
“Reformation in Switzerland:  Calvin’s Thought” 
(Reformation Series 2004:  Lecture Three) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction:  Review (taken from J. I. Packer’s article on Calvin in Great Leaders 
of the Christian Church, p. 206).   
A.  Calvin’s life.   

1.  Last week, we considered the life of John Calvin.   
a.  Born in Noyon, Picardy, 1509.   
b.  Studied at the University of Paris from 1521-26, receiving a B.A. and 

M.A. in Arts.   
c.  Studied at Orleans University from 1526-1531, receiving a B.A. and 

becoming a licentiate in law.   
 

2.  He was converted sometime around 1529-31 while at Bourges University.   
a.  Was exiled from France in 1535 and settled in Basel.   
b.  In 1536, he wrote the first edition of the Institutes, which made him a 

public figure.   
c.  Later that year, he came to Geneva where William Farel convinced him to 

stay to help the work of reforming the Church.   
d.  From 1538-1541, he and Farel were both exiled from Geneva.  Calvin 

settled in Strasbourg, where in 1540 he married Idelette de Bure.   
 

3.  Calvin’s ministry in Geneva.   
a.  He returned to Geneva in 1541 where he accomplished his greatest work.   
b.  His Ecclesiastical Ordinances were made law in 1542.   
c.  In 1553, he was involved in the execution of Servetus.   
d.  1555 sees his opponents leave Geneva.   
e.  In 1559, he completed the last edition of his Institutes, and opened the 

University of Geneva.   
f.  He died 1564.   
 

B.  His life merely sets the context for his work, and out of his work emerges his 
thought.   
1.  Calvin left us a great deal of thought behind in writing.   

a.  His commentaries comprise 22 volumes.   
b.  His Institutes consist of 2 large volumes totaling about 1500 pages.   
c.  Seven volumes have been printed of his miscellaneous writings.   
d.  He authored several books.   
e.  He also left behind numerous sermons and letters.   

 
2.  He has influenced generations of Christians and his thought still impacts us 

today.   
a.  Maybe some of us have read little or nothing of Calvin’s work.   
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b.  But all of us have been affected by his thought as his influence has 
reached thousands of pastors, teachers, and theologians.   

 
II.  Calvin’s thought.   

A.  Introduction (taken from J. I. Packer’s article on Calvin in Great Leaders of the 
Christian Church, pp. 208-215).   
1.  Let me begin by quoting from J. I. Packer as to his assessment of Calvin.   

a.  “He was, in fact, the finest exegete, the greatest systematic theologian, and 
the profoundest religious thinker that the Reformation produced.  Bible-
centered in his teaching, God-centered in his living, and Christ-centered in 
his faith, he integrated the confessional emphases of Reformation thought 
– by faith alone, by Scripture alone, by grace alone, by Christ alone, for 
God’s glory alone – with supreme clarity and strength.  He was ruled by 
two convictions that are written on every regenerate heart and expressed in 
every act of real prayer and real worship:  God is all and man is nothing; 
and praise is due to God for everything good.  Both convictions permeated 
his life, right up to his final direction that his tomb be unmarked and there 
be no speeches at his burial, lest he become the focus of praise instead of 
his God.  Both convictions permeate his theology too” (Great Leaders, 
213).   

b.  “Calvin was a biblical theologian – not a speculator, but an echoer of the 
Word of God.  The Institutes itself, in which the consistent teaching of the 
sixty-six canonical books is topically spelled out, was written, as Calvin’s 
preface to the second edition makes plain, to be a general preparation for 
Bible Study, orienting the reader to the divine wisdom that all Scripture, 
when properly exegeted, is found to set forth, and specifically paving the 
way to Calvin’s own commentaries, which took the Institutes as read.  
Nothing is affirmed in the Institutes for which Scripture support is not 
offered” (ibid.).   

c.  “Also, Calvin was a systematic theologian – not a taker of haphazard 
soundings, but an integrator of earlier gains.  He was a second-generation 
Reformer, laboring to confirm and conserve what those who preceded him 
– Luther, Zwingli, Melancthon, Bucer, and their colleagues – had set forth.  
He stood consciously on their shoulders, as he did on the shoulders of the 
early Fathers, and theologized as a mainstream spokesman for the true 
universal church (as distinct from the papal system, which for him was 
something else).  The final (1559) version of the Institutes, in four books, 
eighty chapters, and more than a thousand pages in translation, combines 
in itself the qualities of catechetical handbook, theological textbook, 
Protestant apologia, Reformation manifesto, hammer of heresies, and 
guide to Christian practice.  It is a systematic masterpiece, one that has 
carved out a permanent niche for itself among the greatest Christian 
books” (ibid.).   

