







 

 






“Calvin’s robust defense of God’s providential rule of history is an excellent reminder of what was a vital concern for the French Reformer and also of his desire to be rigorously biblical and, as such, God-glorifying. Here is a pattern of theological reflection and method truly worthy of emulation.”

—MICHAEL A. G. HAYKIN, Professor of Church History, 
 Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

“Calvin’s treatise on the secret providence of God shows the Reformer at his theological best and polemically most acute. Like Luther before him, he demonstrates why the doctrine of divine sovereignty lies at the very heart of the Reformation, and why the doctrine is of such singular doctrinal, pastoral, and ecclesiastical importance. It is to be hoped that this new edition will introduce a new generation to Calvin’s thinking on this vital matter.”

—CARL R. TRUEMAN, Academic Dean and Vice President, 
 Westminster Theological Seminary.
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PREFACE

John Calvin’s Concerning the Secret Providence of God has the original title Calumniae nebulonis cuiusdam, quibus odio et invidia gravare conatus est doctrinam Ioh. Calvini de occulta Dei providentia. Joannis Calvini ad easdem responsio. It was published by Conrad Badius in 1558. The Latin text is found in Calvini Opera.1

While we have collaborated closely throughout this proj­ect, Keith Goad is chiefly responsible for the translation and Paul Helm for the footnoting and the introduction. We have tried to produce a translation that adheres fairly literally to the original. In order to help the reader, the fourteen articles have been reproduced both in the calumniator’s commentary and in Calvin’s response. Some of the original long paragraphs have been broken up for easier reading.

Where Calvin provides a reference in the text, we have kept it there. All footnotes are our own. For Calvin’s quota­tions from Scripture we have generally used the ESV. Besides providing direct quotations from Scripture, Calvin sometimes alludes to biblical passages, and where possible the references and sometimes the texts have been supplied in the footnotes. References have also been given for Calvin’s various classi­cal allusions. His references to Augustine, the only Christian author that Calvin cites, have also been given in the footnotes in those instances where they have not been provided by Calvin himself. Occasionally, translations of Augustine have also been given in the footnotes, using various translations. The authority for the references to Augustine (where Calvin himself does not provide these) is the monumental work of L. Smits, Saint Augustin dans l’oeuvre de Jean Calvin (2 vols.; Assen: van Gorcum, 1956–1957 and 1958). Smits often offers multiple sources for some allusions that Calvin makes to Augustine, but we have supplied one reference or two at the most. The full list of references or possible references can be consulted in Smits (vol. 2, 113–14).

This new edition of Calvin’s Concerning the Secret Providence of God could not have been prepared without help from others. Among these we particularly wish to thank Martin Cameron, Daniel Hill, Tony Lane, and Grace Mullen. Thanks as well to the Libraries of the Highland Theological College, Dingwall; the Southern Baptist Seminary, Louisville; and the Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, for various kinds of assistance.

—Keith Goad and Paul Helm 

1 vol. 9, pp. 273–318.



EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Concerning the Secret Providence of God (1558) was Calvin’s third response to writings that he took to be those of a fellow Frenchman, Sebastian Castellio (1515– 1563). Calvin prefaces this defense of his view of God’s provi­dence by providing the Castellio material, which is in the form of fourteen articles, ostensibly drawn from Calvin’s writings, together with commentaries on each.

The two antagonists had a rather mixed relationship. Castellio met Calvin during the Reformer’s time in Strasbourg, and he stayed with Calvin there for a time in 1540. Initially, Calvin seems to have formed a warm attachment to him. He was impressed by his facility with languages, and during 1543–1544, on Calvin’s return to Geneva, Castellio was ini­tially employed as rector of the College of Geneva.1While in the process of seeking to become a minister he began to fall afoul of the authorities, among other things condemning the Song of Solomon as a lewd book and calling for its removal from the Canon. He also asked Calvin to be a “consultant” for his French translation of the Bible. Somewhat reluctantly Calvin agreed to help him. This led to quarrels over Castellio’s general approach to translating Holy Scripture as well as to wrangles over les mots justes, and the result was a developing mutual antipathy. Castellio resigned from the college in 1544 and later that year unsuccessfully sought work in Lausanne, taking with him a recommendation written by Calvin on behalf of the Genevan clergy. After returning to Geneva, he publicly rebuked the clergy for various alleged failings, and, as a result, he was forced to leave the city permanently. He resided in Basle, working for a time as a proofreader. There in 1551 he published his Latin Bible, dedicated to Edward VI of England, and in 1555 the French Bible (the one begun in Geneva), dedicated to Henry II of France. He was made pro­fessor of Greek at the University of Basle in 1553.

