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ne hundred years ago the Alliance of Reformed Churches holding the 
Presbyterian System held its ninth General Council in New York. The 
programme included ten lectures marking the 400th anniversary of Cal-

vin’s birth. It fell to Mr. J. H. Stevenson of Edinburgh to adumbrate ‘The salient 
features of Calvin's life.’ No other speaker was so enveloped by the celebratory 
haze as Mr. Stevenson. Calvin, said he, was ‘destined in the providence of God to 
save the Christian world from its downward course into paganism, and restore it to 
its vision of God’s sovereignty and man’s duty.’1 This begs the questions, Did he 
really do that? Did he do it all by himself? But I must not be too hard on Mr. Ste-
venson, for, one hundred years on, my title also begs a large question: How can a 
person born five hundred years ago challenge today’s Church? After all, Calvin 
lived before the challenges of the Enlightenment, before the modern missionary 
movement, before the rise of modern biblical criticism, before the industrial revo-
lution and the explosion of modern science, before atheism, agnosticism and secu-
larism became acceptable belief systems, before the modern ecumenical move-
ment, and before globalization embraced the whole world for good and ill. 
Moreover, Calvin could assume Christendom in a way which is now quite impossi-
ble for us (it was always undesirable); his implication in the death of Servetus, 
though understandable perhaps in one who could only be a child of his time, is not 
something we should wish to emulate; and his strident anti-Roman Catholic po-
lemic, though characteristic of those who need psychologically to distance them-
selves from much of what has gone before, would today be deemed ecumenically 
unhelpful, grains of truth in it notwithstanding. 

Before we begin to plunder Calvin’s writings for challenges to ourselves we 
need to address another question which my title begs: How far is Calvin’s confes-
sion the same as ours?2 Indeed, more generally, what do we mean when we say that 

                                                 
1 G. D. Matthews, ed., Proceedings; Ninth General Council of the Alliance of Reformed Churches 

holding the Presbyterian System held at New York, 1909, London: Office of the Alliance, 1909, 
50. Mark Pattison had earlier, and somewhat more modestly, asserted that ‘Calvinism 
saved Europe.’ See Essays by the late Mark Pattison, sometime Rector of Lincoln College, Collected 
and Arranged by Henry Nettleship, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1889, II, 31 (my italics). 

2 See further on this intriguing question Alan P. F. Sell, Confessing and Commending the Faith. 
Historic Witness and Apologetic Method, Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2002 and 
Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2006, 79-89/ 
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Christians keep the same faith through the ages – what is the analysis of ‘same’ in 
this proposition? This is an especially acute question in the Reformed context, for 
the Reformed claim to be semper reformanda – which means not that as a matter of 
fact they are always being Reformed, but that they are always in the position of 
needing to be Reformed (it is a gerundive); and the distinction between a body 
which is always needing to be reformed and one which is in a constant state of 
quasi-Heraclitean flux is not always immediately apparent to our partners in ecu-
menical dialogue.3 Why is it that we sometimes feel uncomfortable when invited to 
sing hymns from a previous generation? It is not simply because we may encounter 
archaic language or have politically correct (if anachronistic) scruples concerning 
modes of linguistic expression; it is that we no longer believe quite the same things 
as our forbears. While I have it on good authority that the sermons of the great 
nineteenth-century Baptist preacher, C. H. Spurgeon, may still be heard to this day 
in some churches (and they are, no doubt, preferable to what may be dredged up 
from the internet at eleven o’clock on a Saturday evening), most of us should not 
find it easy to preach the sermons of yesteryear – even Calvin’s, still less John 
Chrysostom’s - just as they stand. Because of changing contexts, and the global 
spread of the Reformed family it is not surprising – indeed it is a statement of the 
obvious – to say that ‘Over time Calvinists have developed some aspects of Cal-
vin’s teaching, neglected others, and reinterpreted still more.’4 

Hence the importance of the reminder that Christianity is a Way before it is 
any particular person’s or group’s tradition or system. Christians through the ages 
are those who confess Christ as Saviour and Lord; they have been called by the 
Father’s sovereign grace, united with the Son as branches of the Vine, and they 
have received the gift of the fruit-bearing Spirit. They gather to worship, pray, hear 
the Word of God, receive the sacraments which testify to that Word, and ponder 
their mission and service. They are in the succession of all who proclaim the apos-
tles’ doctrine. As Calvin remarked on John 10:16, although Christ’s ‘flock appears 
to be divided into different folds, yet they are kept within enclosures which are 
common to all believers who are scattered throughout the whole world; because 
the same word is preached to all, they use the same sacraments, they have the same 
order of prayer, and every thing that belongs to the profession of faith.’5 For this 
reason, although we cannot simply regurgitate the statements of our forebears in 
the faith, we can learn much from them and still be challenged by them. 

How should we go about this task? I shall answer this question with direct ref-
erence to Calvin. In the first place we should read his texts with due heed to their 
context, and beware of uprooting arguments and phrases from their context. To 
                                                 
3 See further, idem, ‘Confessing the faith and confessions of faith,’ in Eduardus van der 

Borght, ed., Christian Identity, (Studies in Reformed Theology, XVI), Leiden: Brill, 2008, 151-167. 
4 ‘The economic and social witness of Calvin for Christian life today,’ a report of a consul-

tation sponsored by the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, the John Knox Interna-
tional Reformed Centre and the Faculty of Theology of the University of Geneva held in 
Geneva, 2004, Reformed World, LV no. 1, March 2005, 4. 

5 J. Calvin, Commentary on the Gospel according to John, trans. William Pringle, Edinburgh: Cal-
vin Translation Society, 1847, I, 408; Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries (hereinafter 
CNTC), trans. T. H. L. Parker, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961, I, 267-8. 
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give a simple example: some writers who have not been sympathetic to Calvin 
have wished to portray him as no more than a Stoic in ethics. But as John Hes-
selink has properly pointed out, while Cicero and Calvin speak in a similar way 
about natural law, Calvin’s ‘concept of depravity makes an all-important differ-
ence.’6 My way of putting it is to say that if we uproot propositions from their 
intellectual contexts we are in danger of committing the logical howler of supposing 
that because Cicero and Calvin use the same words they mean the same things. 