 
2.  The Institutes are a summary of what Calvin believed.   
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a.  As Packer stated, Calvin believed that once you understood systematic 
theology, you understood the Bible.   
(i)  It should be seen as a key to understanding all of Scripture.   
(ii)  Not as standing above it, but as coming out of it.   
(iii)  If you can grasp what the Bible teaches in its clearer passages on any 

topic, then you can understand the more difficult passages in their light, 
if you believe in the unity of the Scriptures, which Calvin did.   

(iv)  This is why Reformed Churches have historically written catechisms 
– to teach children and new converts what the Bible says regarding its 
major doctrines and moral precepts.   

 
b.  How did Calvin outline his Institutes?   

(i)  First, he united all the doctrines under one main theme:  the knowledge 
of God – and that in two senses:  1)  knowing God (which is what 
religion is all about), and knowing about God (which is Theology 
proper).  The source of that knowledge is the Scripture.   

(ii)  To know God means to acknowledge Him as He has revealed Himself 
through Scripture and Christ, to worship and give Him thanks, to 
humble yourself before Him as a sinner and learn from His Word, to 
love the Father and Son for their love revealed in redemption, to trust 
His promise of forgiveness and everlasting life in Christ, to live in 
obedience to God’s Law and seek to honor Him in all your 
relationships.   

(iii)  As to how to gain this knowledge of God, Calvin answers this is 
possible only through the Holy Spirit speaking in and through His 
Word and by savingly uniting us to Christ.   

(iv)  Calvin expounds these truths in the four books of the Institutes.   
(a)  In book one he deals with the truth about God the Creator and our 

need of that truth.   
(b)  In book two about Christ the Mediator and our need of Him.   
(c)  In book three about the grace of Christ and the salvation it brings 

through the Spirit.   
(d)  In book four the means of grace and how to use them.   
(e)  Here, he follows the same order of the Apostle’s Creed:  (1)  I 

believe in God, the Father, almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, (2)  
and in Jesus Christ . . . (3)  I believe in the Holy Spirit; and (4) the 
holy catholic church.   

 
3.  Obviously, we will only have time for an overview.  But I would like to give 

you the key points of Calvin’s contributions to the church.  (The following is 
taken primarily from Bromiley’s Historical Theology).   

 
B.  First, his doctrine of the Word of God.   

1.  His confidence in the Scripture.   
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a.  Before the Reformation, Scripture was authorized by the church.  But it 
was the Scripture that challenged that authority.  So on what authority 
could we now accept it?   

b.  The witness of the Spirit:   
(i)  If we are convinced it is God’s Word, then we must submit to it.  But 

how can we become convinced?   
(ii)  Arguments and opinions are helpful, but they can’t bring certainty.   
(iii)  Only God can by His Spirit.  Calvin writes, “As God alone is a fit 

witness to himself in his word, so also the word will not find 
acceptance in men’s hearts before it is sealed by the inward testimony 
of the Spirit. . . .  This conviction requires no reasons” (i.7.5).   

(iv)  In other words, the Spirit gives us confidence that the Bible is God’s 
Word.   

 
c.  The self-authentication of Scripture.   

(i)  Scripture declares itself to be the Word of God and is the basis of its 
own authority.  It has the ring of divine truth.   

(ii)  This argument is valid only because it is God’s Word.   
(iii)  It isn’t valid for any book that claims to be the Word of God.   
 

d.  Human reason.   
(i)  Even though they can’t produce certainty, they can help.   
(ii)  The Bible’s superior literature, content, antiquity, truthfulness, 

miracles, fulfilled prophecy, accurate transmission, consent of the 
church, the fact that martyrs were willing to die for it, all show it is the 
work of God.  

(iii)  “Yet,” he says again, “of themselves they are not strong enough to 
provide a firm faith until our heavenly Father lifts reverence for 
scripture beyond the realm of controversy” (i.7.1-13).   

 
2.  The relation of Word and Spirit.   

a.  Calvin believed in divine illumination as necessary to interpret Scripture.   
b.  Scripture must be studied if we are to receive any benefit from it; but if we 

study it apart from the Spirit’s help, it is only a dead letter, not the bread 
that gives life.   

