced by the free action of

the creature: it is (I. xiv. 16) not “of creation” but “of depravation,”—a deprava-

tion of which the creature itself is the cause (cuius ipse sibi causa). To put it all in

a nutshell,—evil according to Calvin has its source not in the creative act of God

but in the deflected action of the creaturely will. Such an assertion takes us, of

course, only a little way towards a theodicy: but it is important that as we pass we

should note as a first step in Calvin’s theodicy that he very energetically repudi-
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ates the notion that God, who is good, can be, as Creator, the author of any evil

thing. All that comes from His hands is “very good.”

As the angels owe their existence to God, so of course they subsist in Him.

They were not brought into being to stand, deistically, over against God, suffi-

cient to themselves: like all the rest of His creatures their dependence on God is

absolute. Nothing can be ascribed to them as if it belonged to them apart from

Him. They are, indeed, immortal: but this is so far from meaning that it is be-

yond the power of God to destroy them, that it rather means merely that it is the

will of God to sustain them in endless being. In themselves considered, like all

other creaturely existences, they are mortal. 79 “We know,” remarks Calvin, 80

“that angels are immortal spirits, for God has created them for this condition,

that they shall never be destroyed any more than the souls of men shall perish.…

The angels are immortal because they are sustained by power from on high, and

God maintains them—He who is immortal by nature and the fountain of life is

in Him, as says the Psalmist (36:10).… The angels are not stable save as God holds

their hand. They are no doubt called Mights and Powers; but this is because God

executes His power by them and guides them. Briefly, the angels have nothing in

themselves by reason of which they may glory in themselves. For all that they

have of power and stability they possess from God.…” In all their activities, ac-

cordingly, angels are but the instruments of God, although, to be sure, they are

“the instruments in which God especially (specialiter) exhibits the presence of

His divinity (numinis)” (I. xiv. 5). We must not think of them, then, as inter-

posed between us and God, so as to obscure His glory; nor must we transfer to

them what belongs to God and Christ alone (I. xiv. 10)—worshipping them, per-

chance, 81 or at least attributing to them independent activities. The splendor of

the divine majesty is indeed reflected in them; 82 but the glory by which they

shine is a derived glory, and it would be preposterous to allow their borrowed

brightness to blind us to its source. In all their varied activities they must be con-

sidered merely “the hands of God, which move themselves to no work except un-

der His direction.” 83
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Some question may arise as to the wideness of the sphere of activity in which

angels are employed as “the hands of God.” There is at least a prima facie appear-

ance that Calvin thought of them as the instruments through which the entirety

of God’s providential work is administered. He dwells especially, to be sure, on

their employment as “the dispensers and administrators of the divine benefi-

cence” towards His people (I. xiv. 6); but he appears to look upon this as only the

culminating instance of a universal activity. When he says that they are “God’s

ministers ordained for the execution of His laws,” 84 we may indeed hesitate to

press the language. But three several spheres of activity of increasing comprehen-

siveness seem to be distinguished, when he tells us God “uses their service for the

protection of His people, and by means of them both dispenses His benefits

among men and executes also the rest of His works.” 85 And the whole seems

summed up in a phrase when he tells us again that God “exercises and adminis-

ters His government in the world through them.” 86
 The universal reach of their

activities appears to be explicitly asserted in the comprehensive statement that

God “uses their ministry and service for executing all that He has decreed.” 87 It

certainly would appear from such broad statements that Calvin looked upon the

angels as agents through which God carries on His entire providential

government.

The question is not unnaturally raised whether by this conception Calvin

does not remove God too far from His works, interposing between Him and His

operations a body of intermediaries by which He is separated from the universe

after the fashion of a false transcendenceism. 88 It is quite plain that Calvin did

not so conceive the matter. So far from supposing that the execution of the

works of providence through the medium of angels involves the absence of God

from these works, he insists that they are only the channels of the presence of

God. “How preposterous it is,” he exclaims, “that we should be separated from

God by the angels when they have been constituted for the express purpose of

testifying the completer presence of His aid to us” (I. xiv. 12). Are we separated

from the works of our hands because it is by our hands that they are wrought?

And the angels, if rightly conceived, must be thought of just as the hands of God
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—the appropriate instruments, not which work instead of Him, but by which

He works (I. xiv. 12). He, therefore, once for all dismisses “that Platonic philoso-

phy” which interposes angels between God and His world, and even asks us to

seek access to God through the angels, as if we had not immediacy of access to

Him. “For this is the reason they are called Angels of Power or Powers,” he re-

marks in another place; 89 “not that God, resigning His power to them, sits idle

in heaven, but because, by acting powerfully in them, He magnificently mani-

fests His power to us. They therefore act ill and perversely who assign anything

to angels as of themselves, or who so make them intermediaries between us and

God that they obscure the glory of God as if it were removed to a distance; since

rather it manifests itself as present in them. Accordingly the mad speculations of

Plato are to be shunned as instituting too great a distance between us and

God.…” In his view, therefore, the angels do not stand between God and the

world to hold them apart but to draw them together as channels of operation

through which God’s power flows into His works.

If he were asked whether he does not, by this interposition of angels between

God and His works, infringe on the conception of the Divine immanence and

raise doubt as to God’s immanent activity, Calvin would doubtless reply that he

does not “interpose” the angels between God and His works, but conceives them

as just “the hands of God” working; and that he, of course, conceives God as im-

manent in the angels themselves, so that their working is just His working

through them, as His instruments. We must not confuse the question of the

method of God’s immanent activity with that of the fact of that activity. The

suggestion that God carries on His providential government through the agency

of angels is only a suggestion of the method of His immanent working and can

raise doubt of the reality of His immanent working only on the supposition that

these angels stand so over against God in their independence as to break—so to

speak—His contact with His works. This is Deism, and is therefore of course in-

consistent with the Divine immanence; but it has nothing to do with the ques-

tion whether He employs angels in which He is immanent in His operations. In

any event God executes His works of providence through the intermediation of
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second causes; for this is the very definition of a work of providence. The discov-

ery that among these second causes there are always personal as well as imperson-

al agencies to be taken into account, can raise no question as between imma-

nence and transcendence in God’s modes of action—unless personal agents are

conceived to be, as such, so independent of God as to exclude in all that is per-

formed by their agency the conception of His immanent working. And in that

case what shall we say of the Divine immanence in the sphere of human life and

activity? In a word, Calvin’s conception that all the works of God’s providence

are wrought through the intermediation of angels excludes the immanence of

God in His world as little as the recognition of human activities excludes the im-

manence of God in history.

The real interest of his conception does not lie, therefore, in any bearing it

may be supposed to have on his view of the relation of God to the universe—it

leaves his view on that point unaffected—but in the insight it gives us into

Calvin’s pneumatology. We have already had occasion to note the vividness of his

sense of the spiritual environment in which our life is cast. We see here that he

conceived the universe as in all its operations moving on under the guiding hand

of these superhuman intelligences. This is as much as to say that there was no du-

alism in his conception of the universe: he did not set the spiritual and physical

worlds, or the earthly and supramundane worlds, over against one another as

separate and unrelated entities. He conceived them as all working together in one

unitary system, acting and interacting on one another. And he accustomed him-

self to perceive beneath the events of human history—whether corporate or indi-

vidual—and beneath the very operations of physical nature—not merely the

hand of God, upholding and governing; but the activities of those “hands of

God “who hearken to His voice and fulfil His word, and whom He not only

charges with the care of His “little ones,” and the direction of the movements of

the peoples, but makes even “winds” and a “flaming fire.”

To the question why God thus universally operates through the instrumen-

tality of subordinate intelligences, Calvin has no answer, in its general aspects, ex-

cept a negative one. It cannot be that God needs their aid or is unable to accom-
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plish without them what He actually does through them. If He employs them,

“He certainly does not do this from necessity, as if He were unable to do without

them; for whenever He pleases, He passes them by and accomplishes His work by

nothing but His mere will; so far are they from relieving Him of any difficulty by

their aid” (I. xiv. 11). These words have their application to the whole sphere of

angelical activities, as indeed they have to the entire body of second causes (I. xiv.

2), but they are spoken directly only of the employment of angels as ministers to

the heirs of salvation. It is characteristic of Calvin that he confines his discussion

of the subject to this highest function of angelic service, as that which was of spe-

cial religious value to his readers, and that to which as a practical man seeking

practical ends it behooved him particularly to address himself. In this highest

sphere of angelic operation he is not without even a positive response to the

query why God uses angels to perform His will. It is not for His sake but for the

sake of His people; it is, in fact, a concession to their weakness. God is able, cer-

tainly, to protect His people by the mere nod of His power; and surely it ought

to be enough for them and more than enough that God declares Himself their

protector. 90 To look around for further aid after we have received the promise of

God that He will protect us, is undeniably wrong in us. 91 Is not the simple

promise of the great God of heaven and earth sufficient safeguard against all dan-

gers? But we are weak; 92 and God is good—full of leniency and indulgence 93—

and He wishes to give us not only His protection but the sense of His protection.

Dealing with us as we are, not as we ought to be, He is willing to appeal to our

imagination and to comfort us in our feeling of danger or despair by enabling us

to apprehend, in our own way, the presence of His grace. He, therefore, has

added to His promise that He will Himself care for us, the further one that “we

shall have innumerable escorts to whom He has given charge to secure our safe-

ty” (§ 11). Like Elisha, then, who, when he was oppressed by the numerous army

of the Syrians, was shown the multitude of the angels sent to guard him, we,

when terrified by the thought of the multitude of our enemies, may find refuge

in that discovery of Elisha’s: “There are more for us than against us.”
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In insisting upon this particular function of angels above all others, Calvin

feels himself to be, as a Biblical theologian, simply following the lead of Scripture.

For, intent especially on what may most make for our consolation and the confir-

mation of our faith, the Scripture lays its stress, he tells us, on angels as the dis-

pensers and administrators of the Divine beneficence towards God’s people; and

“reminds us that they guard our safety, undertake our defence, direct our ways,

and exercise solicitude that no harm shall befall us” (I. xiv. 6). These great provi-

sions are universal, he tells us, and belong “to all believers” without exception.

Every follower of Christ has, therefore, pledged to his protection the whole host

of the angels of God. In the interests of the greatness of this pledge, Calvin enters

the lists against the idea of “guardian angels,” which had become the settled doc-

trine of the old Church (I. xiv. 7), not indeed with the sharpness and decision

which afterwards obtained in the Reformed Churches, 94 but yet with an obvi-

ous feeling that this notion lacks Scriptural basis and offers less than what the

Scriptures provide for the consolation and support of God’s people. If it is to be

accepted at all, Calvin wishes it to be accepted not instead of, but alongside of,

what he feels to be the much greater assurance that the whole body of angels is

concerned with the protection and salvation of everyone of the saints. “Of this

indeed,” he remarks, “we may be sure—that the case of each one of us is not

committed to one angel alone, but that all of them with one consent watch over

our salvation” (I. xiv. 7). This being a settled fact, he does not consider the ques-

tion of “guardian angels” worth considering: if “all the orders of the celestial

army stand guard over our salvation,” he asks, what difference does it make to us

whether one particular angel is also told off to act as our particular guardian or

not? But if any one wishes to restrict the protection granted us by God to this

one angel—why that is a different matter: that would be to do a great injury to

himself and to all the members of the Church, by depriving them of the encour-

agement they receive from the divine assurance that they are compassed about

and defended on all sides in their conflict by the forces of heaven. 95

What Calvin has to say about the evil spirits—the “devils” as he calls them—

is determined by the same practical purpose which dominates his discussion of
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the good angels. He begins, therefore, with the remark that “almost everything

which Scripture transmits concerning devils, has as its end that we should be so-

licitous to guard against their snares and machinations, and may provide our-

selves with such arms as are firm and strong enough to repel the most powerful

enemies” (§ 13, ad init.). He proceeds by laying stress on the numbers, the mal-

ice, and the subtlety of these devils; and by striving in every way to awaken the

reader to a realizing sense of the desperation of the conflict in which he is en-

gaged with them (§§ 13–15). The effect is to paint a very vivid picture of the

world of evil, set over against the world of good as in some sense its

counterfeit, 96 determined upon overturning the good, and to that end waging a

perpetual war against God and His people. 97 He then points out that the evil of

these dreadful beings is of themselves, not of God—coming not from creation

but from corruption (§ 16)—and closes with two sections upon the relation they

sustain to God’s providential government. To these closing sections (§§ 17 and

18), it will repay us to devote careful attention. In them Calvin resolves the dual-

ism which is introduced into the universe by the intrusion of evil into it, by

showing that this evil itself is held under the control of God and is employed for

His divine purposes; and he does this in such a manner that we scarcely know

whether to admire most the justice of the conceptions or the precision and clear-

ness of the language in which they are given expression. 98

The first of these sections asserts the completeness of the control which God

exercises over the devils. It is true that Satan is at discord and strife with God: 99

he is by nature—that is, acquired nature—wicked (improbus) and every propen-

sion of his will is to contumacy and rebellion; of his own accord he does nothing,

therefore, which he does not mean to be in opposition to God (§ 17). But he is,

after all, but a creature of God’s and God holds him in with the bridle of His

power and controls his every act. Although, therefore, every impulse of his will is

in conflict with God, he can do nothing except by God’s will and approval. 100 So

it is uniformly represented in Scripture. Thus we read that Satan could not as-

sault Job until he had obtained permission so to do; 101 that the lying spirit by

which Ahab was deceived was commissioned from the Lord; 102 that the evil
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spirit which punished Saul for his sins was from the Lord; 103 that the plagues of

Egypt, sent by God as they were, were wrought, nevertheless, by evil angels. 104

And thus Paul, generalizing, speaks of the blinding of unbelievers both as the

“work of God” and the “operation of Satan,” meaning of course that Satan does

it only under the government of God. 105 “It stands fast, therefore,” Calvin con-

cludes, “that Satan is under God’s power, and is so governed by God’s will (nutu)

that he is compelled to render God obedience. We may say certainly that Satan

resists God, and his works are contrary to God’s works; but we at the same time

assert that this repugnancy and this strife are dependent on God’s permission. I

am not now speaking of his will (voluntate), nor yet of his efforts (conatu), but

only of the results (effectu). For the devil is wicked by nature and has not the least

propension towards obedience to the divine will, but is wholly bent on contuma-

cy and rebellion. What he has from his own iniquity, therefore, is that he desires

and purposes to oppose God: by this depravity he is stimulated to try to do those

things which he thinks in the highest degree inimical to God. But God holds him

bound and curbed by the bridle of His power, so that he can carry out only those

things which are divinely permitted to him, and thus, will he nill he, he obeys his

Creator, seeing that he is compelled to perform whatever service God impels him

to” (§ 17, end).

This important passage appears first in the edition of the “Institutes” pub-

lished in 1543; but its entire substance was in Calvin’s mind from the beginning.

It is given expression, first, in the course of the broader discussion of the relation

of God’s providence to the evil acts of men and devils incorporated into the sec-

ond chapter (De Fide) of the first edition of the “Institutes” (1536). 106 “Thus,

the affliction of Job,” Calvin there declares, “was the work of God and of the

devil; and yet the wickedness of the devil must be distinguished from the right-

eousness of God; for the devil was endeavoring to destroy Job, God was testing

him (Job 1 and 2). So Assur was the rod of the Lord’s anger, Sennacherib the axe

in His hand (Is. 10); all called, raised up, impelled by Him, in a word His minis-

ters. But how? while they were obeying their unbridled lust, they were uncon-

sciously serving the righteousness of God (Jer. 27). Behold God and them, the
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authors of the same work, but in the same work the righteousness of God and

their iniquity manifested!” The same line of thought is much more completely

worked out, and very fully illustrated from the instance of Job, as a part of the

discussion of man’s sinfulness in the presence of the machinations of evil and the

providence of God, which was incorporated into the second edition of the “Insti-

tutes” (1539) and retained from it throughout all the subsequent editions—in

the final edition forming the opening sections of the discussion of “How God

works in the hearts of men” (II. iv. 1–2). 107

Much the same line of thought is developed again in the full discussion of

the providence of God which appears in the tract against the Libertines, which

was published in 1545. Speaking here of the particular providence of God,

Calvin proceeds as follows: 108 “It is furthermore to be noted that not only does

God serve Himself thus with the insensible creatures, to work and execute His

will through them; but also with men and even with devils. So that Satan and the

wicked are executors of His will. Thus He used the Egyptians to afflict His peo-

ple, and subsequently raised up the Assyrians to chastise them, when they had

sinned; and others in like manner. As for the devil, we see that he was employed

to torment Saul (1 Sam. 16:14, 18:10), to deceive Ahab (1 Kings 22:22), and to

execute judgment upOn All The Wicked Whenever They Require It (Ps. 78:49);

and on the other hand to test the constancy of God’s people, as we see in the case

of Job. The Libertines, now, meeting with these passages, are dumfounded by

them and without due consideration conclude that, therefore, the creatures do

nothing at all. Thus they fall into a terrible error. For not only do they confound

heaven and earth together but God and the devil. This comes from not observing

two limitations which are very necessary. The first is that Satan and wicked men

are not such instruments of God that they do not act also of their own accord.

For we must not imagine that God makes use of a wicked man precisely as He

does of a stone or of a piece of wood. He employs him rather as a reasonable crea-

ture according to the quality of the nature He has given him. When, then, we say

that God works by means of the wicked, this does not forbid that the wicked

work also on their own account. This Scripture shows us with even remarkable
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clearness. For while, on the one hand, it declares that God shall hiss (Is. 5:26),

and as it were sound the drum to call the infidels to arms and shall harden or in-

flame their hearts—yet, on the other, it does not leave out of account their own

thought and will, and attributes to them the work they do by the appointment

of God. The second limitation which these unhappy men disregard is that there

is a very real distinction between the work of God and that of a wicked man

when he serves as the instrument of God. for it is by his own avarice, or his own

ambition, or his own jealousy, or his own cruelty, that a wicked man is incited to

do what he does; and he has no regard to any other end. And it is according to

the root, which is the affection of the heart, and to the end which it seeks, that

the work is qualified; and so it is rightly accounted wicked. But God has an en-

tirely contrary purpose. It is to execute His righteousness, to save and conserve

the good, to employ His goodness and grace towards the faithful, to chastise the

ill-deserving. Here, then, lies the necessity of distinguishing between God and

men, so as to contemplate in the same work God’s righteousness, goodness, judg-

ment, and, on the other side, the malice of the devil or of the wicked. Let us take

a good and clear mirror in which to see all that I am saying. When Job heard the

news of the loss of his goods, of the death of his children, of the many calamities

which had fallen on him, he recognized that it was God who was visiting him,

and said, ‘The Lord has given, the Lord has taken away.’ And, in truth, it was so.

But was it not also the devil who had brewed this pottage? Was it not the

Chaldeans who had spoiled his goods? Did he commend the thieves and brig-

ands, and excuse the devil, because his affliction had come to him from God?

Certainly not. He well knew there was an important distinction to be observed

here. And so he condemns the evil, and says ‘Blessed be the name of the Lord.’

Similarly David, when he was persecuted by Shimei, no doubt said that he had

received this from the Lord (2 Sam. 16:11), and saw that this wretch was a rod by

which God was chastising him. But while he praised God, he did not omit to

condemn Shimei (1 Kings 2:9). We shall return to this at another place. For the

present let it suffice to hear this: that God so uses His creatures and makes them

serve His providence, that the instrument which He employs may often be bad;
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that His turning the malice of Satan or of bad men to good does not in the least

excuse their evil or make their work other than bad and to be condemned, seeing

that every work receives its quality from the intention with which it is done.…

On the contrary, we must needs observe that the creatures do their works here in

their own degree, and these are to be estimated as good or bad according as they

are done in obedience to God or to offend Him. All the time, God is above, di-

recting everything to a good end, and turning the evil into good, or, at least,

drawing good out of what is evil, acting according to His nature, that is in right-

eousness and equity; and making use of the devil in such a manner as in no way

to mix Himself with him so as to have anything in common with him, or to en-

tangle Himself in any evil association, or to efface the nature of what is evil by

His righteousness. It is just like the sun which, shining on a piece of carrion and

causing putrefaction in it, contracts no taint whatever from the corruption, and

does not by its purity destroy the foulness and infection of the carrion. So God

deals in such a manner with the deeds of the wicked that the holiness which is in

Him does not justify the infection which is in them, nor is contaminated by it.”

We have thought it desirable to quote at some length one of the more ex-

tended passages in which Calvin develops the doctrine announced in the section

before us, although it leads us somewhat away from the single point here to be

emphasized, into the mysteries of the divine providence. This broader view once

before us, however, we may return to emphasize the single point which now con-

cerns us—Calvin’s teaching of the absolute control of the evil spirits by God.

This seemed to Calvin to lie so close to the center of Christian hope and life that

he endlessly repeats it in his occasional writings, and has even incorporated an as-

sertion of it in his Catechism (1545). 109 “But what shall we think of the wicked

and of devils,” he there asks—“are they, too, subject to God?” And he answers:

“Although God does not lead them by His Spirit, He nevertheless holds them in

check as with a bridle, so that they cannot move save as He permits them. And

He even makes them ministers of His will, so that He compels them to execute

unwillingly and against their determination what seems good to Him.” The

recognition of this fact seemed to him essential even to an intelligent theism,
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which, he urges, certainly requires that God should be conceived not less as

Governor than as Creator of all things—as, indeed, the two things go together.

“If, then, we imagine,” he writes, 110 “that God does not govern all, but that

some things come about by fortune, it follows that this fortune is a goddess who

has created part of the world, and that the praise is not due to God alone. And it

is an execrable blasphemy if we think that the devil can do anything without the

permission of God: that is all one with making him creator of the world in part.”

“Now Satan,” says he again, 111 “is also subject to God, so that we are not to

imagine that Satan has any principality except what is given him by God; and

there is good reason why he should be subject to Him since he proceeds from

Him. The devils were created by God as well as the angels, but not such as they

are. It is necessary that we always reserve this,—that the evil which is in the devils

proceeds from themselves.” 112

Calvin was not the man, however, to insist on the control of the devils by

God without consideration of the ends for which this control was exercised. He

therefore follows up his assertion of this control (§ 17) with a discussion of the

use God makes of “unclean spirits” (immundi spiritus) (§ 18). This use, he tells

us, is twofold. They are employed to test, try, exercise and develop the faithful.

And they are employed to punish the wicked. On the latter of these he dwells as

little as its faithful presentation permitted. Those whom God “does not design to

enroll in His own flock,” he tells us, He delivers over to the control of Satan as

the minister of the divine vengeance; and he pictures in a few burning words the

terribleness of their fate. On the employment of Satan and his angels for the

profit of God’s people he dwells more at length and with evident reminiscence of

his own Christian experience. “They exercise the faithful with fighting,” he tells

us, “they assail them with snares, harass them with assaults, push them in com-

bat, even fatigue them often, confuse, terrify, and sometimes wound them.” Yet

they never, he adds, “conquer or overcome them.” God’s children may often be

filled with consternation, but they are never so disheartened that they cannot re-

cover themselves; they may be struck down by the violence of the blows they re-

ceive, but they always rise again; they may be wounded, but they cannot be slain;
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they may be made to labor through their whole lives, but in the end they obtain

the victory.

There are several things that are thrown out into a high light in this discus-

sion which it will repay us to take notice of. We observe, first of all, Calvin’s view

of the Christian life as a conflict with the powers of evil. “This exercise,” he says,

or we might perhaps almost translate it “this drill” (exercitium)—it is the word

for military training—“is common to all the children of God.” We observe, next,

his absolute confidence in the victory of God’s children. The promise that the

seed of the woman shall crush the head of Satan belongs not only to Christ, but

to all His members; and, therefore, he can categorically deny that it is possible for

the faithful ever to be conquered or overcome of evil. The dominion of Satan is

over the wicked alone, and shall never be extended to the soul of a single one of

the faithful. We observe again that Calvin conceives the victory as therefore com-

plete already in principle for every one who is in Christ. “In our Head indeed,”

he declares, “this victory has always been full and complete (ad plenum exstitit);

because the prince of the world had nothing in Him.” And we observe, finally,

that he holds with clear conviction that it will never be complete for any of us in

this life. We labor here throughout the whole course of life (toto vitae curriculo)

and obtain the victory only in the end (in fine). The fulfilment of the promise of

crushing the head of Satan is only “begun in this life,” the characteristic of which

is that it is the period of conflict (ubi luctandum est): it is only after this period of

conflict is over (post luctam) that it shall be completely fulfilled. It is only in our

Head that the victory is now complete: in us who are members, it appears as yet

only in part: and it is only when we put off our flesh, according to which we are

liable to infirmity, that we shall be filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. In

these several considerations we have outlined for us very vividly Calvin’s concep-

tion of the life which we now live in the flesh, a life of faith and hope, not of full

attainment: a life filled with conflict, but with the sure promise of victory.

The preoccupation of Calvin’s mind with man throughout his whole dis-

cussion of creation is very strikingly illustrated by his absorption, even while dis-

cussing angels and devils, with human relations and human problems. What he is
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apparently chiefly concerned about is that men shall understand and take their

comfort out of the assurance that angelic hosts encamp about them for their pro-

tection, and angelic messengers are busied continually with their direction; that

men shall understand and take their admonition from the certainty that numer-

ous most subtle and malignant unseen foes lie in wait continually for their souls.

We have pointed out that Calvin’s conception of the universe was frankly an-

thropocentric. We see that this anthropocentrism of thought embraced in it the

spiritual as well as the physical universe. He does not say, indeed, that these high-

er spiritual existences exist purely for man: he only says that for our consolation

and the confirmation of our faith the Scriptures insist principally on their em-

ployment for the dispensing and administering of God’s kindness to His people.

Here is no speculative investigation into the final cause of angels. Here is only a

practical reference to those functions of angels which it most concerns us to

know. But he does teach of course (on the basis of Col. 1:16) that the very cre-

ation of angels is referred to Christ as its end: and it might be contended that in

this declaration there lie the beginnings of a “gospel of creation” by which all

things without exception which have been brought into being are set forth as an-

cillary to the great end of the redemption of the human race. A certain amount

of confirmation may be found for this contention in the unitary conception

which, as has been pointed out, Calvin cherished of the universe as a system-

atized whole. Meanwhile we have no formal discussion from him of the final

cause of angels, and not even (at this place, at all events) any guiding hints of how

he would resolve such a question. Least of all have we here any such discussion as

meets us in many of his followers of the final cause of the devil, 113 although the

elements of such a discussion are involved in any theodicy, and cannot escape

suggestion in any attempt to deal seriously with the great problem of evil. Calvin,

therefore, has not failed to suggest them; but not directly in our present context,

where he contents himself with assuming the existence of evil in the spiritual

world, declaring its origination by the creature and asserting the divine control of

it and utilization of it in God’s government of the world. 114 For what may pene-

trate into the problem more deeply than this, we shall have to go elsewhere.
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Meanwhile, having expounded at some length the nature of the spiritual,

and more briefly the nature of the physical, environment of man, Calvin is now

able to turn definitely to the subject which had really been occupying his

thoughts throughout the entire discussion of creation—man, considered as a

creature of God. The ruin which has been wrought in man by sin, he postpones

for a later discussion; here he concerns himself only with the nature of man as

such. Not of course as if he were inviting an idle contemplation of something

which no longer exists and therefore cannot deeply concern us. But with a

twofold practical object in view. In the first place, that we may not attribute to

God, the author of our nature, those natural evils which we perceive in ourselves,

in our present condition. And next, that we may properly estimate the lam-

entable ruin into which we have fallen, by seeing it as it really is—as a corruption

and deformity of our proper nature. With these ends in view he invites us to at-

tend to a descriptio integrae naturae, that is to an account of the constitution and

nature of man as such (I. xv. 1).