A further temptation is to consider the Church’s current preoccupations or 
fads and then plunder Calvin’s writings for anything of relevance he may have had 
to say about them. This would be to cast Calvin in the role of solver of our puz-
zles, or to annex him as the supporter of our agenda; we might even be inclined to 
read back into Calvin’s writings what we wished to find; and in the process we 
might overlook many things he had to say that we should prefer not to hear. In 
this connection it is interesting to see what the representative body of the interna-
tional Reformed family thought worthy of reflection in 1909 and 2009. In 1909 the 
World Presbyterian Alliance heard, in addition to Stevenson’s biographical paper 
on Calvin, addresses on Calvin and the Reformation in Western Europe, in East-
ern Europe, and in the British Isles; on Calvin’s biblical expositions, his doctrinal 
system, and his views on Church government and the Christian ministry; on his 
ethics, on Servetus, on his theology; as well as on Calvinism and liberty, Calvin-
ism’s influence in the contemporary world, and its world-wide mission. In 2009 the 
World Alliance of Reformed Churches is inviting us to consider various interpreta-
tions of Calvin, his humanism, his view of the Bible as God’s Word, his ecclesiol-
ogy and his ethics;7 and Calvin on the unity of the Church, on social justice, respect 
for God’s creation, the environment, and war.8 As we compare these two lists of 
addresses it seems clear that the 1909 list is more traditional and concerned with 
historical and systematic theology9 whereas the 2009 list is more moved by the cur-
                                                 
6 I. John Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, Allison Park, PA: Pickwick Publications, 1992, 69. 
7 See the papers in The Reformed World, LVII no. 4, December 2007. 
8 See Setri Nyomi, ed., The Legacy of John Calvin. Some Actions for the  Church in the 21st Century, 

Geneva: World Alliance of Reformed Churches and the John Knox International Re-
formed Centre, 2008. This book follows in the wake of the Alliance’s Accra Confession 
of 2004, for which, with follow-up papers, see Reformed World, LV no. 3, September 
2005. The Confession has commanded widespread interest, though some have found its 
approach to economic questions unduly simplistic. 

9 So, too, was the series of articles published during 1909 in the Princeton Theological Review: 
Émile Doumergoue, ‘Calvin: epigone or creator?’, August Lang, ‘The Reformation and 
natural law’, Herman Bavinck, ‘Calvin and common grace’, and B. B. Warfield, ‘Calvin’s 
doctrine of the knowledge of God.’ The articles are reprinted in William Park Arm-
strong, ed., Calvin and the Reformation, (1909), Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980. 
Also in 1909 there appeared a collection of Calvin Memorial Addresses delivered before the 
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S., reprinted Vestavia Hills, AL: Solid 
Ground Christian Books, 2007. These papers were somewhat broader in scope: Richard 
C. Reed, ‘Calvin's contribution to the Reformation’, Henry Collin Minton, ‘Calvin the 
theologian’, Thomas Cary Johnson, ‘Calvin’s contribution to church polity’, James Orr, 
‘Calvin’s attitude towards and exegesis of Scripture’, R. A. Webb, ‘Calvin’s doctrine of 
infant salvation’, S. L. Morris, ‘The relation of Calvin and Calvinism to missions’, George 
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rent situation which it conceives as being in urgent need of a theologically-grounded 
ethical response. Moreover, it is strikingly clear that the latter list has been greatly 
influenced by the concerns of the global South, an area that it seemed possible to 
overlook in the commemorative papers of 1909. 

Bearing all these things in mind, my method in what follows is to watch what 
Calvin does, and well as to hear what he says. In particular, I wish to argue that 
Calvin challenges today’s Church by the way in which he holds together things 
which ought to be held together, and too frequently are not. 

 
I 

First, Calvin holds together the Gospel and the Church. John Hesselink quotes 
Calvin to the effect that ‘Christ did not first begin to be manifested in the gospel,’ 
adding in explanation, ‘As the eternal Son of God, one of the holy Trinity, he was 
continually present and at work in redemptive history.’10 In the Christian dispensa-
tion, however, the theme of union with Christ is central to Calvin’s Gospel. Who is 
this Christ? As Calvin remarked, he is the eternal Son of God and he is the second 
person of the Trinity; but it was in connection with Christ’s work that Calvin set in 
motion a fresh train of thought concerning Christ’s threefold office. Christ is 
prophet, priest and king;11 he only is God’s Word made flesh, he is the one only 
self-sacrificing Saviour, he is our only King and Lord. This doctrine, said Robert 
Franks, is ‘the really characteristic Protestant doctrine of the work of Christ.’12 It is 
on the ground of Christ’s mediatorial work that believers are called into union with 
him. Furthermore, says Calvin, 

 
that joining together of Head and members, that indwelling of Christ in our hearts 
– in short, that mystical union – are accorded by us the highest degree of impor-
tance, so that Christ, having been made ours, makes us sharers with him in the gifts 
with which he has been endowed. We do not, therefore, contemplate him outside 
ourselves from afar in order that his righteousness may be imputed to us but be-
cause we put on Christ and are engrafted into his body - in short, because he 
deigns to make us one with him.13 
 
  In the opinion of Thomas Torrance, ‘It is around this doctrine of union with 

Christ ... that Calvin builds his doctrine of faith, of the Church as the living Body 

                                                                                                                        
H. Denny, ‘Calvin’s influence on educational progress’, and Frank T. Glasgow, ‘Calvin’s 
influence upon the political development of the world.’ 

10 I. J. Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, 163, quoting Calvin’s Commentary John 5:29. 
11 See J. Calvin, Institutes, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, Philadelphia: The 

Westminster Press, 1960, II.xv. 
12 R. S. Franks, A History of the Doctrine of the Work of Christ in its Ecclesiastical Development, Lon-

don : Hodder and Stoughton, 2 vols., [1918], II, 441. Reprinted in one volume, London: 
Nelson, 1962. For Franks, English Nonconformity’s greatest twentieth-century theological 
scholar, see Alan P. F. Sell, Hinterland Theology. A Stimulus to Theological Construction, Milton 
Keynes: Paternoster, 2008, ch.10 and passim. For a stimulating account of the threefold of-
fice see Stephen Edmondson, Calvin’s Christology, Cambridge: CUP, 2004, chs. 3-5. 

13 J. Calvin, Institutes, III.xi.10. 
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of Christ, and his doctrines of the Christian life, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper.’14 
For our present purposes, we see clearly that in Calvin's view, to be united with 
Christ is to be united with all who are his; it is to be of his body, the Church. Gos-
pel and Church are integrally related to one another. On the one hand, believers 
cannot be united to Christ the Vine and separate from one another; on the other 
hand, ‘Christ will not and cannot be torn from his Church with which he is joined 
in an indissoluble knot, as the head to the body. Hence unless we cultivate unity 
with the faithful, we see that we are cut off from Christ.’15 By holding Gospel and 
Church together in this way Calvin implicitly rebuts any who, under the influence 
of latter-day individualism, say that they can be a Christian in isolation from the 
Church, or that Christianity is a private matter. It is personal, certainly, but private? 
Never. It is life in union with Christ and in fellowship with those who have heard, 
and have been enabled by grace to answer, his call. Still less would Calvin agree 
with those who claim to have received the Gospel, but who regard the Church as a 
voluntary association which they may, or may not, join as they feel inclined. He 
would not understand those who have been baptized as infants who do not go on 
to profess their faith but who still claim the Christian name; nor would he under-
stand those who are baptized as believers and then decline to join the church's roll 
of members. Nor is it difficult to guess what Calvin's reaction would have been to 
Professor Patricia Killen’s characterization of the current state of religion in the 
Pacific Northwest of the United States. She explains that 

 
From 1648 to 1970, we had essentially one idea of what it means to be religious in 
the Western world. To be religious was to be engaged with a religious institution. 
Now, and especially in the Pacific Northwest, people are seeking different, more 
individualistic and more fluid ways of being religious.16 
 
To Calvin the Church is a divine institution comprising those who, on the 

ground of Christ’s mediatorial work, are saints by calling. You do not have the 
Gospel and afterwards tack the Church onto it. The Gospel is not simply about my 
soul. It is about that union with Christ as Saviour and Lord which is at the same 
time union with all who are his. Into the bosom of the Church, Calvin declares, 
‘God is pleased to gather his sons, not only that they may be nourished by her help 
and ministry as long as they are infants and children, but also that they may be 
guided by her motherly care until they mature and at last reach the goal of faith ... 
[F]or [here echoing Cyprian, Augustine and others] those to whom [God] is Father 
the church may also be Mother.’17  

Precisely because there is one Head of the Church there is but one Church: 
 

                                                 
14 T. F. Torrance, ‘Our witness through doctrine,’ Proceedings of the 17th General Council of the 

Alliance of the Reformed Churches throughout the World holding the Presbyterian Order, Geneva: 
Office of the Alliance, 1954, 134 (author’s italics). 

