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“Thomas and Tweeddale have brought together an impressive team of sympathetic scholars to provide us with this wonderful in-depth exposition of many important aspects of Calvin’s life and teaching. The contributors to John Calvin not only highlight but also understand the profound contemporary relevance of his theological and pastoral emphases. Here is a genuine Calvinian treat! May it encourage twenty-first-century pastors and teachers—indeed, all serious Christians—to think, worship, serve, and live in the kind of dependence on God and confidence in his word that Calvin so courageously exhibited in his day.”

Sinclair B. Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

“If I have only one chance to influence the minds of my students with a voice from the past, I turn to John Calvin. No one marries biblical knowledge to systematic theology with an eye to Christian piety like Calvin. Unfortunately, many Christians today have never read Calvin, and their theological house is the less stable for it. Do not fear: John Calvin: For a New Reformation equips Christians to withstand the storms of theological compromise. By introducing Calvin’s theology, this book provides the church with a biblical and theological foundation that will not be shaken. Read this book, and then run to read Calvin himself. In doing so, you will discover an exegetical ally, a theological father, and a Christian friend whose life, teachings, and ministry will guide you into Christian godliness.”

Matthew Barrett, Associate Professor of Christian Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; Executive Editor, Credo Magazine; editor, Reformation Theology

“Those who think everything about John Calvin has already been said and written will be pleasantly surprised by this great book. Complete, accessible, scholarly, and highly relevant, this fine collection makes Geneva’s Reformer a companion and guide for today’s church and theology.”

Herman Selderhuis, President, Theological University Apeldoorn, the Netherlands; Director, Refo500; President, Reformation Research Consortium

“Not all books on John Calvin are equally helpful, interesting, or valuable. This one ranks high in all three areas. The team of scholars and pastors that Thomas and Tweeddale have assembled is impressive; the accounting of Calvin’s life, ministry, and thought is both thorough and accessible; and the overall value of the essay collection is significant. For busy pastors and church leaders who wonder what John Calvin thought or how he served, this is the place to turn. For all those of us who long for a new reformation in the global church, this is the book we can return to again and again.”

Sean Michael Lucas, Senior Pastor, Independent Presbyterian Church, Memphis, Tennessee; Chancellor’s Professor of Church History, Reformed Theological Seminary

“Tweeddale, Thomas, and their team have produced a wonderful volume that will surely be a useful companion to Calvin scholars and students alike. Well-written pages rest on piles of densely packed notes, and for newcomers to Calvin, the bibliographic essay at the book’s close is worth half the price of the book. Best of all, Calvin himself emerges as the careful scholar, complicated friend, severe pastor, and brilliant theologian that he really was.”

Chad Van Dixhoorn, Professor of Church History, Westminster Theological Seminary; author, Confessing the Faith and God’s Ambassadors

“A comprehensive and engaging survey of Calvin’s life, theology, and pastoral practice that deserves to be read—and savored—again and again.”

Scott M. Manetsch, Professor of Church History and the History of Christian Thought, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School; author, Calvin’s Company of Pastors

“After five hundred years, the life, writings, and legacy of John Calvin continue to pose considerable challenges. How are we today to understand such an extraordinarily creative yet, in many ways, enigmatic figure whose influence on Christianity has been, and is still, enormous? From his own day to ours, this Frenchman has remained a profoundly controversial figure. These essays, rich in learning and thoughtful in approach, offer a sympathetic and accessible approach to Calvin as a theologian, churchman, and pastor, without avoiding the difficult questions. Readers will encounter the Reformer of Geneva in the full force of his character. The editors have brought together an important and fine collection of essays that interpret Calvin for our time.”

Bruce Gordon, Titus Street Professor of Ecclesiastical History, Yale Divinity School

“John Calvin: For a New Reformation bears witness to the vastly significant contributions made by the famous French Reformer, pastor, and theologian. Not only have the editors assigned topics that represent the many foci of Calvin’s thought—and they are great in both number and quality—but they have also chosen widely respected authorities to write on them. In addition, they have allotted to them a generous page limit to explore the topics in depth. This volume will whet the appetite of those who are in the initial stages of exploring Calvin and will also satisfy those who have long studied the legacy of Reformed thought.”

W. Andrew Hoffecker, Professor of Church History Emeritus, Reformed Theological Seminary
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Preface

More than five hundred years after his birth, John Calvin (1509–1564) remains an important figure for understanding the modern world. A remarkable scholar, organizer, preacher, and churchman, Calvin emerged as a leading second-generation Reformer in the sixteenth century. While many outstanding theologians shaped the Protestant Reformation, Calvin’s labors in Geneva in particular set the stage for reformation around the world. Since his death, admirers and despisers alike have reflected on his legacy. His protégé, Theodore Beza, captured this dynamic in the conclusion of his biography on Calvin: “In [Calvin] all men may see a most beautiful example of the Christian character, an example which it is as easy to slander as it is difficult to imitate.”1 To put the matter less starkly, whether as an object of criticism or as a model to follow, Calvin is a man worthy of consideration.

In this book, leading Reformed pastors and scholars reflect on the significance of the ministry and teaching of John Calvin for the church today. Part 1 focuses on “the life and work of John Calvin” and gives specific attention to his pastoral ministry. Chapters 1 and 2 sketch the contours of Calvin’s biography. Michael Haykin begins by surveying the formative years of Calvin’s life prior to his ministry in Geneva, concentrating on his education, conversion, and earliest publication and on the events that led to his joining the ranks of the Reformation. Steve Nichols then picks up the story with Calvin’s call to Geneva and shows how he and his colleagues struggled for the cause of orthodoxy in seeking to reform the church according to the teaching of Scripture.

The next five chapters provide case studies from Calvin’s life and ministry. In chapter 3, David Calhoun gives a portrait of Calvin as a pastor. Relying on an extensive cross section of sources, he shows that Calvin’s primary calling in life was to serve as a “minister of the word of God in the Church of Geneva.” Building on this theme, Doug Kelly makes the case in chapter 4 that Calvin viewed the Reformation primarily as a pastoral-care movement. Although we learn much from Calvin’s writings, Kelly contends that we can never really know what kind of pastor he was until we study the “session minutes” of the Consistory in Geneva. Bob Godfrey reminds us in chapter 5 that the work of reforming and pastoring the church was not the work of one man or city. Godfrey demonstrates how friendship was an important way for Calvin to extend the reach of the Reformation. In chapter 6, Steve Lawson contends that Calvin was primarily a preacher. He surveys the expository method of Calvin’s preaching by identifying the central theological principles that undergirded his preaching while also noting several distinctives of his pulpit ministry. Rounding out this section, Derek Thomas explains in chapter 7 why Calvin wrote the Institutes of the Christian Religion. He traces its development throughout Calvin’s ministry, provides an overview of key themes, and gives suggestions for first-time readers of Calvin’s classic work. Taken together, the chapters in part 1 provide a biographical mosaic of Calvin’s life as a theologian and pastor, and chapter 7 serves as a bridge to the focus of part 2.

Part 2 considers “the teaching of John Calvin.” Using the Institutes as a rough guide, this section incorporates analysis of Calvin’s commentaries, sermons, and other writings to introduce readers to his views on theology and the Christian life.

Scott Oliphint begins this discussion by tackling the organizational rationale of Calvin’s doctrine of Scripture, focusing especially on the role of the Holy Spirit. In doing so, he draws attention to the importance of Calvin’s view of Scripture for the development of a Reformed apologetic. In chapter 9, John Fesko surveys the broad contours of Calvin’s doctrine of creation and humanity and explores the relationship of this doctrine to related topics, such as government, natural law, science, art, and music. In particular, he explains how Calvin viewed creation as the theater of God’s glory. Related to this point, Burk Parsons summarizes Calvin’s teaching on the providence of God in chapter 10 by examining its place in the Institutes and its relationship to the doctrines of predestination and creation. He reminds us that for Calvin, the doctrine of providence leads us to worship. The following chapter, by Guy Waters, takes up Calvin’s teaching on the law in relation to creation, sin, and redemptive history. He notes how the Reformer’s sensitivity to the unfolding of Scripture affected his understanding of biblical law and its application to the contemporary church.

Chapter 12 covers the person and work of Christ in Calvin’s thought. Paul Wells highlights the theme of mediation to reflect on Calvin’s development of related topics, such as reconciliation, union with Christ, and the promise of new creation. In chapter 13, Joel Beeke addresses the topic of the Holy Spirit in Calvin’s theology. He summarizes Calvin’s thinking on the Spirit in relation to the Scriptures, Christ, the order of salvation, the assurance and application of redemption, and spiritual gifts. Next, Ted Donnelly introduces readers to Calvin’s well-known Golden Booklet. He shows that for Calvin, the Christian life entails cross bearing and self-denial. Then, in chapter 15, Derek Thomas takes us deeper into Calvin’s understanding of Christian living by exploring his sermons on the book of Job. Thomas connects the incomprehensibility of God, a critical theme in Calvin’s theology, with Christian endurance through adversity. In chapter 16, Paul Helm outlines Calvin’s view of predestination. After considering how this doctrine intersects with themes such as providence and union with Christ, Helm demonstrates that Calvin never intended for his teaching on predestination to promote speculation but rather for it to encourage us to be sure of our relation to Christ, who is the mirror of election.

The next two chapters cover aspects of Calvin’s ecclesiology. In chapter 17, John Tweeddale explains that Calvin describes the church as mother in order to refine arguments of church fathers on the role of the church, promote the Reformation doctrine of salvation, develop a theological framework for the ministry in Geneva, and urge fellow Christians not to forsake the means of grace in the visible church. Then Keith Mathison situates Calvin’s views on the sacraments in their historical context, probes possible influences on his doctrine, considers the relationship of the sacraments to union with Christ, and sketches the broad contours of his teaching on baptism and the Lord’s Supper.

The last two chapters draw on Calvin’s eschatology. In chapter 19, Robert Peterson explores the topic of God’s preservation of his people in Calvin’s writings. He considers how Calvin’s view differed from Roman Catholic teaching, what biblical texts Calvin relied on to develop his thought, and how Calvin applied this doctrine. Finally, Cornelis Venema provides a comprehensive treatment of Calvin’s eschatology. By examining topics such as the intermediate state, the signs of the times, the second advent of Christ, the antichrist, the millennium, the resurrection, and the consummation of all things, Venema shows that Calvin’s teaching on the last things pervades his writings. While Calvin’s theology extends beyond what is covered in this book, the chapters in part 2 give readers an overview of the scope of his biblical and theological writing.

As can be seen in this overview, the goal of this book is to encourage you to read and study Calvin. Our aim is to provide an accessible one-volume introduction to his life and teaching. We hope that these chapters will serve both as a primer for those who have never read Calvin and as a resource for students of Reformed theology. While each chapter reflects exceptional scholarship, this book is not intended for the academy but for the church. We have in mind pastors, elders, Sunday school teachers, Bible college students, seminarians, and serious lay readers who are interested in learning about Calvin and his theology. For those wanting to know more about Calvin than what is covered in the pages of this volume, we have included a bibliographic essay in the hopes of helping readers navigate the world of Calvin and his many interpreters.

We would like to express our profound thanks to the contributors of this volume, and the editors and staff at Crossway, for their hard work and uncommon patience as we sought to bring this book to completion. “Thank you” does not begin to articulate how much we appreciate each person who supported this project.