Man, in his view, owes his origin, of course, to the productive energy of God

(I. xv. 5) and is spoken of by Calvin as among all the works of God, “the most no-

ble and supremely admirable example of the Divine righteousness and wisdom

and goodness.” 115 His peculiarity among the creatures of God is that he is of a

duplex nature. For that man consists of two disparate elements—soul and body

—ought, in Calvin’s opinion, to be beyond controversy. 116 On the one side,

then, man takes hold of lower nature—“he was taken from earth and clay”; 117

and this surely ought to be a curb to our pride. On the other side—which is “the

nobler part” of man 118—he is an immortal spirit dwelling in this earthly vessel as

a domicile; and in this he may justly glory as a mark of the great goodness of his

Maker. 119 Calvin, we perceive then, is a dichotomist, and that not merely inad-

vertently but with an express rejection of the trichotomistic schematization. He

recognizes some plausibility in the arguments advanced to distinguish between

the sensitive and rational souls in man; but he finds that there is really no sub-

stance in them and advises that we draw off from such questions as frivolous and

useless. 120
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Of the bodily nature of man, Calvin has (here at least) little to say. He is not

insensible to the dignity of the human form and carriage, celebrating it in a famil-

iar classical quotation; 121 and he admits that by as much as it distinguishes and

separates us from brute animals by that much it brings us nearer to God. 122

Though he insists that the image of God is properly spiritual, 123 and that even

though it may be discerned sparkling in these external things it is only as they are

informed by the spirit; 124 he yet in this very statement seems in some sense to al-

low that it does “sparkle” at least in these external things, and indeed says plainly

that “there is no part of man including the body itself, in which there is not some

luminous spark of the divine image.” 125 What he objected to in Osiander’s view

accordingly was not that he allowed to the body some share in the divine image

but that he placed the image of God “promiscuously” and “equally” in the soul

and body. 126 Calvin might allow it to extend even to the body, but certainly he

would not admit that it had its seat there in equal measure as in the soul. The

only proper seat of the image of God was to him indeed precisely the soul

itself, 127 from which only it might shine into the body. 128

He even, indeed, permits himself to speak of the body as a “prison” from

which the soul is liberated at death; 129 though this is doubtless merely a classical

manner of speech, adhered to without intentional implication of its

corollaries, 130 whenever at least his mind is not consciously on “the body of this

death,” that is, specifically, the sinful body. In contrast with the soul, he never

tires indeed of pouring contempt upon the body as a mere lump of clay, which is

sustained and moved and impelled solely by the soul which dwells in it. 131 Dust

in its origin, it shall in accordance with its nature, in obedience to the curse of

God, return to dust, 132 although of course afterwards it shall be raised again in

virtue of Christ’s redemption; but here we are speaking again of the body, not as

it is in itself, but as it is under sin, subject on the one hand to the death from

which it was wholly free in the state of integrity 133 and to the redemption by

which it is recovered from the death incurred by sin. Though then our bodies are

in themselves, under sin, mere carcasses, yet as “members of Christ” they cannot
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“sink into putrefaction without hope of resurrection” (III. xxv. 7). They may be

“wretched corpses,” but they do not cease to be “temples of the Holy Ghost,”

and God “wishes to be adored in them.” “We are the altars at which He is wor-

shipped, in our bodies and in our souls.” 134 Hence, as well as for other reasons,

Calvin has much to say of the duty of a proper care of the body—of its health

and even of its cleanliness. If God deigns to dwell in us we should endeavor to

walk in purity of body as well as of soul, to keep our bodies in decency, not to af-

flict them with austerities, or to neglect them in disease, but so to regulate our

lives that we shall be able to serve God, and be in suitable condition to do

good. 135

Even the body, it must be borne in mind, was not according to Calvin creat-

ed to be the prey of death. In his commentary on Gen. 2:16 he tells us that had

man not sinned, his earthly life indeed would have ceased but only to give way to

a heavenly life for the whole man. 136 That man dies is due therefore entirely to

sin. Without sin the body itself would have been immortal. Its exinanitio is as

much due to sin as the maledictio which falls on the soul. 137 By Adam’s sin

death entered into the world 138 and thus alienation from God for the soul, and

return to dust for the body. And therefore by the redemption in Christ there is

purchased for the soul restoration to communion with God and for the body re-

turn from the dust, in order that the whole man, soul and body, may live forever

in the enjoyment of the Divine favor. The body is not in and of itself therefore,

although the lower part of man and uniting him with the lower creation, an un-

worthy element of human nature. All that is unworthy in it comes from sin. 139

The “nobler part” 140 of man, the “soul,” or as it is alternatively called, the

“spirit,” 141 differs from the body not merely in nature but in origin. In its na-

ture, Calvin conceives it as distinctively percipient substance: whose “very na-

ture, without which it cannot by any means exist, is movement, feeling, activity,

understanding.” 142 From the metaphysical point of view Calvin defines it as “an

immortal, yet created essence,” 143 and he is at considerable pains to justify each

element of this definition.



208

In opposition to the notion that the soul is but a breath (flatus) or power

(vis) divinely infused into bodies, but itself lacking essence (quae tamen essentia

careat), 144 he affirms that it is a substantial entity distinct from the body, incor-

poreal in its own nature (substantia incorporea), 145 and therefore incapable of

occupying space, and yet inhabiting the body as its domicile “not only that it

may quicken all its parts, 146 and render its organs fit (apta) and useful for their

activities, but also that it may hold the primacy (primatum) in the government

of the life of man,” whether in concerns of this life or in those of the life to come

(§ 6). The substantiality of the soul as an essence distinct from the body he con-

siders to be clear on its own account, and on the testimony of Scripture as

well. 147 The powers with which the soul is endowed, he urges, transcend the ca-

pacities of physical substance, and themselves afford therefore ample proof that

there is “hidden in man something which is distinct from the body.” 148
 Here is

conscience, for example, which, discriminating between good and evil, responds

to the judgment of God. “How shall an affection without essence 149 penetrate

to the tribunal of God and strike terror into itself from its guilt”; or fear of a

purely spiritual punishment afflict the body? Here is the knowledge of God it-

self. How should an evanescent activity (evanidus vigor) rise to the fountain of

life? Here is the marvelous agility of the human mind, traversing heaven and

earth, and all the secret places of nature; here are the intellect and memory gath-

ering into themselves all the ages, arranging everything in proper order and even

forecasting the future from the past; here is the intellect, conceiving the invisible

God and the angels, which have nothing in common with the body, apprehend-

ing what is right, and just, and honest, things to which no bodily sense is related:

must there not be something essentially distinct from the body which is the seat

of such intelligence (§ 2)? It is upon the Scriptural argument for the distinctness

of the soul, however, that Calvin especially dwells; and he has, of course, no diffi-

culty in making it perfectly plain that from beginning to end the Scriptures go

on the assumption of the distinctness and even the separability of the soul from

the body (§ 2, ad fin.).
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This whole argument was inserted into the “Institutes” for the first time in

the preparation of the last edition (1559). But it is old ground for Calvin. It was

already traversed by him with great fulness in his youthful tract against the advo-

cates of Soul-Sleep (1534), the main contention of which is that the soul “is a

substance and lives after the death of the body, endowed with sense and intelli-

gence.” 150 Ten years later (1544) it was gone over again somewhat more concise-

ly in his “Brief Instructions to arm all good Christians against the errors of the

common sect of the Anabaptists,” among whose errors was the contention that

“souls, departed from the body, do not live until the resurrection,” whether be-

cause the soul was conceived, not as “a substance or as a creation having essence,

but only as the power which man has to breathe, move and perform the other

acts of life, while he is living,” or because, while it was conceived as “an essential

creature,” it was thought to sleep “without feeling or knowledge” until the judg-

ment day. As over against the former and extremer type of Anabaptism he under-

takes to demonstrate that “souls have an essence of their own” 151 “given to them

by God.” 152 The richness of the Scriptural material at Calvin’s disposal is fairly

illustrated by the fact that in these three Scriptural arguments, although some of

it is employed more than once, yet much of it is in each case drawn from different

passages.

It is interesting to observe that Calvin conceives himself to establish the im-

mortality of the soul in establishing its distinct substantiality. In the argument in

the “Institutes,” the two topics of the essentiality and the immortality of the soul

are treated so completely as one, that the reader is apt to be a little confused by

what seems their confusion (I. xv. 2). Calvin’s idea seems to be that if it be clear

that there is “something in man essentially distinct from the body,” the subject of

all these great powers of intellect, sensibility and will, it will go of itself that this

wonderful somewhat will survive death. This point of view is perhaps already

present to his mind in the “Psychopannychia,” although there he more clearly

distinguishes between the proof “that the soul or spirit of man is a substance dis-

tinct from the body,” and the proof that the soul remains in existence after the

death of the body, representing the latter specifically as the question of the im-
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mortality of the soul 153—although it does not seem obvious that even the ques-

tion of the survival of the crisis of death is quite the same question as that of im-

mortality. His method seems in point of fact to be the result of a more funda-

mental conception. This fundamental conception which underlies his whole

point of view seems to be that a spiritual substance is, as uncompounded, natu-

rally immortal. On that presupposition the proof that there is a spiritual sub-

stance in man is the proof of his immortality. Of course this assumption is not to

be understood to mean that Calvin imagined that any creatures of God whether

men or angels are so immortal in and of themselves, that God cannot destroy

them or that they exist otherwise than “in Him,” and by virtue not only of His

purpose in constituting them as He has constituted them, but of His constant

upholding power. 154 It means only that Calvin supposed that in constituting

them spirits God has constituted them for immortality and given them natures

adapted for and implicating their endless existence. The proof that there is an un-

compounded spirit in man, therefore, is in his view already a proof of

immortality.

It must not be inferred, however, that Calvin always relies solely on this indi-

rect proof of the immortality of the soul. More direct proofs are found elsewhere

in the “Institutes”—as for example, in the chapter on the witness of the works

and deeds of God to Him (I. v. 10), where a digression is made to point out that

the apparent inequality of the moral government of the world suggests the hy-

pothesis of a further life for its rectification. But the simplicity with which he as a

Biblical theologian relies on the Scriptures precluded the development by Calvin

of an extended or a complete argument for immortality on general considera-

tions. On his view of the disabilities of the human mind induced by sin, he

would not look for such an argument among the heathen. The heathen philoso-

phers, he tells us accordingly, having no knowledge of the Scriptures, scarcely at-

tained to a knowledge of immortality. Almost no one of them, except Plato,

roundly asserts the soul to be an immortal essence. Certain other Socratics reach

out towards such a conception indeed; but they are all in more or less doubt and

cannot teach clearly what they only half believe. Nevertheless Calvin is persuad-
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ed that there is ineradicably imprinted on the heart of man a desire for the celes-

tial life, and also some knowledge of it (I. xv. 6). No man can escape then from

some intimations of immortality. And after the heart has been quickened by

grace and the intellect illuminated by the workings of the Spirit, proofs of it will

abundantly suggest themselves. 155

Now, this immortal substance, alternately called soul and spirit, which con-

stitutes the animating or governing principle in the human constitution, Calvin

is insistent, is an immediate creation of God. He insists upon this, not merely in

opposition to the notion that it is no thing at all, but a mere “breath” or

“power,” but with equal strenuousness in opposition to that “diabolical error”

which considers the soul a derivative (traducem) of the substance of God—seeing

that this would make “the divine nature not only subject to change and passions,

but to ignorance also, to depraved desires, to weakness and every kind of vice” (I.

xv. 5) … “rending the essence of the Creator that every one may possess a part of

it.” No, says he, “it is to be held as certain that souls are created” and “creation is

not transfusion of essence, but the origination of it from nothing” (§ 5). This

“origination of the soul out of nothing,” which alone can be called “creation,” he

insists on, again, not merely with reference to the origin of the first soul, 156 but

also with reference to every soul which has come into existence since. It is horri-

ble, says he, that it should be thrown into doubt by men who call themselves

Christians, whether the souls of men are a true created substance. 157 Calvin’s

doctrine of the creation of the soul is thrown up into contrast, therefore, on the

one side with his view that all else which was brought into being during the cre-

ative week, after the primal creation of the indigested mass of the world-stuff on

the first day, was proximately the product of second causes; and on the other side,

with his belief in the production of the body by ordinary generation in the case

of all the descendants of Adam. The soul of the first man stands out as an excep-

tion in the midst of mediately produced effects, as the one product of God’s di-

rect creative power in the process of the perfecting of the creative scheme. And

the souls of the descendants of this first man stand out in contrast with their

bodily forms, as in every case also products of God’s direct creative activity. In
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creating souls (in creandis animabus), he says, “God does not use the instrumen-

tality of man (non adhibet hominum operam).” 158 “There is no need,” he says

again, “to resort to that old figment of some (figmentum), that souls come into

being (oriantur) ex traduce.” 159 “We have not come of the race of Adam,” he says

yet again, “except as regards the body.” 160 And not only does he thus over and

over again through his writings sharply assert creationism as over against tradu-

cianism, but he devotes a whole section of the “Institutes” to the question and

formally rejects the whole traducian conception. 161

In its nature, as we have seen, this “immortal and yet created essence” which

vitalizes and governs the human frame, is defined by Calvin as percipient sub-

stance, whose very nature it is to move, feel, act, understand; which is, in a word,

characteristically sensibility. 162 When we attend to Calvin’s conception of the

soul from this point of view we are in effect observing his psychology: and, of

course, he develops his psychology with his eye primarily upon the nature of man

in his state of integrity—or rather, let us say, in his uncorrupted condition (I. xv.

1). “When definitions are to be given,” he remarks in another place, 163 “the na-

ture of the soul is accustomed to be considered in its integrity.” He develops it

also, however, under the influence of a strong desire to be clear and simple.

Subtleties in such matters he gladly leaves to the philosophers, whose specula-

tions he has no desire to gainsay as to either their truth or their usefulness; for his

purposes, however, which look to building up piety, a simple definition will suf-

fice. 164 It is naturally upon the questions which cluster around the Will that

Calvin’s chief psychological interest focuses. We must, however, leave the whole

matter of Calvin’s psychology and his doctrine of the Will to another occasion.

We must postpone also an exposition of his doctrine of the image of God. A sur-

vey of these two topics remains in order to complete our exposition of his doc-

trine of the creature.
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4. Cf. I. xv. 5: “To rend the essence of the Creator so that everything should possess a part, is the extremity

of madness.”
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236). The most recent view will scarcely allow that the specific idea of creation ex nihilo is expressed in ברא

but recognizes that the ideas of novelty, extraordinariness, effortlessness are expressed in it, and that thus it

may be said to lay a basis for the doctrine in question: cf. Franz Böhl, “Alttestamentliche Studien Rudolf

Kittel zum 60. Geburtstag dargebracht,” 1913, pp. 42–60, and Skinner, “Genesis,” 1910, pp. 14, 15. Calvin

does not understand Heb. 11:3 of creation ex nihilo, but interprets it as the manifestation of the Invisible

God in the visible works of His hands, “that we have in this visible world a conspicuous image of God”;

“thus the same truth is taught here as in Rom. 1:20, where it is said that the invisible things of God are made

known to us by the creation of the world, they being seen by His works.” This is the burden of the

Argument to the Commentary on Gen. 1. and its echoes are heard in “Institutes,” I. xiv. 1.

9. “Opera” (Schuler u. Schulthess), iv. pp. 86 sq.: Zwingli argues that, if the preëxisting stuff is the same in

kind as the thing created, we have an infinite series of worlds: if of a different kind, we have an infinite series
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of materials. Hence the world is not ex materia, but ex causa, which is as much as to say ex nihilo.

10. Ibid., iv. p. 87: he defines creation as “esse e nihilo; vel: esse quod prius non fuit; attamen non ex alio

tamquam ex materia.”

11. I. xiii. 24; I. xiii. 7; cf. Commentary on Heb. 1:2: “By Him … the world was created, since He is the

eternal Wisdom of God, which was the director of all His works from the beginning. Hence too we gather

that Christ is eternal, for He must needs be before the world has been made by Him.” Cf. also Commentary

on Gen. 1:3: “Since He is the Word of God, all things have been created by Him.” And see especially the

passage in the first edition of the “Institutes” (1536), at the beginning of the comment on the “second part

of the Symbol” (Opp. i. 64), where, after declaring on the basis of Heb. 1 that “since God the Son is the same

God with the Father” He is “the creator of the heavens and the earth,” he proceeds to explain that the habit

of alluding to the Father nevertheless peculiarly as the “creator of the heavens and the earth” is due to “that

distinction of properties, already stated, by which there is referred to the Father the principium agendi, so

that He Himself is indeed properly said to act (agere), yet through His Word and Wisdom—yet in His

Power.” “But,” he adds, “that the action in the creation of the world was common to the three Persons is

made clear by that word (Gen. 1): ‘Let us make man in our image and likeness’ by which there is not

expressed a deliberation with angels, nor a colloquy with Himself, but a summoning of His Wisdom and

Power.” Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Calvijn,” 1881, pp. 51–52; “De Godsleer van Zwingli en

Calvijn,” 1883, p. 53.

12. I. xiv. 3, med.: nefas esse adsoribi bono Deo ullius rei malae creationem.

13.Do.: aliquam esse in mundi universitate malam naturam.

14. I. xiv. 16 and I. xv. 1: Quidquid damnabile … est a Deo alienissimum: Cuius in contumeliam recideret, si

quid vitii inesse naturae probaretur.

15. I. xiv. 20, ad fin.: creationem enarrare.

16. I. xiv. 3, ad init.: vulgi ruditati se accommodans … populariter loquens.

17. I. xiv. 1: certe quantumvis late pateat coelorum circuitus, est tamen aliqua eius dimensio.

18. Cf. the Argt. to the Commentary on Gen. 1.: “The circle of the heavens is finite, and the earth, like a

little globe, is placed in the center.”

19. I. xiv. 22: omnia se hominis causa condere. Cf. Commentary on Gen. 3:1: “the whole world which had

been created for the sake of man.”

20. “Compendium Theologiae Christ.,” Oxford, 1657, p. 36 (I. v.).

21. This point is very fully elaborated in the Argument to the Commentary on Gen. 1. and in the comment

on Heb. 11:3.

22. “City of God,” xi. 5.

23. “Confessions,” XI. xii. 14: “Behold, I answer to him who asks ‘What was God doing before He made

heaven and earth’—I answer not, as a certain person is reported to have done facetiously (avoiding the

pressure of the question), ‘He was preparing hell,’ saith he, ‘for those who pry into mysteries.’ It is one thing

to perceive, another to laugh—these things I answer not. Far more willingly would I have answered, ‘I know

not what I know not’, than that I should make him a laughing-stock who asks deep things, and gain praise

as one who answers false things.” The Argument to the Commentary on Genesis i. runs parallel to the

opening paragraphs of this chapter in the “Institutes”; and we are there told that Calvin borrows this

anecdote immediately, not from Augustine, but from “The Tripartite History,”—that is to say, the
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“Historiae Ecclesiasticae Tripartitae Epitome,” Cassiodorus’ revision of the translation made at his instance

of the histories of Socrates, Sozomen and Theodoret by Epiphanius Scholasticus (for whom see Smith and

Wace, “Dict. of Christ. Biography,” ii. 1880, p. 159). This book supplied the mediaeval Church with its

knowledge of post-Eusebian church history.

24. Ac scite pius ille senex quum protervus quispiam … per ludibrium quaeriret.

25. See above, p. 210.

26. E.g., xi. 321 (iocari quam serio conqueri).

27. xii. 578.

28. In his youthful work as a humanist—the Commentary on Seneca’s “De clementia”—he betrays the

readiness of his laughter by his comments on the amusing matters that come before him. In the comment

on I. vii. (Opp. v. 62) he expresses his sense of the ridiculousness of the soothsayer’s solemn mummery and

quotes Cato’s remark “that it was wonderful that every soothsayer did not laugh whenever he met a fellow

soothsayer.” On I. x. (Opp. v. 84), speaking of the apotheoses of the Roman emperors, he adds: “The rites

and ceremonies by which the emperors were consecrated are set forth by Herodianus in his iv. Book; and I

am never able to refrain from laughter when I read that passage. The religion of the Romans was as

ridiculous as this …” Calvin enjoyed his reading and responded to the matter he read with an emotional

movement.

29. Doumergue, “Jean Calvin,” iii. 1905, pp. 535–540, where the whole subject is admirably illustrated. See

also Doumergue, “L’art et le sentiment dans l’oeuvre de Calvin,” Geneva, 1902, the third Conference, pp.

61–67. On Calvin’s use of satire, see C. Lenient, “La Satire en France, ou la Littérature militante au XVIe

siècle,” 1877, i. pp. 107 sq., especially pp. 175 sq. Cf. also the first article in this volume, pp. 11 sqq.

30. xii. 348: non posse negari omnia oblectamenta.

31.Opp. xb. 441.

32. I. xiv. 2: Hic etiam obstrepit humana ratio, quasi a Dei potentia alieni fuerint tales progressus.

33. I. xiv. 2: a Dei potentia alieni.

34. I. xiv. 22: quum nihilo difficilius esset, uno momento totum opus simul omnibus numeris complere,

quam eiusmodi progressione sensim ad complementum pervenire.

35. I. xvi. 1. Cf. the Genevan Catechism of 1545 (Opp. vi. 15–16, 17–18) where the question is asked why

God is called in the Creed only Creator of heaven and earth, when “tueri conservareque in suo statu

creaturas,” is “multo praestantius” than just to have once created them. The answer is that by this

particularizing of creation, it is not intended to imply that “God so created His works at one time (semel)

that He afterwards rejects the care of them.” On the contrary, He upholds and governs all He made; and this

is included in the idea of His creation of them all. Cf. also the “Confession des Escholiers” of 1559 (Opp. ix.

721–722) where we read: “I confess that God created the world at once (semel), in such a manner as to be its

perpetual governor.…”

36. It is worth while to observe here how Calvin betrays his sensibility to the glory and beauty of nature (cf.

also I. v. 6; Opp. xxix. 300). See the remarks of E. Doumergue, “Jean Calvin,” iv. 1910, p. 105.

37. These phrases occur in the Commentary on Genesis 1.

38. Joannes Wollebius, op. cit., p. 35.

39. Amand. Polanus, “Syntagma theologiae christianae,” Hanov., 1525, v. 2. Cf. Gisb. Voetius, “Disp.,” i.

1648, p. 554: “Creation may be distinguished … into first and second. The first is the production of a thing
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ex nihilo, and in this manner were produced the heavens, the elements, light; and every day there are so

produced human souls, so far as they are spiritual in essence. The second is the production of the essential

or accidental form, in praesubjecta sed indisposita plane materia, and that by the immediate operation of the

divine power; and in this manner were produced the works of the five days as also many miraculous works in

the order of nature as now constituted.”

40. See above, note 9.

41. I. xvi. 2; cf. also the Commentary on Gen. 1:3.

42. Cf. Köstlin, TSK, 1868, p. 427: “In the section of edition 2
b

 (vol. xxix. 510) on God as the Almighty

Creator there should be particularly noted the emphasis with which Calvin maintains, in spite of the

mediation of the divine activity through creaturely instruments, yet the dependence of these instruments,

and the absolute independence of God with respect to them. And in ed. 3 (vol. xxx. 145 sq., 150; Lib. I. c.

xvi. §§ 2, 7) there are given still stronger expositions of this. God, says Calvin, bestows on the instruments

powers purely in accordance with His own will, and governs them; and God could work what He works

through them, say through the sun, just as easily without them, purely by Himself. God, he says, in ed. 3,

lets us be nourished ordinarily by bread; and yet according to Scripture, man does not live by bread alone,

for it is not the abundance of food but the divine blessing which nourishes us; and on the other hand (Isaiah

3:1) He threatens to break the staff of bread.” “We have here already,” adds Köstlin, “the general premises

for the special use which God, according to Calvin, makes of the Word and of the Sacraments for His saving

work.” Would anybody but a Lutheran have ever thought of the “means of Grace” in this connection?

Nevertheless it is not bad to be reminded that the Reformed doctrine of the “means of Grace” has its

analogue in the Reformed doctrine of providence: it is a corollary of the fundamental notion of God as the

Independent One.

43. Commentary on Malachi 1:2–6 (Opp. xliv. 401).

44. H. Bavinck in the first of his Stone Lectures (“The Philosophy of Revelation,” 1909, pp. 9–10) remarks:

“The idea of development is not a production of modern times. It was already familiar to Greek philosophy.

More particularly Aristotle raised it to the rank of the leading principle of his entire system by his significant

distinction between potentia and actus.… This idea of development aroused no objection whatever in

Christian theology and philosophy. On the contrary, it received extension and enrichment by being linked

with the principle of theism.” Calvin accordingly very naturally thought along the lines of a theistic

evolutionism.

45. Commenting on Ps. 148:5 (Opp. xxxii. 434), he remarks: “The pronoun He is therefore emphatic, as if

the prophet would say that the world is not eternal as profane men dream, nor is produced by some

concurring atoms, but this beautiful order which we see suddenly stood forth (exstitisse) on the mandate of

God.” Cf. also Opp. xxxi. 327.

46. I. xiv. 3: diserte et explicate … tradamus quae … docet scriptura.

47. I. xiv. 4, end: ex simplici scripturae doctrina.

48. I. xiv. 8, ad init.: viderint quale habeant fundamentum.

49. I. xiv. 4: Theologo autem non garriendo aures oblectare, sed vera, certa, utilia docendo, conscientias

confirmare propositum est.

50. I. xiv. 3: Et certe, quum utiliter semper nos doceat Spiritus, in quibus vero parum est momenti ad

aedificationem, vel subticeat prorsus, vel leviter tantum et cursim attingat: nostri quoque officii est, libenter
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ignorare quae non conducunt.

51. I. xiv. 4: Ne longior sim, meminerimus hic, ut in tota religionis doctrina, tenendam esse unam modestiae

et sobrietatis regulam, ne de rebus obscuris aliud vel loquamur, vel sentiamus, vel scire etiam appetamus

quam quod Dei verbo fuerit nobis traditum. Alterum, ut in lectione scripturae, iis continenter quaerendis

ac meditandis immoremur quae ad aedificationem pertinent, non curiositati aut rerum inutilium studio

indulgeamus.

52. Zwingli seems to have been an exception, and to have looked upon the ascription of all events to the

action of angels and especially to that of devils as inconsistent with the doctrine of providence: he twits

Luther with ascribing everything to “the poor devil” and asks what then becomes of universal providence

(“Opera,” Schuler u. Schulthess, iib. p. 27). Cf. P. J. Muller, “De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn, 1883, p.

77, note. But Luther, remarks Muller, could believe in the determining providence of God, “und wenn die

welt voll teufel wär.” How it strikes a modern of the moderns may be learned from William Wrede’s remark

(“Paul,” E. T. 1907, p. 95): “Angels, in our time, belong to children and to poets; to Paul and his age they

were a real and serious quantity.”

53. I. xiv. 9: ex quibus [Scripturis] clarissime evincitur re vera esse spiritus naturae subsistentis; … non

qualitates aut inspirationes sine substantia sed veros spiritus. Note also § 19: non motiones aut affectiones

mentium, sed magis revera, quod dicuntur, mentes, vel spiritus sensu et intelligentia praedios. Cf. Opp. xlv.

271.

54. I. xiv. 19: sensu et intelligentia praeditos.

55. I. xiv. 8: forma spiritus carere certum est. Cf. Opp. xl. 659: quoniam angeli carent corporibus.

56. I. xiv. 5. Cf. Opp. xlii. 455; lii. 86.

57. I. xv. 3, end: “Neither is it to be denied angelos ad Dei similitudinem creatos esse, since our highest

perfection, as Christ testifies (Mat. 22:30), will be to become like them.”

58. I. xiv. 3: [Moses] angelos Dei ministros inducit, colligere facile licet eorum esse conditorem, cui suam

operam et officia impendunt. Cf. 4: angelos sane, quum Dei sint ministri ad iussa eius exsequenda ordinati,

esse quoque illius creaturas, extra controversiam esse debet. Again 16: quum a Deo conditus sit diabolus.

Cf. Opp. xxxiii. 206; lv. 334.

59. I. xiv. 3: eorum conditor. Cf. Opp. xxxv. 466, to the same effect.

60.Opp. lii. 85–86. The assertion of Psalm 148:5 (Opp. xxxii. 434) he apparently confines to “creaturis sensu

carentibus”: but on the first verse he incidentally remarks of the angels that “they were created (conditi

sunt).” Cf. the assertions of the creation of the angels, good and bad, Opp. xxx. 316; xxxiii. 206. In the

exposition of the Symbol, in the “Institutes,” of 1543, he comments on the words “Creator of heaven and

earth” thus (chap. vi. §§ 28 and 29): “Under the names of heaven and earth all celestial and terrestial things

are comprehended, as if God were said to be the Creator of all things without exception. This is found more

clearly expressed in the Nicene Creed, where He is called the Maker of all things visible and invisible. That

was done probably on account of the Manichees, who imagined two principles, God and the Devil; and

attributed to God the creation of good things, indeed, but referred evil natures to the Devil as their

author,”—and so on as in the “Institutes” of 1559, I. xiv. 3. Then in § 29: “God then is in the first place said

to have created the heavens and all that is contained in the heavens. But in that order are the celestial spirits,

as well those who have persisted by obedience in their integrity, as those who by defection have fallen into

ruin,” etc.—explaining that the fact that Moses does not mention this in the history of creation in no
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respect throws it into doubt. Cf. the “Confession des Escholiers,” 1559 (Opp. ix. 721–722): “I confess that

God created not only the visible world, that is the heaven and the earth, and whatever is contained in them,

but also the invisible spirits, some of whom have persisted in obedience to God, and some by their own sin

have been precipitated into destruction.”