15 J. Calvin, Commentary on Ezekiel 13: 9, trans. Thomas Myers, 1850, I, 18. 
16 Quoted by Amy Frykholm, ‘In the none zone,’ The Christian Century, 2 December 2008, 22. 
17 Idem, Institutes, IV.i.1 
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The church is called ‘catholic’, or ‘universal’, because there could not be two or 
three churches unless Christ be torn asunder – which cannot happen! But all the 
elect are so united in Christ that as they are dependent on one Head, they also 
grow together in one body, being joined and knit together as are the limbs of a 
body. They are made truly one since they live together in one faith, hope, and love, 
and in the same Spirit of God.18 
 
The point is reiterated in Calvin’s Geneva Catechism of 1541: the term ‘catho-

lic’ means that ‘as there is only one Head of the faithful, so they must all be united 
in one body, so that there are not several churches but one only, which is extended 
throughout the whole world (Eph. 4: 15; I Cor. 12: 12 and 27).’19 

Calvin was deeply distressed by the reality that ‘the members of the Church are 
being severed, the body lies bleeding.’ Indeed, he continued in a letter to 
Archbishop Cranmer, ‘So much does it concern me, that, if I could be of any ser-
vice, I would not grudge to cross even ten seas, if need be, on account of it.’20 Few 
devoted as much energy to the quest of ecclesial healing as Calvin. He visited, he 
corresponded, he published; he sought to keep lines of communication open with 
Roman Catholics, Lutherans and Anglicans, and throughout it all his motive was 
that ‘as Christ has made known the glory of his Father in receiving us into favour 
when we stood in need of mercy; so it behoves us, in order to make known the glory 
of the same God, to establish and confirm this union which we have in Christ.’21 

It would be wrong to suggest that Calvin was for visible Church unity at any 
price. On the contrary, in his view there can be no unity unless the Church is obe-
dient to, and guided by, the Word of God;22 but his earnest reaching out to others 
demonstrates that the two questions begged in that proposition, namely, ‘What is it 
to be obedient to the Word of God?’ and ‘What is it to be guided by it?’, were 
regarded by him as stimuli to conversation, not dogmatic buffers against it. I there-
fore think that Calvin would not be able to understand a present-day Christian 
who claimed to be in possession of the evangel but who was hostile to the present-
day ecumenical movement, the objective of which is, not to engineer, but to strive 
towards the manifestation of, the unity God has already given to the Church in 
Christ, and this as an earnest of the coming unity of the whole inhabited earth. 
After all, said Calvin, 

 

                                                 
18 Ibid., IV.i.2; cf. Commentary on Ephesians, 4: 5, trans. William Pringle, 1854, 269; CNTC 

trans. T. H. L. Parker, 1965, 172-3. 
19 The Geneva Catechism, answer to Q. 97, in T. F. Torrance, The School of Faith, London: 

James Clarke, 1959, 20. 
20 Calvin's Works, XIV, 312 f. 
21 J. Calvin, Commentary on Romans, 15: 9, trans. John Owen, 1849; CNTC trans. Ross 

MacKenzie, 1960. See further John H. Kromminga, ‘Calvin and ecumenicity,’ in Jacob T. 
Hoogstra, ed., John Calvin Contemporary Prophet, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1959, 
ch. 9; I. John Hesselink, ‘Calvinus oecumenicus: Calvin’s vision of the unity and catholic-
ity of the Church,’ Reformed Review, XLIV no. 2, Winter 1990, 97-122. 

22 See Institutes, IV.ii.5; Calvin's Tracts and Treatises, trans. Henry Beveridge, Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1958, I, 60. 
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We call on one God the Father, trusting to the same Mediator; the same Spirit of 
adoption is the earnest of our future inheritance. Christ has reconciled us all by the 
same sacrifice. In that righteousness which he has purchased for us, our minds are 
at peace, and we glory in the same head. It is strange if Christ, whom we preach as 
our peace, and who, removing the ground of disagreement, appeased to us our Fa-
ther in heaven, do not also cause us mutually to cultivate brotherly peace on earth.23 
 
Calvin reiterated the point, perhaps most tellingly of all in view of his searing 

attacks on Roman Catholic teaching and practice, in his reply to Cardinal Sadoleto 
of 1 September 1589. Against Sadoleto’s view that to separate from fellowship 
with the Roman Church was to be in revolt against the Church, Calvin argued that 
the Protestant objective was the reform and restoration of the one Church. His 
concluding prayer was: 

 
The Lord grant, Sadoleto, that you and all your party may at length perceive that 
the only true bond of ecclesiastical unity consists in this, that Christ the Lord, who 
has reconciled us to God the Father, gather us out of our present dispersion into 
the fellowship of his body, that so, through his one Word and Spirit, we may join 
together with one heart and soul.24 
 
It is clear throughout that although Calvin has an understanding of the invisi-

ble Church comprising the great cloud of witnesses, this Church is not in his view 
a refuge from churchly fellowship with saints on earth who are also sinners. The 
Gospel is addressed to people here below; the Church is called out in response to 
the Gospel; and all thus called comprise the one Church of Christ, our prophet, 
priest and king. Gospel and Church cannot be sundered. 

 
II 

Secondly, Calvin holds together the Holy Spirit and the Word. The mutual re-
lations of Spirit and Word are nowhere more clearly expressed than when Calvin 
declares that 

 
For as God alone is a fit witness of 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. The same Spirit, therefore, who has spoken through the mouths of the 
prophets must penetrate into our hearts to persuade us that they faithfully pro-
claimed what had been divinely commanded.25 
 
Implicit here is what Calvin makes explicit elsewhere, namely, that he is fight-

ing on two fronts. Against Rome with its authoritarian claim he pits God’s Word 
as the supreme authority for faith and practice. He protests against ‘a most perni-
cious error [which] widely prevails that Scripture has only so much weight as is 
conceded to it by the consent of the church. As if the eternal and inviolable truth 