By introducing a new generation of readers to the writings of John Calvin, we want to urge Christians to continue the work of reformation today. One way we can help further the reformation is through theological education. Toward this end, all royalties from this book will be given to African Bible University in Uganda, led by Paul Chinchen as chancellor and, until recently, O. Palmer Robertson as vice-chancellor, who has returned to the United States to begin a new ministry. He has served in the role of vice-chancellor since 2004 but has been teaching in Africa since 1992. Their vision for training African leaders through a biblically based education represents the kind of work that is needed to carry out reformation in our own day. For a new reformation, we need new reformers. This is why we are especially grateful to include in this volume an afterword by R. C. Sproul. It is a fitting tribute to his ministry to have one of his last published writings serve as the final word in a book on Calvin. Few have done more in the past fifty years to rekindle the light of Reformed theology than Dr. Sproul. His closing paragraph is not only a stirring conclusion to the volume but also a powerful reminder that we stand in need of a new reformation.

Derek W. H. Thomas and John W. Tweeddale





1. Theodore Beza, “Life of John Calvin,” trans. Henry Beveridge, in Tracts and Letters, 1:c.
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Part 1

The Life and Work of John Calvin





1

The Young Calvin

Michael A. G. Haykin

My ministry . . . ought to be dearer to me than my own life.

—John Calvin, preface to his Commentary on 2 Thessalonians1

“I Am Not Eager to Speak about Myself”2

At one point in John Calvin’s earliest publication after his conversion, Psychopannychia, the 1534 treatise against the Anabaptist doctrine of soul sleep, the French theologian reflected on what life is like without a saving knowledge of the living God. While his comments are not autobiographical in form, they can, as Heiko Oberman has pointed out, be interpreted as a commentary on his own life prior to his conversion:

Do you want to know what the death of the soul is? It is to be without God, to be deserted by God, to be abandoned to yourself. . . . Since there is no light outside of God who lights our darkness, when he withdraws his light then our soul is certainly blind and buried in darkness; our soul is mute because it cannot confess, and call out to embrace God. The soul is deaf because it cannot hear his voice. The soul is crippled since it does not have a hold on . . . God.3

It is not at all surprising that Calvin would have veiled his experience in this way, for of all the Reformers, he was the most reluctant to discuss details of his life in works destined for public consumption. As he told Cardinal Jacopo Sadoleto (1477–1547), “I am not eager to speak about myself.”4 He had, as Oberman aptly puts it, a “dislike of self-disclosure.”5 From his hand, there are really only two major sources for details about his life before his conversion, namely, sections from his Reply to Sadoleto (1539), which need to be used with caution since they are not explicitly autobiographical,6 and those from the preface to his Commentary on the Book of Psalms (1557).7 Occasional remarks here and there in other passages in the works of Calvin, some of which are noted below, help fill in some of the gaps of his early life, as does the biography of the French Reformer by his friend and ministerial colleague Theodore Beza (1519–1605). Beza wrote two lives of his friend and mentor. The first saw the light of day three months after Calvin’s death in 1564.8 The following year, one of Beza’s fellow pastors, Nicolas Colladon, published a considerably enlarged life of Calvin that built on the work of Beza but incorporated new material.9 Ten years later, after Colladon had left Geneva in 1571 for Lausanne, Beza issued a revision of his own biography but one that also made liberal use of the material in Colladon’s work.10

“Intended . . . for Theology”

John Calvin11 was born on July 10, 1509, in Noyon, Picardy, in northeastern France, to Gérard Cauvin (d. 1531) and his first wife, Jeanne, née le Franc (d. 1515), both of whom Beza described as “widely respected and in comfortable circumstances.”12 From a town clerk, Calvin’s father had risen to occupy the position of a financial administrator in the cathedral of Noyon. A quarrel with the cathedral authorities, however, led to his excommunication, in which state he died in 1531. Calvin’s mother, whom Calvin does not appear to have ever actually mentioned in print,13 died when John was a young boy of six. It may well be the case, as some historians have argued, that his mother was steeped in the medieval Roman Catholic devotion to relics, for in Calvin’s biting treatise on relics, he recalls kissing a reputed fragment of the hand of Anna, the mother of Mary, at the Church of Ourscamp, not far from Noyon, where his mother may have taken him.14 John also had three brothers—an older brother, Charles (d. 1537), and two younger brothers, Antoine (d. 1573) and François, the latter dying as a child—and two half sisters, daughters of Gérard by his second wife.15

Given Gérard’s close ties to the church, it is not surprising that he initially desired John to study for the priesthood. In fact, Gérard also directed John’s older brother, Charles, into the priesthood, though the latter left it in 1536.16 “My father,” Calvin recalled in the late 1550s, “intended me as a young boy for theology.”17 So it was in 152318 that young Calvin set off for Paris to study for a master of arts degree that would eventually lead to theological studies and the priesthood. Owing to his father’s connection with the church, Calvin was able to finance his studies from various church benefices he had been given in childhood and his early teens—one of the abuses of the medieval church. In Paris he initially studied for three months at the Collège de la Marche, where he improved his skill in Latin under the superb tutelage of Mathurin Cordier (1479–1564). Calvin later recognized his debt to Cordier when in 1550 he dedicated his Commentary on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Thessalonians to his old teacher:

It was under your guidance that I entered on a course of studies, and made progress at least to the extent of being some benefit to the Church of God. When my father sent me as a boy to Paris I had done only the rudiments of Latin. For a short time, however, you were an instructor sent to me by God to teach me the true method of learning, so that I might afterwards be a little more proficient. . . . It was my desire to testify to posterity that, if they derive any profit from my writings, they should know that to some extent you are responsible for them.19

After this brief time of what might be viewed as preparatory studies at the Collège de la Marche, Calvin went on to the formidable Collège de Montaigu. This institution, founded in 1314 and revived in the late fifteenth century after a period of decline, was well known for both its theological conservatism and severe discipline. Overall, the Collège de Montaigu was marked by a “narrow-minded and hair-splitting orthodoxy” that resulted in violent opposition to and persecution of nascent French Protestantism.20 The mode of life inculcated within the college walls then is well seen in a description of the college by the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus (1466/1469–1536), who, reflecting on a stay at the college in 1495, recalled the place as “filthy, bleak, inhospitable, reeking with the foulest smells, [and] clotted with dirt.” As he went on, “I carried nothing away from there except a body poisoned with infected humors”!21 It is noteworthy that another key figure of this era, namely, the Counter-Reformation leader Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1556), as equally renowned as Calvin for his disciplined life, also studied at this college, though just after the Frenchman.22

Much has been written about the philosophical and theological influences that shaped Calvin during his time at Montaigu,23 but the truth of the matter is that there are no documents from Calvin during this period that can accurately pinpoint the exact nature of these influences. Was Stoicism one of them, as Alexandre Ganoczy has suggested?24 Calvin’s first book was a commentary on a treatise by the Stoic philosopher Seneca (ca. 4 BC–AD 65), and in the sixteenth century, Seneca was viewed as a Stoic with a distinct sympathy for Christianity. Or was the Augustinian theology of Gregory of Rimini (ca. 1300–1358) a major influence, as Alister McGrath has posited?25 To put things in perspective, Oberman has noted that Calvin never mentioned Gregory, and even McGrath concedes that in the end, “we do not know with any certainty precisely what Calvin studied while at Montaigu; we do not know under whom he studied (with the obvious exception of Cordier), or what lectures he attended; we do not even know what books he read.”26 Such uncertainty about the ideas and books shaping Calvin during a formative period in his life does not mean Calvin is not indebted intellectually to elements of the medieval world, but it does mean that claims about such influences need to be made with great circumspection.27

French historian Richard Stauffer has also noted that Calvin, during his time in Paris, must have been aware to some degree of the presence of evangelicals in France. Evangelicals were martyred in 1525—for instance, Jean Châtelain, an Augustinian monk, was burned in January at Metz, and a Franciscan who had embraced Lutheran ideas, very possibly one Pierre de Sébiville, suffered and died by burning at Grenoble. And evangelicals suffered martyrdom in 1526 as well—Jacques Pauvan was killed in Paris itself at the Place-de-Gréve in August of that year.28 And in 1524, the King of France’s sister, Marguerite d’Angoulême (1492–1549), the most powerful woman in France after the queen mother, published a book in which she took a decided stand for the Lutheran doctrine of justification by faith alone.29 But there is no evidence that at this point Calvin had even a modicum of interest in joining the cause of reform.

“Called Back . . . to Learn Law”

After obtaining his arts degree in 1528, Calvin was ready to begin his formal training in theology, but it was not to be. Although his father had all along intended his son to become a priest like his older brother, suddenly he changed his mind and instructed John to go into law and move to Orléans to study at what was then the preeminent French university for legal studies. Calvin later described this sudden change in his life thus:

When he [i.e., Calvin’s father] saw that the science of law made those who cultivate it wealthy, he was led to change his mind by the hope of material gain for me. So it happened that I was called back from the study of philosophy to learn law.30

Calvin studied at Orléans from 1528 to 1529 and then transferred to Bourges for two more years of legal studies, from 1529 to 1531. The central reason for this move was the coming of the famous Italian jurist Andrea Alciati (1492–1550) to the town of Bourges.31 The legal knowledge obtained by this period of concentrated study gave Calvin an abiding interest in the nature of law and justice, the tools to create institutions in Geneva that would serve the advance of the gospel, and a mastery of how to read texts in light of their literary and linguistic contexts.32 What is also especially important about this shift into law was the fact that one of Calvin’s tutors at both Orléans and Bourges was a German scholar by the name of Melchior Wolmar (1497–1560), who was committed to the evangelical perspective of Martin Luther (1483–1546).33 It was at Bourges that Wolmar began teaching Greek to Calvin, which would open up for the future Reformer the riches of the New Testament.34 It is noteworthy that a number of Calvin’s contemporaries regarded the study of Greek with deep misgivings. As one writer put it, “We must avoid [Greek] at all costs, for this language gives birth to heresies. Especially beware of the New Testament in Greek; it is a book full of thorns and prickles!”35 In 1530 the faculty of theology in Paris went as far as to condemn the idea that one cannot understand the Scriptures without a knowledge of the original languages in which they were given.36 Calvin, on the other hand, would come to consider the study of Greek essential for anyone wishing to be a herald of the gospel.37 Simon Grynaeus (1493–1541), the winsome professor of Greek at the University of Basel, would help him personally deepen his own grasp of Greek when Calvin resided in Basel from 1535 to 1536.38

To what extent Wolmar may have shared his faith with Calvin is not known.39 When Calvin noted his debt to Wolmar for the rudiments of Greek in the dedicatory preface of his Commentary on 2 Corinthians, he made no mention of theological matters.40 In fact, there is clear evidence to show that at this time Calvin was still seriously committed to the Roman church.41 There was a deeply conservative streak in Calvin’s character. As he admitted in his reply to Sadoleto, “It was with the greatest difficulty I was induced to confess that I had all my life long been in ignorance and error.”42

After his law studies, Calvin returned to Paris, where he learned that his father was seriously ill. He hurried to Noyon to be with him during his final days. His father had run afoul of Roman Catholic authorities two years earlier, in November 1528, when he refused to give the local bishop the accounting books for the cathedral. It is not clear whether he was guilty of a misdemeanor or whether his pride was piqued at the questioning of his integrity.43 He was excommunicated and thus died unreconciled to the Roman church.44 Whether this had an effect on Calvin’s thinking about the Roman church and its discipline is unknown.

