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INTRODUCTION 



THE CONTRIBUTION OF JOHN CALVIN 
TO 

NEW TESTAMENT EX~G~SIS 

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A. The Subject. 

1. The Subject Stated and Explained. 
u No name in church history--not even Hilde-

brand's or Luther's or Loyola's--has been so much loved 

and hated, admired and abhored, praised and blamed, 

blessed and cursed, as that of Jolm Calvin. 11 (1) These 

words written by a modern historian suggest something 

of the conspicuous position this man's life and work 

have occupied in the history of the Church. Certainly 

no one could have called forth such a vast amount of 

• • • • • • 

(l)Schaff: History of the Christian Church, Vol. VII. 
P• 270. On the variations in the spelling of this 
name, occasion is taken to refer to and to quote in 
full the excellent note given on it by the authors 
of the article on Calvin in the Ency. Brit.: 11 The 
family name of Calvin seems to have been written in
differently Cauin, Chauve, Chauvin, Calvus, Calvinus. 
In the contemporary notices of Gerard and his family, 
in the capitular registers of the cathedral at Noyon, 
the name is always spelt Cauuin. The anagram of 
Calvin is Alcuin, and this in its Latinized form 
Alcuinus appears in two editions of his Institutio 
as that of the author (Audin, Vie de Calvin, i. 520). 
The Syndics of Geneva address hrm in a letter written 
in 1540, and still preserved, as 'Docteur Caulvin•. 
In his letters written in French he usually signs 
himself 'Jean Calvin'. He affected the title of 
'Maitre r, for what reason is not knO\m. 

11 William 
Lindsay Alexander and Alexander James Grieve. 
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expression with such a variety of opinion unless he had 

exerted a powerful influence in the life and development 

of his own and subsequent centuries. Testimony to this 

influence is found in abundance coming from his enemies 

as well as from his friends.(l) Without begging the 

question it can be said that Calvin is corr~only recog-

nized as the theologian of the Reformation. n Melanch-

thon, himself the prince of Lutheran divines and tthe 

Preceptor of Germany', called him emphatically •the 

Theologian'u.(2) A recent writer also concedes that 

Calvin was the leading theologian of the Reformation.(3) 

But the primary interest of this study is not 

Calvin the theologian. This thesis has to do, rather, 

with the manner in which his theology was derived. Like 

the other leaders of the Reformation, Calvin went to 

the Scriptures. But Calvin went to the Scriptures and 

emerged from them with different results from those of 

many or even most of his predecessors. It is a matter 

of common knowledge to the student of the history of 

interpretation that exegesis had fallen into by-paths. 

Of this more will be said later in considering the 

• • • • • • 

(l)See the compilation of 11 0pinions and T1fstimonies 
Respecting the Writings of John Calvin in the edi
tion of Calvin's Commentary on Joshua published by 

" n the Calvin Translation Society 1854, p. 376 ff. 
Cf. also Schaff: History of the Christian Church, 
Vol. VII. P• 272 ff. 

(2)Cited on the authority of Schaff, Vol. VII. P• 260. 
(3)P. Smith: Essays in Biblical Interpretation, P• 82. 
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exegetical heritage of Calvin. Suffice it to say at 

this point, that a new impulse was given to Scripture 

interpretation through the Reformation.(l) 

The domain of our quest lies, therefore, be-

tween the Scriptures and Calvin's theology. Our inter

est is in the process by which his theology came to be 

what it was. The subject of this study has to do with 

Calvin the exegete. The question for which the answer 

is to be sought is: vVhat was the contribution of John 

Calvin to the Exegesis of the New Testament? 

2. The Subject Justified. 

Prof. Thomas K. Davis once wrote these words: 
11To read the Bible without understanding it, is to 
waste one's time; and to undertake to expound it to 
others without understanding it, is to be a blind 
leader of the blind. A misinterpreted Bible is a. 
principal source of error in the Christian world. 
It is indeed, the stronghold of much of the error 
that is abroad, A rightly interpreted Bible is the 
only means of 1saving lmowledge and healthful civil
ization'. Many, not to say most, persons, who be
lieve that the Bible contains a revelation from God, 
seem to cease exercising their reason as soon a.s 
they take up the sacred volume. They appear to re
gard everything contained in it as a direct address 
from the Almighty to themselves, and they feel as 
if the statements or directions are to be applied, 
in every case, literally to themselves and to their 

II own circumstances. (2) 

An interest therefore in the Bible and its interpre

tation would be justification enough for the venture 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Immer: Hermeneutics of the New Testament, P• 31 ff. 
(2)Bibliotheca Sacra, April 1903. p. 1. 
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before us. 

But this thesis takes its rise for more spe~ 

cific reasons. In the first place, the influence of 

this great Reformer would be runple justification for a 

consideration of his exegetical works. Of this influ-

ence we have already spoken. 

In the second place, the need for the present 

inquiry has presented itself as a result of certain at-

tacks upon the methods of interpretation of the early 

leaders of the Protestant movement. Calvin is various-

ly charged with having allowed his exegesis of Scrip

ture to be subject to the authority of the traditional 

orthodox dogmas. Is this true? If this is true, we 

should know to what extent. At what point, for instance, 

does Calvin abandon the work of the exegete and allow 

his ideas as a theologian to take control? 

Thirdly, we find that on the one hand, he is 

commended for having abandoned the allegorical method 

of interpretation that had prevailed for centuries to 

take up a more literal, historical and grammatical 

method of interpretation; and yet on the other hand, 

he is condemned for having interpreted certain passages 

literally. ( 1) 

Furthermore, it is not the purpose of this 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Gilbert: The Interpretation of the Bible, P• 208 
ff. Also Fullerton: Prophecy and Authority, P• 133 ff. 
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study to make a case for or against John Calvin's the

ology; however, such a study in this fundamental field 

ought to contribute much to the one who seeks to eval

uate his doctrinal position. It should provide the in

quiring theologian with the answer to the question: Was 

Calvin's theology based on a sound exegetical foundation? 

Finally, this investigation woul~ be adequate

ly justified if it answered such a question as this: 

Are the exegetical works of Calvin of sufficient value 

to merit consideration by the modern student of the 

Scriptures? 

3. The Subject Delimited. 

In the first place it has been thought best 

to restrict the field of research primarily to Calvin's 

work on the New Testament. This has been done for two 

reasons: first, because it has been found inadvisable 

to attempt an investigation of his voluminous writings 

on both Testaments; and secondly, because it is the 

New Testament that is of chief importance in his the

ology. 

It will also be observed that our treatment 

of Calvin's New Testament work centers principally in 

the Epistles of Paul and the ~pistle to the Hebrews. 

It is commonly recognized among students of the Reform

ation that these doctrinal books took the leading part 
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in Reformation thinking. It is necessary then that 

careful consideration be given to such works of Calvin 

as his commentaries on Romans, Galatians, Ephesians and 

Hebrews. Yet, his commentaries on the Gospels have 

also been found very illuminating with respect to his 

exegetical methods. 

However, the setting of these bou ... nds does not 

mean to preclude occasional and perhaps frequent refer

ence to Calvin's Old Testament works. This has often 

been found necessary and profitable because of the con

nection and interrelation between the two portions of 

Scripture. Furthermore, since the primary concern is 

with principles and methods of exegesis, is it not rea

sonable to expect that Calvin used the same principles 

and methods in his New Testament work as in that on the 

Old Testament? In view of this relation, we shall find 

it advantageous in studying the former to cite occasion

al illustrations of the same methods and principles in 

the latter. 

In considering the life of Calvin, it is out

side the scope of this study to include an account of 

his life except as certain facts about it are directly 

related to our study of the man as an interpreter of 

Scripture. In those facts we shall be interested. A 

chronology of his life indicating the date of important 

events and the time of publication of his principal 
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writings has been included at the end along with the 

bibliography. 

B. Sources for the Study. 

The primary sources for this study are the 

works of John Calvin, and of these we are chiefly inter-

ested in his exegetical writings. He wrote conrr.1entaries 

on the Pentateuch and Joshua, on the Psalms, on the Major 

and Minor Prophets, homilies on First Samuel and Job, 

and commentaries on all the books of the New Testament 

except the Revelation.(l) 

Besides these works which are more properly 

called " " exegetical , use will be made of his " Institutes 

" of the Christian Religion , his personal correspondence 

and any other of his writings that may throw light on 

his principles and methods of interpretation and on the 

man himself as an interpreter. In connection with his 

life and times there is a variety of sources which shall 

be consulted and indicated as used and also included in 

the bibliography at the close. 

• • • • • • 

" (1) With the exception of Judges, Ruth, Kings, Esther, 
Ezra, Nehemiah, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Solomon's 
Song, and the Apocalypse, his comments, expository u 
lectures, and homilies extend over the whole Bible. 
Terry: Biblical Hermeneutics, P• 676. 



c. The Method of Procedure. 

This thesis will take its start in a study 

of Calvin's life and character to see what qualifications 

he possessed that would make him an exegete. What by na

ture fitted him for this work? How would his sniritual 

experience add to his qualifications as an interpreter? 

In addition to these biographical considerations we 

shall investigate Calvin r,s relation to the times in 

which he lived and to the times which he followed. What 

in the situation in which Calvin lived would assist or 

hinder him as an exegete? What in the heritage which 

Calvin received from preceding ages would help to qual

ify or disqualify him for his task? Along with this, 

it will be well to consider his view of the Scripture 

together with his exegetical aims. These will be impor

tant factors in understanding and evaluating his prin

ciples and in criticising his methods. This study of 

Calvin's qualifications constitutes Part One of the dis

cussion. 

Attention shall then be turned in Part Two 

toward a study of Calvin's exegetical methods. This 

will necessitate a rather careful and somewhat extended 

treatment of his exegetical works, with especial empha

sis on the more doctrinal books of the New Testament 

and upon those passages which particularly bear upon 

Reformation and Post-Reformation theology. 
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This discussion will proceed along two lines: first, we 

shall consider what may be called Calvints general exe

getical methods; and secondly, we shall consider his 

methods as applied to various types of passages, such a 

as narrative or historical, argumentative, and doctrinal. 

passages; also Old Testament quotations and references, 

parables, and miracles. 

Throughout these chapters we shall constantly 

be seeking to evaluate and criticise Calvin as an exe

gete. In doing this we shall endeavo~ to keep in mind 

two points of view; that is, we shall seek to estimate 

him both from the point of view of the time in which he 

lived and also from that of our own time. 

In conclusion, we shall summari~e our answer 

to the question: What was the contribution of John Cal

vin to New Testament exegesis? 
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PART ONE 

THE QUALIFICATIONS OF JOHN CALVIN 
AS AN EXEGETE 

CHAPTER II 

CALVIN'S PHYSICAL QUALIFICATIONS 

A. Introduction. 

In attempting to know and to understand, as 

well as to estimate John Calvin as an exegete, it may 

be well first of all to ask the question: How was he 

qualified to perform the work of a truly great inter-

preter of Scripture? II It has been said that, In order 

to be a capable and correct interpreter of the Holy 

Scriptures, one needs a variety of qualifications, both 

natural and acquired 11 .(1} The first consideration will 

be Calvin's physical qualifications. 

B. His General Health. 

It is a commonly accepted principle that the 

body has a direct influence on the mind. 
II Common expe-

rience shows that a tired brain means a slow mind; that 

a rested brain means a quick mind,----. 11 (2) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Terry: Biblical Hermeneutics, P• 151. 
(2)See Horne: The Philosophy of Education, Chapter III. 

P• 57 ff. Cf. Gates: Psychology for Students of 
Education, p. 379 ff. 
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The case, however, of Calvin seems to be one 

in which the mind and spirit were able to triumph in 

spite of a feeble earthly dwelling. F'or the most part, 

this weakness of body seems to have been a result of 

the severe discipline to which Calvin, the indefatiga

ble student, subjected himself, rather than to any in

herent or hereditary weakness. Beza in his life of 

Calvin has recorded the fact that: 
II Some persons, still alive, who were then on familiar 
terms with him, say, that, at that period, his custom 
was, after supping very frugally, to continue his 
studies until midnight, and on getting up in the morn
ing, to spend some time meditating, and, as it were, 
digesting what he had read in bed, and that while so 
engaged, he was very unwilling to be interrupted. 
By these prolonged vigils he no doubt acquired solid 
learning, and an excellent memory; but it is probable 
he also contracted that weakness of stomach, which 
afterwards brought on variousndiseases, and ultimate
ly led to his untimely death. (1) 

Beza, toward the end of his account makes another more 

extended reference to his health and habits which tended 

to wear him out: 
u .His diseases, the effect of incredible exertions of 
body and mind, were various and complicated, as he 
himself states in a letter which he addressed to the 
physicians of Montpelier. Besides being naturally of 

• • • • • • 
(l)Beza: Life of Calvin, P• xxiii. The edition of Beza 

referred to on this and the following pages is that 
which is published in Vol. I. ~f Tracts Relating to 
the Reformation by John Calvin by the Calvin Trans
lation Society, Edinburgh, 1844. This Biography of 
Calvin by Beza is one of the earliest, having first 
been published with Calvin's posthumous commentary 
on Joshua in the year of Calvin's death, 1564. 



•14-

a reeble and spare body, inclining to consumption, he 
slept almost waking, and spent a great part or the 
year in preaching, lecturing, and dictating. For at 
least ten years he never dined, taking no rood at all 
till supper; so that it is wonderful he could have so 
long escaped consumption. Being subject to hemicran
ia, ror which starvation was the only cure, he, in 
consequence, sometimes abstained rrom food for thirty
six hours in succession. Partly also rrom overstrain
ing his voice, and partly from the ~oderate use or 
~loes, a circumstance not attended to till it was too 
late, he became arflicted with ulcerated haemorrhoids, 
and occasionally, for about five years before his 
death, discharged considerable quantities of blood. 
vYhen the quartan rever left him, his right limb was 
seized with gout; every now and then he had attacks 
or colic; and, last of all, he was afflicted with the 
stone, though he had never been aware of its exist
ence till a rew months before his death. The phys
icians used what remedies they could; and there wa.s 
no man who attended more carefully to the prescrip
tions or his physicians, except that in regard to 
mental exertions he was most careless or his health, 
not even his headaches preventing him from taking 
his turn in preaching. Vl.hile oppressed with so many 
diseases, no man ever heard him utter a word unbecom
ing a man or firmness, far less unbecoming a Chris
tian., Only raising hie ,eyes towards heaven, he would 
say, 'O Lord, how long;~ for even when he was in 
health this was an expression which he often used in 
reference to the calamities of his brethren, which 
night and day affected him much more than his own 
sufferings. We advising and entreating him that 
while sick he should desist from all fatigue of dic
tating, or at least of writing,--•~Vhat,• he wou*d 
say, 'would you have the Lord to find me idle?' (1) 

The significance of the facts of Calvin's 

health to which attention has been called is simply 

this: that Calvin allowed not even his health to stand 

in the way of his loyalty to a great cause. When one 

follows him through those years of almost constant 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, P• lxxxiii. 
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suffering and observes the courage, perseverance, and 

cheerfulness of the man, one cannot but feel that here 

was one who presented himself na living sacrifice 11
• In 

1558 and 1559 when for eight months he was confined by 

a fever, although he refrained from preaching and lee-

turing, he spent days and nights dictating. Although 

weak and feeble of body, his resources of mental energy 

seemed to be almost ineXhaustible. In 1563, the year 

before he died, Beza tells us that: 
It Calvin's diseases had so much increased, and were 
so numerous, as to make it almost impossible to be
lieve that so strong and noble mind could be any 
longer confined in a body so fragile, so exhausted 
by labour, and, in fine, so broken down by suffering. 
But even then he could not be persuaded to spare him
self. Nay, if at any time he abstained from public 
duty, (and he never did so without the greatest re
luctance,) he still at home gave answers to those 
who consulted him, or wore out his amanuen~es by dic
tating to them, though unfatigued himself.' (1) 

Although at times quite irritable and sharp

tempered, yet his physical condition appears to have 

hindered or warped in no way his exegetical results but 

rather to have wrought in the man those inner qualities 

of fidelity, constancy, self-forgetfulness and affection

ate devotion which are invaluable qualifications for the 

one who would be an interpreter of sacred writings. 

c. His Capacity for Work. 

Something of this has already been suggested 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, P• lxxxii. 
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in various ways, yet it may be profitable to set::'forth 

from other points of view the physical qualifications 

of John Calvin. Let us consider his capacity for work. 

1. As Judged by the Extent of his Writings. 

Although Calvin aimed at conciseness and 

brevity--as he tells us in his Preface to his Commentary 

on Romans (1), and in the attainment of which he may be 

considered fairly successful,--yet his academic lectures, 

elaborate treatises, co~mentaries, correspondence and 

polemic discussions, together with his earlier writings, 

make in the English edition of his works more than fifty 

octavo volumes. It One writer remarks that, It is not too 

much to say, that no contemporary of his had a circle 

of readers so wide; and that none had readers so eager, 

whether they were allies, or disciples or opponents.n 

(2) Beza reckoned his sermons at two hundred and eighty

six annually and his lectures as only a hundred less in 

number.(3) One edition of his correspondence fills four 

large volumes and this is by no means complete.(4) 

. . . . . . 
(1) 11 The principle point of an interpreter did consist 

H 
in a plain briefness. 

(2)Article on 11Calvin, The Man 11 by John DeWitt, in Prince
ton Theological Review, July 1909, Vol. VII. p. 376. 

(3)Kampschulte, ii. p. 376, from Beza, Tract theol., ii. 
353. Cited on the authority of VV. Walker: John Cal
vin, P• 432. 