                                                 
23 Calvin’s Tracts and Treatises, II, 251. 
24 Theological Treatises of John Calvin, trans. J. K. S. Reid, London: SCM Press, 1954, 256. 
25 J. Calvin, Institutes, I.vii.4. 
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of God depended upon the decision of men!’26 Against the fanatics with their 
claim to be in receipt of extra-biblical, often eccentric, revelations he is no less 
severe. ‘Those,’ he thunders, ‘who, having forsaken Scripture, imagine some way or 
other of reaching God, ought to be thought of as not so much gripped by error as 
carried away with frenzy. ... What devilish madness it is to pretend that the use of 
Scripture, which leads the children of God even to the final goal, is fleeting or 
temporal?’27 Calvin insists that the Spirit confirms and brings home the Word, he 
does not contradict it or supplement it: ‘the Spirit, promised to us, has not the task 
of inventing new and unheard-of revelations, or of forging a new kind of doctrine, 
to lead us away from the received doctrine of the gospel, but of sealing our minds 
with that very doctrine which is commended by the gospel.’28 As B. B. Warfield 
rightly saw, Calvin’s doctrine of the testimony of the Holy Spirit ‘centres in the 
great doctrine of Regeneration – the term is broad enough in Calvin to cover the 
whole process of the subjective recovery of man to God – In which he teaches 
that the only power which can ever awaken in a sinful heart the emotions of a 
living faith is the power of this same Spirit of God ...’29 It is because of the Spirit’s 
testimony both as accrediting Scripture and as applying it to human hearts that  
Calvin can say, in one of his most pastoral observations on the subject, that the 
Bible is the only pasture for our souls; it nourishes them to eternal life (C’est la 
pasture unique de nos ames, pour les nourrir à la vie eternelle').30 In one of his most concise 
utterances on the subject he states the fact and utters a warning: ‘We choke out the 
light of God’s Spirit if we cut ourselves off from his Word.’31 No doubt; but let us 
be careful to draw an important distinction to which James Orr adverted in his 
Calvin Memorial Address of 1909: we may not rest ‘the authority of Scripture exclu-
sively on the internal witness of the Spirit’, because  

 
it can apply only to Scripture taken as a whole, or in its general teaching, and can 
hardly be employed for the settlement of critical and exegetical questions, or the de-
termination even of the canonicity of disputed books ... and Calvin himself does not 
so employ it. He brings his full exegetical power to bear on every passage, and freely 
uses what critical or historical aids he possesses to determine points of difficulty.32 

                                                 
26 Ibid., I.vii.1. 
27 Ibid., I.ix.1. 
28 Ibid. Cf. I.ix.3.  
29 B. B. Warfield, ‘John Calvin the theologian,’ Proceedings of the Ninth General Council, 141. 

For a fuller account see his paper in Calvin and the Reformation. 
30 See G. Baum, E. Cunitz and E. Reuss, Corpus Reformatorum: Joannis Calvini Opera Quae 

Supersunt Omnia, Brunsvigae: C. A. Schwetschke, 1863-97, IX, 823.  
31 Treatises against the Anabaptists and Against the Libertines, trans. B. W. Farley, Grand Rapids: 

Baker Book House, 1982, 224-5. My focus here on Calvin and the Bible should not be 
taken as indicating that I regard him as simply a narrow theologian of the Word. On the 
contrary, I concur in Paul Helm’s judgment that Calvin presents us with ‘a distinctive 
blend of scriptural appeal, rational argument, and reverential agnosticism’ – not to men-
tion, one might add, a rather heavy dose of swashbuckling polemics. See P. Helm, John 
Calvin’s Ideas, Oxford: OUP, 2004, 80. 

32 J. Orr, ‘Calvin’s attitude towards and exegesis of the Scriptures,’ in Calvin Memorial Ad-
dresses, 104. See further David Frew, ‘Calvin as an expositor of Scripture,’ Proceedings of the 
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For all his emphasis upon the Scriptures, it would be foolish to suppose that 
Calvin knew nothing outside the scope of the Bible, and he certainly did not think 
that the Bible comprised a compendium of all available knowledge. He knew clas-
sical authors; he had historical awareness; he had a natural theology. But the Bible 
was where the Gospel was to be found, for in its pages the Word made flesh was 
made known. Although Calvin lived before the rise of modern biblical criticism 
and felt able to draw on portions of the Bible without regard to context or to 
modern considerations of authorship33 (though he was no biblical literalist), I con-
tend that his holding together of Word and Spirit challenges today’s Church. The 
place of the Bible in the Church is of crucial importance. I well remember going to 
preach at a particular church during my student days. I was provided with an Or-
der of Worship, one item of which was: ‘Reading from the Bible or other suitable 
literature.’ I thought then, and I continue to think, that if Christian worship is a 
primary context for the proclamation of the Gospel then there is no ‘suitable litera-
ture’ which is an alternative to Scripture, for the heart of the Gospel is to be dis-
tilled from the Bible. But the heart of the Gospel concerns Christ’s saving act, and 
it is the Gospel of God’s sovereign grace and mercy in redemption which both 
called out the Church and gave us the New Testament. Our supreme authority is 
the Gospel, witnessed to in Scripture and brought home to us by the Spirit. On the 
other side, we witness today a considerable eruption of spirituality, some of it self-
serving; some of it amorphous, some of it confessedly, even pugnaciously, non-
doctrinal.34 It is not unknown for Christians to claim new revelations of alleged 
truths which are not only quite unknown to Scripture, but are in opposition to it. It 
would therefore seem that from the side of both the Bible and the Spirit, Calvin’s 
challenge to today’s Church to hold Spirit and Word together is a pressing one.35 

 
III 

  Thirdly, Calvin held together the Word and the Church. On the one hand 
Calvin the preacher had a degree of confidence in the infallibility of his biblical 
interpretation that I do not think we should nowadays wish to claim. In connection 
with the doctrine of predestination, as John Leith reminds us,36 he told the 
Genevan Council in 1659 that ‘I am assured in my conscience that what I have 
taught and written did not arise out of my own head, but that I received it from 
God, and I must stand firmly by it, if I am not to be a traitor to the truth.’37 In-

                                                                                                                        
Ninth General Council, 77-84; Richard C. Gamble, ‘Calvin as theologian and exegete,’ Cal-
vin Theological Journal, XXIII no. 2, November 1988, 178-194. 

33 He thought that Moses wrote the Pentateuch, but he denied the Pauline authorship of Hebrews. 
34 For further reflections on spirituality see Alan P. F. Sell, Enlightenment, Ecumenism, Evangel, ch. 8. 
35 In the heyday of theological liberalism P. T. Forsyth warned of a pitfall in another direc-

tion: ‘Detached from the Word, the supernatural action of the Holy Spirit becomes 
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(1912), London: Independent Press, 1955, 95. 

36 J. Leith, ‘Calvin’s theological method,’ in Franklin H. Littell, ed., Reformation Studies. Six-
teen Essays in Honor of Roland H. Bainton, Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1962, 113. 
The two following quotations are drawn from Leith. 