The year following his father’s death saw the appearance of Calvin’s first publication, his Commentary on Seneca’s “De Clementia.”45 This publication, funded out of his own pocket,46 is a clear indication that Calvin’s intellectual roots are to be found in Renaissance humanism, whose watchcry, in its desire to rejuvenate certain aspects of medieval civilization, was ad fontes, “back to the sources,” particularly those of Western culture in the ancient Greco-Roman world.47 Allan Menzies notes that Calvin’s knowledge of the classics is abundantly evident in this first venture into the world of print culture: Calvin “shows himself acquainted with the whole of Greek and Latin classical literature, citing 155 Latin authors and 22 Greek, and citing them with understanding.”48 In the providence of God, this Renaissance passion for seeking wisdom from the past would provide invaluable direction to humanist scholars who, like Calvin, came to accept evangelical convictions: the source of church renewal could be found only at the fountainhead of the Christian faith, the Holy Scriptures. As Calvin later noted, the teaching of the Reformers went back to Christianity’s “source and, as it were, clearing away the dregs, restored it to its original purity.”49

Calvin’s footsteps between the publication of his humanist treatise in April 1532 and his moving back to Paris in the late autumn of 1533 are not easy to trace. He did go back to Orléans to receive his law degree. And at some point in 1533, the greatest of all changes took place in his life when, in his words, the “Lord shone upon [him] with the brightness of [his] Spirit,”50 and he joined the ranks of the Reformers.

“A Taste and Knowledge of True Piety”

The date of Calvin’s conversion is among the most disputed topics of Reformation scholarship. When did it take place? T. H. L. Parker has argued for 1529–1530, a dating that a number of other scholars have followed, among them J. I. Packer.51 Traditionally, though, the date that has been given is 1533, a date that still rightly commands strong scholarly support.52 Although we do not possess irrefutable data to determine the time of Calvin’s conversion, Calvin himself discussed the nature of his conversion in two places—his Reply to Sadoleto and his 1557 preface to his Commentary on the Book of Psalms—and of these, the latter is more important.53 In his preface, after mentioning his father’s desire that he become a lawyer, Calvin states,

God, by the secret leading of his providence, turned my course another way [rather than the study of law]. First, when I was too firmly addicted to the superstitions of the Papacy to be drawn easily out of such a deep mire, by a sudden conversion God subdued and made teachable [domta et rangea à docilité] my mind, already more rigid than suited my age. Having therefore received a taste and knowledge of true piety, I burned with such a desire to carry my study further, that although I did not drop other subjects, I had no zeal for them. In less than a year, all who were looking for a purer doctrine began to come to learn from me, although I was a novice and a beginner.54

Six aspects of this concisely worded theological reflection on God’s saving work in Calvin’s life beg comment.

First, Calvin was indeed recounting the historical circumstances by which God brought him from a state of spiritual death to a living faith in God. Alexandre Ganoczy, though, has denied that this text should be primarily read as a historical narrative of Calvin’s conversion. Rather, it must be viewed as a theological reflection from the vantage point of Calvin’s mature theological thought. For example, Calvin’s assertion that he underwent a “sudden conversion” is a statement made for theological reasons to emphasize conversion as a divine miracle. Ganoczy believes that the primary sources for Calvin’s life from the 1530s bear this out and reveal that Calvin’s movement away from the Roman church was that of “a gradual spiritual development.”55 Undoubtedly, Calvin’s account of his conversion is not free from theological interpretation, and as Ganoczy has argued, Calvin here included details of his conversion to help explain his call to be a minister of the word in Geneva. But none of this lessens the historicity of his conversion account.56 Moreover, it is telling that Calvin embedded the story of his conversion within a larger block of text that details historical events and recounts how it was that Calvin became involved in the Genevan Reformation.

Second, Calvin remembered that, prior to his conversion, he was “too firmly addicted to the superstitions of the Papacy to be drawn easily out of such a deep mire.” Calvin did not specify which superstitions he had in mind, but by comparing them to a bog, he was indicating that liberation from these distortions of Christian truth and “the matrix of late medieval religion” could have taken place only through an outside agency.57 Calvin made no mention of the human instruments through whom he may have heard the gospel: possibly Wolmar; or his cousin Pierre Olivétan (1506–1538), who translated the New Testament into French and whom Beza wrongly saw as the key figure through whom Calvin became “acquainted with the reformed faith”;58 or the early Protestant martyr Étienne de la Forge, with whom Calvin lodged while in Paris.59 Nor did he make any mention of human writings that he must have read, works by Martin Luther, for instance.60 But this is typical of Calvin and the Reformed faith: an emphasis on the absolute sovereignty of God in salvation. Calvin could thus state in his treatise The Eternal Election of God (1562), “It is not within our power to convert ourselves from our evil life, unless God changes us and cleanses us by his Holy Spirit.”61 Or as he put it in his Reply to Sadoleto, referring to the way he came to realize that salvation was by grace alone, “You, O Lord, shone upon me with the brightness of Your Spirit.”62

Third, the Latin behind the word “sudden,” in the phrase “sudden conversion,” is subita, which in Latin can mean “unexpected” or “unpremeditated,” and this is probably the better translation. In other words, Calvin’s conversion was not ultimately the result of any wish or intention of Calvin.63 McGrath puts it well when he writes that this word “resonates with overtones of the unexpected, the unpredictable, the uncontrollable.”64 One of Calvin’s natural characteristics was a resistance to change, as he indicated in this text. But God broke into his life and, as this passage intimates, brought to pass a completely unexpected upheaval that caused him to change his views of God and salvation and led him to embrace evangelical doctrine as the truth. What led him to hesitate and refuse to listen to evangelical authors, as he made clear in his Reply to Sadoleto, was “reverence for the church”:

But when once I opened my ears and allowed myself to be taught, I perceived that this fear of derogating from the majesty of the church was groundless. For they reminded me how great the difference is between schism from the church, and studying to correct the faults by which the church herself is contaminated. They spoke nobly of the church and showed the greatest desire to cultivate unity.65

Fourth, conversion for Calvin meant the formation of a teachable heart. As he asserted, “God subdued and made teachable [domta et rangea à docilité] my mind, already more rigid than suited my age.” The verb “subdued” was associated with the taming of wild animals, specifically horses that needed bridle and bit to be ridden and directed.66 It is a frequent metaphor in Calvin’s writings, an indication of the importance Calvin placed on teachableness and submissiveness to the will of God as being central to the nature of biblical Christianity, especially among those who aspire to be ministers of the word. In Calvin’s words, taken from his comments on 1 Corinthians 14:31, “No one will ever be a good teacher, if he does not show that he himself is teachable, and always ready to learn.”67

Fifth, as François Wendel has noted, conversion meant for Calvin “a total change of orientation” in his studies. Having had “a taste and knowledge of true piety,” Calvin says, “I burned with such a desire to carry my study further, that although I did not drop other subjects, I had no zeal for them.” He had lost his passion for the sort of studies that had culminated in his Commentary on Seneca’s “De Clementia.” Rather, it was the study of Scripture and evangelical theology that henceforth gripped his heart.68 Allan Menzies captures the depth of the change when he states that Calvin now “no longer writes as a Humanist, but as one who is guided by the Word, and who feels the cry newly arising from the blood of the martyrs being spilt around him.”69

Finally, the language that Calvin used here to describe the affective impact of his conversion is noteworthy. There is a strong tradition of thought about Calvin that depicts him as cold and unemotional. But this account of his conversion—especially his statement about burning with desire (enflammé) to grow in his knowledge of God—indicates the exact opposite and that he had an unusually ardent nature. In fact, as James A. de Jong has noted in a study of Calvin’s piety as found in his Commentary on the Psalms, Calvin’s comments on this portion of Holy Scripture help dispel “the stubborn perception of Calvin as cold, rationalistic, vindictive, and aloof.” Instead, one finds “an experiential believer of considerable depth and warmth.”70 Calvin’s conversion consisted not in mere enlightenment; it entailed nothing less than an “unreserved, wholehearted commitment to the living God.”71 This ardent commitment finds pictorial expression in Calvin’s crest or seal, which pictures a heart on an open, outstretched hand, with a motto underneath that reads Cor meum tibi offero Domine prompte et sincere (“My heart I give you, Lord, eagerly and earnestly”).72

“All Who Were Looking for a Purer Doctrine”

Calvin’s giftedness as a teacher was soon being recognized. In fact, according to Calvin’s own words, within a year of his conversion, those who were seeking “a purer doctrine” than that of Rome were seeking him out.73 Calvin was not a complete novice to teaching. For instance, he had already been involved in giving a series of lectures on Seneca in the late summer or early fall of 1533.74 He now found himself part of a movement in France that had been seeking reform within Roman Catholicism since the early 1520s. At the heart of this reform movement was the biblical scholar Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples (ca. 1455–1536).75

By the 1520s, Lefèvre was famous throughout Western Europe for the depth of his learning—for many he was equal to none other than that paragon of humanist scholarship Erasmus. He had spent his early career immersed in Aristotelianism and medieval mysticism, but after the appearance of his commentary on the Pauline correspondence in 1512, he was increasingly known as a theologian, even though he had never had any formal theological education.76 Scholars are divided over whether Lefèvre anticipated the Lutheran doctrine of justification by faith alone—Philip Edgcumbe Hughes says yes; Richard Stauffer and others say no77—but what is clear is that Lefèvre deeply appreciated Luther’s early writings. And in Lefèvre’s later works, especially those after 1518, the French scholar completely rejected the cult of the saints and other aspects of what he regarded as corrupt worship present in medieval Catholicism.78 In Beza’s words, Lefèvre began “the revival of pure religion.”79 And yet, though some of Lefèvre’s disciples, such as Calvin’s close friend Guillaume Farel (1489–1565), would so embrace Lefèvre’s critique of medieval piety as to break with Rome, others, following Lefèvre himself, did not see this issue as a just cause for separation. Nonetheless, Calvin’s doctrinal convictions concerning true worship—one of the central issues of the Reformation—are definitely rooted in Lefèvre’s radical critique of late medieval piety.80

The 1520s had seen episodes of persecution of this reform movement, some of it extremely violent—witness the martyrdom of Jacques Pauvan, one of Lefèvre’s disciples, noted earlier. Another period of persecution occurred in late 1533, following an address by the rector of the University of Paris, Nicolas Cop, one of Calvin’s friends, on November 1.81 The address, by no means radical by later Protestant standards—while it did contain mild overtones of Lutheranism, it also made an invocation to the Virgin Mary—rattled enough of the faculty of theology in Paris for them to issue a condemnation of it and Cop. The latter quickly left Paris for Basel, and because the authorities began to arrest those sympathetic to Lutheran ideas in the wake of Cop’s address, Calvin, known to be a friend of Cop, also fled. Beza noted that Calvin’s rooms were searched at the time and various papers seized, an indication that he was indeed in danger of arrest.82 Reflecting on this time of persecution nearly thirty years later in a sermon on 2 Samuel (1562), Calvin admitted that he was terrified and in such distress that he nearly wished himself dead to escape the agony of the time.83

He found safety in Angoulême with a friend, Louis du Tillet, who possessed a fabulous library of several thousand volumes. Calvin probably used these works in the spring of 1534 to do some of the research that culminated in his Psychopannychia, which he either wrote or finished in Orléans later in the year, though publication of this work was delayed until 1542.84 Beza noted that Calvin also found time to visit Lefèvre d’Etaples during this period. According to Beza, Lefèvre “was delighted with young Calvin, and predicted that he would prove a distinguished instrument in restoring the kingdom of heaven in France.”85 For another trip in this year of traveling, Calvin visited Noyon, his birthplace. The cathedral records there indicate that on May 4, 1534, Calvin personally resigned one of his benefices. Presumably, he gave up the others at the same time. Curiously, Beza makes no mention of this event, but it probably signaled Calvin’s final break with Rome and his full-blooded commitment to the Reformation.86 Calvin spent the months immediately following this May journey in transit: he journeyed to Nérac, where Marguerite d’Angoulême, the king’s sister, held court and was ever favorable to evangelical views; he went back to Paris at great risk to meet Michael Servetus (1509/1511–1553), who failed to keep the appointment; and he spent some time in Orléans.