Following the execution of Michael Servetus in 1553 Castellio mounted a personal campaign against the Genevan authorities, writing De haereticis an sint persequendi in 1554 (under the pseudonym Martinus Bellius), which attacked the then-normal policy of persecuting heretics.2Theodore Beza replied to this treatise with De haereticis a civili magistratu (1554), which Castellio answered the following year with De haereticis non puniendis, this time using the pen-name Basilius Montfort. His attack on persecution has earned for him a reputation as an early modern defender of religious tolera­tion. Castellio also replied to Calvin’s work against Servetus, Defensio orthodoxae fidei de sacra Trinitate, in his Contra libellum Calvini in quo ostendere conatur haereticos jure gla­dii coercendos esse (1554). He published various other writ­ings, including annotations on the ninth chapter of Romans, of an anti-Augustinian and anti-Reformed flavor. According to Beza, in these annotations Castellio recognized “no decrees of God except concerning things that are good by nature, forging in God a permission contrary to his will, and falsely charging that we make God the author of sin.”3

About the same time, there began what became a series of exchanges with Calvin on predestination and providence, perhaps provoked not only by what Calvin had stated in his Institutes, but also by the publication in 1552 of his Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God, written against Albertus Pighius and others. Due to the loss of original manu­scripts or books, the exact history of the Calvin-Castellio exchanges is rather murky. It appears that Castellio began publicly objecting to Calvin’s views of providence and pre­destination by anonymously circulating (in French) a set of unpublished remarks, now lost.4Calvin’s first published (or at least circulated) reply to Castellio’s objections, amount­ing to less than five thousand words, was entitled Responses à certaines calumnies et blasphèmes, dont quelsques malins s’efforcent de rendre la doctrine de la prédestination de Dieu odieuse. According to Willem de Greef this is also lost,5but a Latin translation survives and was published, or republished, as an appendix to Treze sermons traitons de l’élection gratuite de Dieu en Jacob, et de la rejection en Esau in 1562.6 Calvin’s reply contains an explicit though rather guarded reference to Castellio; he refers to a “writing which was scattered about,” suggesting private circulation rather than publication, and he also mentions certain of its “Articles” and the fact that its author makes a reference to Melanchthon.

Castellio’s French work, the one now apparently lost, was then followed by a work in Latin, which he arranged to have privately printed in Paris and clandestinely circulated in the Reformed community, including, of course, Geneva. Perhaps there were various products of Castellio’s in circu­lation around this time. In a letter written to the church of Poitiers in February 1555, Calvin himself refers to “papers and books” of Castellio’s written against predestination and to Castellio’s bad habit of drawing attention to his own virtue and to the viciousness of those who adhered to the doctrine of grace.7This Latin work also appears to be lost. Calvin replied to it in 1557 with Brevis responsio ad diluendas nebu­lonis cuiusdam calumnias quibus doctrinam de aaeterna Dei praedestinatione foedare conatus est.8

In September 1557, during a visit to Basle, Beza was shown a manuscript of fourteen articles or “calumnies” on providence and predestination, together with a critical com­mentary, which was due to be published in Paris.9The docu­ment took the form of an open letter to Calvin. Basle was at this period antipathetic to Calvin’s Geneva on a number of issues. Calvin received a manuscript of the work in November and initially hesitated over whether he should offer a reply, but then in January of 1558 he published Calumiae nebulonis cui­usdam quibus odio et invidia gravare conatus est doctrinam  Ioh. Calvini de occulta Dei providential: Johannis Calvini ad easdem responsio.10There are some signs of hasty prepara­tion. As the title of Calvin’s response indicates, Castellio’s calumnies are reproduced together with Calvin’s replies. While Calvin does not mention Castellio by name, there are internal details which reveal clearly that he is confident that Castellio is the author.

As noted, the work is in the form of fourteen articles claiming to set out Calvin’s views, with a commentary on each article. The anonymous author wrote as if he were a third party, communicating the articles (as if prepared by others) and the accompanying commentary to Calvin in a “letter,” and inviting his response. It is this response of Calvin’s, pref­aced by the fourteen articles and Castellio’s commentary on them, that is now freshly translated into English.

There have been two earlier English translations. In 1840 James Lillie published Calvin on Secret Providence (New York: Robert Carter), but this has, in general, been little noticed.11In the middle years of the nineteenth century Henry Cole trans­lated three closely related works of Calvin’s: Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God written against Albert Pighius and others; A Brief Reply against Castellio; and A Defence of the Secret Providence of God, publishing them together as Calvin’s Calvinism. However, in his treatment of the first and third of these pieces, Cole silently rearranged Calvin’s mate­10Calvini rial. The last section of Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God was dropped from his translation of that work, and instead it became the opening section of A Defence of the Secret Providence of God. So Calvin’s Defence is measurably shorter than the reader of Cole’s translation of the book of that name would appreciate, just as his translation of Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God lacks the last section.

The present translation of the work is of the Latin text with no additions or subtractions, and it attempts to avoid the florid paraphrasing and severe and rather excitable tone of Cole’s translation; though given the antagonists’ own lan­guage, harshness and rudeness cannot always be avoided.

The work provides us with a small window onto the bois­terous, argumentative years of the Reformation, not in this case to the main conflicts but to the skirmishes initiated by some of its lesser characters, such as Pighius and Servetus and, of course, Castellio. One is also immediately reminded that this was a somewhat different world from ours, one of sharply edged though often subtle theological doctrines, frequently communicated equally sharply and also crudely.12This was a time in which there was little opportunity for the exercise of toleration; it was the age of the Inquisition, of the rack and the thumbscrew and of the persecution and execution of “her­etics” by whoever had political power.