(4)The edition referred to is the English 
by D. Constable and M. R. Gilchrist of 
Lettres Frantaises. The last and best 
!etters is t at in Calvini Opera which 
Vol. X. Part II. to Vol. XX. 

translation 
Jules Bonnet's 
edition of his 
extends through 
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Regardless of what may be said as to the 

physical qualifications of this man, his volmninous 

works stand as an incontrovertible witness of his ex-

traordinary energy and endurance. 

2. As Judged by the Variety of his Labors. 

To have filled an eight-foot shelf with large 

volumes ought to be ample evidence of the capacity for 

work of any man. But there are other facts concerning 

his labors that make John Calvin even more remarkable. 
n In these w~itings he has discussed almost every 
great subject touching the church's doctrine, disci
pline or cultus; the Christian rule of faith; the 
Christian life of worship and of duty; practical 
ethics; and the moral and rel~gious relation of civil 
government and human society. (1) 

In his exegetical writings, it would have shovm an un-

usual capacity for work had Calvin concerned himself 

with only the books of the New Testament. But as we 

have seen above,(2) his writings cover almost the entire 

Bible. As shall be seen at a later point, Calvin's 

knowledge of both Hebrew and Greek was of no mediocre 

sort. In addition to this he wrote as well in Latin 

as in his native French tongue. And not a few of his 

works did he write in both languages. It is a question 

among some scholars whether his Institutes were written 

• • • • • • 

(l)Jobn DeWitt: "John Calvin, The Ma..n", Princeton Theol. 
Rev., July 1909, Vol. VII. P• 376. 

(2)Ante p. 8. 



-18-

first in French or in Latin but it is known for certain 

that Calvin published his last edition (1559) in both 

languages. ( 1) 

In the second place, the writings of Calvin 

are only one phase of his many sided activity. One 

writer has summed up his other labors as follows: 

"Nor was it only in religious matters that Calvin 
busied himself; nothing was indiffer:ent to him that 
concerned the welfare and good order of the state or 
the advantage of its citizens. His work embraced 
everything; he was consulted on every affair, great 
and small, that came before the council,--on questions 
of law, police, economy, trade, and manufactures, no 
less than on questions of doctrine and church polity. 
To him the city owed her trade in cloths and velvets, 
from which so much wealth accruee to her citizens; 
sanitary regulations were introduced by him which 
made Geneva the admiration of all visitors; and in 
him she reverences the founder of her university. 
This institution was in a sense Calvin's crowning 
work. It added religious education to the evangel
ical preaching and the thorough discipline already 
established, and so complete~ the reformer's ideal 
of a Christian commonwealth. (2) 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Translator's Preface to the English Edition of 

his Institutes published by the Presbyterian Board 
of Christian Education, 1930. 

(2)Article on Calvin in Ency. Brit. by William Lindsay 
Alexander and Alexander J~~es Grieve, p. 75. Cf. also 
w. Walker: John Calvin, p. 3~9. Schaff;u.p. 443 has 
this interesting statement: Calvin combined the of
fices of theological professor, preacher, pastor, 
church-ruler, superintendent of schools, with the 
extra labors of equal, yea, grea.ter, importance, as 
author, correspondent, and leader of the expanding 
movement of the Reformation in Westaer.n Europe. He 
was involved in serious disciplinary and theological 
controversies with the Libertines, Romanists, Pelag
ians, Antitrinitarians, and the Lutherans. He had 
no halp except from one or more young men/\ whom he 
kept in his house and employed as clerks. 
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"r have not timen, Calvin writes to a friend 
after his retuj,n to Geneva, 11 to look out of my house 
at the blessed sun, and if things continue thus I 
shall forget what sort of appearance it has. Vfhen 
I have settled my usual business, I have so many let
ters to write, so many questions to answer, that 
many a night is spent without any offering of sleep 
being brought to nature. (1) 

Beza has given a good picture of the busy 

life of Calvin, speaking with particular reference to 

the period &fter Calvin's return to Geneva in September 

1541. 
u 
~Y.hat his ordinary labours at this time were will be 

seen from the following statement. During the week 
he preached every alternate and lectured every third 
day, on Thursday he met with the Presbytery, and on 
Friday attended the ordinary Scripture meeting, called 
'The Congregation', where he had his full share of 
the duty. He also wrote most learned Commentaries on 
several of the books of Scripture, besides answering 
the enemies of religion, and maintaining an extensive 
correspondence on matters of importance. Jmy one who 
reads these attentively, will be astonished how one 
man could be fit for labours so numerous and so great. ----In addition to these employments, he had many 
others, arising out of circumstances domestic and 
foreign. For the Lord so blessed his ministry, that 
persons flocked from all parts of the Christian world, 
some to take his advice in matters of religion, and 
others to hear him. Hence, we have seen an Italian, 
an English, and, finally, a Spanish Church at Geneva, 
one city seemingly scarcely sufficient to entertain 
so many guests. But though at home he was courted 
by the good, and feared by the bad, and matters had 
matters ~ been admirably arranged, yet there werft 
not wanting individuals who gave him gl~eat annoyance. 11 

{2) 

This question of those who annoyed him leads us to our 

next point, his capacity for work, 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cited on the authority of the article in the Ency. 
Brit., P• 74. 

(2)Beza, P• xxxix. 
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3. As Judged by the Conditions under Which he Worked. 

Further reference scarcely needs to be made 

to the handicap under which Calvin worked due to the 

conditionc~of his health except by way of associating 

that point in this connection. We would add but this 

one illustration. Henry Beveridge in the Preface of his 

translation of Calvin's Commentary on Joshua has called 

attention to the circumstances surrounding Calvin's 

composition of that work in a very striking manner: 
!I The Commentary on Joshua was the last literary 

labour of its venerable Author. ¥Vhen he engaged in 
it, his constitution, which had never been strong, 
was completely worn out by excessive exertion, and 
almost every line of it must have been dictated to 
his amanuensis during momentary intervals of relief 
from severe bodily pain. On this point we possess 
autHentic documents which leave no room for doubt. 

In a letter dated 30th November 1563, not quite 
six months before his death, after alluding to the 
difficulty he felt in continuing his studies, while 
both mind and body were exhausted by sickness, he 
states that he had undertaken a Commentary on Joshua, 
in compliance with the wishes of his friends, but 
had not then been able to advance beyond the third 
Chapter, though he had endeavoured to be as brief as 
pOSffible. 

Little more than two months after this letter 
was written, on 6th February 1564, he made his ap
pearance in the pulpit for the last time; and on 
lOth March following, the complication of diseases 
which too plainly indicated that his earthly career 
wa~ about to close, had become so alarming as to 
cause an entry in the Register of Geneva in the fol
lowing terms:-'Arrete que chac~n prie Dieu pour la 
sante de M.ACalvin, qui est indispose depuis long
temps, et meme en danger de mort:-'Decreed that 
every one pray to God for the health of Mr. Calvin, 
who has been indisposed for a long time and even in 
danier of death.' 

Such are the circumstances in which this commen
tary was composed, and it is impossible, in reflect
on them, not to admire the indomitable energy which 
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Calvin displayed in proceeding with his task, and 
in meeting the remonstrances of those who would have 
withdrrovn him from it, with the heroic exclamation, 
'Would yoH that the Lord, when He comes, should find 
me idle I ' ( 1 ) 

We recall how during his long illness in the winter of 

1558-59 he refrained from preaching but spent his days 

and nights dictating.(2) 

But Calvin's health might be called the least 

of his difficulties. There was all manner of opposition, 

annoyances, plots, heresies, factions, strife, conten-

tiona, not only in Geneva and Switzerland, but in sur

rounding countries which heaped upon the Genevan Reform-

er burden upon burden. 

On March 14, 1542, Calvin wrote to his friend 

Myconius, minister at Basle: 
11 The present state of our affsirs I can give you in 
a few words. l•'or the first month after resu.c11img the 
ministry, ~ had so much to attend to, end so many 
annoyances, that ~ was almost worn out; such a work 
of labor and difficulty has it been to upbuild once 
more fl- fallen edifice (collapsum edificium instaur
are). ( 3) 

In February 1543 he wrote to Melanchthon: 

n As to our own affairs, there is much that I might 
write, but the sole cause which imposes silence upon 
me is, that I could find no end. I labor here and 
do my utmost, but succeed indifferently. Nevertheless, 
all are astonished that my progress is so great in 
the midst of so many impediments, the greater part of 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Calvin's Comm. on Joshua, P• v. 
(2)Ante, P• 14. 
(3)Constable's translation of Bonnet's collection of 

Calvin's Letters, Vol. I. p. 289. 
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which arise from the ministers themselves. This, 
however, is a great alleviation of my troubles, that 
not only this Church, but also the whole neighbor
hood, derive some benefit from my presence. Besides 
that, somewhat overflows from

11
hence upon France, and 

even spreads as far as Italy. (1) 

The following selection of quotations from 

Beza will sum up the conditions under which Calvin worked 

and will reflect something of his extraordinary capacity 

for work. 
11
In the following year, (1542) Calvin had no few 

sources of annoyance. For, in:addition to those which 
he had at home, the inflamed fury of the enemies of 
the gospel expelling numbers of pei•sons from France 
snd !taly, and bringing them into a neighboring city 
of so much celebrity, it is wonderful with what zeal 
he exerted himself to counsel and refresh the exiles, 
by every kind of attention, to say nothing of the let
ters which he wrote for the consolation of those who 
continued in the yery lion's jaws. The same year, 
two very grievous evils were added, viz., a ncarcity 
of corn, and its usual attendant the plague. (2) 

" -----The next(yea~ (1543) was in no respects of 
tl a milder nature. (3) 

tl vVhile Calvin was worn out with all the labours of 
this year (1544), the following year (1545) commenced 
with contests, and these by far the most grievous in 
which he had been involved. For, as if the plague 
sent from heaven had not sufficiently exhausted the 
city and its neighborhood, avarice prevailed to such 
a degree in some poor wretches, whom the richer class 
had employed to take care of the sick, and purify their 
houses, that having entered into a horrid conspiracy 
together, they besmeared the door-posts and thresholds, 
and all the passages of houses, with a pestilential u 
ointment, which immediately produced a dreadful plague. 
(4) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Constable's translation of Bonnet's collection of 
Calvin's Letters, Vol. I. P• 289. 

(2)Beza, p~. xli-xlii. 
(3)Ibid., P• xliii. 
(4)Ibid., p. xlvi. 
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11 Calvin had, moreover, this same year, a double 
cause of anxiety both at home and abroad. An indi
vidual, old in wickedness, though still young in 
years, having returned to Geneva, his native place, 
after he had for some time counterfeited the hermit 
in Frayce, began with making a great profession of 
piety. (1) 

11The succeeding year (154g) was in no respects 
milder than its predecessor. (2) 

urn the following year, ¥,"iz., 1548, the old fac
tion again burst forth----. {3) 

One might think in looking over the resuective 

dates of his works that Calvin--as Beza says--wrote his 

"most learned Commentaries on six of Paul 1 s Epistles 

as if he had been living in retirement 11 ,(4) "while in 

reality he lived amidst scenes, which would have inca-
u pacitated any ordinary mind for such pursuits. {5) 

The contribution of all these experiences is 

of real import in estimating the man as an exegete. 

They go far to account for the remarkable spiritual 

insight that is not infrequently displayed by Calvin. 

Pringle in his Prefe.ce to his translation of 

Calvin's Commentary on II Corinthians has called atten

tion to the fact that Calvin's devout mind, while en-
II gaged in careful study of these interesting portions 

tl of the Volume of Inspiration must have found real · 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, see P• xlviii for fuller context. 
(2)Ibid., p. xlix. 
(3)Ibid., P• lii. 
(4)Ibid., P• liii. 
(5)John Pringle's Preface to his translation of Calvin's 

Commentary on II Corinthians, P• 99. 
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refreshment amidst such scenes of turmoil. 

"we cannot doubt, that while preparing, under circum
stances like these, his Connnentaries on the Epistles 
to the Corinthians, and most of Paul's other Epistles, 
he had ample experience of what he himself so beauti
fully expresses, when commenting on Psalm cxix. 50, 
This is ~ comfort in my affliction, for thy word 
nath ~iCKened me: 'The Prophet----han-good reason 
~s ating, th~ in the time of affliction the 
faithful experience animation and vigour solely from 
the word of God inspiring them with life. Hence, if 
we meditate carefully on his word, we shall live 
even in the midst of death, nor will we meet with 
any sorrow so heavy for which it will not furnish 
us with a remedy. And if we are bereft of consola
tion and succour in our adversities, the blame must 
Pest with ourselves; because, despising or overlook
ing the word of God, w~ purposely deceive ourselves 
with vain consolation' (1) 

As the last consideration in connection with 

his physical qualifications, we pass on to his capacity 

for work, 

4. As Judged by the Length of his Life. 

Although the facts already presented have 

revealed a man of unusual ability, they become even 

more remarkable when considered in the light of the 

chronology of his life.(2) 

• • • • • • 

(1) II Cor., P• 99. Cf. Calvin's Commentary on Psalms, 
Vol. IY. P• 437. 

(2)See Chronology in the Appendix of this study. Schaff, 
Vol. VII. p. 267 says of Calvin in this respect: The 
literary activity of Calvin, whether we look at the 
number or at the importance of works, is not surpassed 
by any ecclesiastical writer, ancient or modern and 
excites double astonishment when we take into consid
eration the shortness of his life, the frailty of his 
health, and the multiplicity of his other labors, as 

11 a teacher, preacher, church ruler, and correspondent. 



It is to be noted that when he was barely 

twenty-six years of age he had published the first edi

tion of his ninstitutes of the Christian Religionrr.(l) 

And it is significant that this first edition of his 

Institutes was essentially the same in substance as 

those revised and enlarged editions which came later. 

As Schaff has said: "His Institutes came like Minerva 
II in full panoply out of the head of Jupiter. (2} Beza 

remarks that, "In the doctrine which he delivered at 

the first, he persisted steadily to the last, scarcely 
fl making any change. (3) 

• • • • • • 
(l)Calvin was born July 10, 1509; the Letter addressed 

to King Francis which prefaced it was dated Aug. 23, 
1535. See.Walker: John Calvin, Pi>• 128-129. There 
is of course, some question as to when the first 
edition was published but we take Aug. 23, !535 as 
an evidence that the work of composition was by that 
time complete. See the extended Introductory ·notice 
by H. Beveridge in the Calvin Translation Society's 
edition of the Institutes, Edinburgh, 1845. 

(2)Schaff, Vol. VII. P• 262. 
(3)Beza, p. xcviii. The authors of the article in Ency. 

Brit. point to this circumstance as follows: 11 In this 
work, though produced when the author Yfas only twenty
six years of age, we find a complete outline of the 
Calvinist theological system. In none of the later 
editions, nor in any of his later works do we find 
reason to believe that he ever changed his views on 
any essential point from what they were at the period 
of its first publication. Such an instance of matur
ity of mind and opinion at so early an age wottld be 
remarkable under any circurastances; but in Calvin's 
case it is rendered peculiarly so by the shortness 
of the time which had elapsed since he gave himself 
to theological studies. It may be doubted also if 
the history of literature presents us with another 
instance of a book written at so early an age, which 
has exercised such a prodigious influence upon the 
opinions and ~ractices both of contemporaries and 
of posterity. Ency. Brit. P• 73. 
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Calvin published his Commentary on Romans in 

1539 when he was in his thirty-first year. This was 

the first of his commentaries. In the next twenty-four 

years he did most of the work to which reference has 

been made in the preceding pages. Thus it is seen how 

much was packed into the small space of so few years. 

It is interesting to compare the liYes of the 

three leading Reformers with respect to the length of 

their public careers. Luther's public career began in 

1517 and lasted twenty-nine years until his death in 

1546. Zwingli' s began with his preaching e.t Einsiedeln 

in 1516 and extended until his untimely death in the 

battle of Kappel in 1531, a period of only fifteen 

years. Calvin took up his work in Geneva in 1536. With 

the exception of a few years he continued his work at 

that place until his death in 1564, his nublic career 

therefore covering twenty-eight years. Luther had 

reached an age of sixty-two; Zwingli, of f'orty-seven; 

and Calvin, an age of fifty-four. 

D. Summary and Conclusion. 

As we conclude this chapter, we cannot help 

but marvel at the character of this man who has demon

strated such a tremendous capacity for work. This he 

has done in spite of a body that from early years had 

been reduced to frailty and weakness by the excessive 
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strain of most rigorous and severe discipline. Calvin 

was loyal to his work. Even in pain and sickness he 

could not be persuaded to leave off his studies. When 

we come to treat more fully his moral and spiritual 

qualifications, together with his intellectual and ed

ucational qualifications, we s~~ll see how such fidelity 

of spirit went far to beget in him those inner qualities 

of thoroughness, accuracy, loyalty, sympathy, power and 

at the same time meekness of spirit, that are so highly 

prized in the exegete. If a robust body and general 

good health are made prerequisites of the exegete, then 

there is not much that can be said in Calvin's favor. 

But if he pursued his labors to a triumphant conclusion 

in spite of handicaps, or if he made of his handicaps 

an asset so that his work became of a finer quality 

because of them, then we can only admire the man and 

give the more careful attention to those works of his 

in which he deals with spiritual things. In such a 

case we have no objections to make to his physical 

qualifications.(l) 
• • • • • • 

n (l)John DeWitt has said of Calvin: Certainly, we have 
the right to say that no man in his century did larger 
work than he did, or did what he did with more ability, 
or was more nearly equal to every exigency, or was 
called suddenly to meet exigencies more critical. The 
mind of no contemporary moved more easily over a wide 
area of knowledge and thought, or seized with surer 

" eye the great subjects it embraced. Princeton Theel. 
Rev., July 1909, Vol. VII. PP• 377-378. 
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CHAPTER III 

CALVIN'S INTELLECTUAL QUALIFICATIONS 

A. Introduction. 

Intellectual education has been defined as 

"the development of the mind's power to know the truthn. 

