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John Calvin is one of 

the best-known 

names in 

Protestantism. His 

great theological 

work, The Institutes of

the Christian Religion, remains one of the 

seminal works of Protestant theology. 



◦ The theological approach advanced 
by Calvin has come to be known as 
'Calvinism.
◦ Calvin’s belief in the absolute sovereignty of 
God over all aspects of the created world 
helped define Reformed theology.
◦ Calvin introduced new forms of church 
government and liturgy in the church in 
Geneva, Switzerland, and these innovations 
were to influence Congregational, 
Presbyterian and Reformed churches 
throughout the world.



◦ John Calvin was born on July 

10, 1509, at Noyon in northern 

France. 

◦ His father, Gerard, was a 

notary and served as 

secretary to the local bishop. 

◦ At the age of 14 the young 

John, already religiously 

inclined, entered the ancient 

and famous University of Paris. 



◦ Calvin soon showed himself an eager, serious, 

and able student of theology. 

◦ In 1528 he received his master of arts degree 

and on the command of his father turned to the 

study of law. 

◦ He also undertook the study of Greek and was 

strongly influenced by Renaissance humanism. 

◦In 1532 he published, at his own expense, a 

learned commentary on Seneca's book On 

Clemency, a work on political ethics. 



◦ As a young man, Calvin was affected by the 
emerging Reformation ideas and movements 
that were beginning to bring about changes 
in the religious climate of northern Europe.

◦ Historians believe that Calvin experienced a 
religious conversion some time between 1529 
and 1533.

◦ Calvin wrote about his experience of 
conversion to Christ in a commentary on the 
Psalms.



In his Commentary on the Book of Psalms, 

Calvin portrayed his conversion as a sudden 

change of mind, brought about by God:

“God by a sudden conversion subdued and 

brought my mind to a teachable frame, which 

was more hardened in such matters than might 

have been expected from one at my early 

period of life. Having thus received some taste 

and knowledge of true godliness, 



“I was immediately inflamed with so intense a 
desire to make progress therein, that although I 
did not altogether leave off other studies, yet I 
pursued them with less ardour.”

In another account, Calvin wrote,

“Being exceedingly alarmed at the misery into 
which I had fallen, and much more at that 
which threatened me in view of eternal death, 
I, duty bound, made it my first business to 
betake myself to your way, condemning my 
past life, not without groans and tears.



“And now, O Lord, what remains to a wretch 

like me, but instead of defence, earnestly to 

supplicate you not to judge that fearful 

abandonment of your Word according to its 

deserts, from which in your wondrous 

goodness you have at last delivered me.”

Many historians and Calvin scholars 

believe that it was about this time that Calvin 

left the Roman Catholic church.



◦Martin Luther's teaching reached France, and 
Calvin wrote of the impact this had on him:

◦"He [God] tamed to teachableness a mind 
too stubborn for its years—for I was strongly 
devoted to the superstitions of the papacy 
that nothing less could draw me from such 
depths of mire. And so this mere taste of true 
godliness that I received set me on fire with 
such a desire to progress that I pursued the 
rest of my studies more coolly, although I did 
not give them up altogether."



◦ In 1533 Calvin's name was associated with 

Nicholas Cop, the rector of the University of 

Paris, who was charged with heresy.

◦ Calvin was a close friend of Cop. 

◦ Cop had spoken out on the need for reform 

and renewal in the Roman Catholic Church 

in Nov. 1533.

◦ Cop was forced to leave France and fled to 

Basel, Switz.; Calvin went into hiding.



◦ In mid-October 1534 Calvin finally left France 

and moved to Switzerland.

◦ Church reforms had been promoted in Basel 

by Johannes Oecolampadius and Ulrich 

Zwingli, and Switzerland provided a much 

more hospitable environment for reformers.

◦ In March 1536, Calvin published the first 

edition of his Institutes of the Christian Religion, 

which would become the classical statement 

of Protestant theology. 



◦ The Institutes was intended as an expanded 

catechism. 

◦ This first edition of 1536, in Latin, consisted of only 

six chapters and explained the Decalogue, the 

Apostles' Creed, the Lord's Prayer, the sacraments, 

and church government, 

◦ Calvin went on to greatly enlarge the work in the 

second edition (Strasbourg, 1539).

◦ Calvin published the work in French at Geneva, 

Switz. in 1541.



◦ The work shows Calvin's legal training as well 

as his deep piety. 

◦ Theologically, the Institutes is filled with an 

awed awareness of the majesty and 

sovereign power of the almighty God. 

