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Lecture Twenty 
Calvin and Reformed Theology 
Scope: Reformed theology, whose greatest representative is John Calvin, joined the Lutherans in teaching the three solas of Protestantism. Sola fide (“faith alone”) means we are never justified by works. Sola gratia (“grace alone”) means we never do anything to merit God’s acceptance. And sola scriptura (“scripture alone”) means that no beliefs are necessary to accept unless they are in the Bible. At the center of Calvin’s theology is “adoption,” which means God elects to make some people his children by the grace of Christ. What is new in Calvin’s doctrine of predestination is that believers can and should know they are among the elect, predestined for salvation, so they can be certain even in this life that they are already saved for all eternity. 

Outline 
I. The Reformed tradition constitutes just one branch of the Reformation, which is different from the Lutheran Reformation. 

A. The Reformed were more thorough in breaking with Catholic piety and sacramental practices than the Lutherans. 

B. The designation “Reformed” comes from the phrase, “the church reformed according to the word of God.” 

C. The Reformed wing of the Reformation originated in Switzerland, beginning with Zwingli in Zurich, and continuing with its most important figure, John Calvin, in Geneva. 

D. The Reformed tradition in England includes Puritans, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Baptists. 

II. Reformed and Lutheran theology agree on three characteristically Protestant sola statements against Roman Catholic theology: sola fide, sola gratia, and sola scriptura. 

A. Sola fide (“faith alone”) means we are justified by faith alone, apart from works of the Law. 

1. Catholics also teach justification by faith, but that don’t add “alone.” Good works are also required for salvation, because we are justified by “faith working by love” (Gal. 5:6). 

2. The “alone” here excludes good works, particularly works of love, which should be done but make no contribution to justification. 

3. Protestants agree that faith works through love, but make this part of sanctification, not justification. They say it contributes nothing to ultimate salvation. 

4. For Protestants, faith necessarily results in good works, but good works do not contribute anything to salvation. 

B. Sola gratia (“grace alone”) means we can never do anything to earn or deserve salvation. 

1. The word “alone” here excludes merit. 

2. Even after grace and faith, our works earn no merit before God. 

3. By contrast, for Catholics, our good works, which are the result of grace, do indeed have merit in God’s sight. 

4. Whereas Protestants refuse to believe in any merits of their own, Catholics insist especially on the merits of the saints. 

C. Sola scriptura (“scripture alone”) means that nothing is required for salvation that is not in the Bible. 

1. Here the “alone” excludes the power of the church to make new doctrines and impose burdens on people’s consciences that are not imposed in scripture. 

2. In the 16th century, the doctrine of private interpretation did not mean an individual could adequately interpret the Bible apart from the church. “Scripture alone” did not mean you could just forget about the church, the tradition, or other Christians. 

3. Nor does it imply that the church can read the Bible adequately without being informed by the Christian tradition. 

4. It sets limits on what the church’s teaching authority is, which must not go beyond what is taught (explicitly or by clear logical implication) in scripture. 

III. Calvin is famous for his doctrine of predestination, but his differences from Luther and even from Roman Catholic theologians on this point are subtle. 

A. Calvin makes much of the doctrine of adoption, the teaching that believers are adopted by grace as children of God. 

1. Our adoption as sons and daughters of God gives us confidence to approach God as our gracious Father. 

2. Behind adoption is election: God eternally chooses who shall be his children. 

B. The idea that we should know we are elect is Calvin’s radical innovation in the doctrine of predestination. 

1. Faith alone cannot save us unless we persevere in faith to the end of our lives. 

2. Calvin agrees with Augustine that perseverance, like the initial gift of faith, is due to God’s grace. 
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3. But when Augustine argues that people cannot know in advance that they will receive this gift, Calvin disagrees. 

4. Instead, Calvin teaches that we can and should be certain of our election, which means we can be assured of our ultimate salvation—so believers can indeed know in advance that they will persevere in faith. 

5. Thus the teaching that we can be eternally saved already in this life leads to what is radically new in Calvin’s doctrine of predestination: the notion that we can know we are elect, predestined for salvation. 