(1) It has to do with such matters as observation, 

perception, memory, imagination, grasp, judgment, taste, 

reason, etc. Other associated factors are independence 

in thinking, order and system in habits of work, and 

aptness to teach or to convey truth to others. We shall 

now proceed to consider Calvin's mental powers, or his 

ability to know the truth. 

B. The Quality of His Mind. 

One can scarcely read a small portion from 

Calvin without being impressed with his habits of ob-

servation, powers of perception, the capr-1city of his 

memory, his use of imagination, his judgment, and his 

ability to reason. The truth of this statement is sup

ported by the frequent and specific mention of these 

very points in the literature on Calvin.{2) It may be 

said that the fuller evidence rev~aling the quality of 

• • • • • • 

(l)Horne: Psychological Principles of Education, p. 83. 
(2)Cf. Ante, p.3, note (1). 
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his mind will be found in the succeeding pages and 

chapters; however it seems well at this time to touch 

briefly upon certain points in this connection. 

1. His Habits of Observation. 

In work such as that of the one who excels 

in the interpretation of Scripture, it is necessnry 

that the mind be alert and ready to learn at every mo

ment from direct contact with objective truth.(l) Cal

vin has manifested this quality of the mind in his abil-

ity to recognize significant words, phrases ~:::.nd pas-
If II sages. In con~enting on the name Jesus in Matthew 

1:21, he points out that 11 the words of the angel set 

aside the dream of those who derive it from the nBme 

of God, Jehovah; for the angel expresses the reason 

why the Son of God is so called, 'Because he shall save 

his people; which suggests quite a different etymology 

from wh-9.t they have contrived. 11 (2) On Romans 8:9 he 

makes the following observation: 11 Now, verily, let the 

readers mark here, that the Spirit is indifferently 

sometimes called the Spirit of God the Father, sometimes 

. . . . . . 
(l)Cf. the work of Horne referred to above for a dis

cussion of principles bearing on the subject at 
hand, P• 83 ff. 

(2)Harmony of the Evangelists, I. p. 97. Hereafter 
when reference is made to this work of Calvin on 
Matthew, Mark and Luke, it shall be referred to 
simply as the ~armon~. 
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II of Christ--- .(1) In pasEing to John 3:1, Calvin, as 

Tholuck has remarked, tl begins with the acute observa-

tion, that this passage is intimately connected with 

the preceding. 11 (2) Only brief mention need be made at 

this point of Calvin's alertness to sieze upon the exact 

significance of Greek words. This is especially im-

portant to the interpretation of Scripture.(3) That 

Calvin must have been an alert student of cla.ssic lit-

erature is evident from the many references which may 

be traced to those· sources.(4) 

2. His Ability to Perceive. 

Calvin's remarkable insight into the meaning 

of a passage is frequently demonstrated. ( 5) Conm1enting 

on John 4:24 he strikes the heart of the passage in a 

few words: 
11vVhat it is to worshiE God in spirit and truth ap
pears clearl~Tfrom wiiatn-;1s'already been sald.:" It 
is to lny aside the entanglement of ancient ceremon
ies, and to retain merely what is spiritual in the 
worship of God; for the truth of the·, worship of God 
consists in -~he .sl?..i.!:!!, and ceremonies are but a 
sort of appenaage. And here again it must be ob
served, that truth is not compared with f~::..:J.:.~ehood, 

• • • • • • 
(l)Romans, P• 205. 
(2)Calvin on Joshua, P• 369. 
( 3 )See below p.l66 fF. 
(4)See the sections below on his attention to the mean

ing of words, p. 1<06. 
(5)Gates in his Psychology for Students of Education 

ff speaks of perception as having to do iiYith the aware-
ness or recognition of the stimulating object or 

II event. p. 80. 



but with the outward addition of the figures of the 
Law; so that--to use a common expression--it is the 
pure and simple substance of spiritual worship."(l) 

All of Calvin's notes on the Beatitudes are 

worthy of mention in the present connection. We quote 

from his comments on .:£!~ .a£.2_ !he poor 1-_~ sniri t. 

He says in part: 
11Luke gives nothing more than a simple metaphor: but 
as the poverty of many is accursed and unhappy, Mat
thew expresses more clearly the intention of Christ. 
Many are pressed down by the distresses, and:yet 
continue to swell inwardly with pride and cruelty. 
But Christ pronounces those to be happy who, cha~ 
stened and subdued by afflictions, submit themselves 
wholly to God, and, with inward humility, betake 
themselves to him for protection. 11 (2) 

His powers of peDception are to be seen in 

connection with his comments on Galatians 5:1. Calvin 

thus describes the libe.rty of which the Apostle is 

speaking: 
11

'I1he ~ibert¥ of which Paul speaks is exemption from 
the ceremon1es of the law, the observance of which 
was demanded by the false apostles as necessary. 
But let the reader, at the same time, remember, 
that such liberty is only a part of' thnt which Christ 
has procured for us: for how small a matter would 
it be; if he ha~nly freed us from ceremonies? This 
is but a stream, which must be traced to a higher 
source. It is because 'Christ was made a curse, that 
he might redeem us from the curse of the law,' (Gal. 
iii. 13; ) because he has revoked the power of the 
law, so far as it held us liable to the judgment of 
God under the penalty of eternal death; because, in 
a word, he has rescued us from the tyranny of sin, 
Satan, and death."(3) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Jo~ I. p~. 163-164. 
(2)Harmony, I. P• 260. 
(3)Galatians, p. 147. 
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Vi.hat better evidence is there for his mental 

insight than the fact that while he was a law student 

at Orleans in 1528, being at that time only eighteen 

years of age, 11he made such astonishing progress, that 

he very often officiated for the professors, and was 

considel~ed rather a teacher than a pupil. tt (1) Even 

at that time Beza says that "all in that city who had 

any desire to become acquainted with a purer religion, 

often called to consult him11
, and he adds, 11 were great

ly struck both with his learning and his zeal. 11
(2) 

. . . . . . 
(l)Beza, P• xvii. 
(2)Ibid., P• xxiii. 

Winer gives the following testimony to Calvin in 
the third edition of his co~nentary on Galatians: 
"Calvin has displayed a sagacity in perceiving, and 
a perspicuity in expounding the weaning of the Apos
tles, which are truly wonderful. Cited on the au
thority of Tholuck: Calvin as an Interpreter, in 
Calvin's Comm. on Joshua, P• 346. 

Jpseph Scaliger (1540-1609), Whom Tholuck says 
was 'rarely pleased with anybody (Ibid. Pft 351) 
has said of Calvin's Old Testament works: Endued 
with a divine genius, he penetrated into many things 
which lie beyond the reach of all who are not deep
ly skilled in the Hebrew langungeft though he did 
not himself belong to that class. Ibid. p. 379. 
Oninions.and Testimonies. At another point he ex
claims: 11 0 how well Calvin apnrehends the meaning 
of the pronhets! no one better. 11 Ibid. p. 380. 
Schaff gives this note on Scaliger: 11 This judgment 
of the grentest scholar of his sge, who knew thir
teen languages, and was master of philology, history, 
chronology, philosophy, and theology, is all the ,, 
more weighty as he was one of the severest of critics. 
VII. P• 273. 

Lindsay has remarked 
penetrating intellect". 
Vol. II. P• 154. 

about Calvin's ~·acute and 
Lindsay: The Reformation, 



-34-

3. His Memory. 

The quality of Calvin 1 s memory is attested 

by the fact that his writings manifest such an unusual 

store of knowledge. In his comments on the third chap-

ter of First Corinthians--a chapter which has been 

selected at random from his works, and a chapter which 

was taken from the second commentary to be published 

by him--there are no less than thirty-three Scriptural 

references which have been identified by the translator. 

These references are from the following different books 

of the Bible: I Peter, Luke, Ephesians, Hebre'Ns, Mark, 

Galatians, Titus, II Corinthians, Matthew, I Corinthians, 

Romans, Joh.n, Colossians, I Timothy, Psalms, Job, I JoJ:m, 

Philippians,--eighteen books. In these same pages he 

has referred to Augustine, the Sophists, Cyprian, Ambrose, 

Gregory and Bernard, besides frequent references to the 

Papists. In addition to these direct references, the 

language of Calvin is saturated with the phraseology 

of the Bible so that it is often difficult to dra.w a 

line between what comes from Calvin and what from the 

Scriptures.(l) 

An incident from his life attests and illus-

trates the point in a very direct way. One day Jerome 

Balsec, an enemy of Calvin, openly dared to interrupt 

• • • • • • 

(l)For further evidence, the following passages are 
suggested: Luke 1, Matt. 1, Jol:m 19, Hebrews 11 and 
12. 
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in the congregation and to contend for his views. 
II Beza says: He even added insult and mere seditious 

tr invective against the true doctrine. Beza continues: 

uHe is thought to have acted with the greater bold,. 
ness, because, from not seeing Calvin in his place, 
he thought he was absent. Ana so, indeed, he was, 
at the commencement; but coming in after he had be
gun his harangue, had kept standing behind some other 
persons. The monk's oration being ended, Calvin sud
denly appeared, and although it vms obvious he had 
nothing premeditated, he certainly then showed, if 
ever, what kind of man he vms. For he so confuted, 
mauled, and overwhelmed him with proofs from Scrip
ture, quotations from authors, especially from 
Augustine, and, in fine, by numerous weie;hty argu
ments, that all felt exceedingly ashamed fofi the 
brasen-faced monk, except the monk himself. (1) 

Near the end of his Life of Calvin, Beza 

makes this comment directly upon the subject at hand: 

"---He had such an astonishing memory, that any 
person whom he had once seen he instantly recognised 
at the distance of years, and when, in the course of 
dictating, he happened to be interrupted for several 
hours, as often happened, as soon as he returned 
he commenced at once to dictate where he had left 
off. vn~atever he required to know for the perform
ance of his duty, though involved ~n a multiplicity 
of other affairs, he never forgot. (2) 

Thus we see that Calvin vvas remarkably gifted with one 

of the important qualifications of the true exegete. 

4. His Use of Imagination. 

Terry has remarked: II A strong intellect will 

not be destitute of imaginative power. Many things in 

• • • • • • 

(l)Be~a, p. lvii-lviii. 
(2)Ibid., P• xcvii. 
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narrative description must be left to be supplied, and 

many of the finest passages of Holy Writ cannot be ap

preciated by an unimaginative mind. 11 (1) ·rhus it vwuld 

not be well to pass by the Reformer without attending 

to this qualification. 

Lindsay says that Calvin lacked uwhat might 

be called artistic imagination, and neither poetry or 

art seemed to strike any responsive chord in his soul." 

Yet he adds this note: "calvin did not lack imagination. 

The sanctified imagination has never made grander or 

loftier flight than in the thought of the Purpose of 

God moving slowly dotvn through the Ages, making for 

redemption and for the establishment of the Kingdom, 

which is the master-idea in the Christian Institution.
11 

(2) 

Calvin's mind does find a freedom which is 

not al,vays to be had within the limits of' the visible. 

For instance, in describing the occasion of the wed-

ding feast at Cana of Galilee in John 2, he suggests in 

connection with the words of Jesus' mother to her Son--

11They have no vdne"--that 11 it is possible, that, with

out expecting any remedy of this sort, she advised him 

to give some pious exhortation which would have the 

• • • • • • 

{l)Terry, p.l52. 
{2)Lindsay: The Reformation, Vol. II. P• 154. 
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effect of preventing the guests from feeling uneasi-

ness, and at the same time relieving the shame of the 

bridegroom."(l) 

nt f • d h th · • ki .S t ive 1n sue a passage as 1s 1n "connnen s 

on Matt. 11:26 (2); 

"He (God) frequently repeats, that his judgments are 
a deep abyss, (Ps. 36:6;) but we plunge with head
long violence into that depth, and if there is any
thing that does not please us, we gnash our teeth, 
or murmur against him, and many even break out into n open blasphemies. (3) 

The comment on Peter's answer to the question 

of the toll-takers (Matt. 17:25) is as follows: 
II Peter's reply contains a modest excuse to s~tisfy 
tliem: 'he will pay', says he; from vvhich we infer 
that Christ had formerly been accusto.;;J.ed to pny, 
for Peter promises it as a thingp.bout which there 
was no doubt. That they address him rather than 
the other disciples was, as I conjecture, because 
Christ lived with him; for if all had occupied the 
same habit~tion, the demand would have been made on 
all alike. ( 4) 

Thus it is seen that Calvin was not without 

imaginative power but it is to be noted that he held 

himself within proper bounds. Thus as an interpreter 

he is able by narrative description to supply many 

things that increase one's appreciation of scenes of 

ancient times. But the absence of a large amount of 

• • • • • • 

(l)Comm. on John, Voft• I. p. 83. 
(2)The R. v. reads: Yea, Father, for so it was well

pleasing in thy sight." 
(3)Harmony, II. P• 39. 
(4)Ibid., p. 369. 
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imaginative material and the character of that which 

is introduced would certainly prevent the accusation 

that he was highly imaginative or that his fancies 

ran away with him. His mind as well as his character 

was of the sterner type. 

5. His Mental Grasp. 

It has appeared to the writer that Calvin's 

ability to grasp an idea or the contents of a. pa.ssege 

is no less remarkable than his capacity to remember. 

Of his powers of perception we have already spoken. 

It is one thing to perceive, to have insight into an 

idea, and it is another thing to lay hold on it, to 

make it one's own, and to express it in one's ovm 

words. And not only this, he is able to draw out the 

general or underlying principles.(l) 
If II In his treatment of the rest passage in 

Hebrews 4, he ha~given this remarkable sQmmary, inci

dentally revealing how clear the thought of the passage 

is in his own mind: 
u The chief difficulty of this passage arises from 
this, that it is perverted by many. The Apostle had 
no other thing in view by declaring that there is 
a rest for us, than to rouse us to desire it, and 
also to make us to fear, lest we should be shut out 
of it through unbelief. He however teaches us at 
the same time, that the rest into which an entrance 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Horne, p. 155 ff. 
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is now open to us, is far more valuable than that 
in the land oft Canaan. But let us novt come to par
ticulars.---- (1) 

The ''Argument'' which is prefaced to almost 

all of his comment es is a good e Calvin's 

grasp of the subject before him. Almost every page of 

his works, especially those on the Pauline Epistles, 

contains some example of the point under discussion. 

On Romans 1:18, The wrath of God is revealed, 

he begins: 11 Nor, he argueth from the comparing of con-

traries, whereby he proveth, that righteousness happen-

eth nor, neither cometh otherwise than by the gospel; 

for out of this he showeth all men are condemned; 

therefore, in it only is salvation to be found." He 

goes on with such words as these: 11 And he bJ:•ingeth for 

the first argument of condenmntion,--- 11 and later, 
II II Some men think----; but my mind is,---- .(2) 

6. His Judgment and Delicacy of Taste. 

Terry in his "Introduction to Biblical Her-
II U meneutics has said that Above all things, an inter-

prater of Scripture needs a sound and sober judgment. 

----Correctness and delicacy of taste will be the 

• • • • • • 

(l)Hebrews, p. 95. 
(2)Romans, P• 24. For further illustration of this 

point see his com:ments on Rom. 1:17,18; 3:4,5; 5:1,17; 
John 6:44; II Cor. 5:18; 8:7; Gal. 2:14; Eph. 3:1; 
etc. It might be added that these passages have been 
selected at randomt 
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result of a discriminating judgment. n (1) tllJhat can be 

said about Calvin's judgment and taste? 

We are to speak in other places of several 

points which are related to the present question, but 

which we have seen fit to include under other heads, 

i.e., such points as, his intellectual independence(2), 

his aversion to subleties(3), his refusal to argue 

1nterpretations{4), and his insistence on simplicity(5). 

For the present purpose, suffice it to present a few 

examples, and to leave it to the reader as he comes in 

contact with Calvin throughout these pages to decide 

for himself whether or not he possessed the qualifica

tion, of a sober judgment and proper taste. 