37 Corpus Reformatorum, XIV, 382. 
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deed, he thought that his possession of ‘infallible truth’ justified his punishment of 
heretics, whereas the Roman Church had no right to punish heretics because it did 
not have the truth and might therefore punish the innocent.38 By the same token, 
Calvin did not expect adverse criticism of his sermons by members of his congre-
gation, and he insisted that church members be obedient to their pastors. On the 
other hand, he wished to return to the people the Bible, that ‘greatest treasure’, of 
which he believed they had been robbed by the ‘great men’ who kept it in their 
own libraries.39 Indeed, his primary objective in writing his Institutes was to encour-
age those who were competent ‘to help simple folk ... and as it were to lend them a 
hand, in order to guide them and help them to find the sum of what God meant to 
teach us in his Word.’40 Nor are church members to be passive recipients of in-
struction only: ‘Every member of the church is charged with the responsibility of 
public edification according to the measure of his grace, provided he perform it 
decently and in order.’41 Furthermore, according to the Genevan Catechism, church 
members need to be able to distinguish between faithful pastors and ‘seductive and 
false prophets, who abandon the purity of the Gospel and deviate to their own in-
ventions’; these, ‘like ravening wolves, ought to be hunted and ejected from the peo-
ple of God.’42 Although it was by no means a complete description of Geneva in 
Calvin’s day ( and some recipients of Calvin’s discipline would have demurred), John 
Knox was no entirely unjustified in claiming that ‘This place is the most perfect 
school of Christ that ever was in the earth since the days of the Apostles.’43 

In all of this there resides a challenge from Calvin to today’s Church. In many 
mainline Western churches the twentieth century saw a considerable decline in the 
edification of the saints. Bible study meetings became fewer in number, volumes of 
sermons by princes of the pulpit decreased in number as their authors vanished 
from the scene, and the weekly and monthly papers read by the generality of Chris-
tians in many cases carried reduced biblical and theological content. All of this, 
notwithstanding more than a century of required religious education in Britain’s 
state schools, has left us with a constituency which has imperfect grasp of the con-
tents of the Bible, and which has received much less help than might have been 
expected as to the nature and composition of the Bible as such. We shall never 
know how many people have quietly drifted away from the churches because they 
received no help in moving from a pre-critical, even an infantile, understanding of 
certain Bible stories to a mature approach which did not jar against the knowledge 
they obtained in other fields of enquiry.44 It even seems to have been the policy of 

                                                 
38 Ibid., XXVII, 253. 
39 Ibid., IX, 831. 
40 Idem, Institutes, 6. 
41 Ibid., IV.i.12. 
42 The Geneva Confession (1537), in Theological Treatises of John Calvin, 32. 
43 J. Knox, Letter to Anne Locke, 1556, in Susan M. Felch, ‘Deir Sister: The letters of John 

Knox to Anne Vaughan Lok,’ Renaissance and Reformation, XIX no. 4, 1995, 53. 
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some ministers to have maintained silence on this matter for fear of disturbing the 
faithful. I am sure, however, that this, though well meant, is a counter-productive 
approach which raises the question of pastoral integrity.  

It is my conviction that, insofar as we succeed, we discover the Word of God 
and discern the mind of Christ by the Spirit through the Word within the fellow-
ship – understanding by ‘fellowship’ here not simply the Christians with whom we 
gather, or the wider family of the Church around us, but the witness of the saints 
through the ages.45 

 
IV 

In the fourth place, Calvin held together the Word and the sacraments. Indeed, 
according to the Geneva Confession, Word and sacraments comprise the marks 
whereby we recognize the Church: ‘we believe that the proper mark by which 
properly to discern the Church of Jesus Christ is that his holy gospel be purely and 
faithfully preached, proclaimed, heard, and kept, that his sacraments be properly 
administered ...’46 The reason is that ‘the sacraments have the same office as the 
Word of God: to offer and set forth Christ to us, and in him the treasures of heav-
enly grace.’47 Furthermore, the sacraments require the accompaniment of ‘a full 
explanation of the ordinance and clear statement of the promises.’48 Thus ‘the right 
administration of the Sacrament cannot stand apart from the Word. For whatever 
benefit may come to us from the Supper requires the Word: whether we are to be 
confirmed in faith, or exercised in confession, or aroused to duty, there is need of 
preaching.’49 Three hundred years later the first President of Lancashire Independ-
ent College, Robert Vaughan, put it concisely: ‘Separate from preaching the mean-
ing of external observances, even when of Divine origin, is soon obscured and 
lost.’50 One of Calvin’s most stern charges against the Church of Rome was that the 
Lord’s Supper had been ‘turned into a silent action ... under the pope’s tyranny.’51 

                                                                                                                        
saints, and in terms of spiritual insight in relation to biblical texts, many a church mem-
ber can leave the minister standing. The ideal of every local church as a nursery of theo-
logians is one to be striven after. See further Alan P. F. Sell, Testimony and Tradition, 10-
12; Nonconformist Theology in the Twentieth Century, 165, 189. 

45 See further, Alan P. F. Sell, ‘By the Spirit, through the Word, within the fellowship,’ 
Touchstone, VII no. 3, September 1989, 32-41; and R. Ward Holder’s study, ‘Ecclesia, leg-
enda atque intelligenda Scriptura: the Church as a discerning community in Calvin’s herme-
neutic,’ Calvin Theological Journal, XXXVI no. 2, November 2001, 270-289. 
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49 Institutes, IV.xvii.39. 
50 R. Vaughan, in an address to the subscribers to the College delivered on 27 December 

1843, during the first year of the College’s life. See Joseph Thompson, Lancashire Inde-
pendent College, 1843-1893. Jubilee Memorial Volume, Manchester: J. E. Cornish, 1893, 78. 
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51 Ibid. 
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Calvin further thinks that the Lord’s Supper is to be observed regularly.52 It is 
well-known that his preference that the Word and sacrament be present together in 
worship every Sunday was denied by the Genevan magistrates, and that he settled at 
first for observing the Supper monthly, and after 1541, for holding it at Christmas, 
Easter, Pentecost, and on the first Sunday of September.53 To him the Supper was ‘a 
spiritual banquet, wherein Christ attests himself to be the life-giving bread, upon 
which our souls feed unto true and blessed immortality.’54 It ‘consists in two things: 
physical signs, which ... represent to us ... things invisible; and spiritual truth, which is 
at the same time represented and displayed through the symbols themselves.’55 

As regards both baptism and the Lord’s Supper, Calvin viewed them as sacra-
ments of the Church and hence the former was for children of the covenant, the 
latter for professed believers. While Calvin could not readily understand a Christian 
who would avoid the sacraments, he nevertheless stopped short of affirming their 
necessity to an individual’s salvation: ‘the grace of God is not so bound to [the 
sacraments] but that we may obtain it by faith from the Word of the Lord.’56 
Again, ‘by neglecting baptism, we are excluded from salvation; and in this sense I 
acknowledge that it is necessary; but it is absurd to speak of the hope of salvation 
as being confined to the sign.’57 