“Christ’s Road Is a Thorny One”

That fall, as he was working on the finishing touches of Psychopannychia, an event took place that would push Calvin’s wanderings beyond the realm of France. During the late evening of October 17, 1534, and the wee hours of the morning of October 18, posters (placards) were set up in various prominent places in Paris, Rouen, Orléans, and other French towns, denouncing the Mass as an abomination before God. Driving the theological perspective of the man behind the posters, Antoine Marcourt, a pastor in Neuchâtel, was the soteriology of the book of Hebrews: What need is there for the priestly mediation of the Mass when Christ offered himself up on the cross to the Father “once for all” (Heb. 7:27)? A poster was even placed on the door of King Francis I’s bedchamber!87 Francis was furious. Evangelical theology was now seen as a positive danger to the state.88 Less than four weeks later, more than two hundred had been arrested, twenty-four of whom would be burned as heretics. Among the latter was Calvin’s Parisian landlord, Étienne de la Forge.

So it was that Calvin made the decision to leave France. He found refuge, like Cop had done, in the Swiss town of Basel, where he arrived in January 1535. Other French evangelicals were there, including Guillaume Farel and Pierre Viret (1511–1571), who, Swiss-born like Farel, would, along with Farel, later be numbered among Calvin’s closest friends and colleagues. Powerful testimony to what Calvin called “the holy bond of friendship” between these three men, a friendship begun during this time in Basel, can be found in Calvin’s dedication to them of his Commentary on the Epistle to Titus:

I think there has never been in ordinary life a circle of friends so heartily bound to each other as we have been in our ministry. With both of you I discharged here [i.e., in Geneva] the office of pastor, and so far from there being any appearance of rivalry, I always seemed to be of one mind with you.89

While in Basel, Calvin also would have had time to reflect on what had taken place in France and its implications for Christian discipleship. Years later he was able to look back and see what God was doing in his life during this time. Some words from his exposition of Matthew 8:19 (“And a scribe came up and said to him, ‘Teacher, I will follow you wherever you go’”) in his Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels well express those later thoughts about God’s work in his life in the days following his conversion:

We realize that he was a scribe, a man accustomed to a quiet and easy existence, treated with respect, who would be no match for hard words or hard times, for persecution, or the cross. He wishes to follow Christ, but he imagines to himself a soft and pleasant path, lodging with all good things provided—while Christ’s road is a thorny one for his disciples; it leads through endless pains to a cross. . . . So we should learn that, in his person, we are all being told not to make wild and irresponsible claims to be Christ’s disciples, without taking any thought for the cross and the hardships. . . . This is the basic training which admits us to his school, denying ourselves and lifting up our cross.90

Calvin was learning in the school of Christ that if he would serve the Master of the school wholeheartedly, he must walk a “thorny” road. In modern parlance, the French scholar (scribe?) was being taught the cost of discipleship and thus being prepared for his life’s work in Geneva.
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The Call to Geneva and the Struggle for Orthodoxy

Stephen J. Nichols

I am settled here [in Geneva]; may the Lord overrule it for good.

—John Calvin, letter to Guillaume Farel, September 16, 1541

Painful Change

The story is well enough known and often enough told. On a particular day in the summer of 1536, the young Reformer John Calvin passed through Geneva, an overnight stop on his way to Strasbourg. And in that young man, Geneva’s Guillaume Farel (1489–1565) found the answer to his prayers. Geneva, though an ancient city, was practically an infant in the gospel, having declared itself an evangelical city just in May of that year. Farel was gifted, but he also knew his limitations. He further sensed what Calvin was capable of and what Calvin could accomplish. Now the task fell to Farel to convince Calvin to stay. The draw to Strasbourg consisted in Calvin’s desire to come under the wing of Martin Bucer (1491–1551). Farel offered Calvin a draw of a different sort to remain in Geneva, namely, that Calvin would incur the judgment of God for not staying. It worked. The two struck up a friendship and were brothers-in-arms throughout their respective careers as Reformers. Though they had a falling out later in life, the “friends of happier days”—in the words of Theodore Beza—reconciled just before Calvin died in 1564. Farel passed away the next year.1 In addition to the formidable friendship, Calvin and Farel led the city of Geneva to the forefront of the Reformation in the Swiss lands in the sixteenth century. More than that, Calvin and Farel made a lasting impact on the Christian tradition, the benefits of which continue to be reaped many generations later. If ever the ends justified the means, then Farel’s presumption to know the divine mind resulted in one of the most significant and rewarding moments in the history of the Christian church.

The following chapter explores this episode, looking at this particular season in Calvin’s life and at the struggles in Geneva and across the region as the Reformation took hold. In our day, change is rapid—my six-month-old laptop is already outdated. That simply is not the case for most of human history. In the previous centuries, change tended to be glacial. There are, however, exceptions; there are also those moments of rapid upheaval and paradigm shifts, surprisingly, before the twenty-first century. The latter half of the 1530s was such a time, not only for Geneva but for the whole region and also for the face of Europe. It was a necessary change to be sure. But it was also a painful change, painful for Geneva’s residents and, as we will see, painful for Calvin himself.

Calvin’s Journey to Geneva

The assessment of Philip Benedict in his Christ’s Churches Purely Reformed: A Social History of Calvinism is neither wide of the mark nor rare. As Benedict has it, Calvin “unquestionably merits the leading role traditionally assigned him in the history of the Reformed tradition.”2 There was a time, however, when John Calvin was not quite John Calvin. His indisputable reputation would come later, but in 1536 he was but one of any number of young gifted theologians and churchmen. To be sure, his Institutes appeared in its first edition in 1536. Yet while people knew of the Institutes, there was little knowledge of the identity of its author. Calvin made no effort to change his relative anonymity. As he recalled of his stopover in Geneva during his attempted travel from France to Strasbourg, “Nobody [in Geneva] knew that I was its author. Here, as everywhere, I made no mention of the fact, and intended to continue doing the same.”3 The intentions of Calvin were overruled by his discovery. Calvin described this unknown discoverer as someone who later “wickedly rebelled and returned to the papists.” It was precisely this unnamed and, Calvin would lead us to believe, untrustworthy fellow (whom we know to be Louis du Tillet) who revealed the identity of Calvin to Farel.4

Farel’s first attempts at trying to keep Calvin in Geneva were the basic arguments anyone might use to bend someone to his or her wishes. But those arguments proved less than compelling for Calvin. Calvin recalled, “Finding that he got nowhere with his requests,” Farel upped the ante, giving “vent to an imprecation that it might please God to curse my leisure and the peace for study that I was looking for, if I went away and refused to give support and help in a situation of such great need.” It was, again in Calvin’s words, “not so much by advice and argument, but by a dreadful curse.”5 Calvin longed for the quieter and calmer environs of the academy at Strasbourg, the city and university where Martin Bucer held sway.6 Calvin had preferred the academy over the church, even before he sided with the Reformation. Upon the completion of his studies at Paris and Orléans, Calvin was supposed to return to the parish ministry in Noyon. He preferred the academic halls and evidenced no intention of going back to Noyon. Once he sided with the Reformation, he intended to stay the academic course.

The Reformation and the Swiss Cities

Strasbourg would have been a great a fit for Calvin. James Kittelson observes that this city of approximately twenty-five thousand “was both the breeding and receiving grounds for nearly every cultural and religious movement of the sixteenth century.”7 Matthew Zell (1477–1548) first brought the Reformation to this city along the Rhine River in 1521. He was helped by quite a constellation of Swiss Reformers, including Wolfgang Capito (ca. 1478–1541) and Martin Bucer. Though the city experienced moments of tension, as Kittelson notes, for the most part the ecclesiastical and civil establishments in Strasbourg worked together to firmly establish the city as a leading light of the Reformation.8 By the early 1530s, Strasbourg was firmly planted in the Reformation camp. The city would have been a good place for young Calvin, and Bucer would have been a good fit as his mentor.

Born in 1491, Bucer showed early promise as a scholar. While pursuing his doctorate at Heidelberg, Bucer embraced the Reformation by 1518, having met Luther when the German Reformer came to the city for the Heidelberg Disputation. Bucer would also later witness a defiant Luther stand before both church and emperor at the Diet of Worms in 1521.9 Because of his commitment to Luther’s Reformation, Bucer found himself increasingly unwelcome, which forced him to flee to Strasbourg in 1523 as an “excommunicated refugee.”10 Finding a home at Strasbourg, Bucer immediately set to work, penning a theology that laid out the Reformation planks. Bucer also found himself embroiled in controversy during the decade of the 1520s. First, there was the stamping out of the last vestiges of Roman Catholicism in Strasbourg. Second, and more telling, were the controversies between the Swiss Reformers and the German Reformers. More appropriately stated, it was the controversy between the Swiss Reformer, Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531), and the German Reformer, Martin Luther (1483–1546). Bucer was in attendance at the Marburg Colloquy in 1529. This colloquy, or meeting, attempted to bring these two sides together. It worked—until, that is, they discussed the nature of the presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper. The two sides could not come together, and the desired union did not occur. Bucer sided more with Luther than with Zwingli over the nature of Christ’s presence in the sacrament, espousing the “spiritual presence of Christ” view that Calvin would also later espouse.11 After the Marburg Colloquy, Bucer plied his efforts to bring about union between the Swiss and German Reformers and cities. He had mixed results.

By 1536, Bucer was finishing his second decade as a leader of the Reformation, and Calvin longed to be under his influence. Luther’s early rounds with the Roman church passed right by a young Calvin, then studying at Paris. The Marburg Colloquy came and went without his notice. One gets the sense, then, that when Calvin was converted in 1533, he was determined, as it were, to make up for lost time. It would not fall to Calvin, however, to enjoy the fruits of the past labors of others who had already established Strasbourg as a Reformation city. His hope was that he could move into Strasbourg and enjoy the relatively placid and stable environment. They would be hopes mostly dashed. In God’s sovereignty, Calvin would eventually get to Strasbourg—ironically, he would go there after getting exiled from Geneva. Also in God’s sovereignty, it would fall to Calvin, like Bucer, to help a city in its struggle for orthodoxy. The stable and placid environs would have to wait. Calvin, by staying in Geneva, would now be entering the fray.

