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  The Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin (1559) 
 
 Faith acknowledges ourselves divested of all virtue that 
we may be clothed by God, devoid of all goodness that we may 
be filled by him, the slaves of sin that he may give us freedom, 
blind that he may enlighten, lame that he may cure, and feeble 
that he may sustain. It is one of the characteristics of the divine 
word, that whenever it appears, Satan ceases to slumber and 
sleep. The creed (institutes) consist of 4 parts, the first relating 
to God the Father, the 2nd to the Son, the 3rd to the Holy Spirit, 
and the 4th to the Church.  
 The sum of true wisdom consists almost entirely of 2 
parts: the knowledge of God and the knowledge of ourselves. 
We are urged by our own evil things to consider the good things 
of God; and we cannot aspire to Him in earnest until we have 
begun to be displeased with ourselves. So long as we do not 
look beyond the earth, we are quite pleased with our own right-
eousness, wisdom, and virtue. Should we once begin to raise our 
thoughts to God, what formerly delighted us by its false show of 
righteousness will become polluted with the greatest iniquity.  
 Men are never duly touched and impressed with a con-
viction of their insignificance until they have contrasted them-
selves with the majesty of God. The book of Job derives its 
chief argument from descriptions of the Divine wisdom, virtues, 
and purity. God our maker supports us by his power, rules us by 
his providence, fosters us by his goodness, and visits us with all 
kinds of blessings. As he once formed the world, he sustains it 
by his boundless power, governs it by his wisdom, preserves it 
by his goodness, in particular, rules the human race with Justice 
and Judgment, bears with them in mercy, shields them by his 
protection; but also that not a particle of light, or wisdom, or 
justice, or power, or rectitude, or genuine truth, will anywhere 
be found, which does not flow from him, and of which he is not 
the cause; in this way we must learn to expect and ask all things 
from him and thankfully ascribe to him whatever we receive.   
 What avails us to know a God with whom we have 
nothing to do? How can the idea of God enter your mind with-
out instantly giving rise to the thought, that since you are his 
workmanship, you are bound, by the very law of creation, to 
submit to his authority?—that your life is due to him?—that 
whatever you do ought to have reference to him? Such is pure 
and genuine religion, namely confidence in God coupled with 
serious fear. 
 There is no nation so barbarous, so brutish, as not to be 
imbued with the conviction that there is a God; there never has 
been. Even idolatry is ample evidence of this fact. He spontane-
ously humbles himself before the meanest object as an act of 
reverence to God. A sense of Deity is indelibly engraved on the 
human heart. It is plain that the Lord has furnished every man 
with abundant proofs of his wisdom and that lofty investigations 
are not conducted by organized symmetry, but by the faculties 
of the soul itself apart altogether.  
 God, foreseeing the inefficiency of his image imprinted 
on the fair form of the universe, has given the assistance of his 
Word. God alone can properly bear witness to his own words. 
The Spirit is called an earnest and seal to confirm the faith of 
the godly. We must hold it as a first principle, that as often as  
 

 
any form is assigned to God, his glory is corrupted by an impi-
ous lie. Whence had idols their origin, but from the will of man? 
The thing forbidden is likeness, whether sculptured or other-
wise. The prophets utterly condemn what the Papists hold to be 
an undoubted axion—viz. that images are substitutes for books. 
The flesh is always restless until it has obtained some figment 
like itself, with which it may vainly solace itself as a representa-
tion of God. All human attempts to give a visible shape to God 
are vanity and lies. The only things, therefore, which ought to 
be painted or sculptured, are things which can be presented to 
the eye. For 500 years, during which religion was in a more 
prosperous condition and a purer doctrine flourished, Christian 
churches were completely free from visible representations.  
 Christ appealed to his miracles in order to bear testi-
mony to his divinity. The enemy assails truth with lies; light he 
obscures with darkness. The minds of men he involves in error; 
he stirs up hatred, inflames strife and war, and all in order that 
he may overthrow the kingdom of God. The plagues of Egypt 
were inflicted by God through the wicked angels.  
 Nothing which concerns our safety will ever be want-
ing. We cannot clearly and properly know God unless the 
knowledge of ourselves be added. The mere knowledge of a 
God sufficiently proves that souls which rise higher than the 
world must be immortal. Such sense as the lower animals pos-
sess goes not beyond the body. We have ideas of rectitude, jus-
tice, and honest—ideas which the bodily senses cannon reach. 