Baptism, Calvin contends, ‘first points to the cleansing of our sins, which we ob-
tain from Christ’s blood; then to the mortification of our flesh, which rests upon 
participation in his death and through which believers are reborn into newness of life 
and into the fellowship of Christ. ... [B]aptism is also a symbol for bearing witness to 
our religion before men.’58 He elsewhere expands upon this, remarking that baptism 
signifies our unmerited adoption by the Father into his Church; our restoration to 
the Father by Christ’s blood; and our re-creation by the Spirit.59 Or again, ‘baptism ... 
is an entrance and a sort of initiation into the church, through which we are num-
bered among God’s people: a sign of our spiritual regeneration ...’60 Baptised infants 
receive ‘some part of that grace which in a little while they shall enjoy to the full.’61 
With this assertion Calvin seems to allow that the Spirit may bestow a blessing on an 
infant at baptism, whilst not wishing to assert that baptism is always and necessarily 
the occasion of regeneration. While believing that some infants ‘are surely saved 
from that early age’,62 more generally the seed of future repentance and faith ‘lies hid-
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54 Institutes, IV.xvii.1. 
55 Ibid., IV.xvii.11. 
56 Ibid., IV.xv.22. 
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den within them by the secret working of the Spirit.’63 To those who argue that when 
Jesus called little children to him the context was not baptism, Calvin replies that 
those whom Christ receives are not to be shut out.64 But the apparent openness of 
this statement is qualified by another: ‘those infants who derive their origin from 
Christians, as they have been born directly into the inheritance of the covenant, and 
are expected by God, are thus to be received into baptism.’65 Here is the covenant 
idea once more, and it is consistent with Calvin’s view that the baptized, buried with 
Christ and dead to the world, live for God.66 In other words, there is a separatist 
flavour both to Calvin’s teaching on baptism and the Lord’s Supper. In the latter 
case this flavour becomes especially discernible in relation to communion discipline. 
The sacrament is not to be violated, and soul-searching preparation is required on 
the part of those who approach the Lord’s table. 

Calvin’s summary, in which he adverts to the eschatological note, is as follows: 
 
[B]aptism should be ... an entry into the church, and an initiation into faith; but the 
Supper should be a sort of continual food on which Christ spiritually feeds the 
household of his believers. ... [S]acraments have been appointed by God to instruct 
us concerning some promise of his, and attest to us his good will toward us. ... It is 
for us to hunger for, seek, look to, learn, and study Christ alone, until that great day 
dawns when the Lord will fully manifest the glory of his Kingdom.67 
 
In all of this I find the following challenges to today’s Church. First, we should 

do well to strive for a fresh grasp of the meaning of the Church as God’s covenant 
people. The sacraments are sacraments of the Church; infant baptism is for chil-
dren of the covenant, and if parents are not themselves members of the Church 
then the Church’s evangelical and educative mission should be purposefully under-
taken. Equally, the Lord’s Supper requires a disciplined approach, for it is a cove-
nant meal requiring preparation on the part of those who attend it. Calvin would 
welcome the emphasis on the liturgical movement of the past century on the desir-
ability of keeping Word and sacrament in close relation in the Church’s liturgy, 
since both proclaim the Gospel, the one audibly, the other visibly, though only 
when in connection to the Word. But those whose tradition it is to invite to the 
table all those confess Christ as Lord and Saviour and are in good standing with his 
Church, should remember that those who in the past, and still in some places to-
day, regard the Lord’s Supper as a ‘second service’ for members following the 
Service of the Word were endeavouring to uphold the truth that the sacrament is a 
sacrament of the Church, understanding by ‘Church’ the ‘twice-born’, visible 
saints. Some would say that the idea of the sacraments as sacraments of the 
Church is further eroded when the Lord’s Supper is opened to catechumens – that 
is to say, to baptized persons (whether children or not) who have yet to make their 
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profession of faith. They are within the covenant family of the Church, but they do 
not have the full responsibility of church members; they are not yet enrolled saints. 
For his part, Calvin stoutly opposed the taking of communion by children. In all of 
this there is much to be pondered ecumenically.  

Again, it may be argued that the widespread ecumenical conviction that baptism 
is the ground of the Church's unity is not only unrealistic in that so many Christian 
initiations are never completed; it can also marginalize the idea of God’s gracious call 
in the Gospel as being that which constitutes the Church, and it can even appear to 
sanction the sacerdotal apparatus introduced in the middle ages which was designed 
to provide for the situation in which those baptized and thereby deemed regenerate, 
continued thereafter to sin. Among the underlying themes in all of this, and one 
which clamours for further attention, is that concerning the balance to be struck 
between the Church’s being called out of the world (the separatist thrust) and its 
being sent into the world in mission and service. This is no new challenge, but it is a 
particularly clamant one in the Western world wherein the Church has in some 
places become so identified with the surrounding society’s mores and aspirations as 
to be almost indistinguishable from it, and this to the detriment of the counter-
cultural witness that we are on occasion called upon to make. 

 
V 

Fifthly, in his understanding of ministry Calvin held together preaching and 
pastoral care. In Calvin’s view there was nothing more noble or more humbling 
than the call to the Church’s ministry. He concurs with Paul in contending that 
‘this human ministry which God uses to govern the church is the chief sinew by 
which believers are held together in one body.’68 Ministers must he holy, they must 
be steeped in the Scriptures, and, in succession to the apostles, their primary duty 
is the preaching of the Word. But this Word is the Word of God, from which they 
may not deviate; and they are guided by the Spirit of truth, which Spirit also con-
veys the truth preached to those who receive it.69 He goes so far as to say that God 
wishes to be heard only through the voice of his ministers.70 The preacher’s au-
thority is Christ himself, and it is his voice that must be heard.71 

To Calvin there is no distinction between preaching and pastoral work. Preach-
ing is pastoral work. It is designed to move, instruct, encourage, console, and re-
buke those who hear it. The Gospel, he declares, is not simply something to be 
heard, it is a seed of eternal life designed to reform us and give us joy, peace, and 
the certainty of salvation.72 Calvin would have regarded his prolific writing no less 
than his sermons as all part of his pastoral work of building up the Church. The 
pastoral work extends to the cure of individual souls in contexts of private confes-
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sion and discipline.73 It is equally clear that for Calvin judgment, albeit by the Word 
not the pastor, no less than consolation were ingredients in genuine pastoral care. 
Thus he says that the minds of the weak must not be crushed by ‘excessive sever-
ity’; that evil must not be encouraged by ‘smooth language’; and that those who 
boldly and obstinately resist must be ‘broken and crushed’ by the Word.74 Calvin’s 
teaching on the ‘third use’ of the law in of relevance here. To the believer the law 
of God is not longer simply a schoolmaster to lead us to Christ, or a rule for politi-
cal order, but a guide for the Christian life. Hence, as John Hesselink puts it, 

 
To the seeking soul who cries in anguish: How can I know the will of God? How 
shall I respond to that God? Where can I find and true and certain guide in life? 
Calvin answers: in the law, because in it we have a direct, unmistakable revelation 
of God’s character and will for us.75 
 
In a word, the law returns the regenerate to Christ, and by the Holy Spirit they 

are enabled to obey it.76 
Negligent pastors who shun pastoral work earn a stern rebuke from Calvin. 

The negligence of those is inexcusable ‘who, having made one sermon, as if they 
had done their task, live for all the rest of their time idly, as if their voices were 
shut up within the church walls, seeing that so soon as they be departed thence, 
they be dumb.’77 Such behaviour was not merely an abnegation of pastoral respon-
sibility, it was an affront to the discipline of the Genevan Church, for prior to each 
of the four celebrations per annum of the Lord's Supper all church members were 
to be visited in their homes by elders and pastors, particular concern being ex-
pressed for the young. 