Zurich, under the leadership of Zwingli, had embraced the Reformation, though somewhat cataclysmically, in the first years of the 1520s. Amy Nelson Burnett notes that the citizens of Basel also accepted the Reformation almost to a person also by the early 1520s. Such was the impetus of the populace that it “forced” the magistrate of the city over to the Reformation by the end of 1520s.12 The university community at Basel had already been with the Reformers since the 1510s. It was here that Erasmus could freely work on his text of the Greek New Testament, which first rolled off the presses at Basel in 1516. The same presses also propagated the texts of Martin Luther. As noted earlier, Strasbourg, too, embraced the Reformation in the 1520s under Bucer’s leadership. These three cities fall in a line as one moves south from Germany and the Luther lands. Moving farther south, out of the Rhine River Valley and slightly to the west toward France, one finds the city of Geneva. Unlike these three cities to the north, Geneva was not firmly established in the Reformation camp in the 1520s. In fact, the city was still struggling in the 1530s when Calvin’s identity was revealed and Farel took it on himself to invoke the curse.

Under normal circumstances, Calvin would never have gone through Geneva to get to Strasbourg. It would have been a much easier trip if Calvin could have just headed directly east. But because the border to the north was more heavily guarded, Calvin had to travel south, exit France, then head north through the Swiss confederacy to Strasbourg. Geneva was but a convenient stopping point along the way. But then came Farel’s legendary curse. Alister McGrath observes, “Precisely what Farel saw in [Calvin] we shall never know.”13 McGrath explains why by enumerating any number of factors that made Calvin a less than ideal suitor for leading the vanguard of Geneva’s reformation. Calvin “totally lacked pastoral experience.” He was “withdrawn in personality and intellectual in inclination,” giving “little indication of being of potential value in the cut-and-thrust world of Genevan politics of the 1530s.”14 It seems that as unfit as Geneva apparently was for Calvin and his needs at the time, he, too, was apparently unfit for the city and its needs at the time. But appearances are deceiving. If Calvin’s theology teaches us anything, we begin to see that there was nothing accidental or arbitrary about the journey through Geneva; neither was there anything accidental about his decision to stay. Little did Calvin know the enormous role this city would come to play in his life; little did he know how he and this city would become inextricably linked—this city that was, in his mind at the time, a mere stopover on his way to somewhere else.

Geneva in 1536

Guillaume Farel is crucial to the story of Geneva in the 1530s. Farel, like Calvin, had also studied at Paris. Once converted to the Reformation in the early 1520s, Farel became quite the force for reform. Philip Benedict notes that Farel, a rather peripatetic Reformer, “crisscrossed the surrounding regions, absorbing numerous banishments and at least one beating while gradually gaining hearers in a number of localities.”15 Farel managed to find success in two of these localities in particular, at the small town of Aigle and at Neuchâtel. In addition to his tireless travels, Farel also tried to promote the Reformation through writing. He wrote “the first extensive statement of Reformed doctrine in French,” with Sommaire et briefve declaration coming off the press in 1529.16 From his post at Neuchâtel, Farel ventured into Geneva for the first time in 1532. He was not well received, and he barely escaped. Undeterred, Farel tried again in 1535, with a modicum of success. More ventures throughout 1535 and 1536 eventually resulted in the adoption of the Reformation by the ruling civil authority, the General Council of Geneva, on May 21, 1536.

The General Council had been on the ascendancy in the city of Geneva, estimated to have a population of ten thousand in the 1530s. The council, since the 1520s, was assuming more and more power from the prince-bishop, a position that had exercised power from a more centralized seat. The council’s coming of age reflected the sociological moves of the day as this era witnessed the rise of the modern nation-state. As the old civil ways were crumbling and transforming, so, too, would the old ecclesiastical ways undergo change. The political revolution of the 1520s set the stage for the theological reformation of the 1530s.17

Farel served as the catalyst for bringing reform to Geneva, no easy task. Farel, however, knew well his limitations. If it were not for his association with Calvin, his name would be known only within the guild of Reformation scholars and largely lost to the rest of the church. Even the Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia speaks of Farel’s few publications, despite one of them being the first statement of the Reformed faith in French, as having “little importance,” and it does not lament the fact that they have been long forgotten. Yet Farel had at least one rather admirable quality. In knowing his limitations, Farel set the stage for the world to know Calvin. Robert Kingdon observes that Farel pinned his hopes on Calvin “to explain to Genevans what the change they had voted for really meant.”18 Farel served to bring about the vote for Geneva to become Reformed; Calvin would be the one to show Geneva what a Reformed church and a Reformed city looked like. It would not, however, be all that easy for Calvin.

Ille Gallus

The Genevan Council referred to Calvin as ille Gallus, or “that Frenchman,” in their official documents. This leads scholar Ross William Collins to conclude, “Apparently the council was at first not greatly impressed with Farel’s new recruit.”19 As Richard Horcsik points out, Calvin “did not receive any compensation [from Geneva] until February 13, 1537,” months after he had arrived there and had assumed the post of “Reader in Holy Scripture to the Church in Geneva.”20 Horcsik further points to Calvin’s first stay in Geneva as marked not only by financial struggle but also by illness, an infection after a cold. In the first letter he wrote from his new home in Geneva, to Francis Daniel, Calvin bemoaned, “A violent cold attacked me, which afterward settled on the upper gum, so that there was scarce any relief even after nine days, and after having been twice bled, with a double dose of pills and fomentations.”21

Calvin had to contend with one final thing in those first few months of his pastorate. Pierre Caroli (d. ca. 1550), a scholar from Sorbonne, had been a bit of a burr in the saddle of Guillaume Farel since 1534. But in the winter of 1536–1537, he stepped up his pertinacity and widened his attack to include Calvin. He attempted to slander both Farel and Calvin’s character. When that did not work, he resorted to accusing them both of being Arians. When that did not work, Caroli tried to paint them as Sabellians, a more subtle heresy. Calvin reported his response to these attacks:

When we first heard, therefore, that the Arian heresy was imputed to us, and then a little afterwards the Sabellian, none of these things very much disturbed us, seeing that our ears had long since been well seasoned against such calumnies; and we entertained the assured hope that they would eventually pass away in a wreath of smoke.22

The charges did not go away—these were tumultuous times. Consequently, disputations were set up between Calvin and Caroli at Bern. Calvin colorfully described the outcome: “We emptied his bag, however, to such a degree, by our refutation, as not to leave even the shadow of a suspicion upon the mind of anyone present.”23 We might say today that Calvin cleaned Caroli’s theological clock.

These were the realities of the first few months of Calvin’s pastorate: financial struggles, illnesses, and personal attacks. Calvin indeed was laboring under a cloud. But labor he did. John Opiron, one of Calvin’s correspondents from Basel, wrote to Calvin, “I hear that you lecture on the Epistles of St. Paul with great acclaim and profit.”24 Eventually, through these lectures, and also through his sermons, Calvin did grow in the estimation of the council and even began to become more widely known beyond Geneva. In a refreshing moment of candor, Calvin referred to his struggles in attacking the canon law on marriages in favor of thinking more biblically about the institution in his 1536 edition of the Institutes. Calvin admitted that it had been quite a struggle to “extricate ourselves from their mire,” before concluding with a touch of color, “Still, I believe that I have accomplished something in that I have partly pulled the lion’s skin from these asses [i.e., donkeys].”25 This skill of pulling the lion’s skin from those who did not always know what was best for them served Calvin well. It was one of his more remarkable pastoral traits.

After Farel secured Calvin for the city of Geneva, he returned to his travels, all the while keeping Geneva central to his tasks. Farel worked so tirelessly that Calvin thought they were going to lose him. Calvin sought to enlist the help of Pierre Viret to relieve Farel of some of his burden. Calvin pled for Viret to relocate to Geneva, going as far as to say that he must come, “unless we are willing to lose Farel, who is more exhausted with the great anxiety than I ever thought would be the case with one of such iron constitution.”26 Even such iron constitutions have their breaking points. Viret accepted, setting up a virtual ecclesiastical triumvirate of Farel, Viret, and Calvin—with the last taking the lead—in the reform of Geneva. Viret joined in May 1537. In January 1537, Farel and Calvin drafted their “Articles concerning the Organization of the Church and of Worship at Geneva,” which they presented to the General Council of Geneva. Based on what would come to be called the “regulative principle,” this text called for the radical transformation of the church service, of preaching, of the practice of the Eucharist, and of church discipline. Bard Thompson sees their plan for the church as being conceived around two foci of “the weekly celebration of the Eucharist and, inseparable from it, parish discipline, including the act of excommunication.” Thompson adds that “the ‘Articles’ takes us very close to the crux of Calvinism.”27 In the days prior to the Reformation, there was little discussion on what constituted the true church. It was mostly a moot point, since the only church in the West was the Roman Catholic Church. The Reformation changed that, sparking what was one of the most widely discussed questions: What are the marks of the true church? This central question spawned others. What does this church do? What does it look like? And quite crucially, what constitutes membership in this true church?

Here in the “Articles,” Calvin and Farel ventured that preaching, the Eucharist, and church discipline topped the list of defining the true church. From Calvin’s perspective, if the churches in Geneva were truly to look like what they voted themselves to be, they would need to heed the teaching of the “Articles.” From another perspective, the “Articles” would be the eventual unraveling of the relationship between Calvin and Farel, on the one hand, and Calvin and the General Council of Geneva, on the other. Again, Thompson informs us that while “the Genevan magistrates accepted these ‘Articles,’” they did so “with serious reservations.”28 Those reservations consisted in reducing Calvin’s request for the monthly practice29 of the Lord’s Supper to a quarterly practice, which followed the specifics of their treaty obligations with the city of Bern. More important, the Genevan magistrates balked at Calvin’s suggestion to create a “corps of lay elders” to carry out discipline and, if need be, excommunicate the unrepentant. The magistrates had the power over excommunication, and they simply were not willing to relinquish it. From Calvin’s perspective, without the power to excommunicate, the clergy would be severely limited in their God-given task to maintain the purity of the church.

This debate over the details of the “Articles” ensued throughout 1537. Tension also arose when Calvin and Farel began to require all citizens both to attend church and to sign the Confession of Faith, which they had just drawn up.30 According to McGrath, these were rather unpopular measures, strengthening the anti-Farel and anti-Calvin factions and even straining the commitment of Farel and Calvin’s supporters.31 Foes assailed them, while friends began abandoning them. By January 1538, the General Council held firm in its decision to keep the power of excommunication to itself. Now the rift between the clergy, especially Calvin and Farel, and the city grew deep and wide, and Calvin and Farel found themselves with diminishing if not largely evaporated popular support. In March all four councils that ruled Geneva (the largest and cumulative body being the General Council) accepted the Bernese articles on worship and church practice, circumventing, overriding, and ultimately undermining Calvin and Farel in the process. On Easter Sunday that year, Calvin and Farel both refused to serve Communion after their respective sermons. Thompson explains why, noting that without church discipline, there can be no Communion, adding, “The pastors had, in effect, excommunicated Geneva.”32 The city, though, would have the last word. On April 23, 1538, both Calvin and Farel were dismissed from their duties and given three days to leave the city.

Preachers or Pastors?