On Hebrews 3:3(6) we find Calvin taking care 

of possible objections in the following way: 

nif any one objects and says that Christ}is also a 
part of the building because he is the foundation, 
pee~use he is our brother, because he has a union 
with us, and then thnt he is not the master-builder, 
because he himself was formed by God: in:. reply to 
these things we say, that our faith is so founded 
on him that he still rules over us, that he is in 
such a way our brother that he is yet our Lord, 
that he was so formed by God as man, that he never
theless by his Spirit revives and restores all 

• • • • • • 

(l)P. 153. 
(2 )See below P• 16. 
( 3 )See below p. 2.4 1. 
(4)See below P• Z..i:7. 
( 5 )See below p • 2-47. " 
(6)The R. v. reads: For he hath been counted worthy 

of more glory than Moses, by so much as he that 
built the house hath more honor than the house." 
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things as the eternal God. The Scripture employs 
various metaphors to set forth Christ's grace to
wards us; but there is no one which derogated from 
his honour mentioned here by the Apostle; for what 
is stated here is, that all ought to be brought 
down to their O\vn state, because they ought to be 
in subjection to the head, and that Christ alone is 
exempt from this submission, because he is the 
head. 11 (1) 

He considers another objection after the srume fashion: 

"If it be again objected and saiddmat Moses was 
no less a master-builder than Paul who gloried in 
this title: to this I reply that this name is ap
plied to prophets and teachers, but not with strict 
correctness; for they are only the instr1unents, and 
indeed dead instruments, except the Lord from heaven 
gives efficacy to what they do; and then they so 
labour in building the Church, that they themselves 
form a part of the structure; but the case is wholly 
different as to Christ, for he ever builds up the 
Church by the power of his own Spirit. Besides, he 
stands far above the rest, for he is in such a. way 
the true temple of God, 'Jfhat he is at the same time 
the God who inhabits it.• (2) 

tl ' On verse 4 he begins as follows: Though these 

words may be extended to the creation of the whole world, 

yet I confine them to the present subject. 11 (3) 

On Ephesians 4:24(4) we read: 
It If ri~hteousness be taken as a general term for 
uprigh ness, holiness will be something higher, or 
that purity which lies in being devoted to the serv
ice of God. I am rather inclined to consider holi
~e~ as referring to the first table, and ri~hteOUs 
ness to the second table, of the law, as in he song 
"'f"Zacharias, 'That we may serve him in holiness 

• • • • • • 

(l)Hebrews, pp. 79-80. 
(2)Ibid., P• 80. 
(3)Ibid., p. 80. Heb~ 3:4. 
(4)The R. v. reads: • And put on the new man, ·than 

after God hath been created in righteousness and 
holiness of truth." 
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and righteousness, all the days of our life.' 
(Luke i. 74,75.) Plato lays down the distinction 
correctly, that holiness (~r'o~1' ) lies in the 
worship of Goq, and that the other part, righteous 
ness, (jd(<,oruV.Yf , ) bears a reference to men. The 
genitive, of truth, (-r'rs ~" '1-e~ r e( & , ) is put in the 
place of an-adjective, and refers to both terms; 
so that, while it literally runs, in righteousness 
and holiness of truth, the weaning2s, ·In true 
righteousness and holiness. (1) ------

We quote Terry again on the qualifications 

of an exegete: 

uHis mind must be competent to analyze, examine, and 
compare. He ~1st not allow himself to be influenced 
by hidden meanings, and spiritualizing processes, and 
plausible conjectures. He must weigh reasons for and 
against a given interpretation; he must judge whether 
his principles are tenable and self-consistent; he 
must often balance probabi~ities, and reach conclusions 
with the greatest caution. (2) 

This evidence shows that Calvin grades quite high on 

sound judgment and proper taste. Should the reader 

desire still further illustrations of this point we re-

fer him to Calvin's conu~ents on Acts 20:32; Rom. 5:6; 

I Cor. 7:14; and Eph. 

We conclude this point vvith these words taken 

from William Pringle's Preface to his translation of 

Calvin's Commentary on a Harmony of the ~vangelists: 

nThis extraordinary sagacity was accompanied by 
another quality not less needed i.n an interpreter, 
a sound judgment, which leaned neither to ancient 
usage nor to ingenious novelties, which refused to 
bow to the authority of great names, and sternly 

• • • • • • 

(l)Ephesians, p. 296. For further examples see Gal.i:l; 
3:20; II Tim. 1:18; Titus 2:15. 

(2)Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics, P• 153. 
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rebuked the most plausible sophistry when opposed to 
the plain and obvious meaning of Scripture. He took 
a dispassionate and wide survey, not only of the pas
sage immediately underrconsideration, but of kindred 
expressions or sentiments that were found in any of 
the inspired writers. It was left to the industry 
of later times to collect parallels, and arrange 
them on the margin of our Bible, as an invaluable 
aid to interpretation. But his own perusal of the 
sacred ~olume supplied him largely with such mater
ials, and enabled him to draw them oHt with instinc
tive readiness as occasion required. 1 (1) 

7. His Ability to Reason. 

To quote Terry again: 

nit behooves the expounder of God's word to see that 
all his principles and processes of reasoning are 
sound and self-consistent. He must not commit him
self to false premises; he must abstain from confus
ing dilennnas; he must especially refl"D in from rushing 
to unwarranted conclusions. ll"or must he ever take 
for granted things which are doubtful, or open to 
serious question. All such logical fallacies will 
necessarily vitiate his expositions, and make him a 
dangerous guide. The right use of reason in biblical 
exposition is seen in the cautious procedure, the 
sound principles adopted, the valid and conclusive 
argumentation, the sober sense displayed, and the hon
est integrity and self-consistency everyvvhere main
tained. Such exercise of reason will always comme~d 
itselfto the godly conscience and the pure heart. {2) 

Our question here is, How did Calvin qualify in this 

respect? 

It has been said that nlearning, analysis, and 
tJ sagacity make good reasoners .(3) As to the first, there 

can be little question but that Calvin hnd a v1ell stored 

• • • • • • 

(l)P. xi. Schaff says of Calvin thr.-t, 
11
His judgment is 

always clear, strong, and sound • Vol. VII. p. 531. 
(2)Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics, PP• 153-154. 
(3)Horne: The Psychological Principles of Education, 

P• 183. 
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mind. We need only refer to what has been said before 

about his memory{l), and to what will be said later in 

other coru1ections about his acquaintance with various 

branches of learning(2), to bring to mind that in this 

respect he was well equipped. 

One cannot read Calvin, especially his vmrks 

on the Epistles of St. Paul, without being imnressed by 

the fact that he had:' an analytical type of mind. A 

glance at the table of contents of his Institutes will 

further confirm this opinion. They are the more re-

markable because they were written at so early an age; 

and also because they remained essentially the same in 

substance in his 1558 edition. 

In treating Romans 3:10(3), There is~ 

righteous, he says: 

"seeing the apostle allegeth rather the sense than 
the words absolutely, before he would descend unto 
the particulars, he seemeth first to have put dmm 
in general what is the sum of those things which are 
noted by the prophet to be in man, nru11ely, that ~ 
is jfst; and afterward, to reckon up particularly 
~e ruits of this unrighteousness: and the first is, 
that there is none that understandeth. ru1d this 
foolishriess-rs-strargEXway reproved, because thkK 
seek not God; for vain is that man in whom the owl
edge or-~od is not, what knowledge soever he have 
besides. ( 4) 

• • • • • • 

?i~~;eber~w3~.i~: 
(3)The R. v. reads: "---As it is written, There is none 

righteous, no, not one.
11 

(4)Romans, P• 73. 



-45-

On Romans 4:3, Calvin begins: "This is the 

probation of the minor or second proposition in the 

If ) former argument---. (1 

chapter he writes: 

On the 14th verse of the same 

"By an argument taken from that (which) is impossible 
or absurd, he proveth that that grace which Abraham 
obtained of God, was not promised unto him in regard 
of the legal pact, or in respect of works: f~r if---; 
for what---· then---, because---· but also---· so 

' ' It ' the effect---, because---except----. etc.(2) 

Again we find such analysis as this: 11 T1vo things are 

said here:---"(3) 

It is to be noted that all these examples 

thus far--and countless more of them could be produced 

(4)--are from his first commentary on Scripture, pub

lished when he was only thirty years of age. 

Of his acuteness of intellect, his ability 

to perceive and to grasp, and the soundness of his 

judgment, we have already written.(5) 

Now all of these qualities combined to give 

Calvin a logical, systematizing t)~e of mind, one in 

which reason was much used as well as rightly used. 

The fact that Calvin had a reasoning and systematizing 

(l)Romans, p. 96. 
(2)Ibid., P• 109. 

• • • • • • 

(3)See Romans, p. 178. 7:10. 
(4)See for instance on the first chapter of Romans, 

verses, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 
16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, etc. Practically every 
verse is analyzed( 

(5)Ante, P• 31 ff. 
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type of mind, doubtless contributed essentially to his 

deserved reputation as ~ theologian and exegete of 

the Reformation.(l) We shall come to understand more 

fully the secret of his mental powers when we consider 

his training as a youth, especially his training for 

law.(2) In view of all these facts the conclusion forces 

itself upon us that Calvin brought a mind of no mediocre 

quality to the work of interpreting the Bible. 

c. His Intellectual Independence. 

Calvin has been variously accused of having 

relied upon and followed in the footsteps of Augustine 

and others o~he Church Fathers. It is true that Calvin 

was well read in the literature of the Fathers and fre-

quently mentions them in his exegetical works. But had 

he read them to be made a follower rather than an inde-

pendent leader? Let us see. The question is: Was Cal• 

vin intellectually independent? The following tabula-

tion of references to the works of others has been made. 

It is not presented as being complete but rather repre-

sentative. However it is fairly complete on such books 

as Joh..11. 1 s Gospel, Romans, Corinthians, Galatians and 

• • • • • • 

(l)An address by William Adams Brown at Union Theolog
ical Seminary at the Calvin Anniversary Celebration, 
May 3, 1909, is interesting in this connection. 
See PP• 26-27. Published in l'Iew York. 

(2)See below, p.60ff. 
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Ephesians. Some books have not been consulted in this 

respect and those that have been included have not been 

treated with partiality. Because this tabulation will 

serve a helpful purpose elsewhere as well, it is included 

at this point. 

Indifferent 
Agrees or goes beyond Disagrees 

Augustine John, I. P• 28 John, I. P• 142 John, I. P• 38 
P• 139 John, II.p. 142 P• l43 

354-432 P• 145 Cor., I. P• 205 P• 114 
P• 266 P• 444 P• 177 
P• 404 Cor., II.p. 355 P• 319 
p. 406 John, II.p. 37 

Rom., P• 175 P• 255 
P• 184 P• 286 
P• 189 Rom., P• 80 

Cor., I. P• 77 P• 116 
p. 122 P• 130 
P• 151 Cor., I. P• 203 
P• 159 Cor., II.p. 193 
P• 185 Gal., P• 79 
P• 231 Eph., P• 279 
P• 387 
P• 405 

Gal., P• 63 

Chrysos- Har. ,~~II.p. 22 Har., I. P• 329 Har., I. P• 90 
tom P• 215 P• 406 P• 129 

John, I. P• 65 John, I. p. 114 P• 322 
350-407 P• _83 Cor., I. P• 202 P• 347 

John, II.p. 37 P• 309 John, I. p .. 177 
Cor., I. P• 54 P• 402 P• 273 

P• 191 Cor., II.p. 11 P• 334 
p. 192 p. 152 Cor., I. P• 56 
P• 369 P• 189 P• 64 
p. 420 P• 244 P• 162 

Cor., II.p. 148 p. 250 P• 184 
p. 181 p. 280 P• 197 
P• 199 p. 339 P• 201 
p. 257 p. 373 P• 400 

Gal., p. 140 Eph., P• 279 P• 416 
P• 455 
P• 457 

~!-Harmony of Matthew, Mark and Luke. 
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Indifferent 
Agrees or goes beyond Disagrees 

Chrysos- Cor., II.p. 11 
tom P• 34 

P• 119 
(contin- P• 149 

ued) P• 193 
P• 218 
P• 251 
P• 268 
P• 384 
P• 392 

Gal., P• 54 
P• ;:'62 
P• 65 
P• 71 
P• 139 

Origen 

185?-254? Rom., P• 77 Rom., P• 138 
P• 182 

Cor., II.p. 172 
P• 174 

Gal., P• 67 
P• 68 
P• 96 
P• 100 

E'usebius Har., I. P• 
xxxix 

260?-340 P• 85 
Cor., I. P• 291 

Jerome John, I. P• 371 Hnr., I. P• 
Har., I. P• 385 xxxviii 

340-420 P• 423 P• 107 
Har., II.p. 117 

(These are P• 386 
geographical P• 403 
references) John, I. P• 145 

Cor., I. P• 222 
P• 236 
P• 266 

Cor., II.p. 81 
Gal., P• 54 

P• 62 
P• 65 
P• 68 
P• 67 
P• 96 
P• 139 
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Indifferent 
Agrees or goes beyond Disagrees 

Ambrose Gal., P• 140 Cor., II.p. 199 Ha.r., II.p. 90 
P• 392 Cor., I. P• 191 

340?-397 Gal., p. 54 P• 293 
P• 444 

Cor., II.p. 35 
P• 128 
P• 149 
p. 193 

Eph., P• 263 
P• 279 

Erasmus Jolm, I. P• 28 Har., I. P• 92 Har., I. p. 322 
P• 178 Cor., I. P• 191 P• 459 

1466?- Rom., p. 191 P• 422 Har., II.p. 162 
1536 Cor., I. P• 253 Cor., II.p. 162 P• 136 

Cor., II.p. 144 P• 213 Jolm, I. P• 109 
P• 319 P• 179 

Gal., P• 79 Rom., P• 18 
P• 120 
P• 195 

Cor., I. P• 56 
p. 60 
P• 62 
P• 188 
P• 234 
P• 258 
p. 275 
P• 325 
p. 364 

Cor., II.p. 40 
P• 78 
p. 116 
P• 118 
P• 164 
p. 186 
P• 206 
p. 278 
P• 306 
P• 341 
P• 372 

Gal., P• 39 
P• 17~1 
P• 182 
p. 187 

Eph., p. 248 
P• 260 
P• 311 



-50-

Although the above tabulation does not include 

all the writers to which Calvin has referred in his com

mentaries, yet it does include those who are most fre

quently mentioned. Mention will be made of others at 

a later point.(l) But it is very evident from the above 

that Calvin preserved the individuallty of his own mind. 

He seems to agree with Augustine more frequently in pro

portion to the number of times mentioned tl'um any other 

commentator. But at that he agrees with him eighteen 

tim~s, is indifferent toward him, adds or prefers another 

interpretation, six times, whil-e he comes out in open 

disagreement fifteen times. Calvin may be said to have 

been intellectually independent of Augustine at least 

twenty-one times out of the thirty-nine instances cited. 

Besides, in the eighteen instances of agreement it is 

entirely possible that Calvin may have arrived at the 

same conclusion most or all of the time by his ovm in

dependent study. Indeed one would have real grounds to 

be suspicious of Calvin as an exegete if he did not fre

quently agree with that great interpreter of the fourth 

and fifth centuries. 

In the case of Chrysostom, Calvin is more 

likely to add to or to disagree with him; he agrees fif

teen times, he is indifferent sixteen times, but opposes 

• • • • • • 

( 1 )See below p. 8 2.. 
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him openly thirty-two times. 

Calvin finds little of use in Origen. He 

mentions him primarily to show others the danger of 

following him. Origen of course was a leader of the 
"( 

allegotical school at Alexandria.(l) Calvin refers to 

Eusebius, Jerome and Ambrose in practically the same 

way, disagreeing with them on almost every occasion. The 

eight instances in which Calvin has been listed as in 

agreement v'lith Jerome are really not insignificant in 

this connection because they pertain to geographical 

matters and are not concerned with problems of interpre-

tation in the sense now under consideration. 

It is of interest to note the disagreement 

between Calvin and Eras:r:ms. To Calvin the chief value 

of Erasmus was philological and textual which acco1.mts 

for occasional agreement; Calvin also found support oc-

casionally in some of Erasmus' interpretations but Calvin 

demonstrates the fact that he had gone far geyond even 

the good beginning of Erasmus in the matter of better 

principles and methods of exegesis.(2) 

Before leaving this point attention is called 

to Calvin's impartial, open, and independent attitude 

as reflected by the la..'lguage in V!Thich he couches his 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Waterman: The Post-Apostolic Age, pp. 342,424; 
Fisher: History of the Christian Church, p. 72; &..""ld 
Immer: Hermeneutics of the N. T., p. 31. 

(2)See Terry, p. 670; also Immer, P• 38. 
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objections. 

On Romans 5:15 he says of an interpretation 
II of Augustine: This is verily a godly saying; but it 

cometh not near the mind of Paul. 11 (1) On Romans 5:14 

he makes this reference: u---lest thou fall foully with 

Origen, and into that pernicious error. 11 (2) In the sa..."'Ue 

connection he also remarks: 11 Whereby, ErasnrJ.s is by so 

much less excusable, who taketh so great pains to excuse 

so gross a dotage.u(3) Of an e:x:planation by Ambrose of 

I Cor. 9:6 he says, 11 it is exceedingly forced 11 .(4) 

"Frivolous, however, is the cavil of Chrysostom--- 11 he 

points out in connection with II Cor. 6:6.(5) " fl Augustine 
ft says Calvin on Eph. 3:18, is quite delighted with his 

ovmEeuteness, which throws no light on the subject.n(6) 

Thus there appears to be little support for any contention 

that Calvin was intellectually dependent on others. Of 

the question of bias in his writings we shall have oc

casion to speak in a later chapter.(7) 

D. His Orderly and Systematic Habits of Work. 

There is not much that needs to be said on 

(l)Romans, P• 130. 
(2)Ibid., P• 138. 

• • • • • • 

(3)Ibid., P• 138. 
(4)Corinthians, I. P• 293. 
(5)Corinthians, II. P• 251. 
(6)Ephesians, P• 263. For other illustrations see the 

references given in the tabulation, Ante, p. 47. 
(7 )See below, p. Z6Zff. 
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this particular point except to record the impression 

that must surely come to any one who surveys the works 

or John Calvin, and that is that he must have been a 

systematic and orderly worker. Calvin's logical mind 

and his ability to systematize theology have already 

been mentioned. There is this to be added which Beza 

has written of him and in it we get a picture of the 

man that must be somewhat typical of his habits or life 

and or the discipline to which he subjected his ov1n mind: 
u Some persons, still alliive, who were then (rererring 
to the time when Calvin was a law student at Orleans, 
being about eighteen years of age) on ramiliar terms 
with him, say, that, at that period, his custom was, 
arter supping very rrugally, to continue his studies 
until midnight, and on getting up in the morning, to 
spend some time meditating, and, as it were, digest
ing what he had read in bed, and"that wh~le so engaged, 
he was very unwilling to be interrupted. 

Beza goes on to say, however: 
rt By these prolonged vigils he no doubt acquired solid 
learning, and an excellent memory; but it is probable 
he also contracted that weakness of stomach, which 
arterwards brought on vari~us diseases, and ultimately 
led to his untimely death. (1) 

Calvin must have been orderly and systematic 

or he could not have handled the; 'Variety or labors that 

were his and handled them with such a degree or success. 

(2) Surely, in this is a valuable qualirication ror the 

exegete. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, p. xxiii. The parenthesis is ours. cr. Ante, 
P• 13. 