61. I. xv. 5: animas ergo … creatas esse non minus quam angelos, certo statuendum est. Creatio autem non

transfusio est, sed essentiae ex nihilo exordium.

62. I. xiv. 4: terram esse perfectam, et coelos perfectos cum omni exercitu eorum, narrat Moses (Gen. 2:1).

Quid attinet anxie precontari quoto die, praeter astra et planetas, alii quoque magis reconditi coelestes

exercitus esse coeperint?

63. Aquinas, “Summa,” Pars I. qu. xli. art. 3, argues: “Angels are a part of the universe. For they do not

constitute in themselves a universe; but unite along with the corporeal creation in a universe. This appears

from the relation of one creature to another. For the mutual relation of things is the good of the universe.

But no part is perfect, when separated off into a whole by itself. It is not therefore probable that God,

‘whose works are perfect,’ as is said in Deut. 32, created the angelic creation off to itself before the other

creatures.” Jerome, on the other hand, following the Greeks, exclaims on the multitudinous ages which

intervened between the creation of the angels and that of man. It is interesting to observe Dante following

Aquinas and making the creation of the angels simultaneous with that of the universe at large, the fall of the

evil angels being delayed but twenty seconds after their creation (cf. Maria Rossetti’s “Shadow of Dante,”

1886, pp. 14, 15), and Milton following Jerome and putting the creation of angels aeons before that of man.

64. So he seems to say explicitly in the middle editions of the “Institutes” (first in 1543), vi. § 29 (Opp. i.

497): “First then God is said to have created the heavens and all that the heavens contain. But in this order

are the celestial spirits, whether those who by obedience remained in their integrity, or those who by

defection fell into ruin.”

65. “Instit. Theolog.,” Geneva, 1625, Loc. vi. 4, p. 61.

66. “Compend. Theolog. Christ.,” ed. Oxford, 1657, p. 36.

67. “Theoretico-practica theol.,” Amstel., 1724, III. vii. 4, p. 340.

68. Heppe, “Dog. d. ev.-ref. Kirche,” 1861, p. 149, adds that this is also the teaching of the Leiden Synopsis,

Riissen, Wendelinus and of the Reformed in general. Cocceius (“Summa Theol.,” xvi. 12) thought of the

day when the waters above and below the firmament were separated.

69. Cf. a similar rejection of the efforts to determine the numbers and orders of angels in Opp. li. 158.

70. As cited, III. vii. 30 (p. 348).

71. I. xiv. 3: nefas esse adscribi bono Deo ullius rei malae creationem.

72. I. xiv. 3: “The orthodox faith … does not admit that any evil nature exists in the universe of the world;

since neither the pravity and malice whether of man or devil or the sins which proceed from them, came

from nature but from the corruption of nature; nor has anything at all come into being from the beginning

in which God has not given a specimen of His wisdom and righteousness.”

73. I. xiv. 16: quum a Deo conditus sit diabolus, hanc malitiam quam eius naturae tribuimus, non ex

creatione sed ex depravatione esse meminerimus.

74.Do.: contenti simus hoc breviter habere de diabolorum natura: fuisse prima creatione angelos Dei, sed

degenerando se perdidisse et aliis factos esse instrumenta perditionis.

75. I. xiv. 16: quod est ab eo alienissimum.
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76. Sermon xiv. on Job vi. (Opp. xxxiii. 206).

77. Sermon iv. on Job i. (Opp. xxxiii. 60).

78. Commentary on 1 Jno. 3:8 (Opp. lv. 334). Cf. farther Opp. xxx. 316 (“Hom. 1 Sam. 19.”): “Just as when

we call the good angels spirits of God, not because they have the same essence with God, but because they

were formed and created (formati et creati sunt) by Him, so also it is to be thought of devils whose origin

was the same with the good angels. For they were not created evil as we see them today, and with that evil

with which the Scriptures depict them, but they were corrupted and alienated from God by their departure

from their original state; just as, we know, man too fell away from his purity into his present misery.”

79.Opp. xlviii. 594: “As they have not always existed, so they are capable of reaching their end.” Cf. Opp.

xxxiii. 365, and xxxviii. 152.

80.Opp. xxxiii. 206–207 (Sermon xvi. on Job 4.). Cf. Opp. xxxiii. 365, and liii. 92.

81. I. xiv. 10: the cult of angels in the Church of Rome led Calvin to be particularly insistent against their

worship. Cf. Opp. vi. 83, vii. 653.

82. I. xiv. 10: in eis fulgor divini numinis refulgeat.

83. I. xiv. 12: si non ut eius manus a nobis considerantur, quae nullum ad opus nisi ipso dirigente se

moveant.

84. I. xiv. 4: Dei ministri ad iussa eius exsequenda ordinati.

85. I. xiv. 9: quorum obsequio utitur Deus ad suorum protectionem, et per quos turn sua beneficia inter

homines dispensat, turn reliqua etiam opera exsequitur.

86. I. xiv. 5: imperium suum in mundo.

87. I. xiv. 5, ad init.: ad exsequenda omnia quae decrevit. Cf. Heidegger’s threefold distribution of angelic

functions: in praeconio laudum eius, necnon in regimine mundi, ecclesiae imprimis ministrant (as cited by

Heppe: “Dogmat. d. ev.-ref. Kirche,” 1861, p. 146).

88. “It deserves remark,” says P. J. Muller (“De Godsleer van Zwingli en Calvijn,” 1883, p. 77), “that Calvin

answers the question why God makes use of angels, after a fashion which more or less affects the immanence

of God. He points to the multiplicity of our dangers, to our weakness, and to our liability to trepidatio and

desperatio. Now God not merely promises us His care; but He even appoints an ‘innumerable multitude of

protectors, whom He has commissioned to keep watch over us’; so that we may ‘feel ourselves without

danger, no matter what evil threatens, so long as we are under this protection and care’ (I. xiv. 11),—a mode

of conception to which he does not, however, hold, since he looks upon all things and man as well rather as

immediately dependent on God Himself and on His care alone.” Muller quotes Zwingli (“Opera,” iib. p.

27) as complaining of Luther’s attribution of all evils to the devil as if there were no such thing as the

providence of God. “How is it,” asks Zwingli, “that to you the poor devil must have done everything, as no

man can do in my house? I thought the devil was already overcome and judged. If the devil is now a

powerful lord in the world, as you have just said, how can it be that all things shall be worked out through

God’s providence?” In both Zwingli’s and Muller’s cases the antithesis is not exact. All things can be worked

out by God’s providence and yet the Devil be the author of all that is evil; because the Devil himself may be

—and is—an instrument of God’s providence. God’s use of angels in His providence is no injury to His

immanent working, because they are the instruments of His immanent working; and Calvin does not depart

from the one notion while emphasizing the other, because they are not mutually exclusive notions but two

sides of one idea.
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89. Commentary on Jno. 5:4 (Opp. xlvii. 105–106).

90. I. xiv. 11: illud quidem unum satis superque esse deberet, quod Dominus asserit se nostrum esse

protectorem.

91.Do.: perperam id quidem fieri a nobis fateor, quod post illam simplicem promissionem de unius Dei

protectione, adhuc circumspectamus unde veniat nobis auxilium.

92.Do.: imbecilitas, mollities, fragilitas, vitium.

93.Do.: pro immensa sua dementia et facilitate.

94. Cf. Voetius, “Disput.,” i. 1648, p. 900, who remarks that most of the Reformed (including himself)

deny the existence of guardian angels, adding: “We embrace the opinion of Calvin in Instit. I. xiv. 7, and

Com. on Psalms (91) and onMatthew (18), and of the other Reformers, who reject this opinion as vain and

curious, and we think that something in this matter has adhered to the ancient fathers from the Platonic

theology and the mythological theology of the Gentiles.”

95. This last sentence is new to the latest edition of the “Institutes.” We may note in passing that Calvin

both in the “Institutes” and in his commentary on the passage, understands Mat. 18:10 of “the angels of

little children” (cf. “Institutes,” I. xiv. 7, 9), which seems certainly wrong. Cf. art. “Little Ones” in Hastings’

“Diet, of Christ and the Gospels.”

96. I. xiv. 14, end: “For just as the Church and the Society of the Saints have Christ as head, so the faction of

the impious and impiety itself is depicted to us with its prince, who holds there supreme dominion.” Cf.

Opp. xxxv. 35; liii. 339.

97. I. xiv. 15, beginning: Hoc quoque ad perpetuum cum diabolo certamen accendere nos debet, quod

adversarius Dei et noster ubique dicitur. Cf. the whole paragraph and especially its closing words.

98. Cf. the definition given of demons by Voetius, “Disp.,” i. 1648, p. 911, summing up what is more

broadly taught by Calvin in the brevity of a definition. A demon, says he, “is an angel, created in integrity,

who, subjected on account of his own defection to endless evil and misery, serves, even though unwillingly,

the providence and glory of God.”

99. I. xiv. 17: discordia et pugna cum Deo.

100. nisi volente et annuente Deo, nihil facere posse.

101. nisi impetrata facultate.

102. a Domino amandatus.

103. spiritus Domini malus.

104. per angelos malos.

105. opus Dei—operatio Satanae.

106.Opp. i. 61.

107.Opp. i. 351; ii. 225.

108.Opp. vii. 188–190.

109.Opp. vi. 17, 18; cf. vii. 188 sq.

110.Opp. xxxv. 152 (Sermon 130. on Job xxxiv.).

111.Opp. xxxiii. 60 (Sermon iv. on Job i.).

112. Cf. also Opp. xxx. 178; xxxvi. 338; xl. 309; xlv. 269; xlviii. 594, where it is the ascended Christ who is

affirmed (as God of providence) to hold the devils in check so that they do nothing save by His will. Also the

statement in the “Confession des Escholiers” of 1559 (Opp. ix. 723–724): “And although Satan and the
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reprobate endeavor to throw everything into confusion to such an extent that the faithful themselves doubt

the right order of their sins, I recognize nevertheless that God; as the Supreme Prince and Lord of All, turns

the evil into good, and governs all things by a certain secret curb, and moderates them in a wonderful way,

which we ought with all submission of mind to adore, since we are not able to comprehend it.”

113. Few of them, however, have been able to say so much so well in such few words as Voetius, “Disp.,” i.

1648, p. 922: “Final causes of the devil as such ought not to be assigned, because evil has no end. But

although the opus (as we say) in and of itself has no end, the operans Deus has—who has made everything for

Himself (propter seipsum, Prov. 16:4). For to a fixed end He both created him in the state of integrity, and

permitted his fall, and left him in his fallen state, and ordained his malice to multiplex good. His ultimate

end is therefore the glory of God; the subordinate use of the devil is as an instrument of divine providence,

in this life for plaguing men, the pious for their discipline only, the impious for their punishment and

undoing; after this life, for torturing the impious. Thus God in both raises a trophy to the honor of His

blameless glory.”

114. A brief statement of how Calvin habitually thought of devils may be found in his tract against the

Libertines (xii.: Opp. vii. 181–182): “The Scriptures teach us that the devils are evil spirits who continually

make war on us, to draw us to perdition. And as they are destined to eternal damnation, they continually

strive to involve us in the same ruin. Likewise that they are instruments of the wrath of God, and

executioners for the punishment of unbelievers and rebels, blinding them and tyrannizing over them, to

incite them to evil (Job 1:6, 12; 2:1, 7; Zech. 3:1; Mat. 4:1; Lk. 8:29, 22:31; Acts 7:51, 26:18; 2 Cor. 2:11; 1

Thes. 2:18; Jno. 8:44; 13:2; 1 Jno. 3:8).”

115. I. xv. 1, ad init.: inter omnia Dei opera nobilissimum ac maxime spectabile est iustitiae eius, et

sapientiae, et bonitatis specimen. Cf. Commentary on Gen. 1:26: “If you rightly weigh all circumstances

man is among other creatures a certain preëminent specimen of divine wisdom, justice and goodness, so that

he is deservedly called by the ancients μικρόκοσμος, ‘a world in minature.’ ” Calvin seems to be speaking

with regard only to the other visible creatures.

116. I. xv. 2, ad init.: porro hominem constare anima et corpore, extra controversiam esse debet. Cf. Opp.

vii. 113–114 (1544): “We hold then, in conformity with the whole teaching of God that man is composed

and consists of two parts: that is to say of body and soul.”

117. I. xv. 1, end: ex terra et luto sumptus fuit.

118. I. xv. 2: quae nobilior eius pars est.

119. I. xv. 1, end: fictoris sui.

120. I. xv. 6: qui plures volunt esse animas in homine, hoc est sensitivam et rationalem, … repudiandi nobis

sunt.

121. From Ovid, “Metam.,” Lib. i.

122. I. xv. 3. Cf. Commentary on Genesis 2:7 where he finds in the very way in which man was formed,

gradually and not by a simple fiat, a mark of his excellence above the brutes. “Three stages,” he says, “are to

be noted in the creation of man: that his dead body was formed out of the dust of the earth; that it was

endued with a soul whence it should receive vital motion; and that on this soul God engraved His own

image, to which immortality is annexed.”

123. In accordance with Augustine’s declaration (“De Trinitate,” xii. 7 [12]): Non secundum formam

corporis homo factus est ad imaginem Dei, sed secundum rationalem mentem. (Cf. “De Gen. ad lit.,” vi. 27
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(38): imaginem [Dei] in spiritu mentis impressam.…)

124. I. xv. 3: modo fixum illum maneat, imaginem Dei, quae in his externis notis conspicitur vel emicat,

spiritualem esse.

125. “Institutes,” I. xv. 3. Cf. A. S. E. Talma, “De Anthropologie van Calvijn,” 1882, who thinks Calvin

speaks somewhat waveringly about the body.

126. Promiscue tam ad corpus quam ad animam.

127. So he says in the “Psychopannychia” (Opp. v. 180) that in the body, mirabile opus Dei, prae caeteris

corporibus creatis, apparet, nulla tamen eius imago (in eo) effulget, and reasons out the matter at length in

Opp. vii. 112 (1544): “Now where will it be that we shall find this image of God, if there is no spiritual

essence in man on which it may be impressed? For as to man’s body it is not there that the image of God

resides. It is true that Moses afterwards adds (Gen. 2:7) that man was made a living soul,—a thing said also

of beasts. But to denote a special excellence, he says that God inspired the power of life into the body He

had formed of dust. Thus, though the human soul has some qualities common to those of beasts,

nevertheless as it bears the image and likeness of God it is certainly of a different kind. As it has an origin

apart, it has also another preëminence and this is what Solomon means when he says that at death the body

returns to the dust from which it is taken, and the soul returns to God who gave it (Eccl. 12:7). For this

reason it is said in the Book of Wisdom (2:23) that man is immortal, seeing that he was created in the image

of God. This is not an authentic book of Holy Scripture but it is not improper to avail ourselves of its

testimony as of an ancient teacher (Docteur ancien)—although the single reason ought to be enough for us

that the image of God, as it has been placed in man, can reside only in an immortal soul, if we understand its

contents as Paul expounds it, that is to say, that we are like God in righteousness and true holiness.”

128. Sermons on Daniel, Opp. xli. 459.

129. I. xv. 2: ubi soluta est a carnis ergastulo anima; nisi animae corporum ergastulis solutae manerent

superstites. In his early tract (1534) against soul-sleeping, he rings the changes on this idea: ex hoc corporis

ergastulo; corpus animae est career; terrena habitatio compedes sunt; post dissolutam compagem corporis;

exuta his vinculis, etc. (Opp. v. 195–196).

130. This is clearly the case in his early tract, “Psychopannychia,” 1534, Opp. v. 195–196, where the body is

“a lump of clay,” “a weight of earth, which presses us down and so separates us as by a wall from God”: and

it is only when the load of the body is put off that “the soul set free from impurities is truly spiritual (vere

spirilualis) so as to consent to the will of God and no longer to yield to the tyranny of the flesh rebelling

against Him.”

131.Opp. v. 195: tanta est vis animae, in massa terrae sustinenda, movenda, impellenda; the soul is on the

contrary by nature agile (natura agilis).

132.Opp. v. 204: Is vero pulvis est, qui formatus est de limo terrae: ille in pulverem revertitur, non spiritus,

quem aliunde quam e terra acceptum Deus homini dedit.

133. Commentary on Gen. 2:17: “He was wholly free from death; his earthly life no doubt would have been

only for a time; yet he would have passed into heaven without death.” On Gen. 3:19: “When he had been

raised to so great a dignity that the glory of the divine image shone in him, the earthly origin of the body was

almost obliterated. Now however, despoiled of his divine and heavenly excellence, what remains but that by

his very departure out of life, he should recognize himself to be earth? Hence it is that we dread death,

because dissolution, which is contrary to nature, cannot naturally be desired. The first man, to be sure,
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would have passed to a better life had he remained upright; but there would have been no separation of the

soul from the body, no corruption, no kind of destruction, in short, no violent change.”

134. Sermons on Deuteronomy, Opp. xxvii. 19, 20.

135. Sermons on Deut., Opp. xxviii. 101; Sermons on I Tim., Opp. liii. 533–536. Cf. in general on Calvin’s

doctrine of the body, E. Doumergue, Princeton Theological Review, Jan., 1909 (vii. 1), pp. 93–96, where he

brings out the salient points in opposition to the representations of Martin Schulze’s “Meditatio Futurae

Vitae, ihr Begriff und ihre herrschende Stellung im System Calvins,” 1901, pp. 7 sq. In his address on

“Calvin le prédicateur de Genève,” delivered at the celebration at Geneva of the 400th anniversary of

Calvin’s birth (July 2, 1909), Doumergue briefly sums up his contentions here: “Oh! no doubt the body is a

tent, a prison and worse still in the vehement language of our preacher. But at the same time, ‘there is no part

of the body in which some sparkle of the divine image is not to be found shining.’ It is the ‘temple of the

Holy Spirit,’ ‘the altar’ on which God would be adored.… And it is in a sort of canticle that Calvin

celebrates its resurrection.… ‘What madness it would be to reduce this body to dust without hope. No, the

body of St. Paul, which has borne the marks of Jesus Christ, which has magnificently glorified Him, will not

be deprived of the reward of the crown.’—Accordingly what care we should take of this body! Care for the

health is a religious duty: ‘God does not wish that men should kill themselves,’ and to abstain from the

remedies which are offered is a ‘diabolical pride.’—Health and cleanliness: here is the whole of modern

hygiene, which is to be nowhere more scrupulous or splendid than with the peoples which have been most

strictly taught in the school of the preacher of Geneva,—the Scotch and Dutch” (p. 21).

136. terrena quidem vita illi fuisset temporalis; but, in coelum tamen sine interitu et illaesus migrasset.

137. Nunc mors ideo horrori nobis est: primum quia quaedam est exinanitio, quoad corpus: deinde quia

Dei maledictionem sentit anima.

138. On Rom. 5:12.

139. Cf. Talma, as cited, pp. 37–40.

140. I. xv. 2: nobilior pars: praecipua pars.

141. Anima … interdum spiritus vocatur (I. xv. 2, ad init.). He repeatedly investigates in his occasional

works the Biblical usage of the terms “soul” and “spirit.” E.g. in his early work, “Psychopannychia,” ad init.

(Opp. xv. 178 sq., and towards the end of the tract against the Anabaptists (Opp. vii. 111). Cf. Talma, as

cited, p. 34.

142. “Psychopannychia,” Opp. v. 184: “If any confess that the soul lives, and deprive it at the same time of all

sensation (sensu), they just imagine a soul with nothing of soul about it; or they tear away the soul from

itself; quum eius natura, sine qua consistere ullo modo nequit, sit moveri, sentire, vigere, intelligere; and (as

Tertullian says) animae anima, sensus sit.”

143. I. xv. 2, ad init.: animae nomine essentiam immortalem, creatam tamen intelligo, quae nobilior eius

pars est.

144. I. xv. 2.

145. I. xv. 6.

146. Cf. “Psychopannychia,” Opp. v. 180: essentiam immortalem, quae in homine vitae causa est.

147. I. xv. 2: et res ipsa et tota scriptura ostendit.

148. I. xv. 2: clare demonstrat latere in homine aliquid a corpore separatum.

149. I. xv. 2: motus sine essentia—the expression is just in view of modern phenomenalistic psychology.
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150.Opp. v. 177.

151.Opp. vii. 111–112: que les ames ont une essense propre.

152.Opp. vii. 112: l’ame humaine a une essense propre qui luy soit donnée de Dieu.

153.Opp. v. 184.

154. Accordingly Calvin in his “Psychopannychia” (Opp. v. 222) says plainly: “When we say that the spirit of

man is immortal we do not affirm that it is able to stand against the hand of God or to subsist apart from

His power.” In his Commentary on 1 Tim. 6:16 he explains the declaration that God alone has immortality

to refer not to His having immortality a seipso but to His having it in potestate: accordingly, he says,

immortality does not belong to creatures save as it is planted in them by the inspiration of God: nam si vim

Dei quae indita est hominis animae tollas, statim evanescet: naturae immortalitas does not belong to souls or

angels. Similarly in his “Responsio contra Pighium de Libero Arbitrio” (Opp. vi. 361) he denies that the soul

of man is in this sense per se immortal: nam et eo modo neque animam per se immortalem esse concedimus.

The exception however proves the rule, and the use of this as an argument against Pighius ex concessu,

suggests that there is a sense in which otherwise than eo modo, the soul is per se immortal. Pighius had

asserted that “mortality and corruption are ex conditione, non vitio naturae.” “What is his proof?” asks

Calvin, and supplies it thus: “Since the body is thus from its principia out of which it is compounded and

from the nature of composition.” “But by that argument,” rejoins Calvin, “it might be proved that the body

would be obnoxious to death even after the resurrection; and that the soul is now mortal. For from what

principium has the soul sprung except nothing?” “No doubt,” he adds, “if we should say that that

perfection which God conferred on man from the beginning did not so belong to nature that he had it per se

and ex se, I would freely accept this opinion. For not even do we concede that the soul is after that fashion

per se immortal. And this is what Paul teaches when he attributes immortality to God alone (1 Tim. 6:16).

Nevertheless we do not on that account confess the soul to be mortal: for we do not estimate its nature from

the first power (virtute) of the essence, but from the perpetual condition which God has imparted to His

creatures.” Cf. the tract against the Libertines (Opp. vii. 180): “St. Paul, they say, calls God alone immortal

(1 Tim. 6:16). I fully agree with St. Paul. But he means that God alone has this privilege of Himself and of

His own nature, so that He is the source of immortality. But what He has of Himself He communicated to

our souls by His grace, when He formed them in His image.”

155. Cf. the remarks of Talma, as cited, p. 35: “But still all men, according to Calvin too, have a certain sense

of their immortality. By their alienation from the Father of lights, the light in men is not so wholly

extinguished that they are incapable of this sense.…” Talma sums up: “It is very certain that Calvin has not

fully and finally proved the existence and immortality of the human soul. But this is not his purpose. His

object was not so much to refute the error of those who denied these two things, as to strengthen his

believing readers in their faith. And for this end the popular presentation of the grounds on which the two

things rest was sufficient.” On the difference between the human soul and the souls of animals according to

Calvin, see Talma, p. 36.

156. Cf. e.g. Commentary on Mal. 1:2–6 (Opp. xliv. 401): “Moses understands that man’s soul was created

from nothing. We are born by generation, and yet our origin is clay, and the chief thing in us, the soul, is

created from nothing.”

157.Opp. vii. 180.

158. On Heb. 12:9.



225

159. On Gen. 3:6 (Opp. xxiii. 62).

160. Sermon on Job xiv. 4 (Opp. xxxiii. 660).

161. II. i. 7. Two subordinate points in Calvin’s doctrine of creation may be worth noting here. He remarks

in passing while commenting on Numbers 16:22 (Opp. xxv. 222) that it may be collected from that passage

that each man has his separate soul: and that by this “is refuted the prodigious delusion of the Manichaeans

that all souls are so infused ex traduce by the Spirit of God that there should still be one spirit.” He returns

often to this. Commenting on Job 3:16 (Opp. xxxiii. 162) he teaches that God breathes the soul into the

creature at the moment when it is conceived in its mother’s womb.

162.Opp. v. 184: sensus.

163. “Responsio contra Pighium de Libero Arbitrio” (Opp. vi. 285): “It is sufficiently clear that [in Basil’s

remarks here under consideration] the nature of the soul is considered in its integrity; as it is accustomed to

be in giving definitions.”

164. Talma, as cited, p. 43, remarks: “The whole manner in which Calvin deals here (Inst., I. xv. 6) with the

… faculties of the soul is remarkable. The style loses the liveliness, the progress of thought its regularity; and

the whole makes the impression that Calvin did not feel fully at home in this field.…” Talma notes that the

discussion of the faculties of the soul is not found in the “Institutes” of 1536, but is already very full in the

edition of 1539. (Cf. Doumergue, “Jean Calvin,” iv. 1910, p. 109, for Calvin’s psychology.)
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1. Meaning and Uses of the Term

alvinism is an ambiguous term in so far as it is currently employed in two

or three senses, closely related indeed, and passing insensibly into one an-

other, but of varying latitudes of connotation. Sometimes it designates merely

the individual teaching of John Calvin. Sometimes it designates, more broadly,

the doctrinal system confessed by that body of Protestant Churches known his-

torically, in distinction from the Lutheran Churches, as “the Reformed

Churches” (see “Protestantism”); but also quite commonly called “the

Calvinistic Churches” because the greatest scientific exposition of their faith in

the Reformation age, and perhaps the most influential of any age, was given by

John Calvin. Sometimes it designates, more broadly still, the entire body of con-

ceptions, theological, ethical, philosophical, social, political, which, under the in-

fluence of the master mind of John Calvin, raised itself to dominance in the

Protestant lands of the post-Reformation age, and has left a permanent mark not

only upon the thought of mankind, but upon the life-history of men, the social

order of civilized peoples, and even the political organization of states. In the

present article, the term will be taken, for obvious reasons, in the second of these
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senses. Fortunately this is also its central sense; and there is little danger that its

other connotations will fall out of mind while attention is concentrated upon

this.

On the one hand, John Calvin, though always looked upon by the

Reformed Churches as an exponent rather than as the creator of their doctrinal

system, has nevertheless been both reverenced as one of their founders, and de-

ferred to as that particular one of their founders to whose formative hand and

systematizing talent their doctrinal system has perhaps owed most. In any exposi-

tion of the Reformed theology, therefore, the teaching of John Calvin must al-

ways take a high, and, indeed, determinative place. On the other hand, although

Calvinism has dug a channel through which not merely flows a stream of theolo-

gial thought, but also surges a great wave of human life—filling the heart with

fresh ideals and conceptions which have revolutionized the conditions of exis-

tence—yet its fountain-head lies in its theological system; or rather, to be perfect-

ly exact, one step behind even that, in its religious consciousness. For the roots of

Calvinism are planted in a specific religious attitude, out of which is unfolded

first a particular theology, from which springs on the one hand a special church

organization, and on the other a social order, involving a given political arrange-

ment. The whole outworking of Calvinism in life is thus but the efflorescence of

its fundamental religious consciousness, which finds its scientific statement in its

theological system.