C. “How do you know you are elect?” becomes a crucial pastoral question in Reformed theology. 

1. For Calvin the certainty of election is based on the inward and effectual call, which is the work of God’s grace—what later Protestants call “conversion.” 

2. The effectual call in conversion gives us a true, saving faith, one that perseveres to the end, rather than a temporary faith. 

3. This generates the distinctively Calvinist anxiety: How do I know for sure that I have true, saving faith? 

4. It also explains why the concept of a once-in-a-lifetime conversion becomes a central theme in much of Protestant theology: If you know you have been truly converted, you can know you are predestined for salvation. 

5. One main route to “assurance of salvation,” as it is called in Reformed theology, is the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit, bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God. 

6. The other main route is more external: The fruits of the Spirit, that is, the good works which follow from true faith is evidence that we are true believers. 

IV. When Catholics, Lutherans, and the Reformed get anxious, they get anxious about different things. 

A. Catholics get anxious about whether they are in a state of mortal sin, so they go to confession. 

B. Calvinists get anxious about whether they have true faith, so they seek internal or external evidence that their faith is real. 

C. Luther has the anxiety he calls Anfechtung, whose deepest form is the worry that the hidden God of predestination might be different from the revealed God of the promise, so he keeps returning to the promise of baptism. 

Suggested Reading: 
Calvin, Institutes, bk. 3, chaps. 2 (on faith) and 21–24 (on predestination). 

Cary, “Sola Fide: Luther and Calvin.” 

McNeill, The History and Character of Calvinism. 

Questions to Consider: 
1. Do the three Protestant solas seem to you a gain or a loss by comparison to Catholicism? 

2. Is it good to have the kind of certainty Calvin’s doctrine of predestination is aimed at providing? 
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Lecture Twenty-One 
Protestants on Predestination 
Scope: Calvin taught that God predestines some people for damnation as well as salvation. Later Calvinists incorporated this doctrine of “double predestination” into a system of eternal divine decrees governing all the events of time. The Synod of Dordt formulated the classic doctrines of “five-point” Calvinism, traditionally symbolized by TULIP: Total depravity, Unconditional election, Limited atonement, Irresistible grace, and Perseverance of the saints. Total depravity is a doctrine shared with Lutherans, while unconditional election and irresistible grace are shared with Augustine. The Calvinist doctrine of perseverance of the saints, however, stems from Calvin’s radical innovation in the doctrine of predestination, teaching that believers can know they are eternally saved because they can know they will persevere to the end in faith. The doctrine of limited atonement is the most controversial of the five: It is found nowhere outside Calvinism. It is not explicit in Calvin himself. And even some Calvinists disagree with it. 

Outline 
I. Beginning with Calvin, the Reformed tradition develops a distinctive doctrine of predestination based on Augustine. 

A. For Augustinian Catholics, predestination means God makes the difference between the saved and the damned by choosing to save some. 

1. Predestination always means predestined grace, by which God from eternity foresees and chooses to save some undeserving sinners rather than others. 

2. Damnation is not the result of divine predestination but of human sin, which God foresees and permits to happen. 

B. Calvin takes the step of saying that God predestines some for damnation, which is the doctrine of double predestination. 

1. By foreseeing an evil and permitting it, God ordains that it shall happen. 

2. When his predestined mercy “passes over” sinners, it’s because he rejects them for all eternity. This rejection is known as “reprobation.” 

C. In Calvinism, double predestination became the basis of a theology of eternal divine decrees. 

1. Calvin, unlike Augustine, spoke of predestination as not just an eternal plan of God but a sovereign decree. 

2. The theology of divine decrees incorporated double predestination into the larger framework of God’s sovereignty or “providential” control over all events of history. 

3. The infralapsarians taught that God made the decree of predestination in view of the decree of Adam’s Fall into sin. 

4. The supralapsarians taught that God decreed Adam’s Fall as a means of carrying out the decree of predestination. 

II. The Synod of Dordt (1618–1619), held in Holland, gave classic expression to orthodox Calvinism. 

A. Dordt rejected the Arminian view, which makes the decision about who gets saved ultimately up to the individual human being. 