How does all of this challenge today’s Church? In the first place it reminds us 
that the call to ministry is a high and holy calling than which there is no higher. 
There is no adverse elitism in this; rather the call is to humility and submission to 
the Word, and to self-sacrificing service of those for whose souls one has a re-
sponsibility. This would seem to run counter to those managerial notions of minis-
try which prevail in some quarters today, and which facilitate the understanding of 
ministry as a job, as having a career pattern, as having specified terms of reference 
and hours of duty. 

As to preaching: in Calvin’s view, and in mine, there is no higher privilege than 
to proclaim the Gospel of Christ. I do not say that preaching can only be under-
taken from a pulpit, though I think there is something to be said for having, in the 
full liturgy, a particular place from which it is done, because this indicates the fact 
that something special is going on: this is precisely not an individual offloading his 
or her latest thoughts on this and that. This is where one stands who has been 
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much in prayer, who has studied the Scriptures, who knows the people, and who 
proclaims, however unworthily, God’s Word to them. I think that those who va-
cate the pulpit because they do not wish to be ‘six feet above criticism’, or because 
they wish, in a feel-good, matey kind of way, to get close to the people, to whom 
they offer a casual word or two from the back of an envelope, may need to reflect 
further on what they are about. I much prefer the attitude of the Bible Christian 
[Methodist] preacher, F. W. Bourne: 

 
My brethren, it is our business, not to conquer a world, not to amass a fortune, nor 
simply to become adepts in learning, but to save souls from death, to make not a few 
but many rich, to conquer and win a thousand hearts for Christ. ... [W]e do want to 
be able in the last great day to go boldly up to the eternal throne, and say to Him who 
sitteth thereon, who gave us our commission, and who has often cheered us by His 
presence, ‘Here we are, and the children Thou hast given us.’ May it be so.78 
 
From the outset the tradition to which Bourne belonged elevated preaching by 

both men and women, as this verse which appears in their Minutes of 1820 makes clear: 
 
Ye heralds of truth, Sent forth by the Lord, 
Both antient and youth, Who publish His Word; 
Ye sons and ye Daughters, Selected by grace, 
Be strong and courageous, And each fill his place.79 
 
As to pastoral care: I gain the distinct impression that in some quarters this has 

degenerated in quality in two ways. First, its more serious disciplinary and catechet-
ical aspects suffer neglect; secondly, ministers claim that with changing social pat-
terns – both husbands and wives out at work every day, for example – and because 
of the pressure on their own time, they simply cannot fit pastoral visitation into 
their schedule. Such visitation can even be at the mercy of ministerial specialisms in 
those churches large and rich enough to have a team of pastors. An advertisement 
for a ‘Minister for preaching and administration’ left me strangely disquieted, and 
conjured up a vision of a person tied to an office all the week who emerges on Sun-
days to preach to those he has never met, catechised, or visited. It is hard to believe 
that any minister today could be busier than Calvin, and the dedicated can find ways 
of surmounting changing social patterns – and even of turning off the television 
during a pastoral visit. At the very least they ought to have a concern for the house-
bound, the hospitalized and the dying. Listen to another Methodist, Gordon Rupp: 

 
I have stuck my neck out as far as the next man's to get young men set aside for 
experimental and new ministries ... But I sometimes wonder whether some of them 
are not anxious to be involved in everything except chores, like learning N.T. 
Greek, or visiting the flock in hospital, or sweating away at sermons ... [T]here is in 
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the end no substitution for this one essential ministry of the Church, the shepherd-
ing of souls, in the time of their wealth and of their tribulation, at moments of birth 
and marriage and in the article of death.80 
 

VI 
Finally, Calvin held doctrine and ethics, together. This is a very large subject, 

and it will suffice to illustrate the doctrine-ethics link in Calvin’s mind if I refer 
only to altruism, the economic order and ecology.81 The Gospel, Calvin declares, 
‘is a doctrine not of the tongue but of life ... [I]t must enter our heart and pass into 
our daily living, and so transform us into itself that it may not be unfruitful for 
us.’82 This comes out clearly, for example, in his discussion of the Lord’s Supper. 
Among other things, he says, the Supper was ordained in order that participants 
might ‘nourish mutual love, and among themselves give witness to this love.’ But 
lest this seem a love restricted to the household of faith he commends the early 
Church, in which the ‘unvarying rule’ was that ‘no meeting of the church should 
take place without the Word, prayers, partaking of the Supper and almsgiving.’83 
Elsie McKee is thus justified in claiming that Calvinist Reformed Christians under-
stood ‘the parallel duties of worship (pietas) and love (caritas) as inseparable.’84 Cal-
vin desired the Church not only to proclaim the truth, but to practise holy living. 
Christ ‘unites himself to us by the Spirit alone’,85 and apart from thus union Chris-
tian living and service would be impossible. The motivation of that life and service 
is gratitude to the Father for the salvation wrought by the Son, brought home to 
believers by the Spirit. Why, asks the Heidelberg Catechism, should we do good 
works? It answers, 

 
Because since Christ has redeemed us by His blood, He renews us also by His Holy 
Spirit according to His own image, that with our whole life we may show ourselves 
thankful to God for His goodness, and that He may be glorified through us; and 
further, that we ourselves on our part may be assured of our faith by its fruits, and 
by our godly life may win our neighbours also to Christ.86 
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Among other motivations to godly living cited by Calvin are the believer’s obli-
gation to follow the example of Christ, ‘through whom we return to favor with God’;87 
the desire on the believer's part to be ‘consecrated and dedicated to God in order that 
we may thereafter think, speak, meditate, and do, nothing except to his glory’;88 and the 
fulfilment of the duty to distribute our God-given possessions ‘for our neighbors’ 
benefit.’89 There is, furthermore, the eschatological motivation: ‘We are God’s: let all 
the parts of our life accordingly strive toward him as our only lawful goal.’90 

On this basis Calvin reviews many socio-political issues. ‘Where God then is 
known,’ he declares, ‘kindness to man also appears.’91 He rightly understands the 
parable of the Good Samaritan as teaching that ‘we are not expected to limit the 
precept of love to those in close relationships’; indeed, ‘we ought to embrace the 
whole human race without exception in a single feeling of love; here there is no dis-
tinction between barbarian and Greek, worthy and unworthy, friend and enemy. ...’ 
Why? because ‘all should be contemplated in God, not in themselves.’92 All of 
which is given added point when we recall that refugees were arriving in Geneva 
from many parts of Europe. He has a particular concern for the ‘poor and de-
spised’: ‘Let a Moor or a Barbarian come among us, and yet inasmuch as he is a 
man, he brings with him a looking glass wherein we may see that he is our brother 
and neighbour.’93 Calvin does not deny that ‘the great part of [humanity] are most 
unworthy if they be judged by their own merit.’ But that is not the point: the Scrip-
ture exhorts us ‘to look upon the image of God in all men, to whom we owe all 
honor and love.’94 Moreover, to give to the poor is to give to the Lord; so ‘if we 
believe heaven is our country, it is better to transmit our possessions thither than 
to keep them here where upon our sudden migration they would be lost to us.’95 
Here, however quaint the language, is the eschatological motive once more. Driv-
ing still more deeply, Calvin declares that if we if we injure divine-image-bearing 
others, God is violated in them and suffers with them.96 