Unraveling what went wrong during Geneva’s first pastorate and Calvin’s first stay in Geneva is crucial for a number of reasons. First, we need to understand what happened. History matters, and getting the story right brings clarity to our understanding and legitimacy to our interpretations. Second, and perhaps profoundly more important, pastors and congregations today can learn a great deal concerning pastoral ministry by dissecting this episode in Calvin’s life.

Earlier we drew attention to Calvin’s penchant for the academic life over entering the fray of these struggles for orthodoxy in cities like Geneva. Calvin, it may be recalled, wanted to study under and serve alongside Martin Bucer and engage in his scholarly pursuits; he avoided the (nightmarish) prospects of slugging it out in Geneva, a city that David Wright points out had no university and no major printing house.33 Lacking these necessary ingredients for a scholar, Geneva in itself had little if anything to draw Calvin. Something happened, though, in 1536–1537 to change Calvin’s mind.

All the indicators of Calvin’s life prior to these years have him ensconced in the cloistered halls. But in this moment of his life, he began to sound a different note. This can be seen in his letter to his compatriot at Zurich, Heinrich Bullinger (1504–1575). Bullinger had picked up where Zwingli left off at Zurich, after Zwingli’s death on the battlefield at Kappel on October 11, 1531, a battle that came about because of the tensions between the Reformed city-states and the Roman Catholic city-states. Zwingli’s meteoric career as a Reformer lasted all of a decade, from the beginnings of the Reformation in 1522 until his untimely death in 1531. Bullinger took the leadership of the church and of the academy at Zurich. He also became a towering figure of the Swiss Reformation, being the main architect of the Second Helvetic Confession (1566). He and Calvin had their disagreements over the finer points of certain theological issues but remained close friends and frequent correspondents throughout their respective careers.

Little wonder that Calvin, once he became locked in the controversy with the General Council in Geneva, turned to Bullinger as a sounding board and for moral support. Calvin started his letter with a disclaimer, “Were I to describe to you at length the full narrative of our most wretched condition, a long history must be unfolded by me. . . . But because there is not enough leisure at present for explaining everything . . . I will not trouble you with a large epistle.”34 This condensed version afforded Calvin the opportunity to synthesize the controversy and offer a succinct summary, which consists in three main points. The first centers on church discipline and excommunication. The second concerns the logistics of the church in Geneva. Calvin favored breaking down the larger churches into smaller parishes, again motivated by a desire to improve pastoral care. The third and summative point is that Geneva wanted preachers but not pastors. Calvin put the first two concerns this way:

We have not yet been able to obtain, that the faithful and holy exercise of ecclesiastical excommunication be rescued from the oblivion into which it has fallen; and that the city, which in proportion to its extent is very populous, may be distributed into parishes, as is rendered necessary by the complicated administration of the church.35

Then Calvin explained the third, crucial concern: “The generality of men are more ready to acknowledge us as preachers than as pastors.”36 This sentence, it might be fair to say, sums up Calvin’s take on the Reformation’s ultimate issue. The raison d’être for the Reformation was to move from a church that had nothing more than mere preachers to one that had pastors. Calvin was not concerned with the mere formality of the church service, the performance—whether it be of the Mass or of the sermon. For Calvin, the Reformation was about the gospel taking root in and transforming one’s life. Further, from his perspective, the Reformation was about that transformation eventually extending to city-states like Geneva and beyond. It is likely no exaggeration that Calvin’s lifelong desire was to see the Reformation that was occurring in these Swiss city-states become a reality in his native France. Pastoral care, according to Calvin’s understanding of the church and of the pastoral role, was the essential element. If Geneva was content to have preachers and not pastors, then in Calvin’s estimation, Geneva would never realize the identity it voted on in May 1536. Calvin desired that Geneva become what it voted to be. This is Calvin’s condensed version of what went wrong in his first pastorate. It was for Calvin a hard lesson and a trying time.37

Calvin in his clear-eyed perspective on the situation saw that at that time, he and the council were at an impasse over these three issues. He sagaciously informed Bullinger that only the Lord himself “may open up a way.”38

Exile and Return

The Lord eventually opened a way, just not in the manner that Calvin had likely hoped. A few months after Calvin wrote to Bullinger about the situation, the General Council promptly dismissed Calvin and Farel. These two exiles first went to Basel. Farel stayed only for a few months, moving on to Neuchâtel, where he remained, for the most part, throughout the rest of his life. He would survive Calvin by just one year, dying in 1565. At seventy-six years of age, Farel was still traveling for the sake of the gospel. Along a harsh winter’s journey returning from Metz to Neuchâtel, Farel contracted an illness that would take his life. Beza records that while at Metz, in the eighth decade of his life, he “preached with all his old fire and copiousness.”39

Back in 1538, after Farel left Basel, Calvin stayed in that city. He could now engage in the quiet academic life that he longed to pursue before Farel sidetracked him by his legendary curse just two years prior. Calvin was at Basel, though, not at Strasbourg. Strasbourg’s Martin Bucer was rather keen on having Calvin join him, seeing Calvin as the ideal candidate to pastor a rather large church of French refugees, numbering five hundred. Bucer began to pressure Calvin to assume the post but to no avail. Perhaps Calvin’s first pastoral charge in Geneva so soured and discouraged him that he decided to head back into the academy, to pick up the pursuits he left off in 1536. What we do know for sure was that Calvin resolutely resisted Bucer’s attempts to get him to resume a pastoral charge at Strasbourg.

Calvin resisted, until, that is, Bucer pulled a play from Farel. Thompson picks up the story: “Bucer finally inquired of Farel how to deal with such an obdurate human being. From Neuchâtel came the advice: pronounce the wrath of God.”40 Farel had resorted to pronouncing God’s curse on Calvin to keep him from going to Strasbourg in 1536; now Bucer was doing the exact same to get him to go to Strasbourg in 1538.

Calvin’s pastoral ministry to the French refugee congregation at Strasbourg was short lived but eventful. Calvin was busy corresponding and preparing works for publication, not to mention preaching. At Strasbourg, Calvin was able to establish the monthly practice of the Lord’s Supper, which Geneva had denied him. Church discipline was in ecclesiastical hands, not in political hands. Calvin was in sum a pastor and not merely a preacher. While he was in Strasbourg, Calvin published two important works, his Commentary on Romans (1539) and his Short Treatise on the Supper of Our Lord (1540), the latter reaching Martin Luther, who upon reading it lamented that Calvin was not present back at the Marburg Colloquy in 1529. Luther with a touch of regret exclaimed that had Calvin been there, he would have gladly “entrusted the whole affair of this controversy [over the Lord’s Supper] to him from the beginning.”41

In addition, Calvin, who went to Strasbourg as a bachelor, married. Idelette de Bure was recently widowed. Calvin had debated her husband, Jean Stordeur, then an Anabaptist. In the wake of the debate, Idelette’s husband converted to the Reformed position. The couple followed Calvin to Strasbourg, and after Stordeur died, Calvin married Idelette, in August 1540. In 1542, they had a son, who died in infancy. Idelette spent much of that decade weaving in and out of illnesses. She died in 1549, leaving Calvin heartbroken and bewildered but also clinging to the providence of God. If only the Lord could make a way out of the impasse in Geneva, then only the Lord could cut a clear path through Calvin’s grief and disillusionment over her loss. Before she passed, however, the couple would be moved, again with Calvin under duress.42

In Calvin’s absence, the city of Geneva left itself vulnerable to the much stronger city of Bern, which tended toward a more mediating ecclesiology between Roman Catholicism and the typically Reformed churches of the other Swiss city-states. That Bern held sway over Geneva was part of the problem that led to Calvin’s ouster in the first place. With Calvin out of the way, Bern’s shadow only loomed larger over the city. Further, Geneva was vulnerable to Roman Catholic pulls. While at Strasbourg, Calvin rather handily silenced Cardinal Sadoleto, who had written a lengthy letter to Geneva to convince the city to repent of its reformation vote in 1536 and return to the fold of the Roman see.43 While defeated in his arguments, Sadoleto nevertheless continued to hassle Geneva, campaigning for its return to Rome. No one in Geneva was up to the task of refuting him. By September 1540, the city requested that Calvin return.44 Thompson describes Calvin’s response, “Calvin began hemming and hawing, offering again his standard list of excuses.”45 Behind those excuses lies Calvin’s true reason, which he himself best describes: “There is no place under heaven that I am more afraid of.”46

Calvin had some legitimate excuses. Given his previous experience in Geneva, his ostensible reason also carried a great deal of legitimacy. Calvin also had immediate occasions that afforded him time to think over Geneva’s invitation to return. In the fall of 1540, Calvin was participating in the Diet of Worms, which just two decades prior served as the backdrop for Luther’s famous “Here I Stand” speech. He also had the Diet of Ratisbon on his agenda for the spring of 1541. But these obligations merely presented convenient cover for Calvin to avoid what for him was a painful decision. Calvin revealed his true feelings in a letter to Farel on October 27, 1540: “Whenever I call to mind the state of wretchedness in which my life was spent when there, how can it be otherwise but that my very soul must shudder when any proposal is made for my return?”47 Can we blame him? Yet Calvin could not hold off the invitation. By May 1541, he had decided to return to Geneva, this most feared city under heaven. In August he began his journey, meandering a bit along the way.

By the middle of September 1541, Calvin had resettled in Geneva. Calvin’s long journey to get back to Geneva left Farel with the impression that Calvin had second thoughts and decided against it. Calvin wrote to Farel, assuring him that, indeed, he was back in Geneva. Calvin’s opening lines are telling, “As you wished, I am settled here; may the Lord overrule it for good.”48 This last phrase “for good” begs interpretation. Does Calvin mean “for good” in terms of ultimate duration? Or does “for good” mean beneficially? Perhaps there is ambiguity in the expression for a reason. Calvin had learned many things since 1536, perhaps chief among them was the Lord’s sovereign and good hand over his life—a sovereignty that more often than not confounded Calvin but a sovereignty that Calvin came to rest on. As Herman Selderhuis explains, “Calvin and Geneva made for an odd couple; they didn’t seem able to live with or without one another. Calvin thought God would not allow him to leave Geneva, and the people of Geneva knew they could not afford to lose Calvin.”49

Conclusion

Calvin would remain in Geneva until his death, on May 27, 1564. Those twenty-three years would contain many accomplishments, accomplishments that fill numerous biographies of this Reformer, or, as the earlier Genevan Council referred to him, ille Gallus. This Frenchman had finally found a home in Geneva. But of all those accomplishments, what Calvin set out to do may be summed up in that same letter to Farel dated September 16, 1541. Calvin wrote, “Immediately after I had offered my services to the Senate, I declared that a church could not hold together unless a settled government should be agreed on, such as is prescribed us in the Word of God, and such as was in use in the ancient church.”50 Calvin added, as if to assure Farel that the whole controversy might start up again, “Then I touched gently on certain points from whence they might understand what my wish was.”51 Calvin had the same “wishes” for Geneva in 1541 that he had in his first stay in 1536–1538. In the interim he had learned that seeing those wishes become a reality would be a process that would take time. Calvin’s wish for the church in Geneva could be summed up in this: that it would be a true church as prescribed in the Bible. This was, after all, the heart of the Reformation.