◦ The Scripture contained for Calvin the all-

sufficient, authoritative truth upon which the 

church rests, as well as the entire pattern of its 

life. 



◦ Calvin later wrote about the Institutes, "I 

labored at the task especially for our own 

Frenchmen, for I saw that many were 

hungering and thirsting after Christ and yet 

that only a very few had any real knowledge 

of him.”

◦ Calvin decided to go to Strasbourg, a city in 

eastern France that was a free city in the Holy 

Roman Empire and friendly to reformers.



◦Due to the movement of 

French and Imperial troops 

through Europe, Calvin 

was forced to detour south 

back into Switzerland to 

the city of Geneva.

◦ In Geneva he met William 

Farel, a fellow French 

reformer who implored him 

to stay in Geneva.



Calvin later recalled: “Then Farel, who was 

working with incredible zeal to promote the 

gospel, bent all his efforts to keep me in the 

city. And when he realized that I was 

determined to study in privacy in some 

obscure place, and saw that he gained 

nothing by entreaty, he descended to cursing, 

and said that God would surely curse my 

peace if I held back from giving help at a time 

of such great need.”



Calvin continued: “Terrified by his words, and 
conscious of my own timidity and cowardice, I 
gave up my journey and attempted to apply 
whatever gift I had in defense of my faith.”

◦ The church in Geneva made Calvin a pastor 

in 1537, although he was not formally 

ordained.

◦ Calvin and Farel presented their Articles on 

the Organization of the Church and its Worship 

at Geneva to the city council in January 1537.



◦The document described the manner and 

frequency of their celebrations of 

the Eucharist; the reason for, and the method 

of, excommunication; the requirement to 

subscribe to the confession of faith; the use of 

congregational singing in the liturgy; and the 

revision of marriage laws.

◦The requirement to subscribe to the 

confession of faith was for all citizens in 

Geneva - no exceptions.



◦ If you were excommunicated, you had to 

leave the city, as you would have been an 

outlaw.

◦ Calvin and Farel’s viewpoint was just like the 

Roman Catholic Church, the Lutherans and 

the kingdoms of Europe. 

◦ There is no separation between membership 

in civil society, or citizenship, and church 

membership. All who live in a sovereign state 

must be the same religion.



◦ The idea of Christendom was still the only way 
to define society.

◦ The only question was: would this Christendom 
be Roman Catholic, or Protestant?

◦ Then, a controversy arose between the 
reformed churches in Bern, Zurich and Geneva 
around the use of unleavened bread for 
Communion.

◦ The council ordered Calvin and Farel to use 
unleavened bread for the Easter Eucharist.



◦ In protest, Calvin and Farel refused to 
administer communion during the Easter 
service. 

◦ This caused a riot during the service and the 
next day, the council told Farel and Calvin to 
leave Geneva.

◦ Farel went to Neuchâtel, Switz., and Calvin 
went to Strasbourg, in eastern France.

◦ Strasbourg was a Free Imperial City, where 
several Protestant leaders had led a reform.



◦ Calvin lived in Strasbourg for three years.

◦ Under Martin Bucer's influence he compiled 
a book of French psalm paraphrases set to 
music for singing in the services. 

◦ He also introduced a new order of service, or 
liturgy for the Protestant churches.

◦ He published his Commentary on Romans 
and a revised edition of his Institutes. 

◦In August 1540 he married Idelette de Burre, a 
widow with two children.



On July 28,1542, Idelette

gave birth to a son, 

Jacques, but he was born 

prematurely and survived 

only briefly. Idelette fell ill 

in 1545 and died on 

March 29, 1549. The 

marriage had lasted less 

than 10 years, and Calvin 

never married again.



Calvin wrote in a letter to a friend:

“I have been bereaved of the best friend of 
my life, of one who, if it has been so ordained, 
would willingly have shared not only my 
poverty but also my death. During her life she 
was the faithful helper of my ministry. From her I 
never experienced the slightest hindrance.”

◦ Adding to his troubles, Calvin was a refugee 
in Geneva, and not a citizen. Despite being a 
famous Protestant reformer, scholar and 
teacher, many did not accept him.



◦Calvin encountered bitter opposition to his 

work in Geneva. 

◦Around 1546 a group made up of wealthy, 

politically powerful, and interrelated families of 

Geneva opposed Calvin.

◦Calvin called them the libertines, people who 

felt that after being liberated through grace, 

they were now free from both church and civil 

law. We might call them antinomians.



◦The Geneva city council had approved a 
modified version of Calvin’s Ecclesiastical 
Ordinances of the Church of Geneva.