(2)Ante, P• 15 rf. 
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E. His Aptness to Teach. 

Since the work of the exegete is to explain, 

to throw light upon, to ascertain the author's meaning, 

it involves at least two parties, himself and his in-

tended hearer or reader. Now an exegete may possess 

many rare qualities of mind ano may be thorough and 

proper in his methods but may lack that power of ex

pression which will convey the results of his own study 

to others. How did Calvin qualify in this respect? 

Did he possess those qualities that would make him a 

good teacher? 

That his professors of law at Orleans saw in 

him those qualities doubtless accounts for their en-

trusting their classes to the care of one who was so 

young in years. Of course the mental qualities already 

described would be invaluable. But we find him display

ing frequently in his works many of those points toward 

which the one who would be a good teacher aspires. For 

instance, he summarizes, he paraphrases, he repeats, 

often. He always begins his commentaries with a section 

" " which he designates as the Argument • Not infrequently 

does one find such expressions as "The sum, therefore, 

" u " ) is--- (1), or, Hereupon also it followeth (2 , or, 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Romans PP• 108, 132, 237; Cor., I. PP• 60, 88. 
(2)Romans, P• 108. 
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" " I will repeat it again in other words (1) or again, 
0 The meaning is---"(2), nBut that this sentence may be 

If tJ 
more clear, resolve it thus--- (3) and the s~bstance 

of the passage amounts to thisn.(4) 

As has already been discussed, Calvin had a 

logical mind(5); he also manifested an unusual ability 

to perceive the meaning of a passage(6); and to lay 

hold on it and make it his own(7). Thus it is that Cal-

vin's clarity of understanding and his sure mental grasp 

lays the foundation for good teaching: Calvin is easy to 

follow; his legally trained mind sets things in order; 

and he is constantly marking each turn of thought and 

each new step with some appropriate phrase, conjunction, 

or adverb. The truth of this might be demonstrated from 

almost any page of his commentaries. Take for instance 

his discussion of I Cor. 8:1. Before entering upon the 

more detailed exegesis of verse 1, he takes an entire 

paragraph to introduce the new chapter and to show its 

relation to the chapter (and chapters) preceding.(8) 

Let us follow him as he considers the first verse. We 

• • • • • • 

(l)Romans P• 112. 
(2)Ibid., PP• 65, 271, 38; Cor., I. PP• 52, 56, 57, 58. 
(3)Romans P• 113. 
(4)Cor., I. P• 97. 
(5)Ante, P• 43 ff. 
(6)Ante, P• 31 ff. 
{7)Ante, p. 38 f. 
(8)See Cor., I. p. 271 ff. 



-56-

shall give in rull his first paragraph and then sketch 

the rest of his comments on the verse which cover in 

addition about one and one-half pages: 

"1. Concerning thin!s offered unto idols. He begins 
with a concession, n which he-vo!untarily grants and 
allows to them everything that they were prepared to 
demand or object. 'I:· see what your pretext is: you 
make Christian liberty your pretext. You hold out 
that Sot have knowledge, and that there is not one of 
you t a ~o ignorant as not to know that there is 
but one God. I grant all this to be true, but of -
what-aia~is that knowledge which is ruinous to the 
brethren?' Thus, then, he grants them what they de
mand, but it is in such a way as t~ show that their 
excuses are empty and of no avail. 

" " ---- He shows, from the effects, how--- and then he 

paraphrases. tt Calvin continues: This passage, which 

otherwise is somewhat obscure, in consequence of its 

brevity, may easily be understood in this way--" and he 

paraphrases again using such connectives as: fl If nay more , 

" d h " " " "f " " d" " h"l " " d" an muc more so , now , or , an , w l e , an , 

uwhile", "and", "then", "andu. And all these in the 

space of nine lineal 

He goes on, "Paul, however, did not mean----

Nor did he but simply---; for---, thus---; because---. 

Nor is it always so; for we see---and---and---, never-

theless,---for in the first place; and farther,---. My 
It meaning is this--- and Calvin sums up in his own words. 

The remaining paragraph partakes of the same 

clear-cut style as may be seen from its topic sentence 

which begins: uWe must, therefore, lay it dovm as a 
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settled principle, that----netc.(l) 

One can almost feel that what Immer has said 

about the exegete finds a good illustration in Calvin: 

nThe ideal of the explanation is this: that the 
hearer be led step by step, and in an inventive way, 
to the perfect underst&~ding of the author, so that 
he may believe, as it were, that he has found it out 
himself. True exegesis is a DIALECTIC PROCESS that 
conducts to the object with a sort of inner necessity. 
It must be known not o~ly WHAT the right sense is, 
but also WHY it is so.'(2) 

F. Summary and Conclusion. 

In this chapter we have considered Calvin's 

intellectual qualifications. His writings are refresh

ing and stimulating because he shows himself to be an 

alert and accurate observer. This faculty of his mind 

brings the facts before him. We next saw that he had 

an extraordinary power to perceive the meaning and sig

nificance of facts. We add to this a memory of unusual 

power by which he preserved for ready use the results 

of his studies; a practical imagination by which he 

gave a life-like touch to past events, people and places; 

a mental grasp by which he assimilated new ideas; a 

sound and discriminating judgment together with a del

icacy of taste with which to weigh evidence and make 

decisions; and an ability to reason that places his 

(l)Cor., I. P• 272. 
(2)Immer, P• 11. 

• • • • • • 
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exegesis on substantial foundations. Thus John Calvin 

is seen to have been the possessor of a mind of unusual 

quality. 

Furthermore, it has been shown that Calvin was 

dependent on no one. He made use of the work of others 

but never failed to declare frankly and openly his own 

opinion even though it might cut squarely across the 

opinions of such a venerable Father as Augustine. 

When we add to all of .. these most excellent 

qualities the fact that he was orderly and systematic 

in his work, and that he had the qualifications of a 

teacher, we cannot but conclude that as far as intellect

ual qualifications are concerned Calvin was exceedingly 

well fitted for the work of a first class exegete.(l) 

• • • • • • 

(l)John DeWitt has spoken of Calvin as follows: "It is 
hard, without seeming exaggeration, to speak of his 
special gifts of intellect: his quick perception of 
truth, his great power of acquisition, his capacious 
meuory which held and retained large stores o~owl
edge, his ease of recollection which called out what 
~as needed for immediate use, his faculty of large 
discourse, that is to say, the faculty of marshalling 
the elements of his knowledge in due order, relating 
them to principle and combining them in a system-
the great gift in virtue of which he is the greatest 
of modern theologians--and his sympathetic insight 
into other minds and his power of interpreting them, 
in virtue of which, he is the founder of modern Bib-u tl lical Eiegesis. From an article on John Calvin, 
the Man , Princeton Theol. Rev., July 1909, Vol. VII. 
P• 378. 
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CHAPTER IT 

GALVIN'S EDUCATIONAL Q.UALIFIGATIOliS 

A. Introduction. 

It might be said at the outset of this chapter 

that we shall attempt to set forth Galvin's qualifications 

as respects his educational equipment or acquire~ents. 

We have been considering the quality of his mind; the 

question now is, Of what knowledge was he in possession, 

or with what branches of learning was he familiar that 

would contribute to his work as an exegete? 

B. His Training as a Youth. 

Of his experience as a youth, little needs to 

be said. Galvin himself tell.s us that, 
IJ When I was as yet a very little boy, my father had 
destined me for the study of theology. But after
wards, when he considered that the legal profession 
commonly raised those who followed it to wealth, this 
prospect induced him suddenly to change his purpose. 
Thus it came to pass, that I was withdrawn from the 
study of philosophy, and was put to the study of law. 
To this pursuit I endeavoured faithfully to apply my
self, in obedience to the will of my father; but God, 
by the secret guidance of his providence, at length 
gave a different direction to my course.----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 immedi
ately enflamed with so intense a desire to make prog
ress therein, that although I did not altogether 
leave off other studies, I yet pursued them with the 
less ardour."(l) 

• • • • • • 
(l)Galvin: Preface to Gomm. on the Psalms, Vol. I. 

P• xl. 
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This "intense desiren to learn and make progress may 

be taken as characteristic of Calvin's entire life. 
u Beza tells us that Calvin from a boy was very 

liberally educated, though at his father's expense, in 

the family of the Mommors, one of the most distinguished 

in that quarter."(l) At this time he made rapid progress 

in learning, and, as SChaff suggests, "acquired a refine

ment of manners and a certain aristocratic air, which 

distinguished him from Luther and Zwingli. '' (2) 

He later went to Paris and had for his nr,\ster 
If 

in the College of La Marche, Maturinus Corderius, a 
If man of great worth and erudition .(3) Here he studied 

grammar and rhetoric and learned to think and write in 

Latin under Corderius. We find that later Calvin dad-

icated his Commentary on First Thessalonians to Corderius 

" in order to testify to posterity, that, if any advantage 

shall accrue to them from my writings, they shall know 
II that it has in some degree originated with you. (4) 

• • • • • • 

{l)Beza, P• xxi. 
(2)Schaff, Vol. VII. P• 300. 
(3}Beza, P• xxi. Schaff says his entrance into this 

school was in August, 1523, Calvin being 14 years of 
age. See Schaff's note on this date, Vol. VII. p. 301. 

(4)This dedicatory epistle is so fine and since it is 
short it is fitting that it be included in its 
entirety: 
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Allowing Beza to continue the account, we find: 
II 
Calvin afterwards removed to the College of Mont 

Aigu, and there had for his master a Spaniard, a man 
of considerable attainments. Under him Calvin, who 
was a most diligent student, made such progress, that 
he laft his fellow-students behind in the Grammar 
course, and was promoted

11
to the study of Dialectics, 

and what is termed Arts. (1) 

• • • • • • 

THE AUTHOR'S DEDICATORY EPISTLE 
to 

MATURINUS CORDERIUS, 

A Man of Eminent Piety and Learning, 
Principal of the College of Lausanne. 

11 It is befitting that you should come in for a share 
in my labours, inasmuch as, under your auspices, hav
ing entered on a course of study, I made proficiency 
at least so far as to be prepared to profit in some 
degree the Church of God. Vfhen my father sent me, 
while yet a boy, to Paris, after I 'had simply tasted 
the first elements of the Latin,tongue, Providence 
so ordered it that I had, for a short time, the priv
ilege of having you as my instructor, that I might 
be taught by you the true method of learning, in such 
a way that I might be prepared afterwards to make some
what better proficience. For~ after presiding over 
the first class with the highest renown, on observing 
that pupils who had been ambitiously trained up by 
the other masters, produced nothing but mere show, 
nothing of solidity, so that they required to be 
formed by you anew, tired of this annoyance, you that 
year descended to the fourth class. This, indeed, 
was what you had in view, but to me it was a singular 
kindness on the part of God that I happened to have 
an auspicious commencement of such a course of train
ing. And although I was permitted to have the use of 
it only for a short time, from the circumstance that 
we were soon afterwards advanced higher by an injudi
cious man, who regulated our studies according to his 
own pleasure, or rather his caprice, yet I derived so 
much assistance afterwards from your training, that 
it is with good reason that I acknowledge myself in
debted to you for such progress as has since been 
made. And this I was desirous to testify to posterity, 
that, if any advantage shall accrue to them from my 
writings they shall know that it has in some degree 

rt originated with you. 
II II Geneva, 17th Feb~ary 1550. 

Comm. on Phil., Col., Thess., P• 234. 



We come now to the place when in March, 1528, 

at the age of eighteen, he removed from Paris to Orleans 

to study law. 

c. His Training for Law. 

One cannot but feel on reading 

mentaries that his training for law went 

Calvin's com- ~ 

far in fitting ~ 

him for the work of interpre .. ting the Scriptures. Cal-

vin never seems more at home, than when dealing with an 

argumentative passage or with a passage in which evidence, 

arguments, proofs, etc., are involved. Take for instance 

these few lines of his on Romans 3:9: 

"For we have alreadi alleged, or ~romised to prove. 
~GreeFVerb edt'' o-§11(, , wiiic Paul use:Eh here, 
is a word appertaining to judgment; therefore it hath 
pleased us to translate it, we have alleged, (deter
~~!led, or purposed,) to !rove. -ror ~he acC'l;ser, in 
nis actiOn, is said to a lege the cr~me, wh~ch he is 
ready to prove by other testimonies and proofs. And 
the apostle had cited all mankind generally before 
the tribunal-seat of God, that he might include all 
under the same condemnation. And in vain is it for 
any man to object, that the apostle doth not only 
accuse her, but rather prove; for no accusation is 
true but that which is grounded upon firm and sure 
proofs: as Cicero, in a certain place6 distinguisheth 
between an accusation and a reproach. (1) 

Calvin reflects in his writings a familiarity 

with the.technical language of law and of composition. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, P• xxi. 
• • • • • • 

(l)Romans, P• 72; see also PP• 148, 124. 
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He shows that he is trained in detecting errors in 

reasoning. We find references to such figures as 

metonymia(l), sznecdoche(2), hypallage(3), synchesis(4), 

;:, / " anacoluthon ( "'" "' K o). tJ c:r o v ) ( 5 ) , prosopopeia ( 6 )-' TT dtf-
, 
6'/"J'fl( (7), antithesis and antitheta {contrariety or 

contrarieties)(8), aphairesis(9), anastrophe(lO), pre-
> / 

occupation { 11), anapodotum( 12 ) , and ~ " ( X f. 'f '1 ji D( ( 13 ) • 

Perhaps some of these would better be considered as 

figures of speech, yet the point under discussion ought 

• • • • • • 
(l)Romans, P• 271--the figure there is in putting the 

effect for the cause. See also Romans pp. 161, 291, 
299. 

(2)Romans, P• 21; Harmony, I. P• 193, and p. 323. "syn
doche is, when by one many, or by a part thn whole, 
or by a special the general, is understood. Cf. 
Romans, PP• 29la 342. 

(3)Romans, P• 25. Hypa~lage is, when in speech the order 
of things is turied. Cf. Romans pp. 60, 279. 

(4)Romans, P• 14~. Synchesis is when the order is every 
way confused. 

(5)Romans, P• 138. An anacoluthon refers to the omission 
of a non se~uel ?tr consequent. 

(6)Romans;-p.17. 'Prosopopeia is, when we give that 
to things without life which is proper to living 
things. . , 

( 7 )Romans, P• 251. "Irll(r o v "".)<-< is, when a word is 
repeated"again not altogether the same, but somewhat 
changed. 

(8)Romans, PP• 91, 2e3• 
(9)Romans, P• 287. Aphanesis is, the taking away ofrr 

a letter or uy1la~le from the beginning of a word. 
(10)Romans, P• 292. .Anastrophe is, an inversion of u 

words, when that is Girst (which)ushould be last. 
(1l)Romans, PP• 47, ij7 1 anticipation • 
(12)Romans, P• 62. Anapodotum is a fault in speaking 

or writing, when that followeth not which might an
swer that which went beforeh as, here is first, and 
there followeth"not second. u 

(13)Romans, P• 96, an imperfect argument • 
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to be sufficiently clear. We find Calvin analyzing a 

syllogism in Romans 4:2.(1) 

Calvin, while a student of law, was fortunate 

in having some of the outstanding jurists of his day 

as his teachers, such as Peter De l 1Etoile, whom Beza 

" " says was by far the first French lavryer of that period , 

and Andrew Alciat, the Italian lawyer who had made the 

Academy of Bourges famous and whom Beza ranks above all 

" " as undoubtedly the first lawyer of his age. (2) It 

was during this time as has been suggested before that 

he disciplined himself very rigorously by studying late 

and by rising early to review the preceding days work. 

(3} Attention has already been called to the fact that 

he made such progress that he was frequently called upon 

to take the class in the absence of some of the profess-
n ora. Beza says, he was considered rather a teacher 

ft u than a pupil , and that on his departure, he was pre-

sented with a Doctor's degree, free of expense, and 

with the unanimous consent of all the professors, as a 

return for the services which he had rendered to the 

Academy.n(4) 

D. His Knowledge of Languages. 

For a person to be qualified as an interpreter 

• • • • • • 
(l)Romans, p. 96. 
(2)Beza, PP• xxii and xxiii. 
(3)Ante, p. 53. 
(4)Beza, P• xxiii. 



-66-

of Scripture, it would be admitted by anyone that he 

should be a master of at least two languages--his own 

mother tongue and the original language of the passage 

under consideration; namely, Hebrew if working in the 

Old Testament, or Greek, if working in the New Testament. 

The first remarkable fact therefore that confronts one 

in Calvin is that he had a double advantage with respect 

to each of these. He was equally at home in the use 

of Latin as he was with French. And in like manner in 

the study of either the Old or New Testament, he had 

the advantage of knowing both Hebrew and Greek. 

1. Calvin's French. 

Lind'say, basing his judgment on the authority 

of an eminent French authority, says of Calvin that, 

tthe was a very great writer, one of the founders of 
modern French prose---. He wrote all his important 
works in French for his countrymenl,as well as in 
Latin for the learned world. His language and style 
were fresh, clear and simple; without affected ele
gance or pedantic display of erudition; full of vig
our and nerve; here, caustic wit which attracted; 
there, eloquence which spoke to the hearts of his 
readers because it throbbed with burning passion 
and strong emotion. tt (1) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Lindsay, Vol. II. PP• 155, 156. He quotes the fel-
t ' ~ lowing passage from Emile Fague ft Seizieme Siecle: 

Etudes Literaires, PP• 188-189: Calvin fut un tres 
grand ecrivain. Je dirais m3me que ce fut le plus 
grand ecrivain du 16e siecle si j'estimais plus que 
je ne fais le style proprement dit----Encore est-il 
qu'il me faut oien reconna!tre que le style de Calvin 
est de tous les styles du 16e si~cle celui qui a le 
plus de style----Reste qu'il parle l'admirable prose, 
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Schaff comments on Calvin's use of French in much the 

same way as Lindsay, calling attention to the fact that, 

"He occupies a prominent position in the history of 
the French language, as Luther, to a still higher 
degree, figures in the history of the German language. 
----Calvin created the theological and polemical 
French style,--a style which suits serious discussion, 
and aims at instruction and conviction. Rabelais 
cres.ted the sewular style, which aims to entertain 
and to please. (1) 

• • • • • • 

si claire, limpide et facile, du 15e siecle, avec 
ce quelque chose de plus ferme, de pl~s nourri et de 
plus viril que l'~tude des classiques donne ~ ceux 
qui ne poussent pas jusqutA l 1 imitation servile et 
~ l'admirature des menus jolis d'tails. Reste qu'il 
parle la langue du 15e siecle avec quelques qualites 
d6ja du 17e. crest precisement ce qu'il a fait, et 
il est un des bons, si~on des sublimes, fondateurs 
de la prose fran9aise. 