2. Fundamental Principle

The exact formulation of the fundamental principle of Calvinism has indeed

taxed the acumen of a long series of thinkers for the last hundred years (e.g.,

Ullmann, Semisch, Hagenbach, Ebrard, Herzog, Schweizer, Baur,

Schneckenburger, Güder, Schenkel, Schöberlein, Stahl, Hundeshagen; for a dis-

cussion of the several views cf. H. Voigt, “Fundamentaldogmatik,” Gotha, 1874,

pp. 397–480; W. Hastie, “The Theology of the Reformed Church in its
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Fundamental Principles,” Edinburgh, 1904, pp. 129–177). Perhaps the simplest

statement of it is the best: that it lies in a profound apprehension of God in His

majesty, with the inevitably accompanying poignant realization of the exact na-

ture of the relation sustained to Him by the creature as such, and particularly by

the sinful creature. He who believes in God without reserve, and is determined

that God shall be God to him in all his thinking, feeling, willing—in the entire

compass of his life-activities, intellectual, moral, spiritual, throughout all his indi-

vidual, social, religious relations—is, by the force of that strictest of all logic

which presides over the outworking of principles into thought and life, by the

very necessity of the case, a Calvinist. In Calvinism, then, objectively speaking,

theism comes to its rights; subjectively speaking, the religious relation attains its

purity; soteriologically speaking, evangelical religion finds at length its full ex-

pression and its secure stability. Theism comes to its rights only in a teleological

conception of the universe, which perceives in the entire course of events the or-

derly outworking of the plan of God, who is the author, preserver, and governor

of all things, whose will is consequently the ultimate cause of all. The religious

relation attains its purity only when an attitude of absolute dependence on God

is not merely temporarily assumed in the act, say, of prayer, but is sustained

through all the activities of life, intellectual, emotional, executive. And evangeli-

cal religion reaches stability only when the sinful soul rests in humble, self-emp-

tying trust purely on the God of grace as the immediate and sole source of all the

efficiency which enters into its salvation. And these things are the formative prin-

ciples of Calvinism.

3. Relation to Other Systems

The difference between Calvinism and other forms of theistic thought, religious

experience, evangelical theology is a difference not of kind but of degree.

Calvinism is not a specific variety of theism, religion, evangelicalism, set over

against other specific varieties, which along with it constitute these several gen-
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era, and which possess equal rights of existence with it and make similar claims to

perfection, each after its own kind. It differs from them not as one species differs

from other species; but as a perfectly developed representative differs from an im-

perfectly developed representative of the same species. There are not many kinds

of theism, religion, evangelicalism, among which men are at liberty to choose to

suit at will their individual taste or meet their special need, all of which may be

presumed to serve each its own specific uses equally worthily. There is but one

kind of theism, religion, evangelicalism; and the several constructions laying

claim to these names differ from each other not as correlative species of a broader

class, but as more or less perfect, or more or less defective, exemplifications of a

single species. Calvinism conceives of itself as simply the more pure theism, reli-

gion, evangelicalism, superseding as such the less pure. It has no difficulty, there-

fore, in recognizing the theistic character of all truly theistic thought, the reli-

gious note in all actual religious activity, the evangelical quality of all really evan-

gelical faith. It refuses to be set antagonistically over against any of these things,

wherever or in whatever degree of imperfection they may be manifested; it claims

them in every instance of their emergence as its own, and essays only to point out

the way in which they may be given their just place in thought and life. Whoever

believes in God; whoever recognizes in the recesses of his soul his utter depen-

dence on God; whoever in all his thought of salvation hears in his heart of hearts

the echo of the soli Deo gloria of the evangelical profession—by whatever name

he may call himself, or by whatever intellectual puzzles his logical understanding

may be confused—Calvinism recognizes as implicitly a Calvinist, and as only re-

quiring to permit these fundamental principles—which underlie and give its

body to all true religion—to work themselves freely and fully out in thought and

feeling and action, to become explicitly a Calvinist.

4. Calvinism and Lutheranism
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It is unfortunate that a great body of the scientific discussion which, since Max

Goebel (“Die religiöse Eigenthümlichkeit der lutherischen und der reformirten

Kirchen,” Bonn, 1837) first clearly posited the problem, has been carried on

somewhat vigorously with a view to determining the fundamental principle of

Calvinism, has sought particularly to bring out its contrast with some other the-

ological tendency, commonly with the sister Protestant tendency of

Lutheranism. Undoubtedly somewhat different spirits inform Calvinism and

Lutheranism. And undoubtedly the distinguishing spirit of Calvinism is rooted

not in some extraneous circumstance of its antecedents or origin—as, for exam-

ple, Zwingli’s tendency to intellectualism, or the superior humanistic culture and

predilections of Zwingli and Calvin, or the democratic instincts of the Swiss, or

the radical rationalism of the Reformed leaders as distinguished from the merely

modified traditionalism of the Lutherans—but in its formative principle. But it

is misleading to find the formative principle of either type of Protestantism in its

difference from the other; they have infinitely more in common than in distinc-

tion. And certainly nothing could be more misleading than to represent them (as

is often done) as owing their differences to their more pure embodiment respec-

tively of the principle of predestination and that of justification by faith. The

doctrine of predestination is not the formative principle of Calvinism, the root

from which it springs. It is one of its logical consequences, one of the branches

which it has inevitably thrown out. It has been firmly embraced and consistently

proclaimed by Calvinists because it is an implicate of theism, is directly given in

the religious consciousness, and is an absolutely essential element in evangelical

religion, without which its central truth of complete dependence upon the free

mercy of a saving God can not be maintained. And so little is it a peculiarity of

the Reformed theology, that it underlay and gave its form and power to the

whole Reformation movement; which was, as from the spiritual point of view, a

great revival of religion, so, from the doctrinal point of view, a great revival of

Augustinianism. There was accordingly no difference among the Reformers on

this point: Luther and Melanchthon and the compromising Butzer were no less

jealous for absolute predestination than Zwingli and Calvin. Even Zwingli could
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not surpass Luther in sharp and unqualified assertion of it: and it was not Calvin

but Melanchthon who gave it a formal place in his primary scientific statement

of the elements of the Protestant faith (cf. Schaff, “Creeds,” i. 1877, p. 451; E. F.

Karl Müller, “Symbolik,” Erlangen and Leipzig, 1896, p. 75; C. J. Niemijer, “De

Strijd over de Leer der Praedestinatie in de IXde Eeuw,” Groningen, 1889, p. 21;

H. Voigt, “Fundamentaldogmatik,” Gotha, 1874, pp. 469–470). Just as little can

the doctrine of justification by faith be represented as specifically Lutheran. Not

merely has it from the beginning been a substantial element in the Reformed

faith, but it is only among the Reformed that it has retained or can retain its pu-

rity, free from the tendency to become a doctrine of justification on account of

faith (cf. E. Böhl, “Von der Rechtfertigung durch den Glauben,” Leipzig, 1890).

Here, too, the difference between the two types of Protestantism is one of degree,

not of kind (cf. C. P. Krauth, “The Conservative Reformation and its

Theology,” Philadelphia, 1872). Lutheranism, the product of a poignant sense of

sin, born from the throes of a guilt-burdened soul which can not be stilled until

it finds peace in God’s decree of justification, is apt to rest in this peace; while

Calvinism, the product of an overwhelming vision of God, born from the reflec-

tion in the heart of man of the majesty of a God who will not give His glory to

another, can not pause until it places the scheme of salvation itself in relation to a

complete world-view, in which it becomes subsidiary to the glory of the Lord

God Almighty. Calvinism asks with Lutheranism, indeed, that most poignant of

all questions, What shall I do to be saved? and answers it as Lutheranism answers

it. But the great question which presses upon it is, How shall God be glorified? It

is the contemplation of God and zeal for His honor which in it draws out the

emotions and absorbs endeavor; and the end of human as of all other existence,

of salvation as of all other attainment, is to it the glory of the Lord of all. Full jus-

tice is done in it to the scheme of redemption and the experience of salvation, be-

cause full justice is done in it to religion itself which underlies these elements of

it. It begins, it centers, it ends with the vision of God in His glory: and it sets it-

self before all things to render to God His rights in every sphere of life-activity.
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5. Soteriology of Calvinism

One of the consequences flowing from this fundamental attitude of Calvinistic

feeling and thought is the high supernaturalism which informs alike its religious

consciousness and its doctrinal construction. Calvinism would not be badly de-

fined, indeed, as the tendency which is determined to do justice to the immedi-

ately supernatural, as in the first, so also in the second creation. The strength and

purity of its belief in the supernatural Fact (which is God) saves it from all em-

barrassment in the face of the supernatural act (which is miracle). In everything

which enters into the process of redemption it is impelled by the force of its first

principle to place the initiative in God. A supernatural revelation, in which God

makes known to man His will and His purposes of grace; a supernatural record

of this revelation in a supernaturally given book, in which God gives His revela-

tion permanency and extension—such things are to the Calvinist almost matters

of course. And, above all, he can but insist with the utmost strenuousness on the

immediate supernaturalness of the actual work of redemption itself, and that no

less in its application than in its impetration. Thus it comes about that the doc-

trine of monergistic regeneration—or as it was phrased by the older theologians,

of “irresistible grace” or “effectual calling”—is the hinge of the Calvinistic soteri-

ology, and lies much more deeply embedded in the system than the doctrine of

predestination itself which is popularly looked upon as its hall-mark. Indeed, the

soteriological significance of predestination to the Calvinist consists in the safe-

guard it affords to monergistic regeneration—to purely supernatural salvation.

What lies at the heart of his soteriology is the absolute exclusion of the creaturely

element in the initiation of the saving process, that so the pure grace of God may

be magnified. Only so could he express his sense of man’s complete dependence

as sinner on the free mercy of a saving God; or extrude the evil leaven of

Synergism (q.v.) by which, as he clearly sees, God is robbed of His glory and man

is encouraged to think that he owes to some power, some act of choice, some ini-

tiative of his own, his participation in that salvation which is in reality all of
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grace. There is accordingly nothing against which Calvinism sets its face with

more firmness than every form and degree of autosoterism. Above everything

else, it is determined that God, in His Son Jesus Christ, acting through the Holy

Spirit whom He has sent, shall be recognized as our veritable Saviour. To it sinful

man stands in need not of inducements or assistance to save himself, but of actu-

al saving; and Jesus Christ has come not to advise, or urge, or induce, or aid him

to save himself, but to save him. This is the root of Calvinistic soteriology; and it

is because this deep sense of human helplessness and this profound conscious-

ness of indebtedness for all that enters into salvation to the free grace of God is

the root of its soteriology that to it the doctrine of election becomes the cor cordis

of the Gospel. He who knows that it is God who has chosen him and not he who

has chosen God, and that he owes his entire salvation in all its processes and in

every one of its stages to this choice of God, would be an ingrate indeed if he gave

not the glory of his salvation solely to the inexplicable elective love of God.

6. Consistent Development of Calvinism

Historically the Reformed theology finds its origin in the reforming movement

begun in Switzerland under the leadership of Zwingli (1516). Its fundamental

principles are already present in Zwingli’s teaching, though it was not until

Calvin’s profound and penetrating genius was called to their exposition that they

took their ultimate form or received systematic development. From Switzerland

Calvinism spread outward to France, and along the Rhine through Germany to

Holland, eastward to Bohemia and Hungary, and westward, across the Channel,

to Great Britain. In this broad expansion through so many lands its voice was

raised in a multitude of confessions; and in the course of the four hundred years

which have elapsed since its first formulation, it has been expounded in a vast

body of dogmatic treatises. Its development has naturally been much richer and

far more many-sided than that of the sister system of Lutheranism in its more

confined and homogeneous environment; and yet it has retained its distinctive
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character and preserved its fundamental features with marvelous consistency

throughout its entire history. It may be possible to distinguish among the

Reformed confessions, between those which bear more and those which bear less

strongly the stamp of Calvin’s personal influence; and they part into two broad

classes, according as they were composed before or after the Arminian defection

(ca. 1618) and demanded sharper definitions on the points of controversy raised

by that movement (see “Arminius, Jacobus, and Arminianism”;

“Remonstrants”). A few of them written on German soil also bear traces of the

influence of Lutheran conceptions. And, of course, no more among the

Reformed than elsewhere have all the professed expounders of the system of doc-

trine been true to the faith they professed to expound. Nevertheless, it is precisely

the same system of truth which is embodied in all the great historic Reformed

confessions; it matters not whether the document emanates from Zurich or Bern

or Basel or Geneva, whether it sums up the Swiss development as in the second

Helvetic Confession, or publishes the faith of the National Reformed Churches

of France, or Scotland, or Holland, or the Palatinate, or Hungary, Poland,

Bohemia, or England; or republishes the established Reformed doctrine in oppo-

sition to new contradictions, as in the Canons of Dort (in which the entire

Reformed world concurred), or the Westminster Confession (to which the

whole of Puritan Britain gave its assent), or the Swiss Form of Consent (which

represents the mature judgment of Switzerland upon the recently proposed nov-

elties of doctrine). And despite the inevitable variety of individual points of view,

as well as the unavoidable differences in ability, learning, grasp, in the multitude

of writers who have sought to expound the Reformed faith through these four

centuries—and the grave departures from that faith made here and there among

them—the great stream of Reformed dogmatics has flowed essentially unsullied,

straight from its origin in Zwingli and Calvin to its debouchure, say, in Chalmers

and Cunningham and Crawford, in Hodge and Thornwell and Shedd.

7. Varieties of Calvinism
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It is true an attempt has been made to distinguish two types of Reformed teach-

ing from the beginning; a more radical type developed under the influence of the

peculiar teachings of Calvin, and a (so-called) more moderate type, chiefly propa-

gating itself in Germany, which exhibits rather the influence, as was at first said

(Hofstede de Groot, Ebrard, Heppe), of Melanchthon, or, in its more recent

statement (Gooszen), of Bullinger. In all that concerns the essence of Calvinism,

however, there was no difference between Bullinger and Calvin, German and

Swiss: the Heidelberg Catechism is no doubt a catechism and not a confession,

but in its presuppositions and inculcations it is as purely Calvinistic as the

Genevan Catechism or the catechisms of the Westminster Assembly. Nor was the

substance of doctrine touched by the peculiarities of method which marked such

schools as the so-called Scholastics (showing themselves already in Zanchius, d.

1590, and culminating in theologians like Alsted, d. 1638, and Voetius, d. 1676);

or by the special modes of statement which were developed by such schools as

the so-called Federalists (e.g., Cocceius, d. 1669, Burman, d. 1679, Wittsius, d.

1708; cf. Diestel, “Studien zur Föderaltheologie,” in Jahrbücher für deutsche

Theologie, x. 1865, pp. 209–276; G. Vos, “De Verbondsleer in de Gereformeerde

Theologie,” Grand Rapids, 1891; W. Hastie, “The Theology of the Reformed

Church,” Edinburgh, 1904, pp. 189–210). The first serious defection from the

fundamental conceptions of the Reformed system came with the rise of

Arminianism in the early years of the seventeenth century (Arminius,

Uytenbogaert, Episcopius, Limborch, Curcellæus); and the Arminian party was

quickly sloughed off under the condemnation of the whole Reformed world.

The five points of its “Remonstrance” against the Calvinistic system (see “Re-

monstrants”) were met by the reassertion of the fundamental doctrines of abso-

lute predestination, particular redemption, total depravity, irresistible grace, and

the perseverance of the saints (Canons of the Synod of Dort). The first impor-

tant modification of the Calvinistic system which has retained a position within

its limits was made in the middle of the seventeenth century by the professors of

the French school at Saumur, and is hence called Salmurianism; otherwise

Amyraldism, or hypothetical universalism (Cameron, d. 1625, Amyraut, d. 1664,
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Placæus, d. 1655, Testardus, d. ca. 1650; see “Amyraut, Moïse”). This modifica-

tion also received the condemnation of the contemporary Reformed world,

which reasserted with emphasis the importance of the doctrine that Christ actu-

ally saves by His spirit all for whom He offers the sacrifice of His blood (e.g.,

Westminster Confession, Swiss Form of Consent).

8. Supralapsarianism and Infralapsarianism

If “varieties of Calvinism” are to be spoken of with reference to anything more

than details, of importance in themselves no doubt, but of little significance for

the systematic development of the type of doctrine, there seem not more than

three which require mention: supralapsarianism, infralapsarianism, and what

may perhaps be called in this reference, post-redemptionism; all of which (as in-

deed their very names import) take their start from a fundamental agreement in

the principles which govern the system. The difference between these various

tendencies of thought within the limits of the system turns on the place given by

each to the decree of election, in the logical ordering of the “decrees of God.”

The supralapsarians suppose that election underlies the decree of the fall itself;

and conceive the decree of the fall as a means for carrying out the decree of elec-

tion. The infralapsarians, on the other hand, consider that election presupposes

the decree of the fall, and hold, therefore, that in electing some to life God has

mankind as a massa perditionis in mind. The extent of the difference between

these parties is often, indeed usually, grossly exaggerated: and even historians of

repute are found representing infralapsarianism as involving, or at least permit-

ting, denial that the fall has a place in the decree of God at all: as if election could

be postposited in the ordo decretorum to the de-decree of the fall, while it was

doubted whether there were any decree of the fall; or as if indeed God could be

held to conceive men, in His electing decree, as fallen, without by that very act

fixing the presupposed fall in His eternal decree. In point of fact there is and can

be no difference among Calvinists as to the inclusion of the fall in the decree of
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God: to doubt this inclusion is to place oneself at once at variance with the fun-

damental Calvinistic principle which conceives all that comes to pass teleological-

ly and ascribes everything that actually occurs ultimately to the will of God.

9. Postredemptionism

Accordingly even the postredemptionists (that is to say the Salmurians or

Amyraldians) find no difficulty at this point. Their peculiarity consists in insist-

ing that election succeeds, in the order of thought, not merely the decree of the

fall but that of redemption as well, taking the term redemption here in the nar-

rower sense of the impetration of redemption by Christ. They thus suppose that

in His electing decree God conceived man not merely as fallen but as already re-

deemed. This involves a modified doctrine of the atonement from which the par-

ty has received the name of Hypothetical Universalism, holding as it does that

Christ died to make satisfaction for the sins of all men without exception if—if,

that is, they believe: but that, foreseeing that none would believe, God elected

some to be granted faith through the effectual operation of the Holy Spirit. The

indifferent standing of the postredemptionists in historical Calvinism is indicat-

ed by the treatment accorded it in the historical confessions. It alone of the “vari-

eties of Calvinism” here mentioned has been made the object of formal confes-

sional condemnation; and it received condemnation in every important

Reformed confession written after its development. There are, it is true, no

supralapsarian confessions: many, however, leave the questions which divide

supralapsarian and infralapsarian wholly to one side and thus avoid pronouncing

for either; and none is polemically directed against supralapsarianism. On the

other hand, not only does no confession close the door to infralapsarianism, but

a considerable number explicitly teach infralapsarianism which thus emerges as

the typical form of Calvinism. That, despite its confessional condemnation,

post-redemptionism has remained a recognized form of Calvinism and has

worked out a history for itself in the Calvinistic Churches (especially in America)
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may be taken as evidence that its advocates, while departing, in some important

particulars, from typical Calvinism, have nevertheless remained, in the main, true

to the fundamental postulates of the system. There is another variety of postre-

demptionism, however, of which this can scarcely be said. This variety, which be-

came dominant among the New England Congregationalist churches about the

second third of the nineteenth century (e.g., N. W. Taylor, d. 1858; C. G. Finney,

d. 1875; E. A. Park, d. 1900; see “New England Theology”), attempted, much af-

ter the manner of the “Congruists” of the Church of Rome, to unite a Pelagian

doctrine of the will with the Calvinistic doctrine of absolute predestination. The

result was, of course, to destroy the Calvinistic doctrine of “irresistible grace,”

and as the Calvinistic doctrine of the “satisfaction of Christ” was also set aside in

favor of the Grotian or governmental theory of atonement, little was left of

Calvinism except the bare doctrine of predestination. Perhaps it is not strange,

therefore, that this “improved Calvinism” has crumbled away and given place to

newer and explicitly anti-Calvinistic constructions of doctrine (cf. Williston

Walker, in AJT, April, 1906, pp. 204 sqq.).

10. Present Fortunes of Calvinism

It must be confessed that the fortunes of Calvinism in general are not at present

at their flood. In America, to be sure, the controversies of the earlier half of the

nineteenth century compacted a body of Calvinistic thought which gives way

but slowly: and the influence of the great theologians who adorned the Churches

during that period is still felt (especially Charles Hodge, 1797–1878, Robert J.

Breckinridge, 1800–1871, James H. Thornwell, 1812–1862, Henry B. Smith,

1815–1877, W. G. T. Shedd, 1820–1894, Robert L. Dabney, 1820–1898,

Archibald Alexander Hodge, 1823–1886). And in Holland recent years have

seen a notable revival of the Reformed consciousness, especially among the ad-

herents of the Free Churches, which has been felt as widely as Dutch influence

extends, and which is at present represented in Abraham Kuyper and Herman
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Bavinck, by a theologian of genius and a theologian of erudition worthy of the

best Reformed traditions. But it is probable that few “Calvinists without reserve”

exist at the moment in French-speaking lands: and those who exist in lands of

German speech and Eastern Europe appear to owe their inspiration directly to

the teaching of Kohlbrügge. Even in Scotland there has been a remarkable de-

cline in strictness of construction ever since the days of William Cunningham

and Thomas J. Crawford (cf. W. Hastie, “The Theology of the Reformed

Church,” Edinburgh, 1904, p. 228). Nevertheless, it may be contended that the

future, as the past, of Christianity itself is bound up with the fortunes of

Calvinism. The system of doctrine founded on the idea of God which has been

explicated by Calvinism, strikingly remarks W. Hastie (“Theology as Science,”

Glasgow, 1899, pp. 97–98), “is the only system in which the whole order of the

world is brought into a rational unity with the doctrine of grace.… It is only with

such a universal conception of God, established in a living way, that we can face,

with hope of complete conquest, all the spiritual dangers and terrors of our

time.… But it is deep enough and large enough and divine enough, rightly under-

stood, to confront them and do battle with them all in vindication of the

Creator, Preserver, and Governor of the world, and of the Justice and Love of the

Divine Personality.” See “Five Points of Calvinism.”
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First Edition of the Institutes—Title Page

John Calvin was born on the tenth of July, 1509. “The Institutes of the

Christian Religion” was thrown off in the first draft in 1534 or 1535, but did not

finally leave its author’s hands in its definitive edition until a quarter of a century

afterwards, in the late summer of 1559. The four hundredth anniversary of

Calvin’s birth is, therefore, also the three hundred and fiftieth of the completion

of the “Institutes,” and may be fitly marked by the issue of a new edition of the

“Institutes” in English.

Certainly the publication of this great work in its completed shape is well

worth commemorating on its own account. It was the first serious attempt to

cast into systematic form that body of truth to which the Reformed Churches

adhered as taught in the Holy Scriptures; and as such it met a crisis and created

an epoch in the history of those Churches. In the immense upheaval of the

Reformation movement, the foundations of the faith seemed to many to be bro-

ken up, and the most important questions to be set adrift; extravagances of all

sorts sprang up on every side; and we can scarcely wonder that a feeling of uneasi-

ness was abroad, and men were asking with concern for some firm standing-

ground for their feet. It was Calvin’s “Institutes” which, with its calm, clear, pos-

itive exposition of the evangelical faith on the irrefragable authority of the Holy
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Scriptures, gave stability to wavering minds, and confidence to sinking hearts,

and placed upon the lips of all a brilliant apology, in the face of the calumnies of

the enemies of the Reformation. 1

As the fundamental treatise in the development of a truly evangelical theolo-

gy its mission has stretched, however, far beyond its own day. All subsequent at-

tempts to state and defend that theology necessarily go back to it as their starting-

point, and its impress upon the history of evangelical thinking is ineffaceable.

Even from the point of view of mere literature, it holds a position so supreme in

its class that every one who would fain know the world’s best books, must make

himself familiar with it. What Thucydides is among Greek, or Gibbon among

eighteenth-century English historians, what Plato is among philosophers, or the

Iliad among epics, or Shakespeare among dramatists, that Calvin’s “Institutes” is

among theological treatises. “The Institutes of Calvin,” says Dr. William

Cunningham, to whom will be conceded the right to an opinion on such a mat-

ter, “is the most important work in the history of theological science, that which

is more than any other creditable to its author, and has exerted directly or indi-

rectly the greatest and most beneficial influence upon the opinions of intelligent

men on theological subjects. It may be said to occupy in the science of theology,

the place which it requires both the Novum Organum of Bacon and the

Principia of Newton to fill up in physical science,—at once conveying, though

not in formal didactic precepts and rules, the finest idea of the way and manner

in which the truths of God’s Word ought to be classified and systematized, and at

the same time actually classifying and systematizing them, in a way that has not

yet received any very material or essential improvement.” 2 We should indeed be

scarcely flying beyond the mark if we gave enthusiasm itself the reins and adopt-

ed as sober criticism the famous distich of the Hungarian reformer and poet,

Paul Thuri, which—so the editors of the great Brunswick edition tell us 3—

many of the old owners and readers of the “Institutes” have written lovingly on

its front:
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Præter apostolicas post Christi tempora chartas,

Huic peperere libro sæcula nulla parem. 4

It is this, in effect, which the greatest scholar of Calvin’s own age did—that

Joseph Scaliger (1520–1609) whose caustic criticisms have made so many schol-

ars writhe. “Oh, what a good book Calvin’s Institutes is,” he exclaims; “Oh, what

a great man! There is none of the ancients to compare with him.… Calvin stands

alone among theologians.” 5 And, indeed, it is none other than this that the

Strasburg editors of Calvin’s works have done. Certainly among the most widely

learned and least extravagant of the scholars of our day, they yet do not scruple to

adopt Thuri’s expression into the well-weighed language of their prolegomena,

and to repeat it as their deliberate judgment upon the merits of the “Institutes.”

Among the other reasons which have led them to devote their time and labor to

an edition of Calvin’s works, they tell us, is the unique preëminence and high au-

thority enjoyed by this Lycurgus of the Reformed Churches. They continue:

“For, though Luther was supremely great as a man and Zwingli

was second to none as a Christian citizen, and Melanchthon well

deserves the appellation of the most learned of teachers, Calvin

may justly be called the leader and standard-bearer of theolo-

gians. For who will not marvel at his command of language and

letters, at his control of the entire sphere of learning? The abun-

dance of his learning, the admirable disposition of his material,

the force and validity of his reasoning in dogmatics, the acute-

ness and subtlety of his mind, and the alternating gay and biting

saltness of his polemics, the felicitous perspicuity, sobriety and

sagacity of his exegetics, the nervous eloquence and freedom of

his parænetics, his incomparable legislative prudence and wis-

dom in the constitution, ordering and governing of the churches

—all this is fully recognized among men of learning and candor.
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Even among Romish controversialists themselves, there is none

to-day possessed of even a moderate knowledge of these matters

or endowed with the least fairness in judgment, who does not

admire the richness of his reasoning and ideas, the precision of

his language, the weight and clearness of his diction, whether in

Latin or French. All these qualities are, of course, present in his

other writings, but they are especially striking in that immortal

Institutes of the Christian Religion, which beyond all controversy

far excels all expositions of the kind that have been written from

the days of the apostles down, including, of course,

Melanchthon’s Loci Theologici; and which captivates even to-day

the learned and candid reader, even though he may be commit-

ted to different opinions, and wrests from him an unwilling

admiration.” 6

So estimating the “Institutes,” it is no wonder that these learned editors

wished to begin their edition with this work. This is how they explain their

procedure:

“In undertaking a new collection of the works of John Calvin, of

immortal memory—a body of writings worthy of his great name

—we have determined to begin with the Institutes of the

Christian Religion. That work does not, to be sure, hold the first

place among his writings in the order of composition, though

very few of them preceded it: but none of them is superior to it

in the fame it enjoys. It has often happened that a book distin-

guished by the great applause of men has afterwards fallen into

neglect through the harsher judgment or the careless indifference

of a later time; often, too, that one which reached few minds at

first, and almost escaped notice, has, as time proceeded, emerged
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from obscurity and is daily celebrated with increasing praise. But

with regard to this book, seized upon from its very cradle with

great and widespread avidity, and scrutinized by its very adver-

saries with a zeal born of envy, its glory has abided the same, in-

tact now through three centuries, without the least diminution

or fading, despite the frequent changes which successive schools

of theology have introduced into the treatment of Christian doc-

trine. If it were the custom of our time, as it was formerly, to col-

lect at the beginning of volumes eulogies pronounced on their

writers by various authors, we could gather here a great harvest

of laudations, and time and paper would fail us before the mater-

ial at our disposal would be exhausted.” 7

I

One of the marvels connected with this remarkable book is the youth of its au-

thor when it was written. It is true we do not know with certainty precisely when

it was written. But, as the colophon of the first edition tells us, it was published at

Basle in March, 1536, and the Prefatory Letter to the King of France, which was

written, as we know, some time after the book itself, is dated on the 23d of the

preceding August. In the opening words of this preface, Calvin explicitly declares

that when the work was written he had no thought of presenting it to Francis.

