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John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559) 
Selected Representative Readings 

 
During his lifetime, John Calvin (1509-1564) was a French-speaking, second-generation 
Protestant reformer who sought to build a Christian utopia in Geneva, Switzerland.  Though he 
had little influence outside of that immediate context during his lifetime, his monumental work, 
The Institutes of the Christian Religion, would later become the standard of the Reformed 
tradition throughout Switzerland, the Netherlands, much of eastern Europe, England, Scotland, 
and North America.  His work is systematic theology at its best: every argument is worked out 
in painstaking detail, guaranteeing that no point logically contradicts any other.  The following 
excerpt comes from the 1559 edition of his massive work. 
 

BOOK ONE 
 

Chapter 1 
 

1.   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 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 stripped of the divine attire our naked shame discloses 
an immense series of disgraceful properties every man, being stung by the 
consciousness of his own unhappiness, in this way necessarily obtains at least some 
knowledge of God … 
 

Chapter 6 

1.   Therefore, though the effulgence which is presented to every eye, both in the 
heavens and on the earth, leaves the ingratitude of man without excuse, since God, in 
order to bring the whole human race under the same condemnation, holds forth to all, 
without exception, a mirror of his Deity in his works, another and better help must be 
given to guide us properly to God as a Creator. Not in vain, therefore, has he added the 
light of his Word in order that he might make himself known unto salvation, and 
bestowed the privilege on those whom he was pleased to bring into nearer and more 
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familiar relation to himself. For, seeing how the minds of men were carried to and fro, 
and found no certain resting-place, he chose the Jews for a peculiar people, and then 
hedged them in that they might not, like others, go astray. And not in vain does he, by 
the same means, retain us in his knowledge, since but for this, even those who, in 
comparison of others, seem to stand strong, would quickly fall away. For as the aged, or 
those whose sight is defective, when any books however fair, is set before them, though 
they perceive that there is something written are scarcely able to make out two 
consecutive words, but, when aided by glasses, begin to read distinctly, so Scripture, 
gathering together the impressions of Deity, which, till then, lay confused in our minds, 
dissipates the darkness, and shows us the true God clearly … 

Chapter 7 

1.   Before proceeding farther, it seems proper to make some observations on the 
authority of Scripture, in order that our minds may not only be prepared to receive it 
with reverence, but be divested of all doubt. When that which professes to be the Word 
of God is acknowledged to be so, no person, unless devoid of common sense and the 
feelings of a man, will have the desperate hardihood to refuse credit to the speaker. But 
since no daily responses are given from heaven, and the Scriptures are the only records 
in which God has been pleased to consign his truth to perpetual remembrance, the full 
authority which they ought to possess with the faithful is not recognized, unless they 
are believed to have come from heaven, as directly as if God had been heard giving 
utterance to them … 

4.   It is necessary to attend to what I lately said, that our faith in doctrine is not 
established until we have a perfect conviction that God is its author. Hence, the highest 
proof of Scripture is uniformly taken from the character of him whose Word it is … 
Profane men think that religion rests only on opinion, and, therefore, that they may not 
believe foolishly, or on slight grounds, desire and insist to have it proved by reason … 
But I answer, that the testimony of the Spirit is superior to reason. For as God alone can 
properly bear witness to his own words, so these words will not obtain full credit in the 
hearts of men, until they are sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit. The same 
Spirit, therefore, who spoke by the mouth of the prophets, must penetrate our hearts, in 
order to convince us that they faithfully delivered the message with which they were 
divinely entrusted. This connection is most aptly expressed by Isaiah in these words, 
"My Spirit that is upon thee, and my words which I have put in thy mouth, shall not 
depart out of thy mouth, nor out of the mouth of thy seed, nor out of the mouth of thy 
seed's seed, saith the Lord, from henceforth and for ever," (Isa. 59: 21.) Some worthy 
persons feel disconcerted, because, while the wicked murmur with impunity at the 
Word of God, they have not a clear proof at hand to silence them, forgetting that the 
Spirit is called an earnest and seal to confirm the faith of the godly, for this very reason, 
that, until he enlightens their minds, they are tossed to and fro in a sea of doubts … 
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BOOK TWO 

Chapter 7 

1.   From the whole course of the observations now made, we may infer, that the Law 
was not superadded about four hundred years after the death of Abraham in order that 
it might lead the chosen people away from Christ, but, on the contrary, to keep them in 
suspense until his advent; to inflame their desire, and confirm their expectation, that 
they might not become dispirited by the long delay … 