Calvin was named to Geneva’s Company of Pastors, becoming the titular leader before being granted the title moderator of the Company of Pastors. He also drafted “a set of ecclesiastical ordinances that provided a kind of constitution for the city’s Reformed Church.”52 In short, Geneva finally wanted pastors and not just preachers. The struggle for orthodoxy in Geneva, and elsewhere for that matter, had a great deal more to it than merely leaving Roman Catholicism and casting a vote on the side of the Reformed church. It had to do first and foremost with grasping what a “purely reformed” church looked like. It had to do second with becoming such a church. Young Calvin, at merely twenty-seven years of age when he first went to Geneva, had to learn hard lessons himself before he could teach others. Eventually, both Calvin and his adopted city of Geneva, however, learned together as pastor and congregation how to become a Reformed church.
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Calvin the Pastor

David B. Calhoun

Here, then, is the sovereign power with which the pastors of the church . . . ought to be endowed. That is that they may dare boldly to do all things by God’s Word.

—John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion

“Minister of the Word of God in the Church of Geneva”

John Calvin is well known as a major Reformer,1 an important theologian, a skillful biblical expositor, a sharp polemicist, and a gifted writer in both Latin and French. He is less commonly remembered as an effective preacher and a caring pastor. James Montgomery Boice asserts that “Calvin was preeminently a preacher, and as a preacher he saw himself primarily as a Bible teacher. Calvin is hardly thought of in that way today.”2 William Naphy has written, “Calvin’s importance as a great theologian and international figure has so overshadowed his role as a minister in Geneva that this aspect of his life has been allowed to remain in . . . obscurity.”3 For twenty-five years, between 1536 and his death in 1564 (except for three years as pastor of the French church in Strasbourg), Calvin was, as he is described in his last will and testament, “minister of the word of God in the Church of Geneva.”4

Calvin was first and foremost a preacher and minister of a local church. Emile Doumergue claims that “the real and authentic Calvin, the one who explains all the others,” is “the preacher of Geneva, moulding by his words the spirit of the Reformed of the sixteenth century.”5 All his accomplishments—his Institutes6 and commentaries, his correspondence and counseling, his preaching and teaching—flowed out of and supported his pastoral calling.7 John Leith has written, “Calvin’s work in Geneva was that of a preacher who was concerned that Christian faith should be embodied not simply in books, not simply in institutions, but primarily in Christian people living in the Christian community and in society.”8

Calvin was, according to B. B. Warfield,

the greatest exegete of the Reformation age: he was the Reformation’s greatest theologian. And he was the practical genius of the Reformation. We do not say he was the practical genius of the Reformation in spite of his learned commentaries and his profound and profoundly reasoned theology. We would better say it was in large part because of them. Calvin probably never did a more practical thing than expound the Scriptures day by day with the penetrating insight and the clear, searching honesty of comment in which he is unsurpassed. And he certainly never did a more practical thing than write the Institutes of the Christian Religion.9

Elsie Anne McKee has written, “Calvin’s own life was so intertwined with his ministry, whether immediately in Geneva or indirectly much farther afield, that it is difficult to speak of his personal biography apart from his office.”10 In this chapter, I survey Calvin’s life and his ministry by concentrating on his own statements about both.11

“God by a Sudden Conversion Subdued and Brought My Mind to a Teachable Frame”12

John Calvin, a young Frenchman from the common people and “obstinately devoted” to the Roman Catholic Church, had completed studies in the liberal arts and law when he was suddenly converted to a different understanding of the Christian faith and to a new and fervent dedication to God. While there were human influences behind this momentous event, Calvin, recalling much later what happened, did not name them. “God,” he wrote, “by the secret guidance of his providence” turned my course in a “different direction.”13 Calvin was “immediately inflamed”14 with an intense desire to study the “purer doctrine” that God had used to transform his life. He completed the first edition of the Institutes of the Christian Religion to vindicate the persecuted French Protestants by setting forth the “principal truths of the Christian religion” as held by his fellow believers.15

“I Felt . . . As If God Had from Heaven Laid His Mighty Hand upon Me”16

Calvin did not plan to be a pastor, nor, indeed, did he want to be. Aware of his “unpolished and bashful” disposition, he sought “some obscure corner” where he could study and write.17 “Every conversion has a price,” comments David Steinmetz. “Something is gained, but something is lost as well and the loss may prove to be painful.”18 Calvin’s “principal ambition both before and after his conversion was to lead the quiet life of a humanist scholar, alone with his books, his commentaries, and his grammars.”19 But God had other plans. When events made it impossible for Calvin to remain safely in France, he passed through Geneva one day in July 1536 while en route to Strasbourg, where he hoped to enjoy “literary ease with something of a free and honorable station.”20 Guillaume Farel, who, Calvin wrote, “burned with an extraordinary zeal to advance the gospel,” met the young man and insisted that he stay in Geneva and help him with the work of reforming the church there. When Calvin politely refused, despite further entreaties, Farel uttered his famous “imprecation that God would curse . . . the tranquility” of Calvin’s studies if he did not stay in Geneva when the need was “so urgent.”21 Calvin stayed!

As professor of sacred letters, Calvin began his work by lecturing on Paul’s Epistles in September 1536. Early in 1537 he was admitted to the Company of Pastors, by what act or ceremony we do not know. Writing later about Valeran Poulain, whom the refugee congregation at Frankfurt was seeking to depose because he had not been properly ordained, Calvin gave his opinion that “those whose labours first planted the gospel” ought to be “received as pastors without any other ceremony.”22 He was no doubt thinking of himself. As David was taken from the sheepfold and given a great work to do, Calvin wrote, so God took me from my “obscure and humble condition” and invested me “with the honourable office of a preacher and minister of the gospel.”23

Before his conversion to Protestantism, Calvin had become disillusioned with the models of the clergy that he found in the Catholic Church. His father and his brother Charles were both excommunicated when they quarreled with the church authorities. Calvin “experienced the inflexible conduct of clergy who were scarcely able to differentiate between worldly and spiritual power,” wrote Catholic scholar Alexandre Ganoczy.24 Among the reasons that Calvin gave to Cardinal Jacopo Sadoleto for the necessity of making “a schism in the holy Church” was that “the pastoral office [had been] subverted.”25 “They alone are good shepherds who lead men straight to Christ,” Calvin wrote in his commentary on John 10. “If the so-called shepherds try to lead us away from Christ, we should flee from them, as Christ tells us, as if they were wolves or thieves; and we ought not to join or to stay in any society save that which is agreed in the pure faith of the Gospel.”26 Calvin insisted that Protestants had not deserted the church but were determined to “establish among themselves a better form of Church.”27

“The Welfare of This Church . . . Lay So Near My Heart That for Its Sake I Would Not Have Hesitated to Lay Down My Life”28

When Calvin first came to the church in Geneva, “there was preaching and that was all,” as he later said; “there was no reformation. Everything was in disorder.”29 Calvin moved quickly to create the resources for a renewed and reformed church: a biblical model of church polity and discipline, a form of worship with the congregational singing of Psalms, instruction for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, a confession, and a catechism for the training of children.

The Reformers, Calvin and Farel, soon clashed with the city leaders, who were concerned to keep control of the city and its religion. Calvin insisted that the church must be free not only to preach the gospel but also to control its own doctrine, discipline, and worship. Trust and respect broke down (Calvin in a sermon called the city leaders “a council of the devil”),30 and the preachers were ordered to leave during Easter week in 1538. Calvin was both shattered and relieved. Hurt by Geneva’s rejection, he concluded that he was not really fitted for the work of a pastor. In a letter to Farel five months after they were expelled, Calvin wrote that they must “acknowledge before God and his people that it is in some measure owing to [their] unskilfulness, indolence, negligence and error that the Church committed to [their] care [had] fallen into such a sad state of collapse.”31 Calvin later wrote to a friend in Geneva,

After that calamity, when my ministry appeared to me to be disastrous and unprosperous, I made up my mind never again to enter upon any ecclesiastical charge whatever, unless the Lord himself, by a clear and manifest call, should summon me to it.32

He again looked forward to the quiet life of a scholar, “free from the burden and cares” of public ministry.33

Calvin, however, could not forsake or forget Geneva. He had not called himself to the church in Geneva, and so he acknowledged that he could not dismiss himself. When the Genevan leaders asked Calvin to answer a learned and friendly letter from Cardinal Sadoleto inviting them to return to the Catholic fold, Calvin accepted the task. He explained to Sadoleto that although he was at present “relieved of the charge of the Church of Geneva,” he still embraced it “with paternal affection,” since God, when he gave it to me, “bound me to be faithful to it for ever.” Therefore, wrote Calvin, “I cannot cast off that charge any more than that of my own soul.”34 On May 31, 1541, he wrote to the pastors of Zurich, who were trying to persuade him to return to Geneva, “Although it was a very troublesome province to me, yet the thought of deserting it never entered my thoughts. For I considered myself placed in that station by God, like a sentinel at his post, from which it would be impiety on my part were I to stir a single foot.”35

“That Most Excellent Servant of Christ, Martin Bucer, . . . Drew Me Back to a New Station”36

While Calvin brooded over his failure in Geneva and faced a somewhat uncertain future, Martin Bucer, who had led the Reformation movement in Strasbourg, was seeking a pastor for the large French-speaking refugee community in his city. Adopting the strategy of Farel, Bucer persuaded the reluctant Calvin to come to Strasbourg by comparing him to Jonah if he should refuse! For the second time, Calvin found himself a pastor. In an organized church with the experienced and supportive Bucer, Calvin flourished. Bucer was a good mentor. His On the True Care of Souls and the Right Pastoral Ministry was “the most outstanding book” dealing specifically with the pastoral ministry written during the Reformation.37 Strasbourg was the young Calvin’s internship—and he made the best of it.