“When I first put hand to this work,” he says, “nothing was less in my thoughts,

most illustrious king, than to write a book which should be presented to your

Majesty. My intention was only to inculcate some elementary truths, by which

those interested in religion might be trained to true piety—and at this task I

toiled chiefly for our French, multitudes of whom I saw to be hungering and

thirsting after Christ, but very few to be possessed of even a slight knowledge of

Him. That this was my purpose, the book itself shows by its simple and elemen-

tary manner of teaching.” It would seem natural to suppose, therefore, that the
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book was composed some weeks or possibly even months before the middle of

1535—perhaps even in 1534.

There are not lacking some further considerations which support this sup-

position. A direct statement to this effect is made, indeed, by an almost contem-

porary author—Florimond de Raemond (1540–1602), counsellor of the

Parlement of Bordeaux, who wrote from the Romish point of view a “Histoire

de la naissance, progrez et decadence de l’hérésie de ce siècle” (Paris, 1605, and

again 1623). His statements are, to be sure, scarcely worthy of credence when un-

supported; but when, as in the present case, they are corroborative of what is

otherwise probable, they may be worth attention. He represents Calvin as, on

leaving Paris, sojourning three years at Angoulême—a manifest error 8—and

continues as follows:

“Angoulême was the forge where this new Vulcan beat out the

strange opinions which he afterwards published; for it was there

that he wove to the astonishment of Christendom the fabric of

his Institutes, which may be called the Koran or rather the

Talmud of Heresy, being, as it is, a mass of all the errors that have

ever existed in the past, or ever will exist, I verily believe, in the

future.… He was commonly called the Greek of Claix, from the

name of his patron, the curé of Claix, because he made a con-

stant parade of his Greek, without, to be sure, knowing very

much of it.… This Greek of Claix, then, held in high esteem and

reputation, and loved by all who loved letters, would weave into

his speech remarks about religion and continually drop piquant

words against the authority and traditions of the church. He en-

joyed the favor of many persons of authority, especially of

Anthony Chaillou, Prior of Bouteville, who has since been called

the Pope of the Lutherans, and of the Abbé de Bassac, two men

of letters, eager to gather together all the good books they could

meet with, and of the Sieur de Torsac, brother of President la
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Place, who afterwards became the historian of Calvinism. Calvin

was often with these two, in the company of du Tillet also. Their

rendezvous was in a house outside the town of Angoulême,

named Girac, where the Prior of Bouteville ordinarily made his

dwelling. There he entertained them with the sketches for his

Institutes, laying open to them all the secrets of his theology, and

read to them the chapters of his book as he composed them, la-

boring so assiduously on it that he often passed entire nights

without sleeping and whole days without eating. It is a pleasure

to me to follow step by step the course of this man fatal to our

France, and to touch upon all the details of his training, because

no one has written it down before. And as I have taken the trou-

ble to inform myself of the truth, I make no complaint of the

trouble of writing it.” 9

This picture of Calvin working out his treatise in his retirement at

Angoulême seems rather overdrawn. It is quite clear, moreover, not only that the

author has wrongly given to Angoulême the whole three years that extended be-

tween Calvin’s flight from Paris late in 1533 and his arrival in Geneva late in July,

1536, but also that he has in mind the “Institutes,” not as first published in the

spring of 1536, but in the elaborated form which it took only later. That the

book may have been written at Angoulême, where Calvin seems to have spent

the greater part of the year from the autumn of 1533 to the autumn of 1534, in

the house of his wealthy friend, Louis du Tillet, is in itself, however, certainly

possible. And such a supposition may account for Beza’s placing it, in the

chronological list of Calvin’s works which he published immediately after

Calvin’s death, directly after his first work, the commentary on Seneca’s “De

clementia,” which was published in April, 1532, and before his next book, the

“Psychopannychia,” which was written in 1534. 10 It may, indeed, be said that

Beza was certainly laboring under a misapprehension as to the date of the publi-

cation of the “Institutes,” and that it is due to this error that he so places it in his
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catalogue, and not to the influence of knowledge on his part that the book was

written earlier than the date of its publication. He certainly says in the first

edition of his “Life of Calvin” that Calvin “left France in 1534, and had his first

Institutes printed that same year at Basle, as an apology addressed to King

Francis, first of the name, in behalf of the poor persecuted believers upon whom

the name of Anabaptists was imposed in order to excuse the persecution of the

Gospel in the eyes of the Protestant princes.” And he was certainly wrong in so

saying—as is evident, were there nothing else to show it, from the fact that the

persecutions in question did not begin until early in 1535. Nevertheless, it is not

clear that knowledge on Beza’s part that the “Institutes” was written in 1534 may

not be rather the cause of his error here as to the date of its publication; an error

of which he seems subsequently to have become aware, as he suppressed the

whole passage in the second edition of his book. 11

Whatever support may come from these doubtful passages, however, the

main ground for supposing that the “Institutes” was composed at some point

earlier than the middle of 1535, when the Introductory Epistle was written, must

be drawn from the pointed discrimination that is made by both Calvin and Beza

between the writing and the publishing of the book—as determined by wholly

different motives, arising out of changing circumstances, and, therefore, arguing

different times. As we have seen, this is plainly asserted in the opening words of

the Epistle itself, where his motives in writing his “Institutes” are declared by

Calvin himself. This account is supplemented by the full account of his motives

in publishing the book, given in that precious autobiographical fragment which

is included in the Preface to his Commentary on the Psalms. It will be wise to

have this pretty fully before us, as it will be of use in the discussion of more than

one point in the history of the “Institutes.”

“Leaving my native country, France,” says Calvin, “I in fact re-

tired into Germany, expressly for the purpose of being able there

to enjoy in some obscure corner the repose which I had always

desired, and which had been so long denied me. But lo! whilst I
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lay hidden at Basle, and known only to a few people, many faith-

ful and holy persons were burnt alive in France; and the report

of these burnings having reached foreign nations, they excited

the strongest disapprobation among a great part of the Germans,

whose indignation was kindled against the authors of such

tyranny. In order to allay this indignation, certain wicked and ly-

ing pamphlets were circulated, stating that none were treated

with such cruelty but Anabaptists and seditious persons, who,

by their perverse ravings and false opinions, were overthrowing

not only religion, but also all civil order. Observing that the ob-

ject which these instruments of the court aimed at by their dis-

guises was not only that the disgrace of shedding so much inno-

cent blood might remain buried under the false charges and

calumnies which they brought against the holy martyrs after

their death, but also that afterwards they might be able to pro-

ceed to the utmost extremity in murdering the poor saints with-

out exciting compassion toward them in the breasts of any, it ap-

peared to me, that unless I opposed them to the uttermost of my

ability, my silence could not be vindicated from the charge of

cowardice and treachery. This was the consideration which in-

duced me to publish my Institutes of the Christian Religion. My

objects were, first, to prove that these reports were false and

calumnious, and thus to vindicate my brethren, whose death was

precious in the sight of the Lord; and next, that as the same cru-

elties might very soon after be exercised against many unhappy

individuals, foreign nations might be touched with at least some

compassion toward them and solicitude about them. When it

was then published, it was not that copious and labored work

which it now is, but only a small treatise, containing a summary

of the principal truths of the Christian religion; and it was pub-

lished with no other design than that men might know what was
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the faith held by those whom I saw basely and wickedly defamed

by those flagitious and perfidious flatterers. That my object was

not to acquire fame, appeared from this, that immediately after-

wards I left Basle, and particularly from that fact that nobody

there knew that I was the author. Wherever else I have gone, I

have taken care to conceal that I was the author of that perfor-

mance; and I had resolved to continue in the same privacy and

obscurity, until at length William Farel detained me at Geneva,

not so much by counsel and exhortation, as by a dreadful impre-

cation, which I felt to be as if God had from heaven laid His

mighty hand upon me to arrest me.” 12

The plain implication of this passage is that Calvin had the manuscript of

his “Institutes” by him, and was led to publish it as an apologetical document by

the malignant aspersions on the character of the saints slain in France as if they

were a body of mere fanatics; by reading it the world would know the sort of

doctrine held by the French martyrs. How long he had had it by him we have no

means of certainly divining; but the persecutions in France had begun early in

1535, and it does not seem as if the book could have been so spoken of if it had

been written subsequently to this. Whether, however, it was written in

Angoulême in 1534 or in Basle in 1535 makes little difference. Calvin was born

July 10, 1509. His dedicatory letter to Francis I is dated August 23, 1535—twen-

ty-six years afterwards. The “Institutes” was beyond question written, then, be-

fore he had completed his twenty-sixth year, and possibly before he had complet-

ed his twenty-fifth year. It was in the hands of the public before he had complet-

ed his twenty-seventh year.
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First Edition of the Institutes—Specimen Page

II

In estimating the nature of this performance, there are two other facts which we

should take into consideration, one of an enhancing, the other of a moderating

character. We must bear in mind, on the one hand, that the young Calvin’s book

had practically no predecessors, but broke out a new path for itself; but also, on

the other hand, that when it was first given to the public it was far from being the

complete treatise in dogmatic theology which we know, but was, as he himself

describes it, in the extract already quoted from the Preface to his Commentary

on the Psalms, doubtless with some exaggeration of its unimportance, not “den-

sum hoc et laboriosum opus, quale nunc exstat, sed breve duntaxat

enchiridion”—“seulement un petit livret contenant sommairement les principals

matieres”—“a brief handbook,” a “little booklet.” From that small beginning it

grew under his hand from edition to edition, and was transformed from a short

handbook on religion for the people into a scientific treatise in dogmatic theolo-

gy for students of theology.
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When we say it had “practically no predecessors,” we do not mean to ob-

scure the fact that before it certain attempts had been made to set forth the fun-

damental articles of the Christian religion as the Protestants conceived them. As

a matter of fact, Calvin’s “Institutes” was preceded by three such earlier attempts,

two of which at least were of considerable importance. The very nature of the

Reformed movement imposed on the Protestant party the necessity of giving a

definite account of itself. As Reuss admirably puts it, 13 such a declaration of

principles was necessary in the face of adversaries armed with an authority conse-

crated by ten centuries, and charging the new movement with blasphemy, with

the destruction of all order, human and divine, with the overthrow of the whole

social fabric; it was necessary in the face of troubled friends who gave the reform

their sympathy, but were frightened at the uproar it caused and the very efforts

which were required to sustain it; it was necessary, above all, in the face of the

radical party which always accompanies the advance of the great movements

which agitate humanity, and is always ready to compromise the good cause and

to alienate those who judge things according to their first results. It was in-

evitable, therefore, that even the very first steps of the Reformation should pro-

duce attempts to state in some methodical way the recovered truths of the

Gospel.

The first Protestant Dogmatics accordingly saw the light scarcely four years

after Luther nailed up his theses on indulgences (1521). It did not, indeed, come

from the hand of Luther himself; but it came from the hand of his chief helper

in the Gospel, the saintly and learned Melanchthon. Thus, as Reuss says, “the

first attempt to formulate the evangelical doctrine according to the methods of

the schools was the work of a young professor of the humanities scarcely twenty-

three years old, who by this publication laid the foundations of Lutheran dog-

matics and impressed on them the direction which they did not cease to follow

for a whole century.” The “Loci Theologici” of Melanchthon in its first form

scarcely exceeded in size one of our catechisms, and, owing its composition to a

course of lectures on the Epistle to the Romans given to a private class, followed

in its order the emergence of the topics in that epistle, and thus lacked all system-



255

atic arrangement. 14 But it was written in a classic style of great simplicity, which

deserved served its great popularity, and was gradually wrought by its author into

an ever-improving arrangement of topics. Four years after the publication of

Melanchthon’s “Loci Theologici,” the far better ordered and more penetrating

work of Zwingli appeared (1525), entitled “Commentarius de vera et falsa reli-

gione,” written at the solicitation of the Italian and French refugees, and, like

Calvin’s “Institutes,” introduced with a noble dedicatory letter to Francis I. Of

much less importance than either of these is the manual of William Farel—the

first theological treatise written in the French language—entitled “Sommaire

briefue declaration daucuns lieux fort necessaires a ung chascun Chrestien pour

mettre sa confiance en Dieu et ayder son prochain,” etc., a treatise distinguished

by simplicity of language, a truly Biblical popularity, and a pervasive application

to the Christian life. 15 Whether Calvin was acquainted with these works or not,

we have no direct evidence to show. It may be assumed. But in any event he

wrote with independence, and with an unexcelled command of this special field

which showed itself ever greater with each new edition.

Were indeed the comparison with his predecessors made only with the first

edition of Calvin’s “Institutes,” his superiority, though marked, would be less

great. But the first edition of the “Institutes” was, as we have said, only the first

stage in a development, 16 and was a less satisfactory stage to its author than to

any of his readers. He himself speaks almost with contempt of his own produc-

tion. In the Preface to the second edition, which was published in 1539, he says:

“In the first edition of this work of ours, because I had not the least expectation

of that success which God in His goodness has given it, I had, for the greater

part, performed my office perfunctorily, as is customary in trivial undertakings

(in minutis operibus).” Accordingly the title of this second edition, on which he

had bestowed much labor and for the late appearance of which he apologizes, is

made to run: “Institutio Christianae Religionis nvnc uere demum suo titulo re-

spondens.” In it the text is swelled to something more than double its original

bulk; and its character is so changed that the reworked volume is put forth as a

totally new book with a different purpose from that had in view when it was first
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composed. The book was written, as we are told in the Dedicatory Letter to

Francis I, solely to supply rudimentary instruction in religion to the neglected

multitudes, and was, therefore, “composed in a simple and elementary form, suit-

able for instruction.” It was published, as we are told in the Preface to the Psalms,

to exhibit to the world what the French Protestants really believed, and to render

incredible the calumnies by which their judicial murder was excused. It was now

revised or rather elaborated, in order to fit it to be a text-book in theology. “I may

add,” continues Calvin in his Preface, “that my object in this labor” of reworking

the “Institutes” “was this: so to prepare and train candidates in sound theology

for the reading of the divine Word that they might both have an easy introduc-

tion to it and proceed in it with unfaltering step, seeing I have endeavored to give

such a summary of religion in all its parts, and have digested it into such an order

as to make it not difficult for any one who is rightly acquainted with it, to ascer-

tain what he ought properly to look for in Scripture, and also to what head he

ought to refer whatever is contained in it.” In other words, Calvin now designed

his “Institutes” to be a doctrinal introduction to the study of the Scriptures; and

he goes on to explain that the fact that this book was accessible would enable

him, when commenting on Scripture, to pass over doctrinal points without long

discussion. To this conception he kept, throughout the labor of subsequent revi-

sion. For not even the enlarged “Institutes” of 1539 satisfied him. Six additional

revisions were made by him before what we may call the definitive edition of

1559 was reached. In this the “Institutes” appears not only once more doubled in

length—now about five times the size of the “booklet” of 1536 17—but entirely

altered in arrangement, and presenting, at last, that excellent disposition of its

material in which it has come down to us, and by which it has won the unalloyed

admiration of subsequent ages. 18

In the Preface to this edition, Calvin, speaking of the labor he had expended

in bringing the book as first published to a worthier form, says: “This I attempt-

ed not only in the second edition, but in every subsequent one the work has re-

ceived some improvement. But though I do not regret the labor previously ex-

pended, I never felt satisfied until the work was arranged in the order in which it
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now appears.” On the title-page, accordingly, we read: “Institutio Christianae

Religionis, in libros quatuor nunc primum digesta, certisque distincta capitibus

ad aptissimam methodum: aucta etiam tam magna accessione ut propemodum

opus novum haberi possit.” The first edition was divided into six chapters—on

the Law, Faith, Prayer, the Sacraments, Spurious Sacraments and Christian

Liberty, the first three chapters being essentially expositions of the Decalogue,

the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, while the concluding three treated the

matters chiefly in dispute at the time. As the material grew, these six chapters

were increased partly by division, partly by insertion of additional topics, to sev-

enteen in the second edition and twenty-one in subsequent editions, but re-

mained somewhat artificially ordered. With the edition of 1559, however, a total-

ly new arrangement was introduced, which reduced the whole to a simple and

beautiful order—redacted into four books, each with its own chapter divisions

(from seventeen to twenty-five), subdivided into sections. These four books treat

in turn of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, and the Holy Catholic Church—“of

the knowledge of God the Creator,” “of the knowledge of God the Redeemer,”

“of the mode of receiving the grace of Christ,” and “of the external means of sal-

vation.” The order was suggested by the consecution of topics in the Apostles’

Creed, and follows what is called the Trinitarian method of arrangement, or the

order of God’s revelation as Father, Son and Holy Ghost. The discovery of this

simple principle of arrangement gave the final touch to the “Institutes” as a work

of art and permitted it to make its due impression upon the mind of the reader.

What kind of impression it makes on a spirit sensitive to form and artistic effect,

Mr. Peter Bayne may teach us. “The Institutes,” he says, “are in all, save material

form, a great religious poem, as imaginative in general scheme, and as sustained

in emotional heat, as Paradise Lost, though, of course, not to be compared, for

beauty of language or picturesqueness of detail, with Milton’s poem. Calvin

treats, in four successive books, of Christ the Creator, Christ the Redeemer,

Christ the Inspirer, and Christ the King; if he had written in verse, avoided argu-

mentative discussion, and called his work The Christiad, it would have been the

most symmetrical epic in existence.” 19
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Definitive Edition of the Institutes—Title Page

It was only, then, in 1559 that the “Institutes” as we know the book was fin-

ished. Throughout the whole quarter of a century from the stay in Angoulême

in 1534 to the appearance of this, its eighth edition, it was in a true sense in the

making, and not until its appearance in this form was it completed. The changes

it had undergone since its composition were immense—quintupling its size, rev-

olutionizing its arrangement, changing its very purpose and proposed audience.

And yet through all these changes it remained in a true sense the same book, and

bore in its bosom precisely the same message. In the case of others of the great
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writers of the Reformation period, Reuss strikingly remarks, their several publi-

cations may mark the stations of their gradual growth in knowledge or convic-

tion; in Calvin’s case the successive editions mark only stages in the perfection of

his exposition of principles already firmly grasped and clearly stated: 20

“The masterpiece of Calvin offers in this respect an interest alto-

gether peculiar. We have seen … how often it was reworked, how

in each rewriting it was enriched and transformed, how from the

little sketch it had been at first it ended by becoming a thick vol-

ume, how the simple popular outline was changed into a learned

system, and nevertheless, through all these metamorphoses,

which left no single page unaffected, the idea, the theological

conception, remained the same, the principles never varied. Its

adversaries, in whose eyes change was in itself the worst of errors,

vainly strove to discover variations in the doctrine taught in this

book. Calvin added, developed, defined—he did not retrench or

retract anything. And it was before he had finished his twenty-

sixth year that he found himself in full possession of all the pro-

ductive truths of his theology and never afterwards, during a life

of thought and of incessant mental labor, did he find in his work

either principles to abjure or elements fundamentally to

alter.” 21

III

Another of the notable facts about the “Institutes” is that it was published by its

author in two languages—Latin and French. The honor of priority has been a

matter of perennial dispute between the two. The earliest French edition, copies

of which have as yet to come to light, however, is that of 1541; and it speaks of it-

self in such a manner as apparently to exclude an earlier French edition, and cer-
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tainly to exclude a French original for the work. It bears on the title-page the dec-

laration that the book was “composed in Latin by John Calvin and translated

into French by the same.” And in the Preface the following explicit statement oc-

curs: “Seeing, then, how necessary it was in this manner to aid those who desire

to be instructed in the doctrine of salvation, I have endeavored, according to the

ability which God has given me, to employ myself in so doing, and with this view

have composed the present book. And first I wrote it in Latin (et premierement

l’ay mis en latin), that it might be serviceable to all studious persons, of what na-

tion soever they might be; and afterwards (puis apres), desiring to communicate

any fruit that might be in it to my French countrymen, I translated it into our

own tongue (l’ay aussi translaté en nostre langue).” It is, of course, true that the

mere fact that no copy of an earlier French edition has as yet turned up does not

in itself exclude the possibility that such a one may be some day chanced upon;

and it may even be allowed that the language just quoted may possibly be pressed

to refer to the Latin edition of 1539 alone—which Calvin considered the first

edition worthy of the name, 22 and of which the French is certainly a translation.

But in the absence of any trace of an earlier French edition, we submit, the natur-

al implication of the words is that the Latin “Institutes” is the fundamental and

the French the derived “Institutes.”

We are pointed, indeed, to certain facts which are said to imply an earlier

French edition. But these seem capable of plausible explanation without this as-

sumption. The most important of them consist of passages from Calvin’s own

writings, notably the autobiographical passage in the Preface to his Commentary

on the Psalms, where he says that when he published his “Institutes” nobody at

Basle knew that he was the author of the book, and a sentence in a letter to

Francis Daniel, written on the 13th October, 1536, in which he speaks of con-

templating “a French edition of our little book.” It is argued with respect to the

former passage that it must mean that the first edition of the “Institutes” was

published anonymously, and that this cannot be said of the Latin edition of

1536, since it bore Calvin’s name conspicuously on its front; therefore the refer-

ence must be to a previous French issue, published without the name of its au-
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thor appearing. A careful reading of the passage, however, will convince us that

this explanation cannot stand. The ignorance ascribed to the people of Basle as to

Calvin’s authorship of the book is evidently represented as continuing until

Calvin had left that city, and as shared by others outside the city at a later date; in

any event, therefore, the Latin edition published before he left Basle comes into

account, and it is plain that it is not anonymous publication that he is speaking

of, but cautious conduct on the part of the author—perhaps with a reference to

the further fact that he lived in Basle under an assumed name. 23 The statement

in the letter to Daniel, on the other hand, does seem to show that already in the

autumn of 1536 Calvin was contemplating a French version of “his little

book”; 24 and this is a very interesting piece of information; but it is clear enough

that, for some reason, the project was abandoned or perhaps we should better say

was fulfilled only in the edition of 1541. In any event, the reference cannot point

to an original edition of the “Institutes” in French, as it distinctly speaks of the

project as of a French edition of an already existent Latin libellus. 25 It would

seem, then, pretty certain that the French editions of the “Institutes” begin with

that of 1541, which is a close rendering of the Latin of 1539.

The first French edition of the “Institutes,” then, that of 1541, is a careful

translation by Calvin himself (as the title-page and Preface alike inform us) of the

second Latin edition of 1539. The subsequent revisions of the Latin text repeat

themselves in editions of the French—the Latin of 1543 (repeated in 1545) in

the French of 1545; the Latin of 1550 (repeated in 1553 and 1554) in the French

of 1551 (repeated in 1553 and 1554); and, finally, the definitive Latin of 1559

(repeated twice in 1561) in the French of 1560 (repeated twice in 1561, three

times in 1562, and again in 1563 and 1564). There is a remarkable fact about the

final, French edition, however, which requires notice. The former editions had

repeated, with only the necessary revisions, the original translation of 1541. But

the definitive edition of the Latin of 1559 evidently seemed to Calvin a new be-

ginning—increased as it was to nearly twice the bulk of its immediate predeces-

sor; it announces itself, indeed, on its title-page, as “augmented by such additions

that it could almost be considered a new work.” 26 So looking upon it, Calvin be-
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gan an entirely new translation of it—a translation corresponding to nothing in

the previous editions even in the parts and phrases where the Latin had not been

changed. This new translation was continued, however, only to the seventh

chapter of the first book. The rest of the volume (except those portions of it

merely taken over from the earlier editions—about half of the whole) is by an-

other hand than Calvin’s, as its frequent inexactitudes and even occasional mis-

apprehensions of the Latin text show. It would seem that Calvin did not even

oversee the proofs of this portion—nearly the whole—of the volume. The

French translation of the completed “Institutes” cannot, therefore, be treated, as

it often is treated, as a second original, 27 but, in large part, must take its sec-

ondary rank as a mere translation of the “Institutes.” Its primary value lies only,

like other versions, in its giving the great book which it represents a wider circula-

tion and a greater influence than it could have had in its Latin form alone.

The French “Institutes” being, of course, in contents, only a reproduction

of the Latin “Institutes,” adds nothing to its significance for the history of

thought, or for the development of theology. It must not be rashly concluded,

however, that it, therefore, possesses in itself little importance. It holds a very

great place, for instance, in the history of French literature and even in the devel-

opment of the French language as a literary vehicle. And, above all, it is the visi-

ble symbol and evidence of one of the greatest achievements of the Reformation

movement—the popularization of religious thought. The Latin “Institutes” was

for the learned; the French “Institutes” was made for the unlearned, and the mar-

vel of marvels is that it found or made for itself apparently a great constituency. 28

Who could have believed that in the middle of the sixteenth century a body of

vernacular readers could be created so numerous and so avid of theological in-

struction as to take up in the twenty-five years between 1541, when the first

French edition of the “Institutes” was published, and 1566, no less than twenty-

one editions of this theological treatise? During Calvin’s lifetime, we perceive,

the publication of a new edition of the “Institutes” in French was almost an an-

nual affair.
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We require to add, however, that after his death, its publication stopped

abruptly. Three editions were published, indeed, in 1565, and another in 1566;

but then the series comes to an end. Only a single edition was published in the

seventeenth century (1609), until as it drew near its close a French pastor at

Bremen, Charles Icard by name, began the publication of a new French version,

or, perhaps we should rather say, a renewed French version. 29 The first Book of

this new version appeared in 1696, the second in 1697, the whole not until 1713,

in a fine folio; it was reprinted at Geneva in three octavo volumes in 1818. The

publication of Icard’s version in 1713 alone, however, breaks the barrenness of

the eighteenth century. And the nineteenth has only a little better record. Icard’s

version was reissued, as we have seen, in 1818. The French “Institutes” was, of

course, given a place, and that in the best of forms for the student, in the great

Brunswick edition of Calvin’s “Opera” prepared by the Strasburg theologians,

Baum, Cunitz, and Reuss (1865). But of hand editions for popular use, there

seem to have been only three issues in the nineteenth century. The earliest of

these, in two handsome octavo volumes, was printed at Paris by Charles

Meyrueis and Company in 1859, with an interesting Introduction. 30 It has espe-

cial claims upon our attention, as it was frankly published not so much to meet a

demand as to fulfill a duty of love, and partly by the aid of an appropriation for

the purpose voted by “the Presbyterian Committee of Publication at

Philadelphia.” 31 In 1888 a new edition in two octavo volumes was published at

Geneva, “revised and corrected from the edition of 1560 by Frank

Baumgartner”; and later this has been placed on the market compacted into a sin-

gle large volume. 32

Of course, it is possible, or rather altogether likely, that the early editions of

the French “Institutes,” which followed one another so rapidly, were small edi-

tions, while the modern editions have been large editions. There may be less dis-

parity in the number of copies issued in the nineteenth century as compared with

the sixteenth, than in the number of editions. But, after all allowances of this sort

are made, the appearance remains strong that Calvin’s theology has found fewer

eager readers among his compatriots—whether in France or Geneva—in the
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nineteenth than it did in the sixteenth century. Calvin’s theology, we say, not

Calvin’s French; for we must bear in mind, as we have already pointed out, that

the French of the “Institutes” as it has been circulated since 1560 is not Calvin’s.

There can confidently be attributed to Calvin himself only the French of the first

French edition of 1541. 33 As the book grew under his hand, the French text

grew pari passu with the Latin text, but the rendering of the successive additions

may quite possibly have been left to the labors of others. And this may be one of

the reasons why, when the definitive Latin edition was published in 1559,

Calvin, as we have seen, began to make an entirely new French version of it. Had

he completed this new version, no doubt his place in the history of French letters

and in the development of the French language might have been much more dis-

tinguished than it is. For not only was the “Institutes” of 1559–1560 a greater

book than the “Institutes” of 1539–1541—more thoroughly worked out, more

symmetrically developed, more finely ordered—but Calvin had in the course of

the intervening twenty years been steadily perfecting his French style and purify-

ing his French vocabulary. 34

Even on the basis of the French “Institutes” of 1541 alone, however, Calvin

takes his place in the first rank of French prose writers. 35 The “Institutes” of

Calvin, says M. Ferdinand Brunetière, 36 is “one of the great books of French

prose, and the first, in point of time, of which we can say that the proportions,

the arrangement, and the construction are monumental”; in a word, it is “the

first of our books which we can call classic.” This position it achieves, he sug-

gests, by virtue of the greatness of its conception, the dignity of its plan, the unity

of its treatment, the close concatenation of its thought, its rhetorical grace, the

sustained gravity of its style, rising even to majesty, and the purity of its language.