1. Arminianism is named after Jacob Arminius, a Dutch Reformed pastor and university professor who died 10 years before the Synod of Dordt. 

2. According to the Arminians, salvation in Christ is offered to all, and it is up to each one of us to accept it. 

3. For the Calvinists, we make no contribution to our own salvation because even our faith is God’s gift, which we receive because God chooses to give it. 

B. The teachings of Dordt are aptly summarized as “five-point Calvinism,” which is defined using the acronym TULIP. 

C. “T” is for total depravity: No part of human nature is free from corruption due to sin. 

1. Total depravity does not mean human beings are pure evil. 

2. Like all Augustinians, Calvinist theologians teach that there is no such thing as pure evil, for all created things are good, and evil can only be a form of nonbeing, an absence, loss, privation, or corruption in what is good. 

3. Total depravity means that after the Fall there is no part of human nature that is not corrupted by sin. 

D. “U” is for unconditional election. 

1. The doctrine of divine election (from the Latin word for “choice”) is about God’s eternal choice as to whom he will save. 

2. Unconditional election, taught by Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin, is the doctrine that God’s choice determines who will have faith. 

3. Election is unconditional in that nothing in us, neither merit nor faith, is a condition or cause of God’s election. 
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E. “L” is for limited atonement. 

1. This is more accurately called “particular redemption.” 

2. The doctrine is about the scope of God’s intention in the death of Christ: Did he intend to redeem everyone? 

3. The Calvinists, reasoning that God could not fail to achieve his intention, concluded that he did not intend to redeem all. 

4. The implication that Christ did not die for everybody makes this the most controversial doctrine taught at Dordt. 

F. “I” is for irresistible grace. 

1. This means that God’s gift of grace is always effective: If it is given, it is received. 

2. For Calvinists, grace is the cause of our choosing to accept Christ in faith and be saved. 

G. “P” is for perseverance of the saints. 

1. This is the radically new doctrine of Calvin, that all who truly have faith will persevere in faith to the end. 

2. It implies, contrary to Augustine and the whole previous Christian tradition, that all who lose or abandon their faith never really had Christian faith to begin with. 

III. The Calvinist doctrine of perseverance had effects on all later Protestant doctrines of justification, generating a distinctively Protestant focus on conversion. 

A. This explains why Protestants treat justification as happening only once in a lifetime, when we are converted to faith: For after that point, we are sure to be saved eternally. 

B. Some Calvinists accept all the teachings of Dordt except limited atonement. 

1. They often call themselves “moderate” Calvinists, and have also been called “four-point Calvinists.” 

2. Their position is also called “hypothetical universalism” (after its key concept) or Amyraldianism (after Amyraldus, one of its most prominent advocates). 

3. In this view, Christ dies to save all people (“universalism”), but on condition that they believe (“hypothetical”). And only those predestined for salvation come to have faith (unconditional election). 

4. The 17th-century theologian Richard Baxter was the most prominent advocate of this view among the Puritans. 

C. The Lutherans ended up agreeing with the Arminians on most points. 

1. Following Luther, they wholeheartedly agreed with the Calvinists on total depravity. 

2. Departing from Luther, they taught a version of conditional election and resistible grace: God predestines for salvation those whom he foresees will not resist grace to the end. 

3. The Lutheran tradition ended up agreeing with Calvinists about the concept of conversion. 

4. The motive for this departure from Luther is to close the gap between what Luther called the revealed God (of the Gospel) and the hidden God (of predestination). 

5. What remains hidden is whether we will persevere to the end, which God knows, and we do not. 

Suggested Reading: 
Canons of the Synod of Dordt, in Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, vol. 3, 581–597. 

Formula of Concord, articles 2 (on free will) and 11 (on predestination), in Schaff, vol. 3, 106–114 and 165–173. 

Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics, chaps. 7, 8, and 23. 