Calvin preached, developed a Sunday liturgy and Psalter, and visited his congregation. He cared for the sick, dying, and bereaved. He invited a group of students to live in his house and met with them for instruction and prayer. And he somehow found time to write—producing a second, expanded edition of his Institutes and a commentary on Romans. In a letter to Farel, Calvin described how busy he was. On that day—April 20, 1539—he had about twenty pages of the revised Institutes to prepare for the printer. Then he had to lecture and preach, write four letters, make peace between some persons who had quarreled with each other, and “reply to more than ten interruptions in the meantime.”38 He was indeed busy but also happy—especially after he married Idelette de Bure in August 1540. Of his wife, whose good sense, courage, and warm piety he greatly valued, Calvin wrote to Pierre Viret, a short time after her death in 1549, “I have been bereaved of the best companion of my life . . . the faithful helper of my ministry.”39

“We Are Not Our Own: Let Not Our Reason nor Our Will, Therefore, Sway Our Plans and Deeds”40

When a call came for Calvin to return to Geneva, he was shocked and alarmed. He wrote to Farel that he would rather “submit to death a hundred times than to that cross, on which one had to perish daily a thousand times over.”41 Seventeen months later, he had determined what he should do. Left to himself, he would not return to Geneva, he wrote to Farel, yet he added, “But when I remember that I am not my own, I offer up my heart, presented as a sacrifice to the Lord,” thus putting into action the words quoted above that he had recently added to the Institutes.42 Urged on by fellow ministers, Calvin had become convinced that it was God’s will for him to go back to Geneva, but “with what grief, tears, great anxiety and distress I did this, the Lord is my best witness,” he wrote.43

“I Have Felt Nothing to Be of More Importance Than to Have a Regard to the Edification of the Church”44

Calvin left Strasbourg literally in tears and entered Geneva on September 13, 1541. The register of the Company of Pastors noted that John Calvin, “minister of the gospel,” had arrived and “offered himself to be always the servant of Geneva.”45 Again, he gave himself unstintingly to lead the church in Geneva toward a renewed faith and strengthened devotion to God—in catechisms and theological writings, sermons, biblical commentaries, liturgies, psalms and prayers, pastoral instructions, and letters of counsel and consolation. McKee writes, “Work was constant: preaching and teaching, weddings and baptisms,46 meetings of the Consistory or consultations with the city council, visits to the sick and endless correspondence, and more preaching, visits, letters.”47

Calvin became the city’s chief legal adviser in writing the new Republic’s first constitution in 1542. He advised the city authorities about safety in buildings, fire protection, and cleanliness. He was concerned with labor relations and jobs for the poor. As J. Todd Billings observes, “Calvin wanted almsgiving to be connected to a weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper. That way, sharing in the body and blood of Christ must manifest itself not only in mutual love in the church, but also in love for the hungry, the stranger, and the naked.”48

Calvin “found Protestantism a mob, and transformed it into an army,” wrote B. B. Warfield.49 Soon after he arrived back in Geneva, Calvin submitted his Ecclesiastical Ordinances to the city government. After lengthy negotiations and some changes, the Ordinances were adopted in November 1541.50 Four church offices—pastors, teachers, elders, and deacons—were created. Pastors proclaimed “the Word of God for the purpose of instructing, admonishing, exhorting, and reproving, both in public and in private,” administered the sacraments, and exercised “fraternal discipline” together with the elders. As a body, pastors were constituted as the Company of Pastors. They sought to maintain high standards of conduct for one another, and in the weekly Congregation (or Bible conference), to sharpen each other in biblical exegesis and preaching. Teachers instructed “the faithful in sound doctrine” and worked to establish a college “to raise up seed for the future so that the Church is not left desolate to our children.”51 Elders (men “who fear God and possess the gift of spiritual prudence”) were “to watch over the life of each person,” to admonish “in a friendly manner” those at fault, and when necessary, to bring them to the Company of Pastors where they would receive “fraternal discipline.” Deacons administered poor relief and benevolences of all kinds and also actually cared for the poor, sick, aged, widows, and orphans throughout the city.52

Calvin welcomed and assisted refugees from many lands and encouraged them to establish congregations in Geneva for services in their own languages: Italian, Spanish, and English. He urged the Genevan authorities to offer employment and other help to refugees. Geneva became for some, as it was for John Knox, “the most perfect school of Christ that ever was in the earth since the days of the Apostles.”53

Calvin not only labored diligently in the work of the ministry but also set forth a theology of ministry in his writings and sermons and endeavored to put it into practice. “His influence was founded on the agreement of his theology with his practice,” concludes Leith.54

“God Himself Is Really the Pastor”55

The Lord “never delivers to pastors the government of the church,” Calvin wrote, “but only the care, so that His own right remains unimpaired.”56 Calvin explained that “when the word shepherd is applied to men [as in John 10], it is used . . . in a subordinate sense; and Christ so communicates His honour to His ministers that He still remains the only Shepherd of them and of the whole flock.”57 Commenting on 2 Corinthians 4:5, Calvin stated that by this passage

all pastors of the Church are reminded of their rank and condition for, whatever title of honour they may have to distinguish them, they are nothing more than the servants of believers, for the only way to serve Christ is by serving his Church as well. This is indeed an honourable servitude and preferable to any kind of worldly dominion but it is servitude whose only care is that Christ alone should be exalted, unshadowed by any rival.58

“[Christ] Raises Up Faithful Shepherds for the Church, Equips Them with the Necessary Gifts, Governs Them by His Spirit and Works by Them”59

Summarizing Calvin, McKee writes,

Christians need human direction in prayer and human leadership in worship; they need human instruction and example in how to live their vocations and bear their trials. They need these from one another and owe them to one another. But especially they need them from those who have been gifted by God’s Spirit and called by the church to be pastors and other leaders, people who are able by training and by experience to speak God’s word and be God’s instruments in a special way.60

Calvin stressed that there must be first of all a “secret call, of which each minister is conscious before God, . . . the good witness of our heart that we accept the proffered office, not with ambition or avarice, not with any other selfish desire, but with a sincere fear of God and desire to build up the church.”61 After a call to a congregation (and approval by the city council), the candidate was ordained, the pastors laying their hands on him. Calvin explained in the Institutes that the significance of the laying on of hands is “to warn the one ordained that he is no longer a law unto himself, but bound in servitude to God and the church.”62 Once a pastor has accepted a call, he must not leave this office “from any motive of personal convenience or advantage.” If there are good reasons for him to leave, he “ought not to attempt this on his own private opinion, but be guided by public authority.”63 As we have seen, Calvin followed these principles carefully in his own call to Strasbourg and his return to Geneva.

“I Take Pains to Live in Such a Way That My Character and Conduct Do Not Conflict with What I Teach”64

Pastors must not only be orthodox in doctrine but also must strive to make themselves “examples to the flock,” that is, Calvin explained, “They are to excel for the purpose of being eminent in holiness.”65 In his little book Concerning Scandals, Calvin deplored the fact that pastors, who should “surpass all others in the purity of their lives,” sometimes fail to do so and thus compromise their message so that it possesses “no more truth and seriousness than if a player were acting out a tale on the stage.” Some pastors, Calvin went on to say,

boldly exalt the dignity of the ministry, but it does not enter their heads that their esteem for the ministry is not accepted because they defile it by their own disgraceful conduct. Someone once truly said, “In order to be loved, be loving.” In the same way those who wish to be appreciated need to gain respect by the seriousness and sanctity of their behavior.66

Calvin was always aware that he was preaching to himself as well as to others. “When I go up into the pulpit,” he told his congregation, “it is not only to teach other men [but] the word that proceedeth out of my mouth must serve me as well as you.”67

“I Have Endeavoured, according to the Measure of Grace [God] Has Given Me, to Teach His Word in Purity, Both in My Sermons and Writings, and to Expound Faithfully the Holy Scriptures”68

T. H. L. Parker begins his book Calvin’s Preaching with this sentence: “Sunday after Sunday, day after day Calvin climbed up the steps into the pulpit. There he patiently led his congregation verse by verse through book after book of the Bible.”69 More than any other activity, preaching occupied Calvin’s time and shaped his life and ministry. Twice on Sundays and daily every other week, Calvin stood before a congregation of townspeople, refugees, and visitors to preach, teach, warn, appeal, counsel, admonish, and encourage. In Ronald Wallace’s opinion, “It was more through his preaching than through any other aspect of his work that he exercised the extraordinary influence everyone has acknowledged him to have had.”70

“We Are . . . Ministers of the Spirit . . . Because through Us Christ Enlightens Men’s Minds, Renews Their Hearts and Wholly Regenerates Them”71

Calvin called the preacher God’s “angel” or “mouthpiece” and his “hands and instruments.” Preaching is “the place where Jesus Christ resides and has his royal seat.”72 God “will not show himself to us in a visible manner,” Calvin told his Geneva congregation, but he speaks to us in the preaching of the gospel through the mouths of his ministers.73 Calvin often asserted that when the preacher speaks, his words carry the authority of God, even as the Scriptures do. But this is true, Calvin explained, only when the preacher “is instructed in the Word of God” and “proclaims sure oracles from his mouth.”74 “We admit,” Calvin wrote to Sadoleto, “that ecclesiastical pastors are to be heard just like Christ Himself, but they must be pastors who execute the office entrusted to them,” that is, “in good faith to deliver the oracles which they have received at the mouth of the Lord.”75 “It is because of this bond and conjunction between Christ’s grace and man’s work,” Calvin explained elsewhere, “that a minister is often given credit for what belongs to God alone.”76 For Calvin, the pastor’s work, according to Ronald Wallace, “finally must be simply a pointing away from himself to what he hopes the soul beside him will see. The voice that must be heard is not that of the pastor but that of the true Shepherd of the sheep.”77

Calvin illustrated the centrality of the word of God in the Protestant services by

ordering that the altars (long the center of the Latin mass) be removed from the churches and that a pulpit with a Bible upon it be placed in the center of the building. This was not to be on one side of the room, but at the center, where every line of the architecture would carry the gaze of the worshiper to that Book.78

True preaching, according to Calvin, comes from the mouth of God—that is, from the Scriptures—through the voice of the preacher, whose words are energized by the Holy Spirit. “When God’s ministers speak,” Calvin declared, “they cast not forth a fading sound, but such a one as is matched with effect.”79 Calvin wrote to Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset and Lord Protector of England, serving as adviser to King Edward VI, that “good and faithful ministers” must not “make a parade of rhetoric only to gain esteem for themselves,” but “the Spirit of God ought to sound forth by their voice, so as to work with mighty energy.”80 The result of true preaching is that “just as Christ is present at the Supper spiritually, that is by the working of the Spirit, so he is present in the preaching spiritually—by the working of the Spirit.”81

In preaching, Calvin attempted to declare truly and faithfully whatever the Bible set forth in the passage before him, while emphasizing and exalting its central message of God’s grace in Christ. Leith asserts that Calvin

preaches from almost every text content that does not come specifically from that text alone but from the text in the larger framework. . . . The sermons are powerful precisely because Calvin explicated and applied the scriptures word by word, verse by verse, within the framework of a vision of the Christian faith as a whole.82

This principle is well illustrated in Calvin’s series of sermons on the Beatitudes.83 Robert White writes in the introduction to his translation of these sermons that even though Calvin gives “great weight to the ethical demands implicit in the Beatitudes,” he does not treat them “as entrance requirements to the kingdom announced by Jesus, but rather as marks whereby those who are already in the kingdom may be discerned, and God’s grace to them made visible in a fallen world.”84 For Calvin the Beatitudes began with the calling of the first disciples in Mark 3:13–19 and Luke 6:12–16. White explains that by means of his first sermon in this series (the title “Called and Chosen” given by the translator), Calvin makes clear that “grace is written into the Gospel narratives before ever Jesus begins to teach.”85 This message of grace Calvin found both set forth in the first words of Genesis and continually repeated and increasingly enlarged until the end of Revelation. His preaching was therefore never finally moralistic but always grace centered. This is seen everywhere in Calvin’s preaching. At the end of the first of twenty-two sermons that he preached on Psalm 119, he prayed that God would enable him and the people “not only to understand [how] to discern between good and evil, but that we may also be sure and certain of his love and good will toward us.”86

“Paul Assigns to Teachers the Duty of Carving or Dividing the Word, Like a Father Dividing the Bread into Small Pieces to Feed His Children”87

Calvin described his approach to preaching in his first sermon on Psalm 119:

For my part, because I will frame myself to that manner and order which the Holy Ghost has here set down, I shall enforce myself to follow as briefly as I can the plain and true meaning of the text and without continuing in long exhortations. I will only do my best to mince or shred, as we say, the words of David, because we may better digest them. For performance thereof I determine by the grace of God to finish eight verses apart in every sermon, and to hold myself within such compass, as that the most ignorant shall easily acknowledge and confess that I mean nothing else but to make open and plain the simple and pure substance of the text.88
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