To dwell only on the last-mentioned quality, in the purity of his French style

Calvin was far in advance of his age. A Latinist of the severest taste, instead of

carrying over his Latin into his French, as did most of the writers of the day, he

carried over instead the purity of his taste.

“In the schools of that time,” writes A. Bossert, 37 “either a barbarous Latin

was spoken, or an unpolished French, or a mixture of the two, the type of which
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is given by Rabelais in the speeches of Janotus demanding in the name of the

Parisians the restoration of the bells of Nôtre Dame. Those who wished to speak

the mother-tongue correctly, affected to use only Frenchified Latin words, or as

Olivétan puts it, ‘obscure and unaccustomed barbarous terms, which are peeled

off from the Latin.’ Calvin writes in turn and with equal facility in Latin and in

French, in Latin when he addresses himself to the learned, or the theologians, in

French when he wishes to be read by all the world. But he keeps the two lan-

guages rigorously apart; he does not permit one to encroach on the other.… The

French prose of his day, when it was applied to serious subjects, was modeled on

the Latin period, and was naturally filled with Latin words of which it only grad-

ually freed itself. Calvin, so pure a Latinist when he wrote in Latin, is in his

French style the least Latinizing of the great prose writers of the Renaissance.

Much more than his contemporary Rabelais, more even than Montaigne, who

came forty years later, he approaches the prose of the seventeenth century. From

the point of view of the development of the language, he rises out of the chrono-

logical sequence and takes his place immediately before Pascal.” 38

IV

The French version, although addressed to a popular audience, had the disadvan-

tage of appealing only to a single nationality. After all, the real extension of the

influence of the “Institutes” lay in the hands of the Latin original, which made its

appeal to every educated circle in the civilized world. Wings were given to it by

the nobility of its form and the unwonted elegance of its language. For Calvin’s

Latin is as fine in its way as his French; and the Latin “Institutes,” too, deserves to

be called a classic. Scaliger speaks of it as almost too good in its Latinity for a the-

ologian; 39 and, indeed, its Latinity is not that of a theologian, but that of a hu-

manist. Modeled, as all of the Latin of the day was, on Cicero, its basis is the

Ciceronian period; but the Ciceronian period appears in it emancipated from its

too carefully calculated balance, and given a new rapidity of movement and an
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energetic brevity to which all superfluity of words is alien. “To say that the lan-

guage of Calvin is clear, sharp, precise, is not enough,” remarks Bossert, 40 “it is

striking and expressive; it abounds in original turns and happy forms.”

The demand for the book seems to have been from the first very large.

Perhaps edition did not follow edition with quite the same rapidity as was the

case with the French version, but the difference is not great; the editions were

themselves, no doubt, larger—at least more copies of the Latin editions have sur-

vived until our day—and they continued to be published after the publication of

the French version had ceased. Ten or twelve editions were issued in Calvin’s life-

time, 41 the most beautiful of which were those of 1553 and 1559 from the press

of Robert Stevens; and although his death did not cause a temporarily increased

demand for them to spring up as it apparently did for the French—of which

there were published no less than three editions in 1565 and another in 1566—

yet they went steadily on: 1568, 1569, 1576 (twice), 1577, 1585, 1586, 1590,

1592 (twice), 1602, 1606, 1607, 1609, 1612, 1617, 1618, 1637, 1654, 1667—

quite to the middle of the seventeenth century. We are struck, as we look over the

list, by the completeness with which the Genevan presses monopolized the sup-

ply of the world. The first edition (1536) was, of course, printed at Basle, where

Calvin had found refuge in his flight from France; and the second, third and

fourth (1539, 1543, 1545) were printed at Strasburg, whither Calvin had retired

when driven from Geneva in 1538. But by 1550 the “Institutes” had come back

to Geneva with Calvin and they had come to stay. One subsequent edition was

printed at Strasburg (1561), but except that, none during Calvin’s life were print-

ed elsewhere than at Geneva (six editions). After his death, Geneva still remained

the center whence the “Institutes” issued. Three editions were soon to be printed

at Lausanne (1576, 1577, 1586); otherwise the whole series up to 1637, sixteen in

all, was printed at Geneva—with one exception. This single exception interests us

very much, for it is the only edition of the “Institutes” in Latin which has ever

been printed on English-speaking soil. It was issued at London in 1576 from the

printing house of Thomas Vautrollier, a learned Huguenot who had come to

England from Paris or Rouen, and with many vicissitudes, in London or in
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Edinburgh, now basking in the royal favor, now suffering under the inquisition

of the Star Chamber, carried on the printer’s trade until his death, somewhere

about 1587. 42 The last edition printed in Geneva came from the press in 1637.

From that day to this, no edition of the Latin “Institutes” has been published on

the scene of the author’s life-work, where also the book was given its final form

and sent out appropriately clothed in the splendid typography of Robert

Stevens. From that day, to be sure, the Latin “Institutes” has been printed any-

where but seldom. In 1654 the splendid Elzevir edition appeared and this was

reprinted in the ninth volume of the fine Amsterdam edition of Calvin’s works

(1667). After that no further editions were issued until the nineteenth century,

when (1834, reprinted 1846) Tholuck published his admirable hand-edition

which has supplied readers ever since. Last of all, in 1863–1864, the great critical

edition of Baum, Cunitz and Reuss, forming the first two volumes of their splen-

did edition of Calvin’s works, was published at Brunswick, reprinted in a sepa-

rate issue in 1869.

On the whole, Calvin’s “Institutes” has been given a worthy external pre-

sentment. Even the first edition, though it was the work of an unknown man, is a

very pretty little book—a little book, for, though it is an octavo in the folding of

the sheets, the block of type (excluding headline and catchword) measures only

25/8 by 41/2 inches. The type of the “Epistola Nuncupatoria” (pp. 3–41) is a re-

ally fine Roman; while that of the “Institutes” itself (pp. 42–514) is a sufficiently

good italic. 43 The two fine folio editions published by Robert Stevens (the sec-

ond Genevan edition, 1553, and the definitive edition—the fourth Genevan—

1559) are among the notable specimens of the printer’s art. The former of these,

Reuss praises as the most splendid of all, with its ample page, elegant type and

wonderful accuracy in printing. But the latter is splendid enough worthily to

close the career of the distinguished printer whose last work it was—for Robert

Stevens died only a few days after this edition was finished. It is a beautiful folio,

the block of type (exclusive of headline, there being no catch-word) measuring

53/4 by 105/8 inches, printed in an elegant, bold Roman character, with the

notes in the outer side-margin. Among the splendid editions of the “Institutes”
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must be mentioned also the great Leiden folio of 1654, which gathered into itself

all the adventitious matter that—chiefly in the form of indices and arguments—

had grown up gradually around the “Institutes” as aids to its more ready use, evi-

dently intending itself to stand as the final edition of the book. This indeed it, in

fact, remained for a hundred and eighty years. The “Institutes” in the

Amsterdam “Opera” of 1667 is a literal reprint of it—reproducing even its “ad-

monition to the reader, about this edition” (but omitting Beza’s life of Calvin

which also is found in ed. 1654)—and no other edition was published until

Tholuck’s hand-edition appeared in 1834. This great Leiden edition was the

work of the famous printers, John and Daniel Elzevir, but it occurs also with no

less than five other imprints, only the title-page being changed and the dedication

to Professor Heidanus omitted. The explanation of this odd circumstance is that

it was a custom of the times to issue portions of an edition in the names of the

several booksellers who handled it. Thus this noble edition was sent out not only

in the name of its real printers, but also severally in those of Adrianus

Wijngaerden, David Lopez de Haro, Franciscus Haack, Petrus Leffen, and

Franciscus Moyard. 44

There are few modern books which have received the honor of having had

expended upon them all the art of two such printers as Stevens and Elzevir. And

they merely stand at the head of a list which includes with them many another

printer of note. 45
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Definitive Edition of the Institutes—Specimen Page

V

Calvin intended the “Institutes” (in its later form) as a textbook in theology. It

quickly took its place as such, not only among the students at Geneva, but

throughout the Reformed world. Francis Junius, in commending it to his pupils

at Leiden, used to tell them that he himself had devoted two entire years to its
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study. 46 Kaspar Olevianus at Heidelberg and Herborn based his theological lec-

tures upon it, going over one book each year and thus completing the course in

four years. What Olevianus was doing in Germany the professors at both Oxford

and Cambridge were doing in England. A no doubt somewhat hysterical Jesuit

observer of the day, himself not altogether insensible to the excellencies of the

book, complains that prelections on the “Institutes” constituted the fundamen-

tal training in theology at both universities. 47 Even in faraway Hungary it was

serving a similar purpose. It was by reading the first edition (1536) of the “Insti-

tutes” that Mathias Biró of Déva 48
 was brought to the acceptance of the

Reformed faith, and his summary of Christian doctrine—“A Short Explanation

of the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Seals of the

Creed”—the first doctrinal treatise, written in Hungary (1538), seems to have

been at least inspired by the “Institutes”; while the “Catechism” of the protago-

nist of the Reformed faith of the next generation, Péter Juhász—or as he

Græcized his name, Peter Melius 49—published in 1562 (ed. 2, 1569) as a text-

book for the use of schools, was expressly modeled upon and even drawn from

the “Institutes.” 50

If we may look upon Juhász’ “Catechism” as a sort of abridgment of the “In-

stitutes,” it provides us with the earliest example of a type of literature which, in

the interests of sound instruction in the fundamentals of religion, soon became

quite common. Unless, indeed, we prefer to consider as the first abridgment of

the “Institutes” Calvin’s own earliest “Catechism,” so-called, which was pub-

lished in its French form in 1537 and in its Latin form in 1538, to serve as a

“book of instruction” for the infant church of Geneva. The first professed

abridgment of the “Institutes,” formally set forth as such, was probably, however,

the “Institutionis Christianæ Religionis a Jo. Calvino conscriptæ compendium”

by Edmund Bunney, 51 published at London by the Huguenot printer

Vautrollier in 1579 and reprinted at Antwerp in 1582, and in an English transla-

tion in 1580, as follows: “Edm. Bunnie, his abridgment of Calvin’s Institutes,

translated by Edw. May”: London, For William Norton, 1580. 52 This abridg-

ment was, however, very soon superseded by another, also of English origin. This
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was the “Institutionis Christianæ Religionis a Joanne Calvino conscriptæ

Epitome, in qua adversariorum objectionibus responsiones annotantur, per G.

Launæum,” London, Vautrollerius, 1583, reprinted in 1584. The author,

Guillaume Delaune, 53 was a learned pastor of the French church in London,

and his book was printed by the learned Huguenot printer, Vautrollier. As

Delaune’s object was to make the contents of the “Institutes” accessible to wider

circles than would or could approach it in its original form, he was very eager to

have his abridgment put into English, a task which he could not himself under-

take as he was not “thoroughly acquainted with our language.” It was, therefore,

distributed into four hands to do the translating; but in the end the whole was

rendered into English by Christopher Fetherstone, and published as “An

Abridgement of the Institution of Christian Religion written by M. Ihon

Caluin. Wherein briefe and sound a universe to the objections of the aduersaries

are set divine. By William Lawne minister of the word of God. Faithfullie trans-

lated out of Latine into English by Christopher Fetherstone, Minister of the

word of God.” Edinburgh: Thomas Vautrollier, 1585 (24°, pp. [32] 398 [30]).

New editions of this English version were issued in 1586 and 1587: it was even

revived in the nineteenth century and republished by different printers in 1837,

1853, and in an undated edition. Delaune stood in close relations with Holland

and had been vainly sought as a professor at Leiden. It is not surprising, there-

fore, that a Dutch version of his book was published in 1594, 54 the work of Joris

(i.e., George) de Raedt, pastor of the Hoedekenskerke in South Beveland, which

was reprinted in 1611, 1650, 1739, 1837. Almost contemporaneously with

Delaune’s book (1586) Olevianus issued at Herborn his own “Institutionis reli-

gionis Christianae epitome ex Institutiones Joh. Calvini excerpta” to serve as a

succinct handbook for his students; 55 and there appeared at the same place, the

same year, the German “Summa der wahren christlichen Religion.” At about the

same time must have appeared also the first issue of Johannes Piscator’s “Aphoris-

mi doctrinae Christianae maximam partem ex Institutione Calvini excerpti,” the

earliest edition of which listed by Steubing was printed at Herborn in 1589, and

the earliest edition of which listed by Erichson not until 1605. 56 Three editions
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of it at any rate had already appeared when Henry Holland 57 in 1596 issued his

English version of it, “Aphorismes of Christian religion or a verie compendious

abridgement of M. I. Caluin’s Institutions, set forth in short sentences methodi-

cally by M. I. Piscator, and now engleshed according to the author’s third and

last edition” (London, Field, 1596). A new edition of this version, to which was

added Calvin’s “letter to Francis I in defence of the Reformation,” was published

at London as late as 1844. Possibly, the little book in German which appeared at

Herborn in 1600 may also be connected with Piscator’s Aphorisms: “Kurtzer

Bericht von den fürnembsten Artickeln der wahren Christlichen Religion, auss

den vier Büchern der Institution J. Calvini in ein Büchlein zusamen gezogen.” It

is a new book, however, which Joh. Jezler, Rector and Pastor at Schafhausen,

published in 1610 under the title, “Schediasmus succinctus lemmatibus univer-

sum complectens Christianismum, desumpta ex solida Joh. Calvini de Relig.

Chr. Instit., quo sublevari potest non tam memoria quam intellectus eam

legentium.”

Colonius’ Abridgment of the Institutes—Title Page
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Colonius’ Abridgment of the Institutes—Specimen Page

The abridgments of the “Institutes” reach their culmination in the ad-

mirable “Analysis paraphrastica” of Daniel Colonius, rector of the Walloon

College at Leiden, which was published, first, in quarto in 1628, 58 and then in a

beautiful duodecimo from the Elzevir press in 1636. Colonius was born at Metz

in 1566 and died of the plague at Leiden in 1635: his daughter Sara (Van Ceulen)

was married in 1625 to Bonaventura Elsevier who, with his nephew Abraham,

was head of the Elzevir firm at the time of Colonius’ death. 59 The issue of this

beautiful edition of his book the following year (1636) was thus apparently an

act of pious commemoration of the dead author. In any event it affords as fine a

specimen of the minute Elzevir typography as the edition of the “Institutes” of

1654 provides of the larger style. 60 The title-page runs: “Analysis paraphrastica

Institutionum theologicarum Ioh. Calvini disputationibus XLI contexta, avctore

Daniele Colonio. Lugd. Batavorum. Ex Officina Elzeveriana. Anno

MDCXXXVI. Cum Privilegio” (12mo, pp. [8] 950). The text is apparently ex-

actly reproduced from the edition of 1628. The dedication to Daniel Heinsius is

repeated, as also the approbatio of the Faculty of Theology at Leiden signed by

Polyander as dean protempore, and dated the 6 July, 1628. The character of the

work itself is very well described by its title: it is an excellent paraphrastic analysis
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of the “Institutes,” and well adapted to aid the student in mastering the contents

of the great work, to study which day and night Colonius advises him in some

verses inscribed, “In Calvini Institutiones”:

Aureus hic liber est, hunc tu studiosa juventus,

Si cupis optatam studiorum attingere metam,

Noctes atque dies in succum verte legendo.

It was not for two hundred years after the publication of Colonius’

Paraphrastic Analysis that a fresh attempt was made to set forth the gist of the

“Institutes” in condensed form. H. P. Kalthoffs’ “Christliche Unterweisung in

einem kernhaften Auszug,” however, was published at Elberfeld in 1828, and

was reprinted in 1831 (Barmen) under the title: “Catechismus der Christlichen

Lehre.” In 1837 there appeared in London, “Christian Theology, selected and

systematically arranged” by Samuel Dunn; reprinted in 1843 and translated into

Welsh in 1840: “Duwinyddiaeth Cristionogol, a ysgrifenwyd yn wreiddiol gan J.

Calvin … gan S. Dunn ac a gymreigiwyd gan Evan Meredith (Ievan Grygg).

Crughywel, Williams.” In 1903 there appeared from the printing house of J. H.

Kok, Kampen, “Calvijn’s Institutie of onderwijzing in den Christlijken

Godsdienst. Een uittreksel door G. Elzenga.” These are the latest abridgments of

the “Institutes” which have met our eye.

VI

The object of the abridgments of the “Institutes” was to bring the contents of

the book within the reach of wider circles of students; and the zeal with which

vernacular versions of these abridgments were published—in German, Dutch,

most numerously in English, even in Welsh—bears witness to the eagerness with

which the “Institutes” was sought by a constituency to which Latin was, at best,

a difficult medium. The important task of diffusing the knowledge of the “Insti-
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tutes” among this class of readers was not left, however, to versions of abridg-

ments of it alone. The book itself was fortunate in securing translation almost at

once into most of the languages of Europe. 61 And, we may add, it was fortunate

in the translators it secured. Translations are not ordinarily undertaken by men

of high powers of original expression. Such a task is usually left to literary talents

of distinctly the second rank. Only when some other and deeper impulse than a

literary one is present do men of great gifts of expression turn to such work. This

deeper impulse was in operation in the case of the “Institutes.” Its earlier transla-

tors were all men of mark, seriously engaged in propagating the truths to which

the “Institutes” gave such uniquely attractive expression; and their versions were

not mere mechanical pieces of work but were informed with vitality and gave the

book a place, therefore, in the literatures of the several tongues into which they

transfused it.

These translations, we have said, began very early. The Italian version, in-

deed, did not wait even for the definitive edition of the “Institutes” (1559), but

(depending mainly on the French) appeared as early as 1557. It was the work of

Giulio Cæsare Paschali, an excellent poet, who subsequently (1592) published a

metrical Italian version of the Psalms. 62 It was introduced by a dedicatory letter

addressed to Galeazzo Caraccioli, Marquis of Vico, one of the band of nobles

who formed the nucleus of the Protestant church at Naples. 63 So soon, howev-

er, as the “Institutes” was completed and its definitive edition (1559) published,

the rendering of it into the vernaculars of Europe began apace. The Dutch ver-

sion was first in the field. In less than eighteen months after the publication of

the definitive Latin edition (August, 1559) the Dutch version left the press (De-

cember 5, 1560, is the date of the preface), published in two forms, the one bear-

ing no indication of place, but known to have been published at Emden, the oth-

er issued at Dort, by Verhaghen. 64 The translator signs his preface by the initials

“I. D.,” and seems otherwise unknown. Next in turn to the Dutch comes the

English version (1561 and six times repeated before 1600). It was the work of a

very capable man, Thomas Norton (1532–1584), a ripe scholar, able jurist, wise

statesman, ardent reformer and no mean poet, most generally known, doubtless,
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as co-author with his friend Thomas Sackville of “The Tragedie of Gorbuduc,” a

piece which plays a part in the history of the English drama. 65 The theological

faculty at Heidelberg gave its united care to the preparation of a German version,

which was published at that place in 1572. In 1597 a Spanish version appeared

from the pen of Cypriano de Valera, one of the most notable of the Spanish liter-

ary reformers, and the translator of the Spanish Bible which is still in use by

Spanish-speaking Protestants. 66 A Bohemian version also was made before the

end of the century by the learned scholar and hymnologist Jiřík Strejc, or Georg

Vetter in the Germanized form of his name (ordained priest in the Unitas

Fratrum 1567, died 1599), 67 the manuscript of which is still preserved in the

“Mährisches Landesarchiv” at Brünow. 68 It was not printed, however, until early

in the next century (1617, by Johann Opsimates) and then apparently only par-

tially (the first two books). 69 To these versions was added in 1624 a Hungarian

translation made by Albert Molnár “for the edification of the Hungarian nation

in divine truth,” which recites on its title-page that the book had already been

translated into “French, English, Dutch, Italian, German, Bohemian and other

languages”—truly enough, if we may understand by the “other languages” only

the Spanish, which seems to be the only “other language” into which the “Insti-

tutes” had been rendered. A Greek version of the “Institutes,” printed at

Frankfort in 1618, has, indeed, been spoken of, and even an Arabic one; 70 but

no copies of them seem to be accessible to attest their reality. 71 Later, in 1626,

there was published a Polish translation, not indeed of the “Institutes,” but of a

portion of it—the portion of it which deals with the very controverted subject of

the sacraments. This excerpt had been given separate publication in German at

Heidelberg in 1572, and again at Neustadt a. d. Hardt in 1592: it was now ren-

dered into Polish by Blastus Kmita and published at Lubeck. 72

The versions of the “Institutes” in the languages of southern Europe, which

ultimately remained Catholic, naturally have only a brief history. It does not ap-

pear, for example, that the Italian version of 1557 was ever reissued. The Spanish

version of 1597 also has apparently been reprinted only in 1858 and that as “an

antiquity”—as part of the “Reformistas antiquos españoles” issued by B. B.
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Wiffen and Luis de Usoz y Rio (xiv., 2 parts, Madrid, 8vo). 73 Evil fortune also

followed the Bohemian translation. We have seen that, although from the hand

of one of the most influential scholars of the Unitas Fratrum, a member of the

executive council, and the author of a metrical version of the Psalms upon the

model of Marot’s, Strejc’s version lay in manuscript for years and never was more

than half printed. It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that a re-

newed attempt was made to provide the Bohemians with the “Institutes” in their

own tongue; and this attempt met with a similar fate. The maker of the new ver-

sion was Lic. Theol. František Šebesta, an author of note, who at the time of his

death was pastor at Hustopeč in Moravia. 74 Only two books of his version, how-

ever, were published (1890, 1895), his death (July 22, 1896) bringing his work to

a sudden close as he was engaged on the third book. 75 The Hungarian version of

1624
76 also has remained unreprinted until to-day. Its translator, Albert

Molnár, 77 was one of the greatest scholars of his time, long resident in Germany

where he served as professor in the school at Oppenheim. Like so many others of

the early translators of the “Institutes”—Paschali, Norton, Strejc—he was a poet

and, indeed, gave (1607) the Hungarian Church the version of the Psalms which

continues in use up to to-day. His rendering of the “Institutes” remains one of

the great monuments of Hungarian literature, but has, of course, long passed out

of use. Nothing has come, however, to take its place, although there has lately

(1903) been published, by the “Hungarian Protestant Literary Society,” at

Budapest a version of the first edition of the “Institutes” (1536) by Charles Nagy,

formerly professor in the Reformed Faculty at Kolozsvár, with the aid as revisers

of Louis Eröss, formerly professor at Debreczen, and Dr. George Bartók,

Reformed Bishop of Transylvania. 78 This work was prepared in accordance with

the commission of Domakos Szász, Reformed Bishop of Transylvania, who set

aside in 1898 a thousand florins for the purpose. Thus, the first edition of the

“Institutes” has been rendered into Hungarian alone, with one exception, of ver-

nacular languages. The exception is the German, not even the French having it in

their own tongue. The German version bears this title: “Joh. Calvins christliche
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Glaubenslehre nach der ältesten Ausgabe vom Jahr 1536 zum erstenmal ins

Deutsche übersetzt von Bernhard Spiess” (Wiesbaden, 1887, 8vo, pp. xvi., 432).

A richer history has been wrought out by the Dutch, German and English

“Institutes.”

As we have noted, the first Dutch version appeared in twin issues at Emden

and Dort, as early as 1560, with no other indication of the personality of the

translator than is supplied by the initials “I. D.,” with which the preface is signed.

Because of the great bulk of the book, the “long epistle of Calvin to the King of

France” was omitted from this edition, as from its repetition, Dort, 1566; it was

inserted, however, in the new issue printed at Dort by C. Jans and P. Verhaghen

in 1578, as was also Marolatus’ Index. The edition issued at Leiden by Jan Paedts

and Jan Bouwensz in 1593 is also a reprint of the version of 1560. At this point,

however, a new hand comes in, that of Charles Agricola, a native apparently of

Antwerp—from which place he is at least registered as a student at Heidelberg in

1572—and from 1592 to 1624 minister at Rijnsburg. His work seems to have

been rather a revision of the earlier version than an entirely new translation. It

was first issued by Paedts Jacobsz and Bouwensz in a small folio of 286 pages,

double columns, in 1602. It contains as a kind of supplement to the “Institutes”

also a Dutch version of Calvin’s “Supplex exhortatio” for a needed reformation

—a separate print of which seems to have been simultaneously issued. Agricola’s

version was repeated, Rotterdam 1610, Dort 1610, Amsterdam 1614, 1617,

Dort 1617, Amsterdam 1645. Then comes another change. In 1650 there ap-

peared from the press of P. van Ravensteyn at Amsterdam a very noble Dutch

edition of the “Institutes,” in folio, to which was added not merely the “Supplex

exhortatio” but certain others of Calvin’s works; a fine portrait of Calvin en-

graved by Vischer formed the frontispiece. The version of the “Institutes” here

printed was a new one from the hand of William Corsman, minister from 1622

to his death in 1646 at Baardwijk; and it is spoken of as of the highest quality

both as a rendering of Calvin’s thought and for the purity and force of its han-

dling of the Dutch language. It appears to have been reprinted in 1739; and cer-

tainly a new edition of it, with a preface by Dr. A. Kuyper—also a folio—was is-
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sued in 1889 by van Schenk Brill at Doesburg. Occasion was taken from the pub-

lication (in 1864) of the “Institutes” in the great Brunswick edition, to make yet

another new translation, which was issued—the first part in 1865, the second in

1867, and the whole afresh in 1889–1891—from the press of G. Ph. Zalsman at

Kampen. The translation, we are told, was done “by Wyenberg, under the over-

sight of de Cock,” and it is described as very competently done.

The German translation of the “Institutes” undertaken by the theologians

of Heidelberg was first published, as we have seen, at Heidelberg (Meyer) in folio

form, in 1572. It was reissued at the same place in 1582, in the same form; and

then in quarto in 1597 at Hanau (Cäsar und Anthoni), and in 1608 at

Heidelberg (Steinmeyer). As also has already been noted, there was simultane-

ously with the issue of the first edition (1572) published separately the portion of

the Fourth Book containing Calvin’s doctrine of the sacraments; and several is-

sues in German were made of abridgments of the “Institutes.” A modern

German version by F. A. Krummacher, of Elberfeld, was begun in 1823, when

the first two books were published at Elberfeld. The completed work was pub-

lished in two octavo volumes in 1834. We have already noted the translation of

the first edition of the “Institutes” (1536) into German, by B. Spiess (1887)—the

first translation ever made of the first edition of the “Institutes” into a modern

tongue. 79

VII

We naturally feel a special interest in the English translations. The “Institutes”

has been thrice translated into English: by Thomas Norton (1561, and often af-

terwards: London, 1562, 1574, 1578, 1582, 1587, 1599, 1611, 1634; Glasgow,

1762), by John Allen (London, 1813, 3 vols.; 2nd ed., London, 1838, 2 vols.; 3d

ed., London, 1844, 2 vols.; 1st American edition, 1816, 3 vols.; 6th Am. ed. n. d.,

but 1841–1842, 2 vols.), and by Henry Beveridge (Edinburgh, 1845–1846, 3

vols.; 2nd ed., 1863, 2 vols.). Besides these versions of the complete “Institutes,”
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at least four abridgments of the “Institutes” have been printed in English:

Edward May’s version of Edmund Bunney’s “Compendium” (1580); C.

Fetherstone’s version of Laune’s “Epitome” (1585, 1586, 1587, 1600, 1837,

1853, n. d.); Henry Holland’s version of Piscator’s “Aphorismes” (1596, 1844);

and S. Dunn’s “Selection” (1837).