 
3.  The Unity of the Scripture.   

a.  Calvin believed in the unity of the two testaments, but he also recognized 
differences.   

b.  Similarities:   
(i)  The covenant with the patriarchs was the same in substance as that of 

the New, except for the way it is administered.   
(ii)  The promises of the Old Covenant were spiritual, not material; they 

pointed to eternal life.   
(iii)  The Old Covenant rested on God’s mercies, not man’s merits.   
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(iv)  The OT saints were joined to God through the same Mediator as the 
New:  Christ (ii.10.4).   

(v)  The covenant had similar symbols:  Red Sea (baptism), manna 
(Christ).   

 
c.  Differences.   

(i)  In the OT there were earthly blessings that foreshadowed heavenly 
ones and punishments that foreshadowed final judgment (typology).   

(ii)  There were many signs and ceremonies in the OT that pointed to the 
realities of the New.  The truth was the same in both cases.   

(iii)  The image of things in the OT have been replaced by the reality in 
the New:  e.g., law on tablets of stone, now law on the heart.   

(iv)  OT believers were in bondage to the ceremonial law, NT believers 
have been set free.  The Old Covenant was legal in its character, the 
New Covenant was not.   

(v)  The Old Covenant was primarily for the nation of Israel, the New for 
all nations (ii.11.1-12).   

(vi)  Notwithstanding the differences, Calvin stressed the unity of 
substance between the two covenants.   

(vii)  That which tied them together was the Covenant of Grace.   
 

C.  Second, his doctrine of justification:   
1.  He believed in double justification.   

a.  “We explain justification simply as the acceptance with which God 
receives us into his favour as righteous men” (iii.11.2).   

b.  But Calvin also wanted to guard the proper place of works and the balance 
between Paul and James.   

c.  And so he believed in a second justification by works, which refers to “the 
declaration, not the imputation, of righteousness” (111.17.12).   

d.  In other words, true faith reveals itself in good works.   
e.  If there are no good works, there is no faith.   

 
2.  The relationship between faith and the Holy Spirit.   

a.  Faith is not a human work.  It is the gift of God.   
b.  He describes the Holy Spirit as “the bond by which Christ effectually 

unites us to himself.”   
c.  In this union, “faith is the principle work of the Holy Spirit.”   
d.  The Word is important as well.  “Take away the word and no faith will 

then remain” (iii.2.6).  However, ‘without the illumination of the Spirit, 
the word can do nothing.”  Also, it is not enough for the mind to be 
illumined by the Spirit of God unless the heart is also strengthened by his 
power” (iii.2.33).   

e.  Faith doesn’t look to itself, but to Christ (iii.2.1).  But that faith comes 
from the Spirit as its author (iii.2.3).   

 
3.  Causes of Justification.   
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a.  And it is not the faith that justifies, but Christ.   
b.  Faith only appropriates what Christ has done and applies it to the soul that 

it might be counted righteous before God.   
 
4.  Justification and Sanctification.   

a.  Justification and sanctification go together.   
b.  “We grasp Christ’s righteousness, by which alone we are reconciled to 

God.”  But this righteousness cannot be grasped “without grasping 
sanctification also.”  “Christ justifies no one whom he does not at the same 
time sanctify.”  “You cannot possess Christ without being made partaker 
in his sanctification” (iii.16.1).   

c.  Justification is “the main hinge on which religion turns” (iii.11.1), but it is 
not the whole of salvation.  Repentance, self-denial, bearing the cross, 
meditation on the future life and the right use of the present life were also 
important.   

d.  But it is Christ who sanctifies (iii.16.1), and our works have no merit in 
them with respect to salvation.   

e.  “In our sharing in Christ, which justifies us, sanctification is just as much 
included as righteousness” (iii.16.1).   

f.  To this we can add Calvin’s third use of the Law:  1)  Yes, it restrains sin, 
2) yes, it is a teacher to lead us to Christ, but 3) it is also a rule of life for 
the believer that he may live a life pleasing to God.   