Owen, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ. 

Questions to Consider: 
1. Does the theology of divine decrees seem like a natural development of Calvin’s thought? 

2. Is it possible to accept a fully Calvinist doctrine of election without accepting Dordt’s teaching that Christ did not die for everybody? 
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Lecture Twenty-Two 
Protestant Disagreements 
Scope: Lutheran and Reformed theologians disagreed about the presence of Christ’s body in the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper, with Lutherans arguing for the doctrine of real presence and the Reformed insisting that the body of Christ was not physically enclosed in the bread. Calvin tried to close the gap, but he could never accept the Lutheran insistence that even unbelievers receive Christ’s body in the Supper. Calvin developed the forensic doctrine of justification, in which was the righteousness by which we are justified is imputed, not imparted or infused in us. Lutheran theologians concurred with Calvinists in developing a forensic doctrine of justification with an important role for conversion, as well as the “third use” of the Law. 

Outline 
I. The most contentious issue between the Lutherans and the Reformed concerned the presence of Christ’s body in the Eucharist. 

A. Luther rejected the Roman Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, but affirmed the real presence of Christ in the sacrament. 

1. He thought it would be a superfluous and unnecessary miracle for the substance of the bread to be removed from the eucharistic host. 

2. On the other hand, he thought it was absolutely essential that Christ’s human flesh was literally present in the bread. 

3. He fiercely rejected the Reformed view advocated by Zwingli that the Supper is a way of remembering Christ’s body and blood literally. 

4. Luther’s typical formula is that Christ’s body is “in, with, and under” the bread. 

B. Calvin presented a middle view, trying to reconcile the Lutheran and Reformed doctrines. 

1. Calvin agrees with Zwingli that Christ’s body is not locally present or “enclosed within the bread,” for he is literally present in heaven. 

2. Yet Calvin thinks that those who receive the sacrament in faith do truly partake of Christ’s body in the Eucharist. 

3. In another characteristic formulation, Calvin says that through the bread and wine, God truly exhibits, offers, and presents Christ’s body to be grasped by faith. 

4. Liturgies influenced by Calvin thus typically say things like: As truly as you eat this bread and drink this cup, so truly you partake of Christ’s body in faith. 

5. Calvin also uses the ancient liturgical formula “Lift up your hearts” to say that by the power of the Spirit our hearts are lifted up to Christ in heaven. 

C. The crucial difference is noted by Calvin himself: Contrary to the Lutherans, Calvin teaches that the unworthy or unbelieving partake of bread but not of Christ’s body. 

1. They both agree that unbelievers partaking of the sacrament receive only the sacramental sign, not the thing it signifies. 

2. The crucial principle here goes back to Augustine: Unbelief separates the sacramental sign from the thing it signifies. 

3. Thus Calvin’s view depends on his teaching that Christ’s body is the thing signified in the sacrament. 

4. Luther, however, shares the medieval view that Christ’s body is both sign and thing signified in the sacrament. 

5. For Luther, the sign includes Christ’s body and blood as well as the bread and the wine. 

D. There is thus a spectrum from high to low views of the Eucharist: from Roman Catholic to Lutheran to Calvinist to Zwinglian. 

1. Lutheran piety is more sacramental and external than Reformed piety and closer to the Catholic view. 

2. The difference can be illustrated by the contrast between Luther’s view that faith “gropes for God in bread” and Calvin’s admonition not to “cling too tightly to the mere external sign.” 

II. Calvin’s theology was a major impetus in the development of the Protestant forensic doctrine of justification. 

A. Forensic justification means that God declares sinners righteous when they believe, because the merits of Christ are imputed to them. 

1. For all Protestant theologians, the foundation of all the benefits received by faith is union with Christ. 

2. In receiving Christ, the believer receives also his righteousness, as Luther taught in On the Freedom of a Christian. 
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3. The forensic doctrine of justification adds that the righteousness received by believers consists in the merits of Christ, which are imputed to them. 