6.   That the whole matter may be made clearer, let us take a succinct view of the office 
and use of the Moral Law. Now this office and use seems to me to consist of three parts. 
First, by exhibiting the righteousness of God, - in other words, the righteousness which 
alone is acceptable to God, - it admonishes every one of his own unrighteousness, 
certiorates, convicts, and finally condemns him. This is necessary, in order that man, 
who is blind and intoxicated with self-love, may be brought at once to know and to 
confess his weakness and impurity… 

10.   The second office of the Law is, by means of its fearful denunciations and the 
consequent dread of punishment, to curb those who, unless forced, have no regard for 
rectitude and justice. Such persons are curbed not because their mind is inwardly 
moved and affected, but because, as if a bridle were laid upon them, they refrain their 
hands from external acts, and internally check the depravity which would otherwise 
petulantly burst forth … 

12.  The third use of the Law (being also the principal use, and more closely connected 
with its proper end) has respect to believers in whose hearts the Spirit of God already 
flourishes and reigns. For although the Law is written and engraven on their hearts by 
the finger of God, that is, although they are so influenced and actuated by the Spirit, 
that they desire to obey God, there are two ways in which they still profit in the Law. 
For it is the best instrument for enabling them daily to learn with greater truth and 
certainty what that will of the Lord is which they aspire to follow, and to confirm them 
in this knowledge; just as a servant who desires with all his soul to approve himself to 
his master, must still observe, and be careful to ascertain his master's dispositions, that 
he may comport himself in accommodation to them. Let none of us deem ourselves 
exempt from this necessity, for none have as yet attained to such a degree of wisdom, as 
that they may not, by the daily instruction of the Law, advance to a purer knowledge of 
the Divine will. Then, because we need not doctrine merely, but exhortation also, the 
servant of God will derive this further advantage from the Law: by frequently 
meditating upon it, he will be excited to obedience, and confirmed in it, and so drawn 
away from the slippery paths of sin. In this way must the saints press onward, since, 
however great the alacrity with which, under the Spirit, they hasten toward 
righteousness, they are retarded by the sluggishness of the flesh, and make less 
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progress than they ought. The Law acts like a whip to the flesh, urging it on as men do a 
lazy sluggish ass … 

BOOK THREE 

Chapter 21 

1.   The covenant of life is not preached equally to all, and among those to whom it is 
preached, does not always meet with the same reception. This diversity displays the 
unsearchable depth of the divine judgment, and is without doubt subordinate to God's 
purpose of eternal election. But if it is plainly owing to the mere pleasure of God that 
salvation is spontaneously offered to some, while others have no access to it, great and 
difficult questions immediately arise, questions which are inexplicable, when just views 
are not entertained concerning election and predestination. To many this seems a 
perplexing subject, because they deem it most incongruous that of the great body of 
mankind some should be predestinated to salvation, and others to destruction.  How 
ceaselessly they entangle themselves will appear as we proceed. We may add, that in 
the very obscurity which deters them, we may see not only the utility of this doctrine, 
but also its most pleasant fruits. We shall never feel persuaded as we ought that our 
salvation flows from the free mercy of God as its fountain, until we are made 
acquainted with his eternal election, the grace of God being illustrated by the contrast, 
viz., that he does not adopt all promiscuously to the hope of salvation, but gives to 
some what he denies to others … 

The subject of predestination, which in itself is attended with considerable difficulty is 
rendered very perplexed and hence perilous by human curiosity, which cannot be 
restrained from wandering into forbidden paths and climbing to the clouds determined 
if it can that none of the secret things of God shall remain unexplored. When we see 
many, some of them in other respects not bad men, every where rushing into this 
audacity and wickedness, it is necessary to remind them of the course of duty in this 
matter.  
 
First, then, when they inquire into predestination, let then remember that they are 
penetrating into the recesses of the divine wisdom, where he who rushes forward 
securely and confidently, instead of satisfying his curiosity will enter in inextricable 
labyrinth. For it is not right that man should with impunity pry into things which the 
Lord has been pleased to conceal within himself, and scan that sublime eternal wisdom 
which it is his pleasure that we should not apprehend but adore, that therein also his 
perfections may appear. Those secrets of his will, which he has seen it meet to manifest, 
are revealed in his word - revealed in so far as he knew to be conducive to our interest 
and welfare … 
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7.   We say, then, that Scripture clearly proves this much, that God by his eternal and 
immutable counsel determined once for all those whom it was his pleasure one day to 
admit to salvation, and those whom, on the other hand, it was his pleasure to doom to 
destruction. We maintain that this counsel, as regards the elect, is founded on his free 
mercy, without any respect to human worth, while those whom he dooms to 
destruction are excluded from access to life by a just and blameless, but at the same time 
incomprehensible judgment. In regard to the elect, we regard calling as the evidence of 
election, and justification as another symbol of its manifestation, until it is fully 
accomplished by the attainment of glory. But as the Lord seals his elect by calling and 
justification, so by excluding the reprobate either from the knowledge of his name or 
the sanctification of his Spirit, he by these marks in a manner discloses the judgment 
which awaits them. I will here omit many of the fictions which foolish men have 
devised to overthrow predestination. There is no need of refuting objections which the 
moment they are produced abundantly betray their hollowness … 
 