 
D.  Next, Calvin’s view of election:   

1.  Free Will.   
a.  Man was made good; sin is not natural to man but is a “degeneration from 

our original condition: (ii.1.10).   
b.  By sin, the will was not destroyed, but enslaved by sin.  The will remains; 

man doesn’t have the power to do good, but it is “by will, not by 
compulsion” that he chooses evil (ii.2.7).   

c.  This doesn’t mean that fallen man cannot do anything praiseworthy, for 
God has given good gifts to all.  He called this the “general grace of God” 
(ii.2.13-17).   

d.  But fallen man has no competence in understanding divine things.  “The 
greatest geniuses are blinder than moles” unless the Spirit illumines their 
minds ii.3.1-2).   

e.  Since the will is not forced to sin, man is responsible for his sin.   
f.  “Divine grace corrects and cures the corruption of nature,” not by 

strengthening a weak will, but by conversion, by transformation and 
renewal (ii.3.6-8).   

g.  Augustine wrote, “The human will does not obtain grace by freedom but 
obtains freedom by grace.”  The will remains intact, but “except through 
grace it can neither be converted to God nor abide in God, and whatever it 
can do it is able to do only through grace” (ii.3.14).   

 
2.  Election.   
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a.  He believed in election and reprobation.  Predestination is defined as 
“God’s eternal decree by which he determined with himself what he 
willed to become of each man. . . .  Eternal life is ordained for some, 
eternal damnation for others” (iii.21.5).   

b.  God did not make this determination based on what He foresaw.   
c.  The elect were chosen in Christ, on the basis of His merits.   
d.  To know whether we are elect, we must look to Christ.  “Christ is the 

mirror wherein we must, and without self-deception may, contemplate our 
own election.”  In him “we have a sufficiently clear and firm testimony 
that we are inscribed in the book of life” (iii.24.5).   

e.  Calvin held to the general call to all men to come to Christ, and the special 
call given by the Spirit, which is not given to all.   

f.  While the Gospel can and does harden the hearts of the reprobate, God’s 
special call enables the elect to believe.   

g.  God actively elects the saved, but passes over the lost (iii.23.2).   
 

E. The Church:   
1.  The Church is necessary as the depository of the means of grace.   
2.  The true church is the invisible church, known only to God, which is one, 

even though we don’t see it.   
3.  The Visible Church is the communion of saints.  He called it, “the mother 

though whom alone we enter into life.”  We cannot be “dismissed from her 
school until we have been pupils all our lives”; and “away from he bosom 
one cannot hope for any forgiveness of sins or any salvation” (iv.1.3-4).  It is 
made up of all who “profess to worship one God and Christ,” including the 
elect and those who are Christians in name only (7).   

4.  Marks of the Church:  only two:  right preaching and hearing of the Word, 
and the administration of the sacraments.   

5.  Avoidance of Schism:  didn’t believe there was just reason to leave a church 
that “cherishes the true ministry of Word and sacrament.”  He saw 
unwarranted separation as “the denial of God and Christ.”  Disagreement on 
non-essential doctrines provides no excuse (12).  Imperfection of life is no 
reason for schism (13).  “If we are not willing to admit a church unless it be 
perfect in every respect, we leave no church at all” (17).   

6.  Delinquent Churches:  even when churches are filled with great sins, it is not 
destroyed.  But if it loses its necessary doctrines, and the use of sacraments is 
destroyed, the death of the church will follow (iv.2.1).   

 
F.  The Sacraments:   

1.  Baptism.   
a.  Meaning of Baptism: 1) the cleansing of sin, 2) the mortification of our 

flesh, which rests on participation in Christ’s death, 3) “a symbol for 
bearing witness to our religion before men” (iv.16.2).   

b.  Baptism and Circumcision:  different in externals only.   
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c.  Christ and infants:  circumcision applied to children, Christ blessed 
infants, said the kingdom belonged to them, believed they should be 
baptized.   

d.  Blessings of Infant Baptism:  1) God’s mercy extends to our children, 2) it 
commends the children to the other members of the church, 3) it later 
spurs them to an earnest zeal for God.   

e.  Infants and faith:  can have faith, John the Baptist, can save apart from the 
outward means, elect children who die in infancy God saves.   

f.  Infants and the Lord’s Supper:  1)  The sign of new birth is proper for 
infants, in contrast to that of solid sustenance, 2) Self-examination is 
specifically required, 3) Circumcision was for infants, but Passover was 
for those “old enough to be able to inquire into its meaning,” the same 
being true of baptism and the Lord’s Supper (30).  

 
2.  The Lord’s Supper:   

a.  An outward token or visible sign to strengthen our faith.   
b.  Christ is not physically present, but spiritually.   
c.  As bread and wine strengthen body, so Christ the soul.   
d.  Seals and confirms the promise to us.   
e.  Must have faith to receive what is promised.   
f.  Abhorred the mass as idolatry.   
 

G.  Worship:  the regulative principle.   