• • • • • • 

( 1 )Schaff_, Vol. VII. PP• 266-267 • He givffs the following 
excellent note which we include here: Bossuet (in his 
Histoire des Variations) says: 'Rienne flattait da
vantage Calvin que la gloire de bien ~crire. Donnons 
lui done, puisqu'il le vent tant cette gloire, dtavoir 
aussi bien ~crit qu'homme de son siecle--- Sa plume 
6tait plus correcte, surto~t en latin, que ce~le de 
Luther; et son style, qui etait plus triste, etait 
aussi plus suivi et plus ch~tie. Ils excellaient 1 1un 
et l'autre a parler la langue de leur pays.' Martin, 
in his Histoire de France (Tom. VIII. 185 sq.), dis
cusses at some length the merits of Calvin for French 
prose, and calls him the first writer of the sixteenth 
century 'par la duree et l'influence de sa langue, de 
son style.' Pierre Larousse, in his Grand Diction
naira (Tom. III. 186), calls Calvin tfondateur de la 
R~for.me en France et un des peres de notre langue. 
Equally favorable are the judments of Sayous, Lacroix, 

II Nisard, and Marc-Monnier. Schaff, Vol. VII. P~· 266-
267, note 2. Attention is also called to the Testi
monies by Later French Writers" in Schaff, Vol. VII. 
PP• 274 ff. 
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2. Calvin's Latin. 

As has already been mentioned,(l) before he 

began studying under the great teacher Corderius, he 
n had simply tasted the first elements of the Latin 

fl tongue • But under this great teacher Calvin found the 

" . " true method of learn~ng • He writes later in his epis-

tle dedicating his commentary on First Thessalonians to 

" his old teacher, I acknowledge myself indebted to you 

for such progress as has since been made. 11 (2) With this 

excellent start Calvin became a master of Latin. Bousset 

in comparing Calvin and Luther remarks that "the pen of 

Calvin was more correct, especially in Latin, and his 

style, though severe, was much more conservative and 
tt chaste, --and Bousset wrote one of the greatest polem-

ical·works in French against the Reformation.(3) Etienne 

Pasquier, a Roman Catholic says that, fl He (Calvin) wrote 

equally well in Latin and French, the latter of which 

languages is greatly indebted to him for having enriched 

it with an infinite number of fine expressions."(4) 
ft Calvin, says D'Alembert, wrote in Latin as well as one 

could do in a dead language.n(5) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Ante, P• 62. 
{2)Commentary on Phil., Col., and Thess., P• 234. 

Cf. Ante P• 62. 
(3)Cited on the authority of Schaff, Vol. VIII. p. 275. 
(4)Ibid., P• 273. 
{5)Ibid., P• 277. 
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As shall be seen later Calvin had a wide and 

extraordinary familiarity with the ancient Latin writers 

which undoubtedly was the foundation of his own use of 

the language.{l) 

Thus in both French and Latin, c&~vin was 

well equipped with not one, but two media through which 

to convey the results of his exegesis. 

3. Calvin's Greek. 

As he had the fortune of studying Latin under 

Corderius, so also was Calvin fortunate in beginning his 

study of Greek under Melchior Wolmar, a German humanist 

of Rothwell, and professor of Greek at the Academy of 

Bourges. "on his suggestion and with his assistance, 
u Calvin learned Greek, says Beza.(2) As a result of 

this experience together they became great friends and 

Calvin later (in 1546) dedicated his Commentary on 

Second Corinthians to his friend and former teacher 

Wolmar. Thus Calvin was about eighteen when he began 

the study of Greek. This study he continue~ reading 

widely:the Greek writers, and with no small degree of 

assimilation. Of this more shall be said presently(3), 

and of his use of the Greek in interpretingthe Bible 

(l)See below p.84. 
(2)Beza, P• xxiii. 
( 3 )See below,, p. 83. 

• • • • • • 
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occasion shall be taken to treat more fully and specif

ically in a:.~latel!"':; chapter. It is also knovm that at 
If 

the College Fortet in Paris he pursued eagerly the 
II II study of Greek , under the guidance of the marvellously 

tf ) wide-read •Royal Lecturer', Pierre Danes. (1 

In evidence of Calvin's familiarity with the 

Greek language, that it was more than just a limited 

and superficial knowledge, we need only refer for the 

present to the many Greek words, of which he makes use 

in his commentaries by way of illustration, or explana-

tion,--words which are either not found or are rarely 

used in the New Testament, and therefore must have be-

come a part of Calvin's vocabulary as a result of his 

persistent and careful study of classical Greek. In 

his commentaries on the two Epistles of Paul to the 

Corinthians alone, he uses the following words: 
I / r '-"r D rro tp0£..5 -Cor. I, P• 84( 2); lTf' w 'f:'{)' Q 7T ov'-Cor., I. 

P• 350; J\D( X 0 b 1 }t.,: tJ'/ 
J I 

-Cor., I. P• 350; "'KO L VWV"J roc. 
~ 'l:' " -Cor., I. P• 362; Cl(l:"IC.>'-o<¥ -Cor., I. PP• 231,365; 

rrf 'D & ~~~ 7 rc..v -Cor., I. P• 366( 3 ); /' y 7/ f o-vvov 

• • • • • • 

(l)Walker, P• 55. 
(2)References are given according to volume and page 

of the Calvin Translation Society Edition. 
( 3) «~ j lJ o- (. .s is found in Eph. 4:16 and Col. 2:19 but 

not in the idiomatic form in which Calvin refers to 
it in this passage on Cor. 11:19. In this sense of 
amplification in rhetoric it is found in Aristotle's 
Rhetoric 3.12,4. See Liddell and Scott, p. 249. 
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-Cor., I. P• 381(1);· 
) , 

-Cor., II. P• 10{2); £-JTE-~ 6 fYflll.rt.o<-Cor., II. PP• 61, 
~ / ~ , 

216; ~?¢u.r-(KW 'lt-ffil( -Cor., II. P• 198; ~~'t",Tr6-Arll\fY<eti 
., / 

-Cor., II. P• 256; E-n£ e:-£KeLc< -Cor., II. P• 294(3); 
, 

and 4> LA~f>' u~L~ -Cor., II. P• 389(4). This familiarity 

with Greek terminology will be more fully accounted for 

when his references to Greek authors is discussed. 

4. Calvin's Hebrew. 

Calvin first began the study of Hebrew while 

he was in the College Fortet, while he was yet only a

bout twenty-two years of age. He had for his teacher 

Francois Vatable, a colleague of Pierre Danes, under 

whom Calvin was at the same time pursuing his studies 

in Greek. ( 5) This was in the year 1532. Not much> is 

known about Calvin's study of Hebrew until the year 

1534, when at Basle "he lived on intimate terms with 
ff those two distinguished men, "S Beza tells us "simon .... , 

Gry.naeus and Wolfgang Capito, and devoted himself to 

the study of Hebrew~' ( 6) We find that a few years later 

• • • • • • 
(l)This word occurs only in Matt. 26:13; Mark 14:9; and 

Acts 10:4. This term ~" '1 ;" lr11-r1v occurs in the 
LXX in Exodus 12:14 where it is used in the sense of 
a memorial. It occurs frequently in tha~sense in 
Herodotus and occasionally in other classical authors. 

(2)Found only in Luke 1:2. In this case Calvin refers 
to Luke, but the word is found in Greek writers from 
Herodotus down. Cf. Thayer. 

(3)0ccurs &n the N. T. only in Acts 24:4 and II 6or. 10:1. 
(4)See also Harmony, II. P• 69; III. P• 60; also Institutes, 

I. P• 313. Used only in II Tim. 3:2. Found frequently 
in classical authors, Aristotle, Plutarch, and others. 
Cf. Thayer. 

(5)Cf. Walker, P• 55. (6)Beza, P• xxvii. 



(1539) Calvin dedicated his Commentary on Romans to 

Grynaeus. It is probable that he studied Hebrew 

the eminent guidance of Sebastian Milnstern.(l) 

II under 

Since this study is focused primarily on Cal-

vin's New Testrument work, and since it has not prepared 

the writer to judge in more than a general way of Calvin's 

knowledge and use of Hebrew, we pass on from this section 

with this one observation: i.e., that Calvin did make 

use of his Hebrew in his New Testament writings. When 

we come to consider his treatment of Hebraisms, and Old 

Testament quotations as well as references to the proph

ets and the books of the law, we shall fin~hat Calvin 

was at home in the Old Testament as well as in the New 

and that he knew its original language. But in a gen

eral way we note such passages as the following in 

which he refers specifically to the Hebrew: Romans p. ' 

261; P• 276; Harmony of the Gospels, I. PP• 15, 17, 35, 

78, 98, 121, 240, 444, 446; II. PP• 35, 129, 426. (2) \ 

Taking for instance, the first passage cited from Romans 

(9:15, P• 261), Calvin finds in the two words used by 
II Moses in Exodus 23:15 that the only cause of salvation 

is expressed; for~)lf(chanan,} is to favour, or give 

a benefit freely and liberally; butDIT1 (racham,) is 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Walker, P• 128. 
(2)See also-John, I. P• 185; II. PP• 155, 223; Corinth

ians, II. PP• 51, 153. 
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to show mercy. So that is brought to pass that Paul 

intendeth; namely, that the mercy of God, because it 

is free, is not tied, but he may show it where he lists." 

E. His Knowledge of the Scripture. 

It seems unnecessary to say much about Calvin's 

knowledge of the Scriptures at this point as that will 

be sho~vn indirectly as we proceed with our discussion. 

Furthermore i~s already been mentioned in connection 

with what was said about his me~ry.(l) Two or three 

remarks will suffice, therefore:, for the present. 

The first is this: while Calvin was yet in 

school he "diligently cultivated sacred literature 11 .(2} 

Sometime after his father's death it is said of him that 

" renouncing all other studies, (he) devoted himself to 

God."(3) Beza toward the close of his account in look-

ing back upon the whole of Calvin's life writes: 

"The thing to be wondered at----is, that a single 
man, as if he had been a kind of Christien Hercules, 
should have been able to subdue so many monsters, 
and thiH by that mightiest of all clubs, the Word 
of God. (4) 

A second fact bearing on this point is most 

obvious: how could a man have commented on almost the 

(l)Ante, PP• 34 ff. 
(2)Beza, P• xxiv. 
{ 3 )Ibid. 
(4)Ibid., P• xcix. 

• • • • • • 
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whole Bible, and not have been mighty in the Scriptures? 

A third observation naturally follows and that is this: 

Almost every page of his writings contains many Scrip

ture references, both indirect as well as direct for 

his language and style is saturated with Biblical phras-

eology as well as containing many direct quotations. 

Proof of this may readily be found by turning to almost 

any page of his writings.(l) So much, then, :fbr Calvin's 

knowledge of the Scriptures. It will become more appar-

ent as this study proceeds. 

F. His Acquaintance with Other Branches of Learning. 

Terry has called attention to the fact that, 

"The professional interpreter of Scripture needs 
more than a well-balanced mind, discreet sense, and 
acuteness of intellect. He needs stores of informa
tion in the broad and varied fields of history, sci
ence, and philosophy. By many liberal studies will 
his faculties become disciplined and strong for 
practical use; and extensive and accurate knowledge 
will furnish and fit him to be the teacher of others." 
( 2) 

What can be said of Calvin in this respect? What was the 

range of his knowledge? In the answer to this question, 

in view of our purpose and of what might be considered 

proper proportions, we shall endeavor to be brief, and 

yet give sufficient facts and references to reveal Calvin's 

• • • • • • 

(l)See the Institutes, for instance; and they were first 
written when Calvin was barely twenty-six years old! 

(2)Terry, P• 154. 
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qualifications on this point. 

1. His Knowledge of History. 

This might be considered under two heads, 

secular and sacred. As to the first, certainly anyone 

who was familiar with so many ancient authors, both 

Latin and Greek co1:1ld not have been in dangerous ig

norance of history. In fact we find not infrequently 

references which reflect his background in this subject. 

(1) 

Naturally one would expect sacred history to 

be more evident in his writings. To gain an idea of 

his knowledge of this field we shall simply liwt differ-

ent persons, movements, heresies, events, etc., to which 

he has referred. Tfiis by no means claims to be a com

plete list bpt ought to be sufficient for our purpose: 

Arians(2); Manichaeans(3); Donatists(4); Novatians(5); 

Nestorians(6); Eutyches(7); Appollinaris(8); Marcion 

and the Marcionites(9); Pelagians(lO); Ebion{ll); 

• • • • • • 
(l)See references to Quirinius, Harmony, I. p. 110, to 

the Persians, Ibid., P• 137; to Herod and the Macca-
bees, Ibid., · P• 8. · · · 

(2)Harmony, III. P• 153; ·cor., II. pp~ 192; 197. 
(3)Harmony, I. P• 35; II. P• 120; Cor., II. PP• 54, "55, 

193, 194; Rebrews, P• 74; John, I. p. 350; II. P• 104. 
(4)Johri, I~ p •. l45. 
( 5 )Rom., p~ 88~ 
(6)John, I. PP• 46, 97; Hebrews, P• 74. 
{7)John, I.·p. 46. " 
(8)Cor., II. P• 52; John,· I. P• 45. 
(9)Harmony~ I. P• 35; Eph,, P• 243; Hebrews, P• 74. 

(lO)Cor., I. P• 159; Eph. PP• 223, 231, 259. 
(ll)John, I. P• 22. 



Cerinthus(l); Cathari(2); Monothelites(3); and Mahomet 

(4). Additional reference will be made later to the 

writers and the literature of church history with which 

he was familiar. 

It is not difficult to see the importance of 

Calvin's knowledge of history as a qualification for 

exegetical work as many a passage of Scripture and many 

a doctrine is associated in one way or another with the \ 

groups indicated. 

2. His Knowledge of Geography. 

There is not very much that can be said about 

Calvin's knowledge of geography. Although only a few 

centuries before the Holy Land had been the objective of 

the Crusades, yet Calvin's knowledge of the land, in any 

intimate sort of way was rather limited. His was not 

the privilege of the modern traveler to set foot on its 

shores and to roam its hills in comparative freedom. 

Although Calvin moved about considerably in 6entral Eur

ope he never was near Palestine. Yet it cannot be said 

that he was indifferent to geographical matters for we 

find such references not infrequently. He speaks with 

interest and with a few significant details concerning 

• • • • • • 

(l)Jobn, I. P• 22. 
(2)Romans, P• 193.· 
(3)Harmony, III. P• 233. · 
(4)John, I. PP• 165, 166. 



the sources of the Jordan(l), Cane. of Galilee(2 ), Em

maus which the Romans afterwards called Nicopolis "and 

was not at a great distance from Jerusalem---"(3), the 

town in which Zacharias dwelt(4), Bethlehem in Zebulun 

(5), Enon, Salim and Scythopolis(6), Sichar and Mount 

Gerrizzim(7), Capernaum(8), the Sea of Galilee(9), and 

other places. He even touches on more remote places 

such as Corinth{lO), Chaldea(ll), and Persia(l2). The 

chief sources for his geographical knowledge seem to be 

Pliny, Josephus, and Jerome.(l3) Thus it is seen that 

Calvin's commentaries could not have that enrichment 

which comes from a knowledge of the land, such as may 

be had by the modern writer--although it must be recog

nized that in this respect Jerome was of considerable 

help to him. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Har.mony~ I~ ;76. 
(2)John, m. P• 82.· 
(3}Harm6ny, ·rri. p~ 354. 
(4)Ibid~, I~ P• 48. 
(5)Ibid., P• 134. 

) " " (6 John, I., P• 130. He mentions geographers in 
this passage. · 

(?)John; I.·p. 145. 
(8)Ibid~, p~ 239~ 
(9)Ibid~, P• 236 •. 
(lO)Cor., I. p~ 3?. 
(ll)Harm6ny, ·I. P• 127. 
(12)Ibid., P• 128. 
(l3)See Ante, P• 48; also Harmony, I. PP• 110, 111, 

164, 176, 177, 222, 223; II. 96, 220, 227, 375, 
39-6; III. 116, 122, 294. 



3. His Knowledge of Chronology. 

The writer does not presume to speak with 

regard to Calvin's work on the Old Testament where 

chronology is probably of greater importance, yet he 

records the fact that Calvin does not make much of a 

contribution in this respect1 because in his day he 

lacked that light on those problems which has been shed 

only in more recent years. Yet he is not unmindful of 

the time element. By the aid of Josephus he makes an 

effort to date the birth of Christ(l), but it is a mat-

ter of common knowledge how much trouble this same prob

lem still gives the student of the Bible. Calvin sim

ply lacked the knowledge and therefore does_not have 

much to contribute on matters of chronology. 