Norton’s translation of the whole work, early as it was, was yet almost pre-

ceded by a still earlier one. A note from “The Printers to the Reders,” printed on

the reverse of the title-page of the edition of 1561, which is identified as Norton’s

only by the initials “T. N.” with which the last page of the book is signed, tells us

of a previous translation which had been made, but was not published. Here is

the note in full:

“Wheras some men have thought and reported it to be a faulte

and negligence in vs for that we haue so long kept backe from

you this boke being so profitable a woorke for you, namely sithe

maister John Dawes had translated it and deliuered it into our

handes more than a twelve-moneth past: you shall understande

for our excuse in that behalfe, that we could not wel imprinte it

soner. For we haue ben by diuerse necessarie causes constrayned

with our earnest entreatance to procure an other frende of oures

to translate it whole agayn. This translation, we trust, you shal

well allow. For it hath not only ben faythfully done by the trans-

later himself, but also hath ben wholly perused by such men,

whoes iugement and credit al the godly learned in Englande well

knowe and esteme. But sithe it is now come foorth, we pray you

accept it, and use it. If any faultes haue passed us by ouersight,

we beseche you let us haue your patience, as you haue had our

diligence.”
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The bare allusion we are given to it rouses our curiosity as to why Maister

Dawes’ translation was set aside; certainly the Preface is a model document—it

seems to take the reader into full confidence, and yet says nothing derogatory to

any one.

No one better fitted for the task of retranslating the book could easily have

been found at any rate than Thomas Norton. His name appears for the first time

on the title-page of the third edition, while to the fourth he prefixes a nobly writ-

ten Preface—“T[homas] N[orton,] the Translator to the Reader”—in which is

included an account of how he was led to translate the book, of the care he took

to do a proper piece of work in the translating, and of the subsequent means

adopted to perfect the printed text. After a brief account of Calvin and his pur-

pose in the “Institutes,” the Preface continues: 80

“So great a iewel was meete to be made most beneficiall, that is to

say, applied to most common vse. Therefore in the very begin-

ning of the Queenes Maiesties most blessed reigne, I translated it

out of Latine into English, for the commoditie of the Church of

Christ, at the speciall request of my deere friends of worthy

memorie Reginald Wolfe 81 and Edward Whitchurch, 82 the one

her Maiesties Printer for the Hebrew, Greeke and Latin toongs,

the other her Highnes Printer of the bookes of common praier. I

performed my worke in the house of my said friend Edward

Whitchurch, a man well knowen of vpright hart and dealing, an

ancient zealous Gospeller, as plaine and true a friend as euer I

knew liuing, and as desirous to do any thing to common good,

specially by the aduauncement of true religion.”
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First Edition of the English Institutes—Title Page

He then explains why he chose the method of literal rather than of para-

phrastic translation and continues:

“In the doing hereof, I did not only trust mine owne wit or abili-

tie, but examined my whole doing from sentence to sentence

throughout the whole booke with conference and ouerlooking

of such learned men, as my translation being allowed by their

iudgement, I did both satisfie mine owne conscience that I had
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done truly, and their approouing of it might be a good warrant

to the reader, that nothing should herein be deliuered him but

sound, vnmingled, and vncorrupted doctrine, euen in such sort

as the author himselfe had first framed it. All that I wrote, the

graue, learned, and vertuous man M. Dauid Whitehead 83

(whome I name with honorable remembrance) did among oth-

er, compare with the Latine, examining euery sentence through-

out the whole booke.”

The care taken to bring the text of the book in its new editions to greater

correctness in the printing being next noted, the Preface concludes thus:

“Thus on the Printers behalfe and mine, your ease and com-

moditie (good Readers) is prouided for. Now resteth your owne

diligence for your owne profit in studying it. To spend many

words in commending the worke it selfe, were needelesse: yet

thus much I thinke I may both not vntruly and not vainly say,

that though many great learned men haue written bookes of

common places of our religion, as Melanchton, Sarcerius, 84 and

other, whose works are very good and profitable to the Church

of God: yet by the consenting iudgement of those that vnder-

stande the same, there is none to be compared to this worke of

Caluine, both for his substantiall sufficiencie of doctrine, the

sound declaration of truth in articles of our religion, the large

and learned confirmation of the same, and the most deepe and

strong confutation of all olde and new heresies: so that (the holy

Scriptures excepted) this is one of the most profitable bookes for

all students of Christian diuinitie. Wherein (good Readers) as I

am glad for the glorie of God, and for your benefite, that you

may haue this profite of my trauell, so I beseech you let me haue
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this vse of your gentlenesse, that my doings may be construed to

such good ende as I haue meant them: and that if anything mis-

like you by reason of hardnesse, or any other cause that may

seeme to be my default, you will not foorthwith condemne the

worke, but reade it ofter: in which doing you will finde (as many

haue confessed to me that they haue founde by experience) that

those things which at the first reading shall displease you for

hardnesse, shall be found so easie as so harde matter woulde suf-

fer, and for the most part more easie than some other phrase

which shoulde with greater loosenesse and smoother sliding

away deceiue your vnderstanding. I confesse in deede it is not

finely and pleasantly written, nor carieth with it such delightfull

grace of speech as some great wise men haue bestowed vppon

some foolisher things, yet it conteineth sound truth set foorth

with faithfull plainnesse without wrong done to the authors

meaning: and so if you accept and vse it, you shall not faile to

haue great profite thereby, and I shall thinke my labour very well

imployed.”

We have quoted largely from this Preface, because it appears to us an ad-

mirable document, altogether worthy of its place in the forefront of the “Insti-

tutes” and of the hand of its author, one of the most notable figures in the liter-

ary world of his day. Born in 1532, bred to the law, in which profession he gained

high distinction, Thomas Norton lived on terms of intimacy with the leaders of

the religious Reformation in England, and did his part to further it by voice and

pen. A ripe scholar, he prepared translations of some of the best books in circula-

tion expository of Christian truth, 85 and sent forth a number of writings of his

own. A “wise, bold and eloquent” member of Parliament, he championed there

the movements that tended to the religious settlement of the land on the lines of

a complete reformation. Possessed of a poetic gift, he contributed some twenty-

eight translations of Psalms to Stern-hold and Hopkins’ collection, 86 as well as
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wrought for the advancement of more secular species of English poetry. In every

way he seemed glad to use his high powers freely in the cause of religion.

Assuredly, we will say Calvin’s “Institutes” was introduced by fit hands to its

English public; and the excellence of the performance seems to be attested by the

rapidly repeated issue of editions of the translation during the latter years of the

sixteenth century, and its long-continued hold on the religious public.

It was not until the early years of the nineteenth century that Norton’s was

superseded by a modernized translation. This was made by John Allen, and ap-

peared first in 1813. John Allen 87
 was a layman like Thomas Norton—a non-
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conformist school-teacher, born at Truro, in Cornwall, 1771, and for thirty years

master of a private school at Hackney, near London, where he died in 1839. His

principal work was a treatise on “Modern Judaism” (1816), though he published

also a “Memoir of Major General Burn” (1815), and a translation of some ser-

mons of D. de Superville (1816) and William Owtram’s “Two Dissertations on

Sacrifice” (1817). He tells us in the Preface to his translation of the “Institutes,”

that one of the circumstances which led him to publish it was “the recent contro-

versy respecting Calvinism, commenced by Dr. Tomline, the present Bishop of

Lincoln.” His interest in that controversy had already been shown by the anony-

mous publication in 1812 of a reply to Tomline’s “Refutation of the Charge of

Calvinism against the Church of England,” which appeared in 1811. Allen’s

book bore the title, “The Fathers, the Reformers, and the Public Formularies of

the Church of England in Harmony with Calvin and against the Bishop of

Lincoln.”

It does not predispose the reader favorably to Allen’s work that he speaks

with scant appreciation of Norton’s translation—though that, perhaps, was not

unnatural in the Preface of a work designed to supersede it. This Preface is plain-

ly written, and gives an appreciative account of the book being rendered, and a

statement of the translator’s method of translating—which, declining both “a

servile adherence to the letter” and “a mere attention to the ideas and

sentiments,” “aimed at a medium between servility and looseness, and endeav-

ored to follow the style of the original as far as the respective idioms of the Latin

and English would admit.” The translation is certainly so far successful that it

conveys with plain directness the meaning of the original author, and so far, at

least as we have observed, never either misses it or obscures it.

If Allen is chargeable with underestimating the merits of his predecessor’s

work, he certainly was called on to repay his fault a hundredfold by the treatment

he received at the hands of his successor—Henry Beveridge. 88 Beveridge simply

passes by Allen’s translation without any mention at all. Allen’s judgment on

Norton’s translation, however, Beveridge repeats with interest—the gravamen of

his charge turning on its excessive literalness. “Instead of the pure English of the
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period at which he wrote,” he remarks, “the utmost he could give was English

words in a Latin idiom. In this way the translation, which must often have

seemed rugged and harsh to his contemporaries, has become in great measure un-

fit for modern use.” Beveridge, for his part, avoiding “overstraining after such

scrupulosity as Norton aimed at,” hopes that, in his own translation “the true

meaning of the Author has been given in plain English, and so made accessible to

every class of readers.” Beveridge’s translation was issued by the Calvin

Translation Society 89 in 1845, and has probably superseded in Britain the earlier

work of Allen.

Meanwhile, however, already in 1816, Allen’s translation had been reissued

in America as the “First American from the last London Edition,” bearing the

imprint: “Philadelphia: Published by Philip H. Nicklin, and by Hezekiah Howe,

New Haven. William Fry, Printer, 1816.” And in 1841 and 1842, 90 the

Presbyterian Board of Publication at Philadelphia had stereotyped a somewhat

revised edition of Allen’s translation, issuing it as the sixth American edition.

This has accordingly become the most accessible translation in America. The

edition of the Presbyterian Board was brought out at the expense of the First and

Second Presbyterian churches of Baltimore, of which the Revs. John C. Backus

and Robert J. Breckinridge were then pastors, and was introduced by a Preface

written by Dr. William M. Engles, then editor of the Board. How far the revision

of the text extended we have not been careful to investigate. Dr. Engles says: “Un-

der the direction of the Executive Committee of the Board, the translation has

been diligently compared throughout with the original Latin and French, and

various corrections have been made to convey the meaning of the author more

distinctly and accurately. This laborious duty has been performed by a member

of the Publishing Committee.” This “member of the Publishing Committee”

was Mr. Joseph Patterson Engles (1793–1861), a man of varied and high culture,

master of the Classical Institute at Philadelphia from 1817 to 1845, and from

1845 to his death publishing agent of the Board. He was, perhaps, most widely

known as the editor of an American reprint, with many corrections, of the so-

called “Polymicrion Greek Testament” (1838, and often afterwards), and was a
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man who, by habits of exact accuracy and by thorough classical scholarship, was

eminently fitted to correct a translation from the Latin. 91

It should not pass without notice that all three of the later rehandlings of the

English “Institutes” plume themselves on their use of the French text—treating it

as a second original, of equal or almost equal authority, as a witness to Calvin’s

meaning, with the Latin. Allen says:

“After the greater part of the work had been translated, he [the

translator] had the happiness to meet with an edition in French,

of which he has availed himself in translating the remainder, and

in the revision of what he had translated before. Every person,

who understands any two languages, will be aware that the ambi-

guity of one will sometimes be explained by the precision of an-

other; and, notwithstanding the acknowledged superiority of the

Latin to the French in most of the qualities which constitute the

excellence of a language, the case of the article is not the only one

in which Calvin’s French elucidates his Latin.”

Beveridge says:

“Constant use has also been made of the last French translation,

revised by Calvin himself, and printed at Geneva in 1562. The

Latin text is in general perfectly clear, and where there is a com-

petent knowledge of the language, there is little danger of mis-

taking the meaning. Ambiguities, however, do occur, and it was

considered that there could not be a more legitimate and effectu-

al mode of explaining them than to make the Author his own ex-

positor, and hold the meaning to be what he himself has made it,

in his vernacular tongue. It has already been observed, that

Calvin, in his translation, occasionally avails himself of his privi-
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lege as Author. Due attention has been paid to the changes thus

made on the original, any difference of meaning or of expression

which seemed deserving of notice being given in footnotes. In

this respect it is hoped that the present Translation possesses a

very decided advantage.”

Dr. Engles says:

“The translation has been diligently compared throughout with

the original Latin and French,” etc.

This use of the French, except in the first few pages of the first book (to the

seventh chapter), as already pointed out, is liable to some danger when carried

through uncritically. For the rest of the book, that alone is certainly Calvin’s

which has been preserved from the first French translation (1541). The text is

composed, as Reuss puts it, “of fragments of the old translation, where the Latin

text remains the same (although there, too, the changes are somewhat frequent),

and a new translation of the complementary additions which form nearly half

the text.… Here,” he adds, “we meet with not only a great number of inexacti-

tudes, omissions, meaningless and embarrassing additions, but even passages

where it is evident that the translator did not even understand the Latin text.”

Striking examples of this are given by Reuss. It is obvious that an uncritical use of

this French translation, as in all its parts of equal authority for Calvin’s meaning

with the Latin original, is scarcely a commendation of a version; and we need no

further evidence that, so far as it was used at all, it must have been used uncritical-

ly by our English translators, than the fact that though each of them compared

the French diligently with the Latin, no one of them discovered those glaring

faults in the French which render it impossible to attribute it to Calvin’s own

hand.
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It would be interesting to compare the texts of the several English transla-

tions, with a view to discovering how far the later translations are really indepen-

dent of the earlier, and which represent the original most faithfully, clearly and

happily. We cannot undertake that task now; but we can at least give a specimen

of their rendering of a typical passage, from which we may, perhaps, catch some-

thing of the flavor of each. Here is the opening section of the treatise in its three

English forms (Book I. chap. i. § 1):

Norton, 1599.

The whole summe in

a maner of all our

wisedome, which onely

ought to be accounted

true and perfect wisedome,

consisteth in two partes,

that is to say, the knowledge

of God, and of our

selues. But where as

these two knowledges

be with many bondes

linked togither: yet

whether goeth before or

engendreth the other, it

is hard to discerne. For,

first no man can looke

vpon himselfe, but he

must needes by and by

turne all his senses to the

beholding of God, in whom

he liueth and is mooued:

bicause it is plaine, that

those giftes wherewith
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we be indued, are not of

our selues, yea, euen that

we haue being is nothing

els but an essense in

the one God. Finally, by

these good things that are

as by dropmeale powred

into vs from heauen, we

are led as it were by

certaine streames to the

spring head. And so by our

owne needinesse, better

appeereth that infinite

plentie of good things

that abideth in God.

Specially that miserable

ruine, whereinto the

fall of the first man

hath throwne vs, compelleth

vs to lift vp our eies,

not onely being foodelesse

and hungrie, to craue

from thence that which we

lacke, but also being

awakened with feare, to

learne humilitie. For

as there is found in man

a certaine worlde of all

miseries, and since we haue

beene spoyled of the diuine

apparell, our shamefull
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nakednesse discloseth an

infinite heape of filthie

disgracements: it must

needes be that euery man be

pricked with knowledge in

conscience of his owne

vntiappinesse to make him come

at the least vnto some knowledge

of God. So by the

vnderstanding of our ignorance,

vanitie, beggerie, weakenesse,

peruersnesse, and corruption,

we learne to reknowledge

that no where else but in the

Lord abideth the true light

of wisedome, sound vertue,

perfect abundance of all good

things, and puritie of

righteousnes. And so by our owne

euils we are stirred to

consider the good things of God:

and we cannot earnestly

aspire toward him, vntill we

begin to mislike our selues.

For of all men what one is

there, that would not

willingly rest in himselfe?

yea, who doth not rest, so

long as he knoweth not him-selfe,

that is to say, so long

as he is contented with his
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owne giftes, and ignorant or

vnmindfull of his owne

miserie? Therefore euery

man is by the knowledge

of himselfe, not onely pricked

forward to seeke God, but

also led as it were by the

hand to finde him.

Allen, 1813

True and substantial wisdom

principally consists of two

parts, the knowledge

of God, and the knowledge

of ourselves. But, while

these two branches of knowledge

are so intimately

connected,

which of them precedes and

produces the other,

is not easy to discover. For,

in the first place, no man can

take a survey of himself but he

must immediately

 turn to the

contemplation of God, in whom

he lives and moves; since

it is evident that

the talents which

we possess are not from

ourselves, and that

our very existence is nothing
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but a subsistence in

God alone.

These bounties,

distilling to us by drops

from heaven,

form, as it were, so many

streams conducting us to

the fountain-head.

Our poverty conduces to a

clearer display of the infinite

fulness of God.

Especially,

the miserable

ruin, into which we have

been plunged by the defection

of the first man, compels

us to raise our eyes towards

heaven, not only as hungry

and famished, to seek

thence a supply for our

wants, but,

aroused with fear, to

learn humility. For,

since man is subject to

a world of miseries,

and has

been spoiled of his divine

array, this melancholy

exposure discovers an

immense mass of

deformity:
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every one, therefore, must be

so impressed with a

consciousness of his own

infelicity, as to arrive

at some knowledge

of God. Thus a sense

of our ignorance,

vanity, poverty, infirmity,

depravity, and corruption,

leads us to perceive and

acknowledge that in the Lord

alone are to be found true

wisdom, solid strength,

perfect goodness,

and unspotted righteousness;

and so, by our imperfections,

we are excited to a

consideration of the perfections

of God. Nor can we really aspire

toward him, till we have

begun to be displeased with

ourselves. For who would

not gladly

rest satisfied with himself?

where is the man not actually

absorbed in self-complacency,

while he remains

unacquainted with his true

situation, or content with his

own endowments, and ignorant

or forgetful of his own misery?
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The knowledge of ourselves,

therefore, is not only an

incitement to seek after God, but

likewise a considerable

assistance towards finding him.

Beveridge, 1845.

Our wisdom, in so far

as it ought to be deemed

true and solid wisdom,

consists almost entirely of

two parts: the knowledge

of God and of

ourselves. But as

these are connected together

by many ties, it is not

easy to determine which

of the two precedes, and

gives birth to the other.

For, in the

first place, no man can survey

himself

without forthwith

turning

his thoughts towards the God

in whom he lives and moves;

because it is perfectly obvious,

that the endowments which

we possess cannot possibly be

from ourselves; nay, that

our very being is nothing

else than subsistence in
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God alone. In the second place,

those blessings which

unceasingly distil to us

from heaven,

are like streams

conducting us to

the fountain. Here,

again, the infinitude of

good which resides in God

becomes more apparent

from our poverty. In particular,

the miserable

ruin into which the revolt

of the first man

has plunged us, compels

us to turn our eyes upwards;

not only that while hungry and

famishing we may

thence ask

what we want,

but being aroused by

fear may learn humility. For

as there exists in man something

like a world of misery,

and ever since we were

strips of the divine

attire our naked shame

discloses an

inmense series of

disgraceful properties,

every man,
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being stung by the

consciousness of his own

unhappiness, in this way

necessarily obtains at least

some knowledge

of God. Thus,

our feeling of ignorance, vanity,

want, weakness, in short,

depravity and corruption,

reminds us, that in the Lord,

and none but He,

dwell the true light

of wisdom, solid virtue,

exuberant goodness.

We are accordingly urged

by our own evil things to

consider the good things of

God; and, indeed, we cannot

aspire to Him in earnest until

we have begun to be displeased

with ourselves. For what man

is not disposed to rest

in himself? Who, in fact,

does not thus rest, so long

as he is unknown to himself;

that is, so long as he is

contented with his own

endowments, and unconscious

or unmindful

of his misery? Every person,

therefore, on coming
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to the knowledge of himself,

is not only urged to seek

God, but is also led as by

the hand to find him.

So far as one may judge from so brief an extract, it would seem that Allen’s

version is entirely independent of Norton’s, and that Beveridge worked with his

predecessors’ versions before him, indeed, but with a conscious effort to give a

fresh rendering of the original. Any one of the three would appear to provide a

plain and sufficiently clear and faithful rendering of the original, while the “per-

fect version,” or the version which conveys the sense of delight and satisfaction

with which Calvin’s Latin affects the reader, is yet to seek.
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1. Cf. T. M. Lindsay, “A History of the Reformation,” New York, 1907, ii. pp. 156–157, 159; and especially

the fine pages in F. Buisson, “Sébastien Castellion,” 1892, i. pp. 96 sq., on the effect of the publication of

this book, “at once an apology, a manifesto and a confession of faith,” in 1536.

2. “The Reformers and the Theology of the Reformation,” second edition, 1866, p. 295.

3. “Corpus Reformatorum,” xxix.: “Ioannis Calvini Opera,” i. Brunswick, 1863, p. xxi. note 1.

4. This famous distich was first mentioned by Thuri’s countryman and fellow-student at the feet of Stephen

Szegedinus, Matthew Skaricza, in his “Vita et Obitus Stephani Szegedini,” prefixed to Szegedinus’ “Loci

Communes Theologies Sinceræ,” published at Basle, 1585, and at least four times subsequently. Skaricza,

who was Reformed pastor at Kevi, visited Geneva and wrote before 1571. He tells how, at his request, Beza

showed him, “under the simple sod, the grave of the great Calvin, who had commanded that he should be

buried thus without any monument”—and, after praising Calvin’s doctrine of the Lord’s Supper and the

general adamantine character of his reasoning, proceeds: “And especially what work was ever more vigorous,

more acute, more exact than the Institutes, whether it be the language or the matter that you consider and

weigh? So that our Paul Thuri has not unjustly said, Præter,” etc. Thence probably the distich was derived

by Gerdesius (“Scrinium Antiquarium,” II. i. 1750, p. 451) and Du Buc (“Institutiones Theologicæ,” 1630,

præf.). Du Buc, in apologizing for writing, enumerates his predecessors in the field of Protestant dogmatics:

such as, he says, the works of those great theologians, Melanchthon, Musculus and Peter Martyr, and “that

truly golden Institutes of the Christian Religion of John Calvin’s concerning which Paul Thuri said most

truly, Præter,” etc. The essential facts concerning Thuri (one of five of the name who achieved fame in

Hungary in the sixteenth century) are summed up in the epitaph written by his son, the learned poet,

George Thuri:“Thurunum genuit, docuit Viteberga PhilippoDoctore, ossa tenet Szantovia, Astra

animam.”Having studied (1551) at Tur (where there is still a strong Reformed church and a gymnasium)

under Szegedinus (whom he calls a second Cicero), and afterward (1553) at Wittenberg, he became a

professor at the Reformed School at Tolna (1556–1560), where (1557) he wrote his book, “Idea

Christianorum Ungaricorum sub Tyrannide Turcica,” which lay in MS. until it was published by Molnár at

Oppenheim in 1616. In 1560 he became pastor at Sajo Szent Péter, and finally (after 1565) at Szántó, where

he died in 1574 or 1575. While at the former place he engaged in the controversy between the Reformed and

Lutherans, and while at the latter in the great controversy with the Unitarians. He enjoyed a high reputation

as a poet and is ranked by Lotichius among the best Latin poets of the age. Notices of him are generally

accessible in Bod, “Historia Hungarorum Ecclesiastica” (Lugduni, 1888, i. p. 263) and in Andr. Schmal,

“Adversaria,” 1863, p. 125 (in “Monumenta Evangelicorum Aug. Conf. in Hungaria Historica,” ii. 1863).

5. “Scaligerana,” being the second part, with separate pagination, of “Prima Scaligerana, nusquam antehac

edita cum praefatione T. Fabri,” Groningæ, 1669, p. 41.

6. “Corpus Reformatorum,” xxix. (“Calvini Opera,” i.), pp. ix. x. Cf. Cunningham, as cited, p. 299.

7. Ibid., p. xxi. Those who would see the omission of the Strasburg editors partly supplied may consult

Calvin’s “Commentary on Joshua” as published by the Calvin Translation Society, Edinburgh, 1854, pp.

376–464. Compare Schaff, “History of the Christian Church,” vii. 1892, pp. 272–295.

8. Cf. Schaff, “History of the Christian Church,” vii. 1892, p. 323, note 2.

9. Pp. 883 sq. of book cited, ed. of 1623, as extracted by Reuss, “Calvini Opera,” iii. p. xii.
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10. The “Psychopannychia” was written in Orleans in 1534, but not published until 1542; see Reuss,

“Calvini Opera,” xb. 38; Doumergue, “Jean Calvin,” i. 1899, pp. 466, 584, etc.; W. Walker, “John Calvin,”

1906, p. 123.

11. For this whole matter see Reuss, “Calvini Opera,” iii. p. xvii.; Doumergue, “Jean Calvin,” i. 1899, p. 593.

12. Calvin Society translation, i. 1845, pp. xli. xlii.

13. “Calvini Opera,” iii. pp. vii. sq., from which the substance of this whole paragraph is derived.

14. Cf. Dr. William Cunningham, “Reformers,” etc., ed. 2, 1866, pp. 295–296: “The first edition of

Melanchthon’s Commonplaces—the only one published before Calvin produced the first edition of his

Institutes—was not to be compared to Calvin’s work, in the accuracy of its representation of the doctrines

of Scripture, in the fulness and completeness of its materials, or in the skill and ability with which they were

digested and arranged: and in the subsequent editions, while the inaccuracy of its statements increased in

some respects rather than diminished, it still continued, to a considerable extent, a defective and ill-digested

work, characterized by a good deal of prolixity and wearisome repetition.”

15. Farel’s “Sommaire” was published first in 1524, an edition no exemplar of which remains: the second

edition was published in 1534, and has been reprinted by Baum in 1867.

16. On the editions of the “Institutes” published during Calvin’s life, see Reuss, “Calvini Opera,” i. p. xxii.

and iii. p. xxviii. In the former place, he says: “Ten times in all, so far as we know, the Institutes came from

the press in its Latin form during the author’s life, first at Basle, then at Strasburg and Geneva. These

editions differ among themselves variously and may be distributed into three families, or, as one would say

to-day, recensions. In the first of these we place only the Princeps, published ‘per Thomam Platterum et

Baltharsarem Lasium,’ at Basle, in 1536. The second is represented by six issues”—belonging certainly

together, but distributed into three subfamilies, viz., (1) 1539, (2) 1543 and 1545, (3) 1550, 1553, 1554.

The third family is introduced by Stevens’ second edition, that of 1559, mere copies of which are the two

editions of 1561. In the latter place Reuss presents this same classification in tabular form, adding the

editions of the French version in their places. See below, pp. 387–388; also pp. 392–394.

17. In the Brunswick edition the “Institutes” of 1536 occupies about 220 columns; the edition of 1559

about 1086.

18. Even the Jesuit, Cornelis Schultingh (1540–1604), says (“Bibliotheca Catholica contra Calvinianam

theologiam,” 1602; cf. Gerdes, “Scrinium Anti-quarium,” II. i. 1750, pp. 469 sq., and Bayle, “Historical and

Critical Dictionary,” v. ed. 2, 1738, pp. 86–88, E. T.) that the method of the book is so fine and artistic that

it is worthy of comparison on this score with the “Institutes” of Justinian, which the lawyers justly consider

the most methodical of books. “Calvin,” says he, “seems to me from the moment when he began to write on

to the end of his life to have bent all his zeal and all his labor and powers to elaborating and enriching these

“Institutes,” so that they might perfectly set forth his theology.” For Schultingh see Migne’s “Nouvelle

Encyc. Theol.,” 2d Series, iii. col. 1046; and especially Bayle, as just cited, who remarks on the prevailing

extravagance of his language.

19. “The Chief Actors in the Puritan Revolution,” second edition, 1879, pp. 15, 16. Some such poem as

Bayne here suggests Calvin did write—his “Epinicion Christo Cantatum” (“Opera,” v. 423–428)—in sixty-

one distichs written at Worms in 1541, “for his private solace, not for publication.” But he did not consider

himself a poet. He says of himself: “Quod natura negat, studii pius efficit ardor, Ut coner laudes, Christe,

sonare tuas.” (Cf. Schaff, vii. 1892, p. 380.)
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20. Almost the sole mark of undeveloped Protestant ideas to be found in the first edition of the “Institutes”

is the quotation (“Calvini Opera,” i. 82) of Baruch 2:18, with the formula, “Alter vero propheta scribit,” the

reference in the “alter” going back to a quotation from Daniel. In the edition of 1539 this has become (i.

906; cf. ii. 632): “Verissime enim simul ac sanctissime scriptum est, a quocunque tandem sit, quod ab

incerto autore scriptum, prophetae Baruch tribuitur.” It may be worth noting that in the

“Psychopannychia” (written in 1534 but published in 1542) there seems to be some wavering as to Baruch.