◦The council did not grant all that Calvin 
requested but did place the administration of 
church discipline in the hands of church officials 
supported by the state, instead of in the hands of 
the city council. 

◦The Ordinances, basic to all later Calvinistic 
organizations, names four divinely sanctioned 
ministries "instituted by our Lord for the 
government of his Church."



◦These ministries are pastors, teachers, elders, 

and deacons. 

◦The pastors, selected on the basis of a test 

and with the approval of the city government, 

were to "proclaim the Word of God, to 

instruct, admonish, exhort and censure, both 

in public and private, to administer the 

sacraments and to enjoin brotherly corrections 

along with the elders and colleagues." 



◦The ministers of Geneva and the nearby 

villages held weekly discussions. 

◦In each of the three parish churches there 

were three services on Sunday.

◦There were preaching services on Monday, 

Wednesday, and Friday mornings. 

◦The weekday services were later held daily. 

◦From a modern viewpoint, the schedule in 

Geneva for all citizens looks monastic.



◦The Ecclesiastical Ordinances also called for 
the creation of the Consistoire (Consistory), an 
ecclesiastical court composed of the elders 
and the ministers. 

◦The city government retained the power to 
summon persons before the court, and the 
Consistory could judge only ecclesiastical 
matters, having no civil jurisdiction. 

◦Originally, the court had the power to hand 
down sentences, with excommunication as its 
most severe penalty.



◦During his ministry in Geneva, Calvin 

preached over two thousand sermons. 

◦Initially he preached twice on Sunday and 

three times during the week. 

◦This proved to be too heavy a burden and 

late in 1542 the council allowed him to preach 

only once on Sunday. 

◦In October 1549, he was again required to 

preach twice on Sundays



◦ In addition, Calvin was required to preach every 
weekday of alternate weeks. 

◦ His sermons lasted more than an hour and he did 
not use notes.

◦ Catechism classes for youth were held at noon 
on Sunday in every parish.

◦ At the age of 16 young people, baptized in 
infancy, made their own profession of faith.

◦ Communion was celebrated in all three parish 
churches four times a year, on Christmas, Easter, 
Pentecost, and the first Sunday in September.



◦Calvin had wanted Communion to be 
celebrated every week, but the Geneva 
council did not grant that request. 

◦Unlike Luther, who basically retained most of 
the old Mass and cut out only its objection-
able parts, Calvin wrote a new liturgy, 
retaining only some of the structure and 
elements of the traditional Mass. 

◦In his service he attempted to restore the 
worship as he felt it had been in the ancient 
Christian church. 



◦On the Sundays when Communion was to be 
celebrated, the intercessory prayer with a 
lengthy paraphrase of the Lord's Prayer led to 
the Communion rite. 

◦A consecration prayer, mostly of Calvin's own 
composition, was followed by the words of 
institution. 

◦ln the accompanying exhortation the minister 
restricted the Communion to the faithful, a 
feature that later came to be known as "the 
fencing of the tables." 



◦In the exhortation Calvin's theological view of 
the Lord's Supper is given in that Christ wishes 
"to make us partakers of his own body and 
blood, in order that we may possess him 
entirely in such a manner that he may live in 
us, and we in him. And although we see only 
bread and wine, yet let us not doubt that he 
accomplishes spiritually in our souls all that he 
shows us externally by these visible signs; in 
other words, that he is heavenly bread, to 
feed us and nourish us into life eternal." 



◦ The rite of Baptism as inaugurated by Calvin 
differed from that of the Lutheran Church. 
◦ Calvin held that "assurance of salvation does 
not depend upon participation in the 
sacraments, as if justification consisted in it." 
◦ Baptism became in the Calvinistic, or 
Reformed, church only "a token of our union 
with Christ." 
◦ All the "alien hodgepodge" and "theatrical 
pomp" were discarded. 
◦ It was of no importance to Calvin whether the 
candidate should be immersed or sprinkled.



◦Baptism of the children of believers, as heirs of 

God's covenant with the fathers, was 

retained. 

◦It was to be administered only by the clergy, 

and since it was not necessary for the 

salvation of a person whose eternal fate had 

been determined by God, emergency 

baptism at the home of the infant was not 

permitted. 



◦ The Baptismal ceremony was confined to the 
church, before the assembly of believers, to 
stress the child's membership in the covenant 
people. 

◦ No sponsors were required, and no 
profession of faith was made for the infant. 

◦ Catechism classes were provided by the 
church for the education of children and 
teenagers, and young people made their 
own profession of faith at the age of 16.