4. His Knowledge of Antiquities. 

Very much the same thing must be said about 

this topic as was said about that which prededed. Such 

knowledge as he found in Jerome and Josephus and a few 

others he used. In John, I. P• 87 he speaks about the 

+-1 " watePpots but there i~is to attack some Popish scoun-

drels (who) have manifested an amazing degree of wicked

ness, when they had the effrontery to say that they had 

among their relies those w~ter-pots with which Christ 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, I. P• 110. 



-'79-

performed this miracle in Cana, and exhibited some of 
f1 them. He casts a sharp thrust at those who impudently 

" boast that they have this very napkin in five or six 

different places".(l) It is not difficult to understand 

why Calvin would take so little stock in such things, 

since they had been the source of so much abuse and 

superstition. Occasionally he manifests- that he was 

alert to any customs of the people. An illustration 

of the application of his knowledge of the conditions 

and of the times, may be found in his Harmony of the 

Gospels, I. P• 398.(2) Here he speaks of the custom~ 

" house as having been a place that was noted for plun-

dering and for unjust exactionsn. 

5. His Knowledge of Politics. 

Here however, we might change the word knowl

edge and make it read his e!Perience in politics, be• 

cause in his work in Geneva he had not only problems of 

church discipline and moral and religious questions, 

but he found it necessary to take a part in civic and 

political affairs of the city. In addition to this 

Calvin was a keen observer and had much to do with 

princes, and kings, dukes and lords as wall be seen by 

referring to the dedicatory epistles of some of his 

(l)John, II. P• 251 
(2)Cf. P• 378 also. 

• • • • • • 
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commentaries. But what does this have to do with Gal

vin the exegete? Simply this: it enriched his mind, 

it broadened his experience, it aided his understanding, 

and because of the burden of his soul for the welfare 

of the world, it sharpened his i~terest and deepened 

his insight into spiritual truth. 

6. His Knowledge of Philosophy. 

When it oomes to this subject we find Galvin 

more fully qualified again. However the scope of our 

investigation does not permit of much more than an out

ward glance of his knowledge of philosophy. Reference 

to the following are often found: the Stoics(l), the 

Epicureans(2} 1 the Sophists(3) 1 Plato(4)--in one place 
ft Calvin accuses Augustine of being addicted to the phil-

osophy of'Plato"(5) 1 Pythagoras(6), Aristo~le(7) 1 and 
tt u also to philosophers in a general way(8). Of course 

one should not omit Seneca, the Roman philosopher as 

Calvin's first book was his Commentary on Seneca's 
. n n 

De Clementia 1 and was published when he was only twen-

ty-two years of agel It is evident that Calvin could 

. . . . ... . 
(l)Rom., P• 36; Harmony, I. PP• 260, 261, 465. 
{2)Harmony1 I.·p. 21; Cor., II~ P• 41. . 
(3)Harmony, II. P• 124; III. P• 313; Cor., I. P• 420. 
(4)John1 II. P• 160; see under Greek literature below, 

P•8.3. . , . 
(5)John, I~ p.-31. 
(6)John, I~ PP• 111 1 366; Harmony, I. P• 20. 
(?)Harmony, II. P• 142; see under Greek literature below, 

p.83. 
(8)Romans, P• 176; Harmony, I. P• 333. 
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not be charged with failing to qualify with a knowledge 

of philosophy. 

7. His Knowledge of General Literature. 

Since we have just mentioned Calvin's first 
tl • tl book on Seneca's De Clement~a it is appropriate to 

introduce this section with a few remarks based on 

that book. Being written at s~arly an age and mani

festing such wide reading and thorough scholarship, it 

reflects in a remarkable way the precocity of its author. 

Walker has given a very good list of the s'ources Calvin 

has used in it which we take the liberty to include at 

this point: 

ttThe text is illuminated by citations from fifty-six 
Latin and twenty-two Greek classical writers, seven 
Fathers of the Church, and the humanists of his own 
age. Many of these references are to a number of 
works by the same author; for instance to thirty
three of the orations, treatises, and lettefis of 
Cicero, or to five of the plays of Terence. 

Walker goes on to remark, 

"certainly those long hours of study and reflection 
at Orleans and Bourges, and of work under the 'Royal 
Lecturers' at Paris, had had their abundant fruitage 
in the erudition of which the young humanist revealed 
himself so easily the master. Nor is the work less 
remarkable for its maturity and poise of judgment. 
There iD in it almost no suggestion of a youthful 
effort. (1) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Walker, P• 59. On P• 96 he says of Calvin's Comm~ntary 
that it reveals on every page unwearied zeal in the 
mastery of the Greek and Latin classics

11
• 
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This is indeed a remarkable tribute and one which could 

not fairly be disputed by anyone. When one considers 

that it was more than seven years until Calvin's first 

commentary on the Bible was to be published(l) and that 

thirty-two of the fifty-four.:years of his life remained 

for the further growth and maturing of his scholarship, 

he cannot help being convinced that, at least in so far J 
as concerns the classics, here was one who was qualified 

as an exegete in no ordinary way. 

In view of that which has already been said 

it seems almost unnecessary to record our o¥m findings 

from his exegetical works on the Bible. However, in 

brief form we include them as follows: 

a. The writings of the Church Fathers. In 

addition to the more frequent references to Augustine, 

Chrysostom, Origen, Eusebius, Jerome, and Ambrose before 
~---·-·"", 

mentioned(2), Calvin shows a familiarity with the fol

lowing: Cyprian(3), Tertullian{4), Cyr11(5), Lactantius 

{6), Epiphanius(7), Papias(8), Hilary(9) 1 and Gregory 

• • • • • • 
It ft (l)His Commentary on De Clementia was published in 

April 1532 and his Comn1entary on Romans did not come 
out until November 1539. 

(2)Ante, PP• 47 ff. ' 
(3)Cor., I. P• 160; Harmony, II. P• 296; Eph., P• 281. 
(4)Cor., !. P• 369; John, I. P• 404. 
{5)John, I. PP• 109 1 114, 177; Harmony, III. P• 227. 
(6)Father of Latin Church in Africa (260?-325?), Rom., 

P• 30. 
(7)Greek father, Harmony, I. PP• 91, 110. 
(8)Greek father, John, I. P• 362. 
(9)0f Portiers probably, John I. P• 29; Cor., II. P• 192. 



of Nazianzen(l). 

That Calvin had more than just a passing 

acquaintance with these writers is shown by the incident 

already referred to when Calvin all unpremeditated sur-

prised Balsec before the congregation and from memory 

" . so confuted mauled, and overwhelmed him with proofs 

from Scripture, quotations from authors, especially 

from Augustine, and, in fine, by numerous weighty argu

ments, that all felt exceedingly·· ashamed for the bra sen

faced monk, except the monk himself.tt(2) 

b. His familiarity with Greek literature. 

The following are to be found among those frequently 

quoted or referred to: Plato(3), Aristotle(4), Homer(5), 

Strabo(6), Polybius(7), Pythagoras(8), Herodotus(9), 

Menander{lO), Demosthenes(ll), Lucian(l2), and Josephus 

• • • • • • 

(l)Jobn, I. P• 29. 
(2)Beza, P• lvii; Ante, P• 35. 
(3)John, II. P• 160; Romans, P• 30; Harmony, I. PP• 74, 

302; II. 380; Cor., I. PP• 339, 440; II. 337; Eph. 
PP• 290, 296. 

(4)Harmony, II. P• 142; Cor., I. P• 441; Cor., II. P• 

( 
294; Gal. PP• 140, 165. 

5)John, I. P• 430. 
(6)Greek geographers, Harmony, I. P• 422; Oor., I. p. 

442; Gal. P• 13. 
(?)Greek historians, Cor., II. p. 306. 
(8)John1 I. PP• 111, 366. 
{9)John, II. P• 256. 
(lO)Cor., II. P• 42. 
(ll)Harmony, I. P• 7 
(12)Harmony, II. P• 283. 



the Jewish historian who wrote in Greek(l). Occasion

ally one .finds general references such as to the "Gre

ciansu(2), or to "Attic" writers(3). Calvin's famil

iarity with Greek and hellenistic philosophy has already 

been indicated.(4) 

c. The Latin writers. In speaking of his 
n n Commentary on Seneca's De Clementia , Calvin's knowl-

edge of Roman authors was given an important place. 

At this point we record some of the references which he 

made to these in his Biblical writings: Ovid(5), Virgil 

(6), Horace(7), Pliny(8), Cicero{9), Macrobius{lO), 

Fabius(ll), Livy(l2), and Suetonius(l3). As Schaff 

says: "He was at home in classical antiquity".(14) 

d. The Schoolmen and the Papists. One need 

only turn to the index of one of his commentaries to see 

how frequently Calvin has to deal with these, especially 

• • • • • • 

(l)Rom., P• 52; Harmony, I. PP• 110, 111; II. PP• 96, 220, 
396; III. P• 252, 294; John, I. P• 155; II. P• 197. 

(2)Rom., PP• 45, 85. 
(3)Harmony, II. PP• 139, 295. 
(4)Ante, P• so. 
(5)Rom., P• 56. 
(6)Harmony, I. P• 6; Cor., II. P• 22; Hebrews, p. 75. 
(7)Harmony, II. P• 182; Cor., II. p. 42. 
(8)Rom., P• 74; John, I. P• 236; Cor., I. p. 447; Gal., 

P• 13. 
(9)Rom., P• 45; John, II.p. 107; Eph., P• 300. 
(lO}Latin grammarian, Harmony, I. P• 158. 
{ll)Cor., II. P• 39. 
(12)Cor., I. P• 405 
(13)Roman historian, John, I. P• 376. 
(14)Vol. VII. P• 529. 



•85-

t,he latter. (1) It is natural that Calvin was familiar 

with these for it was many of their doctrines and abuses 

that Ca~in in his own day had to combat. 

G. His Travels and v'lfide Acquaintance. 

Not the least of Calvin's educational qualifi

cations is that to be f01md in his travels and in his 

wide acquaintances. Walker in his "Life of Calvinn has 

sunnna.rized these .in an admirable way and we take the 

liberty to quote his passage on this topic: 

nAs a. preparation for Calvin's far-reaching acquaint
ance with the position and the possibilities of the 
Evangelical cause the circumstances of Calvin's life 
previous to his return to Geneva. in 1541, were most 
fortunate. Acquainted as a student of law and of 
the humanities with a considerable circle in France 
outside of that moved by the religious impulse which 
became dominant in him by 1533, he rose to recognized 
leadership as the spokesman of French Protestantism 
by his letter to Francis I., in 1536. His life at 
Basel brought him familiarity with Northern Switzer
land, his journeyings to Ferrara showed him a little 
of Italy, his stay at Strassburg strengthened his 
hold upon the Protestantism of his native France, 
while bringing to him ample knowledge of the parties 
and leaders of Germany. By the time of his return 
to Geneva, he had become the most widely travelled 
and the most variously engaged of the reformers. 
Thenceforth his journeys were few; but Geneva became 
at once a city of refuge, and the future religious 
leaders of France, the Netherlands, England, and Scot
land, in no small numbers came thither to him. 

"calvin r s personal acquaintance was maintained 
and supplemented by a correspondence of remarkable 
extent. Even aided as he was by the constant employ
ment of amanuenses, the number and importance of the 

• • • • • • 
(l)See index to Romans for Schoolmen. 
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epistolatory demands upon his strength, especially 
during the later years of his life, are such as to 
make evident the value which he attached to this 
means of serving the Evangelical cause and its time
consuming burden. The variety and significance of 
his correspondents are equally impressive. Besides 
his familiar and frequent letters to Farel, Viret, 
Bucer, Bullinger, and Beza, the roll of his corres
pondents contains such names of reformers as those 
of Melancthon, Hedio, Brentz, Sturm, Jonas, Olevianus, 
and Sleidan of Germany; Cranmer, Grindal, Hooper, 
Coverdale; Norton, Cox, and Whittingham of England; 
Knox of Scotland; Blaurer, Grynaeus, Haller, Musculus, 
Myconius, and Sulzer of Switzerland; ~ Lasco of Poland, 
Friesland, and England; the Italian refugees, Peter 
Martye, Ochino, and Zanchi; the radicals Laelius 
Socinus and Servetus; besides many in France, includ
ing Admiral Coligny, Conde, and Anthony of Navarre. 
Many of his anrrespondents were of great social and 
political distinction. He wrote to Marguerite d' 
Angoul~e, Renee of Ferrara; Somerset, the Lord Pro
tector of England, and Edward VI. of that realm; 
Frederick III., the elector Palatine; Philip of Hesse, 
and Sigismund August, king of Poland. They are let
ters of a writer fully acquainted with the usages of 
the cultivated world, clear, tactful, energetic, sel
dom of much personal emotion, but penetrated by a 
profound conviction of the truth of his cause, a mar
velous grasp of the situation, and a transparent ap
peal to the reason and will. He warns, he comforts, 
he intercedes, he gives the news of the hour, he en
deavors to foster the Evangelical cause, and to bring 
victory in the contests in which he was eniaged in 
Geneva and beyond the borders of the city. (1) 

H. Summary and Conclusion. 

In passing to the next section, so far as con

cerns Calvin's educational qualifications, his training 

in law, his knowledge of languages, his knowledge of 

the Scriptures and his acquaintance with other branches 

. . . . .,.. . 
(l)pp. 378,380. 
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of learning, it can fairly be said that in his day 

there was not his equal. Furthermore if viewed from 

our modern educational standards and attainments, Cal

vin would compare favorably even though he lacked much 

of modern learning, especially in such fields as natural 

science and comparative philology. But that lack cannot 

be attributed to any want of persistence on Calvin's 

part--those developments have co:me in the more recent 

centur!e$; and perhaps, as not a few historians believe, 

our present scientific age found its liberty and received 

its impetus because of the work of the Reformers, not 

the least of whom was John Calvin. 

Let us now turn to Calvin's moral and spiri

tual qualifications. 
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CHAPTER V 

CALVIN'S SPIRITUAL AND MORAL QUALIFICNl1 IONS 

A. Introduction 
n • n u Intellectual qual1ties , says Terry, though 

capable of development and discipline, are to be regard

ed as natural endowments, educational or literary ac-

quirements are to be had only by diligent and faithful 

study; but those qualifications of an interpreter which 

we call spiritual are to be regarded as partly a gift, 

and partly acquired by personal effort and proper dis

cipline."(l) In this section it is proposed to investi-

gate and estimate Calvin in the latter respect. The 

contribution of his religious experience will be consid-

ered first. 

B. The Contribution of His Religious Experience. 

As regards his early religious experience, 

there is not much that can be said that is of particular 

importance for our purpose. In fact his religious devel• 

opment up to and including his uconversionu is somewhat 

obscure. The best source we have is that which Calvin 

himself has left us in his Preface to his Commentary 

on the Psalms, and that is contained in a few lines: 

• • • • • • 

(l)p. 156. 
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"My condition, no doubt, is nmch inferior to his 
(David's), and it is unnecessary for me to stay to 
show this. But as he was taken from the sheepfold, 
and elevated to the rank of supreme authority; so 
God having taken me from my originally obscure and 
hpmble condition, had reckoned me worthy of being 
invested with the honourable office of a preacher 
and minister of the gospel. When I was as yet a 
very little boy, my father had destined me for the 
study of theology. But afterwards, when he consid
ered that the legal profession commonly raised those 
who followed it to wealth, this prospect induced 
him suddenly to change his purpose. Thus it came to 
pass, that I was withdrawn from the study of philos
ophy, and was put to the study of law. To this pur
suit I endeavoured faithfully to apply myself, in 
obedience to the will of my father; but God, by the 
secret guidance of his providence, ~t length gave 
a different direction to my course. (1) 

The words "I endeavoured faithfully to apply myself, 
tf in obedience to the will of my father would seem to 

strike the keynote of .those early days. 

When his ft " " ft conversion came it was by a sudden 

act of nGod" and with the result that God nsubdued and 
tt brought my mind to a teachable frame • He goes on to 

state the result that followed: 

"Having thus received some taste and knowledge of 
the true godliness, I was immediately inflamed with 
so intense a desire to make progress therein, that 
although I did not altogether leave p,ff other studies, 
I yet pursued them with less ardour. (2) 

Within a short time, as he tells us, "all who 

had any desire after purer dontrine were continually 

coming to me to learn---".(3) From that time on it was 

• • • • • • 
{l)Calvin's Preface to Psa~s, Vol. I. P• xl. 
(2)Ibid. 
(3)Tbid., P• xli. 
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a constant struggle with Calvin to get away into seclu

sion where he would not be known and where he could de-

vote all his energies to his studies which he so much 

loved. " u u But God so led me about , he says, through 

different turnings and changes, that he never permitted 

me to rest in any place, until, in spite of my natural 
fl disposition he brought mefurth to public notice. (1) 

\v.hile he lay hidden in Basle, known only to a few peo

ple, many faithful and holy persons were burned alive 

in France. ff ---It appeared to me, that unless I opposed 

them to the utmost of my ability, my silence could not 

be vindicated from the charge of cowardice and treachery.
11 

This was the consideration which induced him to publish 

his Institutes of the Christian Religion.(2) This expe

rience is typical of the many others which followed, 

crowded one upon another in the few brief years that 

remained to him, from the solemn " " . imprecation of Farel 

which constrained him to stay at Geneva, to the obliga

tion which he laid himself under to keep at his work 

in the midst of'his diseases and suffering almost to 

the very end. When some of his friends advised and 

entreated him to desist from all fatigue of dictating 

and at least of writing, he replied, n Vfuat, would you 

• • • • • • 

(l)Calvin's Preface to Psalms, Vol. I. P• xli. 
(2)Ibid., PP• xli, xlii. 
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have the Lord to find: me idle?" ( 1) 

The contribution of his whole experience to 

his exegetical work is well summed up in another passage 

from his Preface to the Psalms in which he says: 
tl Now, if my readers derive any fruit and advantage 
from the labour which I have bestowed in writing 
these Commentaries, I would have them to understand 
that the small measure of experience which I have 
had by the conflicts with which the Lord has exercised 
me, has in no ordinary degree assisted me, not only 
in applying to present use whatever instruction could 
be gathered from these divine compositions, but also 
in more easi*y comprehending the design of each of 
the writers.· (2) 

Terry speaks of Calvin in the following manner: 

"His exegesis breathes everywhere--especially in the 
Psalms--a most lively religious feeling, indicating 
that his own personal experience enabled him to pene
trate as by intuition into the dffpths of meaning 
treasured in the oracles of God. (3) 

c. His Honesty, Fairness and Desire for Truth. 