On one occasion (“Calvini Opera,” v. 205) it is quoted with the formula, “sic enim loquitur propheta,” and

on a subsequent one (p. 227) with “in prophetia Baruch,” altered in ed. 1545, to “hanc sententiam plane

confirmat oratio, quae est in libro Baruch (saltem qui eius nomine inscribitur).” (Cf. Beveridge’s translation

of “Institutes,” i. p. xxxii.). Cf. “Calvini Opera,” v. 271 (1537); vi. 560 (1543); vi. 638 (1546) where the

dealing with Baruch is ad hominem.

21. “Calvini Opera,” iii. p. xi.; cf. Cunningham, “Reformers,” as cited, p. 294, and the quotation from

Beza’s “Abstersio Calumniarum,” p. 263, note. Compare also what Dr. A. M. Fairbairn says in “The

Cambridge Modern History,” New York, ii. 1904, p. 363: “Few men may have changed less; but few also

have developed more.”

22. So, e.g. J. Vielles, “Un problème de bibliographie” in the Montauban Revue de Théologie, 1895, p. 127:

“That proves nothing in favor of the edition of 1541 [being the first French edition], seeing that that edition

is only the translation word for word of the Latin edition of 1539. It only amounts to saying: ‘I have

composed a new edition of the Institutes in 1539. I have myself translated this book in 1541.’ ”

23. So both Reuss (“Opera Calvini,” i. p. xxvi.) and Beveridge (i. 1845, pp. xiii. sq.), apparently

independently. Cf. Doumergue, “Jean Calvin,” i. 1899, p. 591.

24. The passage is discussed by Reuss in “Opera Calvini,” iii. pp. xxi. xxii.

25. The latest effort to revive the belief in a French first edition is made by J. Vielles in the article mentioned

above, in the Revue de Théologie, March, 1895, pp. 126–129. He bases his case on three facts: the place given

by Beza to the “Institutes” in his list of Calvin’s works; Beza’s statement that Calvin published his

“Institutes” in the same year he left France, viz., in 1534; and the statement in the second edition of “La

France Protestante” (column 519), that “Calvin did not put his name to his Institutes, but so strong an

interest was awakened that people were not slow in recognizing the author”—a statement doubtless derived

by misunderstanding from the Preface to the Psalms.

26. The title-page runs: Institutio Christianae religionis, in libros quatuor nunc primum digesta, certisque

distincta capitibus, ad aptissimam methodum: aucta etiam tam magna accessione ut propemodum opus

novum haberi possit.

27. Beveridge, therefore, is entirely mistaken when he says (Introductory Notice to his translation, i. 1845,

p. li.): “Calvin in preparing it [the French translation of 1562] combined the double character of Author

and Translator,” and “has occasionally availed himself of his privilege in this respect, and sunk the Translator

in the Author,” so that “the French edition of 1562 partakes somewhat of the character of an original work,

and becomes indispensable in translating the Institutes into any other language.” It is a good enough

translation, but not in any sense a second original.

28. Compare Reuss, “Calvini Opera,” iii. p. xxv.: “The Reformers had very strong motives for writing in the

language of the people, or, at least, for having their works, written in defense of the cause they had

embraced, translated into it. If the learned and men of letters could be gained only by speaking the language
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most familiar to them, another medium was necessary for reaching the masses, for taking hold upon the

middle classes already filled with a desire for instruction, for the satisfaction of the religious needs which

contemporary society had begun to feel more and more generally. To attain this end the Reformers chose at

once the surest and the most legitimate means,—instruction by the living word and by the written word in

the common speech. Thus they became, without the least purely literary intention, the fathers and creators

of the modern language, in all the lands where the religious reformation took root.”

29. The anonymous editor of the Meyrueis edition, 1859, writes (p. xiv.): “In 1696 Charles Icard, pastor at

Bremen, published the two first books, and completed the work in 1713, dedicating the work to the King of

Prussia. Icard had the unhappy idea of wishing to retouch (rajeunir) Calvin’s style, and yet it is this edition

which was reprinted at Geneva, in 1818, 3 vols., 8vo.” It should be borne in mind, however, that Calvin is

only in a very remote degree responsible for the French style of the completed “Institutes.”

30. Institution de la Religion Chrestienne, nouvellcment mise en quatre livres: et distinguée par chapitres,

en ordre et méthode bien propre: augmentée aussi de tel accroissement qu’on la pent presque estimer un

livre nouveau. Par Jehan Calvin. Nous avons aussi adjousté deux indices, l’un des matières principales;

l’autre, des passages de l’Escriture, exposez en icelle, recueillis par A. Marlorat. Paris: Librairie de Ch.

Meyrueis et Compagnie, Rue de Rivoli 174, 1859, 2 vols., 8vo. The publisher tells us, p. ii., that in the

preparation of this edition, designed to be, in a sense, the definitive edition for the nineteenth century, no

pains were spared to secure accuracy of text: “One has no idea,” he remarks, “of the inaccuracy of the old

editions. The one we have selected for copy, the best” [he unfortunately does not tell us which he selected],

“was nevertheless crowded (criblée) with errors; errors of printing, erroneous citations, erroneous references

to passages, inaccuracies of all kinds. To give only one example, in about four thousand citations of the

Scriptures which have been verified, about a thousand have been found inexact and have been corrected.”

31. P. i.: “Without the aid long generously afforded by the Presbyterian Committee of Publication at

Philadelphia it would have been impossible to undertake and to bring to a happy ending the work” of

republishing Calvin’s “Commentaries” and “Institutes.”

32. Nouvelle édition, revue sur celle de 1560, par Frank Baumgartner. Préface de L. Durand, prof. Un vol.

gr. in 8vo, imprimé sur deux colonnes avéc caractéres neufs.

33. Reuss (“Calvini Opera,” iii. p. xxi.) remarks: “Only the first French edition of the Institutes” was

translated by Calvin himself; and again (p. xxv.), “We have reached the result that there can be attributed to

the author himself with entire confidence, only the first redaction of the French text, as it appeared in 1541;

perhaps also the remarkable and altogether exceptional fragment of the earlier chapters of the last edition

published in 1560.”

34. Cf. what is said by A. Bossert, “Calvin,” 1906, pp. 211 sqq.: “Calvin sought above everything to

persuade, but he was no stranger to the effort to speak well, although this effort is less apparent in the

discourses taken down from his lips than in the words written by his hand or from his dictation. If he

observed the excellencies of the style of others, why should he disdain them for himself? In the midst of his

multiplied labors he yet found time to correct his Institutes from edition to edition, in order to keep up with

the progress of the language. A detailed comparison of the editions of 1541 and 1560 would be an

interesting contribution to the history of the French language in the sixteenth century. It would, of course,

be necessary to take account, in the comparison, only of the earlier pages of the edition of 1560 which alone

were prepared by him. The corrections that Calvin made in his text consist especially in replacing a Latin
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word or turn of speech by a French equivalent. All have not been sanctioned by usage, not all indeed are

felicitous; but the principle which dictated them is worthy of remark.” Bossert gives a brief list of variations

in language between the editions of 1541 and 1560, which well illustrate his remarks. We may be pardoned

for reminding ourselves, however, that too little of the French of the edition of 1560 is Calvin’s to justify the

expectations which Bossert cherishes from a detailed comparison of the editions.

35. The “Bibliophile Jacob” (Paul Lacroix) in 1842, regretting that Calvin’s French works (as distinguished

from those translated into French, often by the hands of others) were inaccessible, undertook to bring the

chief of them together in a single small volume: “Œuvres Françoises de J. Calvin, recuellies pour la premiere

fois.” The “Institutes”—“that master-work of theological science, religious philosophy and style”—is

omitted from this collection, because of its bulk—“although it contains the best pages of French which

Calvin wrote in different varieties of dialectic.”

36. “L’Œuvre littéraire de Calvin,” in the Revue des Deux Mondes for Oct. 15, 1900 (pp. 898–923); E. T.

The Presbyterian and Reformed Review, July, 1901 (xii. pp. 392–414), pp. 400 and 412. On Calvin’s place

in the history of French literature Reuss speaks with notable caution (“Calvini Opera,” iii. pp. xxiii.–xxv.):

but even he remarks that he “is justly regarded as one of the best French writers of his time and his Institutes

as one of the greatest monuments of French prose of that age.”

37. “Calvin,” pp. 200 sq.; 213.

38. A. M. Fairbairn, “The Cambridge Modern History,” ii. 1904, p. 376, may be compared. For the

literature of the subject see A. Erichson, “Bibliographia Calviniana,” 1900, pp. 136–138, and cf. the short

list in “The Cambridge Modern History,” ii. p. 783. Paul Lacroix opens the preface to his collection of

Calvin’s French writings with a striking paragraph in which he seeks to bring out the precise characteristics

of Calvin’s French style in comparison with that of Rabelais, Amyot, and Montaigne.

39. “Prima Scaligerana,” Groningen, 1669, p. 39: Calvinus, solidus theologus et doctus, styli sat purgati et

elegantioris quam theologum deceat.

40. A. Bossert, “Calvin,” Paris, 1906, p. 209; cf. p. 201.

41. When Reuss says ten, he is omitting from the enumeration the variant form of the edition of 1539

which bears “Alcuin” instead of “Calvin” on the title-page; and the variant form of the edition of 1554,

which bears no imprint on the title-page. A facsimile of the title-page of the edition of 1539 “Autore

Alcuino,” may be seen in Beveridge, i. ad init.

42. A sketch of Vautrollier (by George Stronach) is included in the (English) “Dictionary of National

Biography” (edited by Sidney Lee), lviii. 1899, pp. 189 sq., with references to further sources of information.

43. This use of italic type was introduced by Aldus, followed first by Colines.

44. Cf. C. Sepp, “Voor de Letterkundige Geschiedenis van Calvijn’s Institutio” in Godgegleerde Bijdragen,

xlii. 1868, p. 865. Reuss says he possessed also copies of the Mill-Kuster New Testament, 1710, with a like

variety of imprints—from Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Leiden.

45. On the printers of Calvin see Appendix No. xv., in the first volume of Doumergue, “Jean Calvin,” 1899

(pp. 596–608).

46. Schultingh, in his exaggerating way, declares that everybody in Holland, clerical and lay, down to the

very laborer (usque ad infimum aurigam et nautam), was deeply versed in “the Calvinian theology,”

studying the “Institutes” day and night, and deciding all controversies from it as if it were a treasure fallen

from heaven.
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47. “The books of the Institutes are so highly valued in England that exact English versions of them are kept

in the several churches for reading, and in both universities there, when the philosophical course is finished,

prelections on them are above everything else given to the future theologians” (Schultingh). “What

wonder,” asks the high-church historian H. O. Wakeman with similar regret (“An Introduction to the

History of the Church of England,” ed. 7, 1904, p. 330)—“what wonder was it when all was vague and

indeterminate, when learning was depressed and libraries destroyed, that men eagerly turned to the one

Protestant treatise which contained a logical and simple system of theology, and that the Institutes of Calvin

became the acknowledged text-book of the English universities, the mould in which the religious opinions

of the English clergy for half a century were formed?” Cf. W. Walker, “John Calvin,” 1906, p. 391. Nelson

in his “Life of Dr. George Bull,” London, 1713, tells how, in the decadence in the later seventeenth century,

Calvin’s “Institutes” gave way in the universities to Episcopius’.

48. For him see Bod, “Historia Hungararum Ecclesiastica,” Leiden, 1888, i. pp. 237 sq. Prof. Francis Balogh

says: “The Institutes, the fundamental work of Calvin, in Hungary, as everywhere else, produced a great

effect upon the mind. It caught Dévai, too, and afterward he became the first messenger of the Helvetic

Reformation” (“History of the Reformed Church of Hungary,” § 11, in The Reformed Church Review,

Fourth Series, x. 1906, p. 311). Huszár Gál wrote to Bullinger, Oct. 26, 1557, “Domini Johannis Calvini

scripta plurismum imitantur.”

49. For him see Bod, as cited, pp. 256–257.

50. The book is an 8vo of 91/2 sheets, containing 76 unnumbered leaves, having the following title:

Catekismus. Az Egész Keresztieni tudomannac fundamentoma es sommaja a szent irasbol ezue szedettetett,

es megemendaltott. Calvinus Janus irassa szerint. Az Somogi Melius Petertol. Jaroljatoc en hozzam fiaim,

hallgassatok engemet, az Urnak felelmere tanitlac en titeket. Psal. xxxiv. Döbröczönbe MDLXII. That is to

say: Catechism. Outline and Sum of the Whole Christian Knowledge from Holy Scripture, collected and

emended. After the writings of John Calvin. By Peter Melius of Somogy. “Come, ye children, hearken unto

me; I will teach you the fear of the Lord,” Psalm 34. Debreczen, MDLXII.

51. An account of Edmund Bunney, with references to sources of information, is given in the (English)

“Dictionary of National Biography,” vii. 1886, pp. 271–272.

52. "This abridgment of Calvin’s Institutes,” we read in the article on Bunney in the “Dictionary of

National Biography,” just cited, “was translated into English by Edward May, 1580, 8vo, but had not so

much vogue as the abridgment by William Lawne, 1584, translated by C. Fetherstone, 1585.”

53. See the notice of him in the (English) “Dictionary of National Biography,” xiv. 1888, p. 315, sub nom.

“Delaune, William.” Further references are given at the end of the article.

54. Institutie ofte onderwijsinghe in de Christelijke religie, uittreksel door G. Delaunay, vert. door Joris de

Raed. Amsterdam, 8 min.

55. Cf. J. H. Steubing, in Illgen’s Zeitschrift für die historische Theologie, iv. 1841, pp. 83, 87, 97.

56. Steubing (Illgen’s Zeitschrift für die historische Theologie, iv. 1841, p. 132) gives the following editions:

Herborn, 1589, 1592; Siegen, 1597; Herborn, 1599, 1600, 1611, 1619 (= ed. 9), 1622, 1626, 1627. Erichson

adds: Herborn, 1605, and Oxford, 1630. Holland tells us, however, that three editions had been published

before 1596, and Bayle (sub nom. “Schultingius,” E. T. v. 1738, p. 86) says the book was first published in

1586. In 1622 Piscator published an expanded commentary on his “Aphorisms”: “Johan. Piscatoris Exegesis,

sive Explicatio, Aphorismorum Doctrinæ Christianæ” (Herborn, 1622, reprinted 1650) at the end of which
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is printed a series of Tabellæ, reducing the Aphorisms to tabular form. These Tabellæ were prepared by

Piscator’s son Philippus Ludovicus, who, in a Dedication to a friend, dated January 12, 1622, reminds him

how, when they were studying theology together at Heidelberg, eight years before—that is in 1614—he had

privately studied “aphorismos locorum communium, qui vocantur, à patre meo Joh. Piscatore ex Calvini

Christiana institutione in certos ordines congestos,” and drawn up these tables. Piscator began his work at

Herborn in 1584, and doubtless drew up these Aphorisms then; they were probably first printed in 1586.

57. For Holland see the (English) “Dictionary of National Biography,” xxvii. 1891, pp. 140–141. His book

was dedicated to Dr. Goodman, dean of Westminster.

58. This edition seems to be very rare. There is a copy of it in the Bodleian Library at Oxford (“Catalog. libr.

impr. Bibl. Bodleianae” [1843], i. 578).

59. See Sepp, Godgeleerde Bijdragen, xliii. 1869, p. 485, note 1.

60. Cf. Ch. Pieters, “Annales de l’imprimerie Elseverienne,” p. 95: “This edition is printed with great care

and is in one of the prettiest of the Elzevirs, though it is omitted in a great number of catalogues.”

61. These translations are, of course, enumerated in A. Erichson’s “Bibliographia Calviniana,” in vol. lix. of

the Brunswick ed. of “Calvini Opera” and, with additions, separately printed, Berlin, 1900. See also the lists

in Haag, “La France Protestante,” ed. 2, 1881, iii. col. 553; and Henry, “Leben Calvins,” III. ii. 1844, pp.

185–188. When Stähelin, “Johannes Calvin,” i. 1863, p. 59, says, “It has been translated into all the

languages of Europe, as well as into Arabic, if the notices of the bibliographers are accurate,” the

exaggeration is pardonable.

62. A brief account of him (by Escher) may be found in Ersch and Gruber, “Encyklopädie,” III. xiii. 1840,

p. 3. The following is the notice in Bayle (English ed., London, 1737, sub nomine): “Paschali (Giulio Cæsare)

was one of those Italians who left their country in the sixteenth century for the sake of the Protestant

religion. He was a good poet in his mother-tongue, and published the Psalms in Italian verse at Geneva in

the year 1592. He was then sixty-five years of age. He added to it a collection of Rime Spirituali, and the first

canto of an epic poem entitled Universo. This poem was finished and contained in thirty-two cantos the

whole history of Moses, from the creation of the world to the entry of the Israelites into the land of Canaan.

I do not think he ought to be distinguished from the Giulio Cæsare P. who caused to be printed at Geneva

in 1557 in 4to his Italian version of Calvin’s Institutes, and dedicated it to Galeas Carraciol, Marquis del

Vico. The epistle dedicatory is dated from Geneva, the 4th of August, 1558.” Henry (“Leben Calvins,” III.

ii. 1844, p. 185) adds that his translation of the “Institutes” depends largely on the French and that he

translated several others of the works of the Reformers into Italian—Viret’s and others. For the suspicions

of his orthodoxy and other details, see F. Buisson, “Sébastien Castellion,” ii. 1892, p. 125, note 2.

63. See Herzog, “Realencyklopädie,” ed. 3, (and “The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia,”) sub nom. Also

McCrie, “Reformation in Italy,” 1833, pp. 148 and 484 sqq.; “The Cambridge Modern History,” ii. 1904,

pp. 387 sqq.

64. The book is a small folio of 735 pages, two columns to the page. The Dedicatory Letter to Francis I is

omitted on account of the great size of the book. Le Long in the Catalogue of his books indicates the place

of publication as Emden.

65. A full account is given of him (by Sidney Lee) in the (English) “Dictionary of National Biography,” xli.

sub nom.
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66. An account of Cypriano de Valera may be found in “The Spanish Protestants and Their Persecution by

Philip II,” by Señor Don Adolfo de Castro, E. T. by T. Parker, London, 1851, chap. xviii. (pp. 263–268).

Also in C. A. Wilkens, “Geschichte des spanischen Protestantismus im sechzehnten Jahrhundert,” ed. 2,

1897, pp. 159–163, especially p. 161 where other references are given. Cf. also McCrie, “Reformation in

Spain,” Index.

67. For Strejc see E. De Schweinitz, “History of the Unitas Fratrum,” 1885, p. 411. For his Calvinism, see E.

Charvériat, “Les affaires religieuses en Bohême au seizième Siècle,” 1886, pp. 237–238.

68. This book is duly listed in the Catalogue of the works of Calvin which have been translated into the

language of Austria-Hungary, printed by Prof. D. Dr. Georg Loesche at the end of his “Luther, Melanthon

und Calvin in Österreich-Ungarn,” 1909, p. 357. He announces that Dr. V. Tardy of Prague promises that

the unpublished two books are soon to be printed.

69. The book is a very rare one. There is a copy in the Royal Public Library at Dresden, a description of

which has been kindly furnished by the Chief Librarian, Herr P. E. Richter, also by Dr. J. Th. Müller of

Herrnhut. Another copy was in the possession of the late Lic. Theol. Fr. Šebesta, and is now owned by his

son, Pastor John Šebesta. Jungmann, “Historie literatury čezké,” 2, wydany, W. Praze, 1849, iv. No. 1346,

enters the book, and under No. 1894 mistakenly enters it again, giving as title the opening words of the

preface. He seems to have had before him only the Dresden copy. This copy lacks the title-page of Book I.

That of Book II. remains and begins: “Skladu Welikého zbožj, Mandrosti Nebeské,” and ends: “Ad. Jana

Opsimatesa. W poslednjm neyhorssjm Wĕku.” That is: “The Great Treasure of Heavenly Wisdom.…

Published by John Opsimates, In the last and worst age.” The general title of the book is generally given:

“Knihy čtyry skladu velikého zboží mandrosti nebeské”; that is, “Four Books of the Great Treasure of

Heavenly Wisdom,” and this may very likely have stood on the general title-page. It is without indication of

place of publication or date, but it is confidently assigned to 1617. The paper measures 290 × 195 mm.; the

printed space 215 × 150 mm.; the print is disposed in double columns. The translation is exact (from ed.

1559).

70. “Finally,” we read in Haag, “La France Protestante,” ed. 2, iii. col. 553, “it is said that the Institutes has

been translated also into Bohemian, into Greek, and even into Arabic.”

71. Erichson, as cited, p. 68, says: “A Greek translation of the Institutes which Dorn in his Bibl. Theol. Crit.,

ii. 784, says was published at Frankfort on the Main, in 1618, exists in none of the libraries, whether in the

West or the East to which I have access.”

72. The titles of the Polish and German tracts alike may be seen in Erichson as cited, under their years.

Among the portions of the “Institutes” published separately should be mentioned the chapters “De

prædestinatione et providentia Dei,” “De libertate Christiana,” and “De vita hominis christiani” extracted

by Crespin, the Genevan printer, in 1550 from the edition of the “Institutes” published that year, followed

in 1552 by a similar extract: “Disputatio de cognitione hominis” (chap. ii. of that edition). In 1594 an

English translation by J. Shutte of the chapter on the Christian Life (chap. xxi.) was published under the

title: “A Treatise of Christian Life.” In 1693 there appeared at Amsterdam, the “Traité de la justification par

J. Calvin, traduit du latin de son Institution par Jean de Labrune,” and a new edition of this was issued in

1705. The significance of the extract on Predestination is adverted to by A. F. Mitchell, Baird Lecture on

“The Westminster Assembly,” ed. 2, p. 519; of that on the Christian Life may be gathered from the remarks
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of E. Doumergue, Princeton Theological Review, January, 1909, vii. p. 97; of that on the sacraments is

obvious in view of the controversies of the time.

73. A description of this series, which extends to twenty volumes (the fourteenth of which contains the

“Institutes”), is given by Wilkens in Brieger’s Zeitschrift für Kirchengeschichte, ix. pp. 341–390 (especially

pp. 370–372).

74. František Šebesta was born Dec. 14, 1844, at Klobouky, Moravia, and educated at the Gymnasium at

Teschen, Silesia. For two years he acted as assistant to Kohlbrügge at Elberfeld; then he was pastor 1868–

1880 at Mykolčice, in Moravia, where he organized the church; he repeated this at Hustopeč in 1881 and

remained pastor there till his death July 22, 1896, having in the meanwhile established stations at Břeclav

and Hodonin. His literary product was large; it included a History of the Christian Church, a Dogmatic for

the House and School, a Life of Farel, and especially a metrical version of the Psalms.

75. The two parts were published separately (8vo, pp. xx., 119, and 183) without Preface or Introduction.

The title-page of the first part, which is a general title, runs as follows: Joannis Calvini, theologi magni,

Institutio Christianæ Religionis.—Jana Kalvína, Bohoslovce velikého Učení Náboženství Křest̆ anského. Z

jazyka Latinského přeložil Lic. Theol. F. Šebesta, Farář V Hustopeči. V Pardubícich. Nákladem Firmy F.

Hoblik, 1890.

76. The Hungarian title is given with sufficient fulness by Erichson (see also Loesche, p. 359). It runs:

“Instruction in the Christian Religion and True Faith, which John Calvin wrote in Latin. And afterward

was translated into French, English, Dutch, Italian, Bohemian, and other languages; but now translated by

Albert Molnár into the Hungarian tongue for the edification of the Hungarian nation in Divine Truth.

Together with useful and complete Indices. Printed in Hanover at the expense of Daniel and David Anbrius

and Kelemen Sleikius, 1624.” It is a 4to of 1538 pages with 24 pages of preliminary matter and at the end 17

unnumbered leaves of Index. It is dedicated to Prince Gabriel Bethlen.

77. Molnár was born at Szenczi in 1574, and is hence called Albert Molnár Scenczi. An account of him,

enumerating his publications, may be seen in Bod, as cited, ii. pp. 278–279. He was educated in Germany,

particularly at Heidelberg. Besides his version of the “Institutes” and his translation of the Psalms, he busied

himself with the version of the Hungarian Bible, that is to say the version of Kaspar Károlyi first published

in 1590 and remaining till to-day in general use. Molnár’s revisions were not very extensive, and his Bible

was printed first at Hanover (1608) and then at Oppenheim (1612). Cf. F. Balogh in Herzog,3 Art.

“Bibelübersetzungen,” No. 15 (p. 176 of the separate reprint, “Urtext und Übersetzungen der Bibel,” 1879).

78. Kalvin János, A. Keresztyén Vallás Alapvonalai (Institutio Religionis Christianæ). Az 1536—íki elsö

latin kiadás után. Forditotta Nagy Károly, ny. r. tanár a Kolozsvári ev. ref. theol. fakultáson.—Budapesten:

1903.

79. An article on “Die deutsche Ausgabe von Calvin’s Institutio,” by W. G. Goeters, which we have not

seen, was printed in the Reformierte Kirchenzeitung for 1907 (xxx. No. 29).

80. The quotations are made from the edition of 1599.

81. The printers of the first edition were “Reinolde Vvolfe and Richarde Harison.”

82. Whitchurch, “the Calvinistic printer,” was Norton’s wife’s stepfather. Norton’s first wife was Margery,

Archbishop Cranmer’s third daughter, and his second wife her cousin, Alice, daughter of Edmund

Cranmer, Archdeacon of Canterbury.

83. He had been nominated both to an Irish bishopric and to the See of Canterbury.
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84. Erasmus Sarcerius (1501–1559), Lutheran divine, lived in Nassau and afterwards in Leipzig. His works

are voluminous and include a “Loci communes theologiæ.”

85. His translation of Nowell’s “Larger” Catechism, along with a sermon of Nowell preached before

Parliament Jan. 11, 1563, was edited for the Parker Society by G. E. Corrie (1853): “Dictionary of National

Biography,” xli. 1895, pp. 243 sqq. Cf. Schaff, “Creeds,” etc., i. 1877, p. 657; Jacob, “The Lutheran

Movement in England,” p. 332; Churton’s “Life of Nowell,” p. 183.

86. For his place in the history of English poetry, cf., besides the references given by Sidney Lee, the

“Cambridge History of English Literature,” iii. pp. 51, 324, 342; Baker’s “Biographia Drammatica”; Ellis’

“Specimens of Ancient Poetry,” ii. p. 136.

87. See the (English) “Dictionary of National Biography,” sub now., and additional references there given.

88. Henry Beveridge was born June 19, 1799, at Dunfermline; acted as tutor in the family of Mr. Erskine

(afterwards Earl of Buchan) from 1821; was licensed as probationer of the Church of Scotland, 1827, but

never took a charge; served as an elder in the church at Tonyburn for a number of years and sat as an elder in

the Assembly of 1837; was called to the bar in 1838, but never practised the profession; died March 18,

1863. The greater portion of his life was given to literary labor: as a young advocate he reported the cases

decided in Court of Session for the Scottish Jurist (1838 sq.); he contributed largely (1848 sq.) to the

Imperial Gazetteer and the “Popular Encyclopædia,” published by Messrs. Blaikie & Son, of Glasgow (1848

sq.); and he served as editor of The Banner of Ulster of Belfast (1855–1857). His chief original work was a

“Comprehensive History of India,” 3 vols. (1858–1862); and he made the translation of the first three

volumes of Merle D’Aubigné’s “History of the Reformation” (1844 sq.). He published also a translation of

Pascal’s “Provincial Letters” (1857). He became connected with the Calvin Translation Society early in its

history, and besides editing for it Fetherstone’s translation of the “Commentary on Acts” (1844), and

Rosdell’s translation of that on “Romans” (1844), he translated for it the following: “On the Necessity of

Reforming the Church” (1843), “Tracts Relating to the Reformation” (3 vols., 1844), “Institutes” (3 vols.,

1845), “Four Sermons, Commentary on Joshua” (1854).

89. It was founded in 1842 and issued its first installment of translations in 1843.

90. So we were kindly informed by Dr. Willard M. Rice, Recording Clerk of the Board, who was connected

with the Board for a half century.

91. See, especially for his work on the Greek Testament, I. H. Hall, “A Critical Bibliography of the Greek

New Testament as Published in America,” 1883, pp. 14 sq. A brief notice of him also occurs in the

“Encyclopædia of the Presbyterian Church,” sub nom. Dr. Rice writes: “His revision of the Institutes was

thorough and laborious. Some of the proof sheets passed under my eye and gave evidence of the care with

which it was done.”
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