Calvin had no objection to the private ownership of property.97 He was by no 
means averse to the idea that we should enjoy this world’s goods: ‘Did [God] not 
endow gold and silver, ivory and marble, with a loveliness that renders them more 
precious than other metals or stones? Did he not ... render many things attractive 
to us, apart from their necessary use?’98 Calvin answers his rhetorical question in 
the affirmative; but he immediately proceeds to distinguish this legitimate delight in 

                                                 
87 Institutes, III.vi.3; cf. Commentary on I Corinthians, 9: 21, trans. J. Pringle,I, 305; CNTC trans. 

J. W. Fraser, 1956, 195-6. 
88 Ibid., III.vii.1. 
89 Ibid., III.vii.5. 
90 Ibid., III.vii.1. 
91 Commentary on Jeremiah, 22: 16, trans. J. Owen, 1852, 104. 
92 Institutes, II.viii.55. 
93 Sermon on Galatians 6: 9-11. 
94 Institutes, III.vii.6. 
95 Ibid., III.viii.6. 
96 Commentary on Genesis, 6: 5-6, trans. John King, 1847, 247-9. 
97 Institutes, III.xix.9. 
98 Institutes, III,x.2. 
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things God has made or given, from the lust of the flesh. God’s good gifts are not 
to be abused. Elsewhere he strongly opposed the economic exploitation of the 
poor by the rich.99 The argument is extended to creation as a whole. Human beings 
are to be good stewards of it and refrain from its wanton destruction.100 If they are 
not, they forget the Maker and divert his good gifts towards unworthy ends.101 

Enough has been said to show that and how Calvin holds together doctrine and 
ethics. In this connection I think that his challenge to today’s Church is that we do 
likewise. Just as some of our Christian contemporaries lament the increasing speciali-
zation which has in some cases led to the divorce of biblical from systematic theol-
ogy, so there are not wanting signs that some Christian social ethicists are so quick to 
plunge into pressing issues that they leave doctrinal considerations behind, and their 
findings can sound like those of any right-minded humanist. But to Calvin the moti-
vating force of his socio-political ethics was intensely doctrinal, rooted in the Gospel. 
Nor was it simply an intellectual rooting in the sense of ‘If this is what you believe 
then this is what you should do.’ The doctrine was the articulation of lived experi-
ence, and thus it was a motivating force. Union with Christ by the Spirit on the 
ground of Christ’s saving work prompted gratitude of a kind which led to seeing 
one’s salvation, one’s life, and all of one’s possessions as gifts from God to be used 
for his glory, and in the service of others. To plunder Calvin’s writings for ethical 
principles of use today without reference to their doctrinal-cum-experimental basis 
would be to miss Calvin’s main point. 

 
[W]e are God’s: let us therefore live for him and die for him. We are God’s: let his 
wisdom and will therefore rule all our actions. We are God’s: let all the parts of our 
life accordingly strive toward him as our only lawful goal.102 
 

VII 
As I said at the outset, Calvin cannot do all our work for us, and at particular 

points we may well disagree with him. We are not tied to his exegesis of Scripture, 
or to his view of the dating and authorship of the biblical books. We should do 
well to query the way in which he left his church polity hanging with the elders and 
                                                 
99 Commentary on Amos, 8: 6, trans. John Owen, 1846, 367. 
100 Commentary on Genesis, 2: 15, 125. 
101 Commentary on the Psalms, 104: 35, trans. James Anderson, 1847, 171. This is not the place 

to address the familiar charge, flowing down from Max Weber, that Calvin or Calvinism 
instigated capitalism. My summary response to the charge is: 1. Capitalism was alive and 
well in fifteenth-century Roman Catholic business centres, sometimes in close relation to 
the Church. 2. It is true that Calvin sanctioned usury for the purposes of credit, but not 
as a means of avoiding work by living on interest. 3. He urged altruism to an unusual de-
gree, and would not have countenanced antisocial economic individualism. 4. Critics of 
Calvin are inclined anachronistically to attribute to him a post-Enlightenment view of 
capitalism. His view that all of God’s bounty, including wealth, is held in trust by us, and 
that we are accountable for the way we use, or abuse, it is at a far remove from modern 
notions of free enterprise. 5. The range of economic activity in Calvin’s Geneva was cir-
cumscribed relative to our own - he knew the businessmen around him. He would have 
boggled at giant international business conglomerates, and still more at hedge funds. 

102 Institutes, III.vii.1. 
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did not give due place to the priesthood of all the believers together – gathered 
under the sole Lordship of Christ in that credal assembly, the Church Meeting, 
where they seek his will for their witness and service, and to find unanimity in him 
(this is no democracy).103 Again, while in principle Calvin sought to preserve the 
distinction between Church and state, in practice the lines became blurred in Ge-
neva, where the officers of the state, having, according to the theory, been ac-
corded their positions by God, were involved in the enforcement of doctrine 
deemed pure, the election of ministers and elders, and in the maintenance of good 
order.104 It was left to such as the English and Welsh Puritan Separatists, who 
would not opt into the Church of England ‘by law established’ to insist upon hon-
ouring the sole rights of the Redeemer in his Church – even at the cost of their 
lives.105 While Calvin welcomed refugees and visitors from many lands, some of 
whom, like Knox, returned home revitalized;106 and while he conducted a compre-
hensive mission to the immediate world around him, he was long dead before the 
Evangelical Revival laid the whole world upon the consciences of Christians in a 
clamant way;107 and the not uncommon twenty-first century experience of societies 
which are religiously plural was beyond the purview of one who could still make 
the assumption of Christendom. Calvin was sharp enough in deploying a battery of 
inner-churchly arguments against Roman Catholics and others, but he did not have 
to face the apologetic challenges to the Christian faith flowing down from the 
Enlightenment that confront us (though I suspect that were he here he would 
tackle them head-on in a way that some of his quite well-known theological heirs 
have, on dogmatic grounds, dogmatically declined to do). 

But for all that, I hope to have shown that in holding together the Gospel and 
the Church, the Spirit and the Word, the Word and the Church, the Word and the 
sacraments, preaching and pastoral care, and doctrine and ethics, Calvin not only 
bequeathed us models for theological reflection and churchly life, but also set us a 
series of challenges which the one Church to which he devoted himself is far from 
fully meeting even after the passage of nearly five hundred years. 

 
 

                                                 
103 In recent decades, and not least in the World Council of Churches convergence document, 

Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, Geneva: WCC, 1982, the ‘ministry of the people of God’ is 
extolled. But in large tracts of the Church there is no provision for this in polity. Of course, 
for it to be practicable it is necessary to know who the enrolled saints are. 

104 See Institutes, IV.xi.3; IV.20.2. 
105 When Henry VIII was given ‘supreme power in all things’ by ‘inconsiderate men’, Calvin 

was grievously vexed: ‘they were guilty of blasphemy when they called him the chief Head 
of the Church under Christ.’ See Commentary on Amos, 7: 10-13, trans. J. Owen, 338-352. 

106 See J. Vanden Berg, ‘Calvin and missions’, in Jacob T. Hoogstra, ed., John Calvin Contem-
porary Prophet, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1959, ch. 10; Philip E. Hughes, ‘John 
Calvin: director of missions,’ in John H. Bratt, The Heritage of John Calvin, Grand Rapids: 
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