The proper seat of the image of God is in the soul. The end of 
regeneration is to form us anew in the image of God. The new 
man is renewed after the image of him that created him, in true 
knowledge, righteousness and holiness. The soul is a mirror of 
the Trinity, inasmuch as it comprehends within itself, intellect, 
will, and memory.  
 Unbelievers transfer the government of the world from 
God to the stars, imagining that happiness or misery depends on 
their decrees or presages. Their fear, which ought to have refer-
ence to him only, is diverted to stars and comets. What seems to 
us contingence, faith will recognize as the secret impulse of 
God. He who has fixed the boundaries of our life, has at the 
same time entrusted us with the care of it and provided us with 
the means of preserving it. Since the Lord has committed to us 
the defense of our life; since he offers assistance—to use it; 
since he forewarns us of danger—not to rush on heedless; since 
he supplies remedies--not to neglect them. The Lord has fur-
nished men with the art of deliberation and caution, that they 
may employ them in subservience to his providence, to the 
preservation of their life.     
 God often acts in the reprobate by interposing the 
agency of Satan. Satan performs his part and succeeds only in 
so far as he is permitted. God is the special author of his own 
just vengeance; whereas Satan is only his minister. Since the 
Spirit of God is the only fountain of truth, we will be careful not 
to reject or condemn truth wherever it appears. Construction of 
the Tabernacle was imparted to Bazaleel and Aholiab, by the 
Spirit of God (Ex 31:2). Knowledge of those things which are of 
the highest excellence in human life is said to be comminated by 
the Spirit. The gratuitous gifts bestowed on man were with-
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drawn, so the natural gifts which remained were corrupted after 
the fall. 
 Reason distinguishes us from the lower animals, just as 
these by means of sense are distinguished from inanimate ob-
jects. The human soul is irradiated with a beam of divine light, 
so that it is never left utterly devoid of some small flame or 
spark, though not such as to enable it to comprehend God.  
 God has conferred on the one a special grace which he 
has not seen it meet to confer on the other. Man, through liberty 
became a sinner, but corruption ensuing as the penalty, has con-
verted liberty into necessity. The will, when it was free, made 
itself the slave of sin. The soul is held under bond in respect of 
necessity and free in respect of will. By our own ingratitude, we 
obscure and impair divine grace.  
 The favor of God is offered, without exception, to all 
who ask it; but since those only begin to ask whom heaven by 
grace inspires, even this minute portion of praise must not be 
withheld from him. Nature is common to all, but not grace. 
Even Satan when he is the instrument of divine wrath, is com-
pletely under the command of God, who turns him as he will in 
the execution of his just judgments. When his light is taken 
away, nothing remains but blindness and darkness: when his 
Spirit is taken away, our hearts become hard as stones. Hence, 
he is properly said to incline, harden, and blind those whom he 
deprives of the faculty of seeing, obeying, and righty executing. 
“O Lord, why hast thou made us to err from thy ways, and hard-
ened our heart from thy fear?” (Is 63:17) These passages rather 
indicate what men become when God deserts them, what the 
nature of his agency is when he works in them.  
 The ministry of Satan is employed to instigate the rep-
robate, whenever the Lord has any purpose to accomplish in 
them. There is a side difference between what the Lord does, 
and what Satan and the ungodly design to do. The wicked in-
struments, which he has under his hand and can turn as he 
pleases, he makes subservient to his own justice.  
 It is owing not to creation, but the corruption of nature, 
that man has become the slave of sin, and can will nothing but 
evil. We are the more miserable in this, that the necessity is vol-
untary; and yet this necessity so binds us who are subject to it, 
that we are the slaves of sin. God crowns not our merits but his 
own gifts. The grace which he bestows upon us, inasmuch as he 
makes it our own, he recompenses as if the virtuous acts were 
our own. Christ declares, ”without me ye can do nothing,” (Jn 
20:5). Does he the less censure and chastise those who, without 
him, did wickedly?  
 God works in his elect in 2 ways: inwardly, by his 
Spirit; outwardly, by his Word. By his Spirit and training their 
hearts to the practice of righteousness, he makes them new crea-
tures, while, by his Word, he stimulates them to long and seek 
for this renovation.  
 Precepts fall into 3 classes: conversion unto God, ob-
servance of the law, and perseverance in the grace which has 
been received. God orders what we cannot do, that we may 
know what we ought to ask of him. God demands of us faith 
itself, and finds not what he thus demands, until by giving he 
makes it possible to find it. Let God give what he orders, and 
order what he wills.  