BOOK FOUR 
 

Chapter 20 
 

2.   …as we lately taught that [civil] government is distinct from the spiritual and 
internal kingdom of Christ, so we ought to know that they are not adverse to each 
other. The former, in some measure, begins the heavenly kingdom in us, even now 
upon earth, and in this mortal and evanescent life commences immortal and 
incorruptible blessedness, while to the latter it is assigned, so long as we live among 
men, to foster and maintain the external worship of God, to defend sound doctrine and 
the condition of the Church, to adapt our conduct to human society, to form our 
manners to civil justice, to conciliate us to each other, to cherish common peace and 
tranquility. All these I confess to be superfluous, if the kingdom of God, as it now exists 
within us, extinguishes the present life. But if it is the will of God that while we aspire 
to true piety we are pilgrims upon the earth, and if such pilgrimage stands in need of 
such aids, those who take them away from man rob him of his humanity… 
 
4.   When those who bear the office of magistrate are called gods, let no one suppose 
that there is little weight in that appellation. It is thereby intimated that they have a 
commission from God, that they are invested with divine authority and, in fact, 
represent the person of God, as whose substitutes they in a manner act … Wherefore no 
man can doubt that civil authority is in the sight of God, not only sacred and lawful, but 
the most sacred and by far the most honorable, of all stations in mortal life … 
 
6.   This consideration ought to be constantly present to the minds of magistrates since it 
is fitted to furnish a strong stimulus to the discharge of duty, and also afford singular 
consolation, smoothing the difficulties of their office, which are certainly numerous and 
weighty. What zeal for integrity, prudence, meekness, continence, and innocence ought 



6 

 

to sway those who know that they have been appointed ministers of the divine justice! 
… 

23.   From this, a second consequence is, that we must with ready minds prove our 
obedience to them, whether in complying with edicts, or in paying tribute, or in 
undertaking public offices and burdens which relate to the common defense, or in 
executing any other orders … Let no man here deceive himself, since we cannot resist 
the magistrate without resisting God. For, although an unarmed magistrate may seem 
to be despised with impunity, yet God is armed, and will signally avenge this contempt 
… 

29.   This feeling of reverence, and even of piety, we owe to the utmost to all our rulers, 
be their characters what they may. This I repeat the softener, that we may learn not to 
consider the individuals themselves, but hold it to be enough that by the will of the 
Lord they sustain a character on which he has impressed and engraven inviolable 
majesty … Wherefore, if we are cruelly tormented by a savage, if we are rapaciously 
pillaged by an avaricious or luxurious, if we are neglected by a sluggish, if, in short, we 
are persecuted for righteousness' sake by an impious and sacrilegious prince, let us first 
call up the remembrance of our faults, which doubtless the Lord is chastising by such 
scourges. In this way humility will curb our impatience. And let us reflect that it 
belongs not to us to cure these evils, that all that remains for us is to implore the help of 
the Lord, in whose hands are the hearts of kings, and inclinations of kingdoms (Prov. 
21:1) … 

30.   Herein is the goodness, power, and providence of God wondrously displayed. At 
one time he raises up manifest avengers from among his own servants and gives them 
his command to punish accursed tyranny and deliver his people from calamity when 
they are unjustly oppressed; at another time he employs, for this purpose, the fury of 
men who have other thoughts and other aims … 

31.   But whatever may be thought of the acts of the men themselves, the Lord by their 
means equally executed his own work, when he broke the bloody scepters of insolent 
kings, and overthrew their intolerable dominations. Let princes hear and be afraid; but 
let us at the same time guard most carefully against spurning or violating the venerable 
and majestic authority of rulers, an authority which God has sanctioned by the surest 
edicts, although those invested with it should be most unworthy of it, and, as far as in 
them lies, pollute it by their iniquity. Although the Lord takes vengeance on unbridled 
domination, let us not therefore suppose that that vengeance is committed to us, to 
whom no command has been given but to obey and suffer. 

 