4. The only human being whose life has merit is Christ. 

5. “Forensic” is the basic metaphor for a verdict in court, such as the declaration of guilt or innocence. It comes from the Latin word forum, originally the location of the law courts in Rome. 

B. A crucial feature of the forensic doctrine of justification is that the righteousness of Christ by which we are justified consists in his human merits. The merit of Christ takes to forms. 

1. First, by Christ’s passive obedience, which means his suffering and death, he earns forgiveness for our sins. 

2. Second, by Christ’s active obedience, which means his righteous deeds and life, he earns merits which are imputed to us, so that we are not merely forgiven but counted as positively righteous. 

3. Catholics object to a doctrine of justification which leaves us inwardly unchanged, and insist that by grace we can merit eternal life. 

C. Some scholars have recently argued that Luther’s doctrine of justification is not purely forensic. 

1. Typically the righteousness of which Luther speaks in the doctrine of justification is not the human merits of Christ but the righteousness of God, which belongs to Christ because Christ is God. 

2. In a famous sermon, Luther distinguishes between two kinds of righteousness: alien and proper, which is Latin for “another’s” and one’s “own.” 

3. The alien righteousness is the righteousness of God, which Luther says is infused in us, becoming ours because Christ is ours by faith. 

4. In a favorite metaphor, alien righteousness means we are transformed into a good tree that can bear fruit, that is, a good person who can do good works—the latter being our “proper” righteousness. 

5. Because our proper righteousness is always in and of itself mortal sin, God graciously does not impute our sin to us, for Christ’s sake. 

6. Hence Luther’s doctrine of justification does have a forensic element, but this is secondary to the real change in our hearts caused by the alien righteousness which is infused when we are united with Christ by faith. 

III. Lutheran theology was consolidated on the basis of the Formula of Concord (1580), which resolved a number of disputes among Lutheran theologians in the generation after Luther’s death (1546). 

A. Like the Reformed, the Lutherans developed a forensic doctrine of justification. 

1. Like Calvin, their forensic doctrine is developed in rejecting the teaching of Lutheran theologian Andreas Osiander. 

2. Osiander, picking up on Luther’s insistence on the righteousness of God, taught that justification consists in our union with the essential righteousness of the divinity. 

B. Like the Reformed, the Lutherans develop a theology of conversion, which is in some tension with their theology of baptismal regeneration. 

1. For the Reformed, conversion, which is the moment in which the call of God is effectual for the first time in one’s life, is the moment when one acquires saving faith and becomes truly a Christian. 

2. For the Lutherans, baptism (usually as an infant) is the moment in which a person is born again as a Christian. 

3. The Formula of Concord uses the concept of conversion to mark the point in a person’s life after which free will can begin to cooperate with the Holy Spirit. 

4. In effect, the Lutherans join the Reformed in thinking of justification as a once-in-a-lifetime event, in contrast to Luther’s view that it happens every time we repent. 

C. Like the Reformed, the Lutherans develop a theology of the “third use of the Law.” 

1. In addition to the civil and evangelical uses of the Law (see Lecture Nineteen), Calvin identified a third use of the Law, which is to instruct Christians in the life of obedience. 

2. The danger of the third use of the Law is that it can become a staple of Christian preaching, a form of moralism which misses Luther’s point that the Gospel of Christ, not the Law of works, is what inwardly transforms people. 

Suggested Reading: 
Formula of Concord, articles 3 (on justification), 6 (third use of the Law), and 7 (the Lord’s Supper), in Schaff, vol. 3, 114–121, 130–135, and 135–146. 

Braaten and Jenson, Union with Christ. 

Calvin, Institutes, vol. 3, chaps. 11–13 (on justification), and vol. 4, chap. 17 (on the Lord’s Supper). 

Heppe, Reformed Dogmatics, chaps. 20 (on the effectual call and conversion) and 21 (on justification). 

Luther, Sermon on “Two Kinds of Righteousness.” 
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Questions to Consider: 
1. Why does it matter to these theologians how Christ is present (or not) in the Supper? 

2. What is at stake in disagreements about whether justification is wholly forensic? 

48