 As our indolence is not sufficiently aroused by pre-
cepts, promises are added, that they may attract us by their 
sweetness and produce a feeling of love for the precept. “Work 
out your own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God 
which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleas-
ure,” (Phil 2: 12,13). The will is not destroyed, but rather re-
paired, by grace—everything which his kindness produces in us 
is our own. 
 In none of us is that righteousness of the Law mani-
fested, and, therefore, being excluded from the promises of the 
law pronounces its sentence of condemnation in order “that eve-
ry mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty 
before God” (Rom 3:19). The law orders; grace supplies the 
Law. For it is the best instrument for enabling them daily to 
learn with greater truth and certainty what the will of the Lord 
is. “The law of the Lord is perfect, converting the soul: the tes-
timony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple. The statues 
of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart: the commandment of 
the Lord is pure, enlightening the eyes (Ps 19:7,8). “Thy word is 
a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path,” (Ps 119: 105).  
 Let us distinguish accurately between what has been 
abrogated in the Law, and what still remains in force. The doc-
trine of the Law has not been infringed by Christ, but remains, 
that, by teaching, admonishing, rebuking, and correcting, it may 
fit and prepare us for every good work. The abrogation evident-
ly applies merely to the Law’s power of constraining the con-
science. For the Law not only teaches, but also demands. If 
obedience is not yielded, it thunders forth its curse (Gal 3:10).  
 Under the prohibition of murder, adultery, and thefts 
includes wrath, hatred, lust, covetousness, and all other things of 
a similar nature. He speaks to the soul not less than the body. 
The law of heaven being enacted for our mind, the generality of 
men, only frame their hands and feet and other parts of their 
body. They think it enough to have carefully concealed from 
man what they are doing in the sight of God. The law is spiritual 
(Rm 7:14).  
 The nature of each is instantly discerned when we look 
to the principle of the commandment as its end. The censure of 
vice is commendation of virtue. God forbids us to injure or hurt 
a brother, because he would have his life to be dear and precious 
to us; wrath and hatred do not seem so very bad when they are 
designated by their own names; but when they are prohibited 
under the name of murder, we understand better how abomina-
ble they are in the sight of God. 
 God divided his Law into 2 parts. The First Table to 
the duties of religion which relate especially to His worship, and 
the 2nd to the duties of charity which have respect to man. The 
Savior summed up the whole Law in 2 heads—viz, to love the 
Lord with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our 
strength, and our neighbor as ourselves.  
 The divine Lawgiver meant to furnish the people of 
Israel with a type of the spiritual rest. He meant that there 
should be a stated day to employ in meditating on his works; 
that servants should have some intermission from labor. There 
is no commandment the observance of which the Almighty 
more strictly enforces. The early Christians substituted what we 
call the Lord’s day for the Sabbath. The obedience of the First 
Table consisted almost entirely in the internal affection of the 
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heart. On almost every occasion when the prophets exhort men 
to repentance, omitting the First Table, they insist on faith, 
judgment, mercy, and equity. Nor do they, in this way, omit the 
fear of God. They only require a serious proof of it from its 
signs. No man, as a matter of course, observes charity in all 
respects, unless he seriously fears God. “All the law is fulfilled 
in this: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself,” (Gal 4:14). In 
the Law the observance of justice and equity towards men is 
prescribed as the means which we are to employ in testifying a 
pious fear of God. But in the whole Law, there is not one sylla-
ble which lays down a rule as to what man is to do or avoid for 
the advantage of his own carnal nature. The Lord has made self-
love as it were the standard, there being no feeling in our nature 
of greater strength and vehemence. He rather transfers to others 
the love which we naturally feel for ourselves. Venial sin is de-
sire unaccompanied with deliberate assent, and not remaining 
long in the heart.  
 The Old Testament is literal, because promulgated 
without the efficacy of the Spirit: The New spiritual, because 
the Lord has engraved it on the heart. Who could do this unless 
the Son of man receive what is ours to transfer to us what is his, 
making that which is his by nature to become ours by grace?  