In this exchange between Castellio and Calvin one is also made aware not only of those who, children of their time (late medievalism), stood by the letter of Scripture, but also of the beginnings of a more liberal and superficially more appealing Christianity, of a mentality willing and able to pick and choose between what was regarded as the spirit and the letter of Scripture and also impatient with doctrinal nuance. Castellio was perceptive in recognizing, in the closing section of his attack, that between the theological outlook that he was representing and Calvin’s views there is a conflict between two contrary conceptions of God. One is benign and universalistic in his intent but ultimately ineffectual, whereas the other is resolute in grace as well as in judgment, always in control, with ends that he unfailingly brings to pass.

Calvin’s inflexible, predictable, rhetorical strategy and Castellio’s rather knockabout caricaturing of the central features, as well as the nuances of Calvin’s views, reflect this division. Calvin was gentle and accommodating to those whom he reckoned were on his side, who were sympathetic to his doctrine and to the work of reform, or who at least did not oppose him. But he is pitiless and unflattering towards those such as Castellio who openly crossed him. By contrast, Castellio was not in the least defensive, for he was out to create a different religious and theological impression, to set a different tone, not so much to play Calvin at his own game as to ridicule and intentionally misrepresent his views in the name of the common man. In the comments on the fourteen articles, he presents himself in the guise of a worried, would-be supporter of Calvin. He references Calvin’s opponents as if he is mediating or attempting to mediate between the two out­looks, but he clearly emerges as Calvin’s opponent. To Calvin’s intense irritation, here is a man, once a friend and follower, who is now impatient of the carefully crafted subtleties that Calvin sometimes uses to advance his position, and above all contemptuous of the God whose interests Calvin sought to advance. Even their Protestantism provides them with little common ground.

There are other personal touches in the text worth noting; for example, Calvin refers several times to his writings and his reputation. In 1558 he was at the height of his powers and his personal authority in Geneva and beyond. Calvin recognized his influence and was extremely self-conscious of the consider­able corpus of his published works and their wide circulation and influence. He saw himself through these writings as hav­ing adopted a very public position of leadership in the Reform movement. This prominence clearly gave him, he thought, the not unreasonable expectation that those who aimed to refute his views should, by quoting them accurately, provide at least some evidence that they had read him carefully. He was upset by what he regarded as the slapdash and inaccurate summaries and quotations from his writings.

Although the work was anonymous and he does not men­tion Castellio by name, Calvin refers to his earlier friendship and also makes a rather oblique reference to Castellio’s alleged theft of some firewood.13Castellio was clearly a person capa­ble of a more scholarly and deferential approach than he offers in the fourteen articles, and one is left with the thought that part of his strategy may have been to treat Calvin offhandedly in public, and even, by the crude way in which he writes, to bait Calvin, provoking him into some theological indiscretion. If so, he must have been disappointed by Calvin’s replies; it is evident that he continued resolutely to maintain the doc­trinal position on providence and predestination laid out in the editions of the Institutes from 1539 onward as well as in his Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God, published, as we have noted, about five years earlier than The Secret Providence of God.

In these works he presents providence and predestina­tion together, physically together in the case of both works, though, as is well known, in the 1559 Institutes he was to sep­arate the treatment of providence from that of predestination. However, the two ideas were closely connected in his thought. Such providence/predestination was “absolute”; that is, it was not conditioned by any human merit or by God’s foreknowl­edge of any other such preconditions, nor is providence to be regarded as a mere general superintendence of the creation. Rather it reaches down to every detail, including the intrica­cies of human action. Thus Calvin’s belief about predestina­tion/ providence also embraced the fall and the propagation of original sin, as well as that those predestined to life according to God’s foreknowledge and election were only a minority of the human race and the predestination of the elect had its counterpart in the perdition of the reprobate.

Calvin’s response to Castellio’s comments is of theologi­cal and (to a lesser extent) philosophical interest for two or three distinct reasons. In the first place, it underlines Calvin’s willingness, in defending his ideas, to adopt a disputatio method, if not always a disputatio style of a formal kind. As Richard Muller has noted, although the Institutes, for example, is not scholastic either in method or tone, neverthe­less Calvin regarded it as an exposition of the main articles of the faith, and as such it contains a number of “dogmatic disputations.”14The Secret Providence has more of the overt form of a printed disputatio than the Institutes. Of course, it is true that a “reply” to Castellio’s work would not have been very intelligible without the fourteen articles and their com­mentary side by side. Nevertheless, in printing them, followed by his responses, Calvin adopts what is close to the style of a formal disputatio. It is natural to think of the articles as fourteen theses, the associated commentary as the arguments supporting these, and Calvin’s replies as his formal responses. Calvin’s language, despite the personal contempt for Castellio that he expresses, particularly his talk of “arguments,” his desire to avoid self-contradiction, his use of the dilemma, and his reference to Castellio’s logical errors, all point to a willing­ness to use a formalized style when the occasion called for it.
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