 The male sex has this privilege, that sons are deemed 
of noble or ignoble birth, according to the condition of their 
fathers, so, on the other hand, in slavery, the condition of the 
child is determined by that of the mother. Christ is not said to 
have been made by a woman, but of a woman (Gal 4:4), nour-
ished to maturity in the Virgin’s worm. For the same reason for 
which Isaac is said to be begotten of Abraham, Joseph of Jacob, 
Solomon, of David, is Christ said to have been begotten of his 
mother.  
 As soon as the minutest particle of faith is instilled into 
our minds, we begin to behold the face of God. The Spirit does 
not merely originate faith but gradually increases it, until by its 
means he conducts us into the heavenly kingdom. There is more 
distrust in the heart than blindness in the mind; and it is more 
difficult to inspire the soul with security than to imbue it with 
knowledge. Hope is nothing else than the food and strength of 
faith. Sometimes the 2 are joined together. Repentance not only 
always follows faith, but is produced by it.  
 Civil government is made up of 3 parts: The Magis-
trate, who is president and guardian of the laws; the Laws, ac-
cording to which he governs; and the People, who are governed 
by the laws. The reason for carrying on war, which anciently 
existed, still exists in the present day, and there is no ground for 
debarring magistrates from the defense of those under them. 
The commonwealth is ruled by the common law of nations. The 
whole law of God, is promulgated by Moses in the moral, the 
ceremonial, and the judicial law.   
 The moral law, being contained under 2 heads, the one 
of which simply enjoins us to worship God with pure faith and 
piety, and other to embrace men with sincere affection. The 
judicial law, given as a kind of polity, delivered certain forms of 
equity and justice, by which they might live together innocently 
and quietly. I looked only to the best method of preserving that 
charity which is enjoined by the eternal law of God and was still 
something distinct from the precept of love itself.    

 An impious king is a mark of the Lord’s anger. This is 
not less true of a king than of a robber who plunders your 
goods, an adulterer who defiles your bed, and an assassin who 
aims at your life, since all such calamities are classed by Scrip-
ture among the curses of God. We are subject to the men who 
rule over us, but subject only in the Lord. If they command any-
thing against Him let us not pay the least regard to it. Daniel 
denies that he had sinned in any respect against the king when 
he refused to obey his impious decree (Dan 6:22), because the 
king had exceeded his limits. When Jeroboam made the golden 
calf, they forsook the temple of God, and, in submissiveness to 
him, revolted to new superstitions (1Kg 12:28).  
 The immediate causes of the fall were Satan, the Ser-
pent, Eve, the forbidden fruit; the remote causes were unbelief, 
ambition, ingratitude and obstinacy. The use of the Moral Law 
is threefold: to show our weakness, unrighteousness, and con-
demnation; that those who are not moved by promises, may be 
urged by the terror of threatening; that we may know what is the 
will of God.  
 The causes of election are these: efficient—the free 
mercy of God; material—Christ; final that we may glorify him 
both in this life and in the life which is to come, to all eternity.   
 Symbols by which the Church is discerned are the 
preaching of the word and the observance of the sacraments. 
Sacraments are external signs; namely, Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper. The false Sacraments are Confirmation, Penitence, Ex-
treme Unction, Orders (which give rise to the 7 less and the 3 
greater), and Marriage.  
 The kinds of Magistracy or Civil Government are 
Monarch, Aristocracy, Democracy.  
 
[source of error in the church] Prophets, Apostles and Evange-
lists’ office was temporary; Pastors and Teaches office is of 
perpetual duration. Ordination by Prophets, Apostles, Bishops, 
Elder, and by the people is with the laying on of hands. The 
power of the Church is viewed in relation to Doctrine, Legisla-
tion, and Jurisdiction, which is twofold: that which belongs to 
the Clergy and that which is common to the Clergy and the peo-
ple. 
   
[The sum of true wisdom consists almost entirely of 2 parts: the 
knowledge of God and the knowledge of ourselves. The will, 
when it was free, made itself the slave of sin. God is the only 
fountain of truth. By our own ingratitude, we obscure and im-
pair divine grace. The grace which he bestows upon us, inas-
much as he makes it our own, he recompenses as if the virtuous 
acts were our own.  The Law remains, that, by teaching, admon-
ishing, rebuking, and correcting, it may fit and prepare us for 
every good work. The nature of each is instantly discerned when 
we look to the principle of the commandment as its end. They 
do not omit the fear of God. They only require a serious proof 
of it from its signs. The Son of man received what is ours to 
transfer to us what is his, making that which is his by nature to 
become ours by grace]. 