To name these qualities is to see their impor-

tance for one who is to handle sacred writings. In a 

very large measure, it may be said that the secret of 

Calvin's impartiality and fairness is that he is willing 

to let, or rather that he insists that Scripture be 

allowed to speak for itself. In Romans 5:6 in speaking 
y 

of the sentence, ~'' 
> - n ' 0\ rrtJf:v w >/ E- r£. .{CC t-« 

(l)Beza., P• lxxxiv. 

• • • • • • 

(2)Preface to Psalms, P• xxxix. 
(3)Terry, P• 676 f. 



he says, "In translating, I durst not take so much 

upon me as to turn it 'according to the time wherein 

we were weak', which sense notwithstanding liked me 

rather" .(1) In the next verse he writes, 'tReason forced 
, 

me to set dovrn this particle,~f' ~~rather affirma-

tively, or by the Wf!I.Y of declaration, than causatively.u 

(2) 

On Romans 4:6 he answers the cavil of them 

"which would hem in the works of the law within the 

compass of ceremonies" by calling attention to Paul's 
ft w9rds, seeing he now calleth them simply, and without 

any addition, works, which he called before the works 

of the 1law11
• On the next page he follows, nin like 

sort, by the same words of the Prophet, the folly of 

the schoolmen is refuted touching half remission.n(3) 

Calvin reflects his own habits in this lesson 

which he inserts on Romans 3:10 when he says, 
11And here let ecclesiastical persons learn what is 
their office; for, if Paul here affirm no doctrine 
which he also confirmeth not by certain testimony 
of Scripture, much less is this thing to be attempted 
of them whose whole charge is this, to preach that 
gospel whic~ they have received by the hands of Paul 
and others. ( 4) 

In his last will and testament, made on April 

• • • • • • 

(l)Romans, p. 130. 
(2)Ibid., P• 131. 
(3)Ibid., PP• 100, 101, See also P• 74. 
(4)Ibid., P• 73. 
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25, 1564, just about one month before his death, he 

makes this declaration: 
tl ----According to the measure of grace and goodness 
which the Lord hath employed towards me, I have en
deavoured, both in my sermons and also in my writings 
and commentaries, to preach His Word purely and 
chastely, and faithfully to interpret His sacred 
Scriptures. I also testify and declare, that, in 
all the contentions and disputations in which I have 
been engaged with the enemies of the Gospel, I have 
used no impostures, no wicked and sophistical devices, 
but have awted candidly and sincerely in defending 
the truth. ( l ) 

Two days later in his farewell to the syndics and sena

tors of Geneva he said to them: 

"--In regard to the doctrine which I have delivered 
in your hearing, I declare that the Word of God, 
entrusted to me, I have taught, n~t rashly or uncer
tainly, but purely and sincerely. (2) 

The day following he received the Genevan ministers and 

among other things spoke to them: 
11 As concerns my doctrine: ! have taught faithfully, 
and God has given me grace to write. I have done it 
with the utmost fidelity, and have not to my knowledge 
corrupted or twisted a single passage of the Scrip
tures; and when I could have dra;,•m out a far-fetched 
meaning, if I had studied subtilty, I have put that 
(temptation) under foot and have always studied sim
plicity. I have written nothing tb~ough hatred a
gainst any one, but have always set before me faith- n 
fully what I have thought to be for the glory of God. 
(3) 

Thus there is ample grounds for such a state

ment as that made by William Pringle, one of his translators: 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, P• lxxxvi, f. 
(2 )Ibid., P• xc. 
(3)Letters of John Calvin by Jules Bonnet, trans. by 

Gilchrist, Vol. IV. PP• 372-377. Cited also by Walker, 
P• 437. 
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"When he places in a just light--as he frequently 
does--those texts which had been wrested for the 
confutation of heretics, none but eager ~~d unscrup
ulous controversialists will complain. Every honourT 
able mind will admire the unbending integrity of our 
Author, which, even in the defense of truth, disdains 
to employ an unlawful weapon, an~ devoutly bows to 
the dictates of the Holy Spirit. (1) 

Such high regard for fairness and sincere loyalty to 

truth would be an admirable quality in any man but es

pecially is it to be prized in the exegete. 

D. His Tender Affection. 

Calvin has been thought by some to have been 

cold and unsympathetic, probably because of his lofty 

intellect, his severe and rigorous life, and somewhat 

stern view of faith and doctrine.(2) But there is much 

in his life that proves the reverse. In 1540 he was 

married to Idelette de Bure and until her death in 1549 

lived in happy wedlock. Shortly after her death early 

in April, Calvin wrote to his friend Viret (April 7, 

1549): 

" ----And truly mine is no common source of grief. I 
have been bereaved of the best companion of ~X life, 
of one who, had it been-8o-oraered, wou!d-no~onry
have been the willing sharer of my exile and poverty, 
but even of my death. During her life she was ~ 
faithful hel~er of ~ ministr!. From her I never 
experJ.enced he sligntest hin rance.

11
(3) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Trans. Preface to Jo~~, I. P• 7. 
(2)Cf. Schaff. Vol. VII. P• 417. 
(3)Given by Schaff, Vol. VII. P• 419. 
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Only one child had been born to them, a son, 

but he lived only a few days. Tnus Calvin had tasted 

of the joys and the sorrows of life. We see his deep 

sympathy for others--and Calvin's was a time when there 

was more than an ordinary amount of affliction because 

of the terrible plague, famine and wars that raged in 

Geneva and elsewhere(l)--in this letter to a friend 

who had lost his two sons by the pestilence: 

"When I first received the intelligence of the death 
of ,Claude and of your son Louis, I was so utterly 
overpowered that for many days I was fit for nothing 
but to weep; and although I was somehow upheld before 
the Lord by those aids wherelJ''li th He sustains our souls 
in afrliction, yet among men I was almost a nonentity; 
so far at least as regards my discharge of duty, I 
appeared to myHelf quite as unfit for it as if I had 

been half dead. (2) 

It may be said that although Calvin had a very 

wide circle of acquaintances, his intimate friends were 

few. Farel, Viret, Bullinger and Beza were perhaps the 

closest to him.(3) An interesting little sidelight is 

found in his will where he bequeaths ten gold pieces to 
tl one Joanna, the daughter of Charles Gonstans, and my-

self by affinity".(4) Thus Calvin appears to have been 

thoroughly human, possessed with those tender affections 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Beza, PP• xlii ff. 
(2)Letter to the lord of the village of Richebourg, 

dated April, 1541. Given by Schaff, Vol. VII. p. 421. 
(3)Walker names his brother Antoine, the Colladons, Trie, 

des Gallas, Michel Cop, Laurent de Normandie, together 
with a few of the refugees and magistrates as enjoying 
his full confidence. 

(4)Beza, P• lxxxvii. 
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which reach out after that which is of the highest, 

purest, and truest,--tha~which is lovely and morally 

ennobling. Thus he ought to be better qualified to 
fellowship 

understand, enter intoAand sympathize with the men and 

women of the Bible. 

E. His Enthusiasm for the Scriptures. 

It goes without saying that he who would truly 

appreciate the works of another must imbibe the spirit 

of that writer. As Terry has pointedly remarked: 

"What fellowship with such lofty natures (Homer, 
Demosthenes, Shakespeare or Milton, for instance) can 
he have whose soul never kindles with enthusiasm in 
the study of their works? So the p~ofound and able 
exegete is he whose spirit God has touched, andhwhose 
soul is enlivened by the revelations of heaven. (1) 

Now in view of all that has been said and of 

that which will follow, there is left little room to 

doubt that Calvin was a great enthusiast for the Word. 

Therefore, anything more than a few words is unnecessary. 

With this one illustration from his .Preface to his Com-

mentary on the Psalms we shall pass on to the next topic. 

In it he gives expression to his appreciation of that 

book, which is typical for the most part of his attitude 
af toward the whole~Scripture; although in all fairness 

it may be admitted that the Epistles of Paul and the 

• • • • • • 

(l)Terry, P• 157. 
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book of Psalms were probably his favorite portions. 

"The varied and resplendid riches which are contained 
in this treasury it is no easy matter to express in 
words; so much so, that I well know that whatever I 
shall be able to say will be far from approaching the 
excellence of the subject. But as it is better to 
give to my readers some taste, however small, of the 
wonderful advantages they will derive from the study 
of this book, than to be entirely silent on the point, 
I may be permitted briefly to advert to a matter, the 
greatness of which does not admit of being fully un
folded. I have been accustomed to call this book, I 
think not inappropriately, 'An Anatomy of all the Parts 
of the Soul; ' for there is not an emotion of which 
any one can be gonscious that is not here represented 
as in a mirror. (1) 

F. His Reverence for God, His Love of Christ, and 
His Communion with the Holy Spirit. 

This subject alone is worthy of an extended 

study, but the scope of our investigation allows only 

a brief reference to it. One or two citations will 

suffice for our purpose. For these there is perhaps 

no better place to turn than to those closing events 

of his life. vv.hat was true then had been true ever 

sitnce his "sudden conversionu which had come about by 

the hand of God. In his last will and testament he 

gives this testimony believing that uthe Lord God has 

determined shortly to ce.ll m·e away out of this world-

--."(2) 

11First of all, I give thanks to God, that taking 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Preface to Psalms, P• Y~xvi ff. 
(2)Beza, P• lxxxv. 
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mercy on me, whom he had created and placed in this 
world, he not only delivered me out of the deep 
darkness of idolatry in which I was plnnged, that 
he might bring me into the light of his Gospel, and 
make me a partaker in the doctrine of salvation, of 
which I was most unworthy; and not only, with the 
same mercy and benignity, kindly and graciously bore 
with my faults and my sins, for which, however, I 
deserved to be rejected by him and exterminated, but 
also vouchsafed me such clemency and kindness that 
he has deigned to use my assistance in preaching and 
promulgating the truth of his Gospel. And I testify 
and declare, tha~t is my intention to spend what 
yet remains of my life in the same faith and religion 
which he has delivered to me by his Gospel; and that 
I have no other defence or refuge for salvation than 
his gratuitous adoption, on which alone my salvation 
depends. With my whole soul I embrace the mercy which 
he has excercised toward me through Jesus Christ, 
atoning for my sins with the merits of his death and 
passion, that in this way he might satisfy for all 
my crimes and faults, and blot them from his remem
brance. I testify also and declare, that I suppliant
ly beg of Him that he may be pleased so to wash and 
purify me in the blood which my Sovereign Redeemer 
has shed for the sins of the human race, that under 
his s~adow I may be able to stand at the judgment
seat. (1) 

Not infrequently in his writings does he make mention 

of the Spirit of God.(2) A glance at chapter VII. of 

Book I. and chapter I. of Book III. of Calvin's Insti

tutes shows something of Calvin's emphsis on the Holy 

Spirit. In his farewell to the Little Council he urged 

them to supplicate the assistance of the Spirit.(3) 

Beza says that the interval from May 11th to his death 

n " on the 27th, he s~ent in almost constant prayer .(4) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, P• lxxxv. 
(2)See for instance, Rom. pp. 22, 80, 81, 91, 128, 129, 

130, etc. 
(3)Beza, P• xciii. 
{4)Ibid., p. xciv. 
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G. The Integrity of His Life. 

Again on this point, much might be said. 

But we shall endeavor to confine ourselves to two or 

three points. The genuineness of the man is seen in 

his conduct at the time (1542) when the plague was 

raging fiercely in Geneva. The custom was to send the 

victims of the disease to hospitals outside the city. 

But as the assistance of a pastor was needed, and as 

Beza tells us, "the greater part declined from fear of 

infection, these volunteered themselves, viz., Calvin, 

Sebastian Castellio, and Peter Blanchet. Lots were 

cast, but when the lot fell upon Castellio, he changed 

his mind and impudent~y declined to undertake the office. 

Calvin wished to do it, but the Senate interposing to 

prevent him, Blanchet, who still volunteered, was ap

pointed.n(l) We are told that Blanchet fell a victim 

• • • • • • 

(l)Beza, p. xlii. Calvin wrote to Viret, Oct. 1542: 
11 The pestilence also begins to rage here with greater 
violence, and ~ew who are at all affected by it es
cape its ravages. One of our colleagues was to be 
set apart for attendance upon the sick. Because 
Peter (Blanchet) offered himself all readily acquiesced. 
If anything happens to him, I fear that I must take 
the risk upon myself, for, as you observe, because 
we are debtors to one another, we must not be wanting 
-po thos.:e vtho, more than any others, stand in need 
of our ministry. And yet it is not my opinion, that 
while we wish to provide for one portion we are at 
liberty to neglect the body of the Church itself. 
But so long as we are in this ministry, I do not see 
that any pretext will avail us, if, through fear of 
infection, we are found wanting in the discharge u 
of our duty when there is most need of ou~ assistance. 
Bonnet-Constable, I. p. 334. 
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to his philanthropy in a few months.(l) 

Galvin's enemies made many fruitless attempts 

to find a charge on which to attack his character. 

After showing the absurdity of several charges, such as 

heresy andrexpulsion from Geneva, Beza continues: 

"other charges are brought against him, but of what 
kind? He was ambitious, forsooth, nay, he even as
pired to a new popedom--he who, above all things, 
preferred this mode of life, thi~epublic, in fine, 
this Church, which I may with truth describe as the 
abode of poverty. But he was a hoarder of wealth!-
he, whose whole effects, including the proceeds of 
his library, which was well sold, scarcely amounted 
to 300 gold pieces. Hence, when refuting this impu
dent calumny, he observed, not less shrewdly than 
truly, •If some will not be persuaded while I ~1 
alive, my death, at all events, will show that I 
have not been a money-making man'. The Senate can 
testify that though his stipend was very small, yet 
he firmly refused any increase."(2) 

The tributes paid him after his death by his 

enemies and by those who would have no sympathy with 

his theological position are sufficient to confirm the 

point imder discussiOn• When:Pope Pius IV., heard of 
fl his death he is said to have remarked: The strength 

of that heretic consisted in this,--that money never 

had the slightest claim for himJ- If I had such servants, 
u my dominions would extend from sea to sea. (3) Ernest 

Renan, the skeptic, pays a striking tribute: comparing 

him with Luther and others, 11 0alvin succeeded more than 

• • • • • • 

(l)Schaff, Vol. VII. P• 441. 
(2)Beza, P• :x:cix. 
(3)0ited on the authority of Schaff, VII. P• 839. 
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all, in an age and in a country which called for a 

reaction towards Christianity, simply because he was 

the most Christian man of his century."(l) 

It is fitting to conclude with the closing 

testimony of Beza: 

"Having been a spectator of his conduct for sixteen 
years, I have given a faithful account both of his 
life and of his death, and I can now declare, that 
in him all men may see a most beautiful example of 
the Christian character, an example which it iH as 
easy to slander as it is difficult to imitate. (2) 

H. Summary and Conclusion. 

In this section of our study we had set out 

to investigate the spiritual qualifications of Galvin. 

His religious experience, his desire for truth coupled 

with his honesty and fairness, his emotional nature, 

his enthusiasm for the Scriptures, his reverence for 

God, love of Christ and fellowship witl1 the Holy Spirit, 

together with evidence of and testi~onies to the in

tegrity of his life, have all been considered. In view 

of the evidence, is it not a proper conclusion, that, 

so far as spiritual qualifications are concerned, there 

is very little that is found wanting in John Calvin? 

Of his severity with his enemies and the question of 

dogmatic bias we shall have occasion to speak in a later 

chapter. We now pass on to consider certain indirect 

qualifications. 
• • • • • • 

(l)From his Etudes d'histoire religieuse, ?th ed. 
1880, P• 357. Cited by Schaff, VII. P• 280. 

(2)Beza, P• c. 
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CHAPTER VI 

INDIRECT QUALIFICATIONS OF CALVIN 

A. Introduction. 

In the present chapter it is our purpose to 

deal with certain matters which are not exactly direct 

qualifications, but matters which had much to do by way 

of influencing the sixteenth century interpreter. We 

have chosen to list them as indirect qualifications. 

Inasmuch as each one will be introduced in its place 

we proceed to consider first, 

B. Calvin's Exegetical Heritage. 

The question may properly be asked, what has 

exegesis previous to Calvin to do with Calvin's qualifi-

cations as an exegete? As we have already attempted 

to indicate, the connec.tion is an indirect one, but it 

is nevertheless a real one. The answer in part is this: 

as any man is usually guided or influenced by what he 

takes over from his predecessors, so would Calvin tend 
-~ •< _ _.____....,.,.-~~<'"o'=<<~•V-·~'''~'"' 

to be molded according to the exegetical methods of the 

past. According as these were sound or unsound would 

Calvin tend to be qualified or disqualified for his 

work. If his exegetical heritage were a good one, then 

Calvin can fairly be said to have a great advantage; that 

in itself would.>help to properly qualify him for his work. 
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If the methods of past interpreters proceeded along 

dangerous and questionable lines, then Calvin stands 

at a great disadvantage. In order to make a really 

valuable contribution he must be discriminating and 

overcome the weakness and limitations of those before 

him. If in the face of a disqualifying heritage, if it 

may be so called, he laid hold of and developed a proper 

method which produced trustworthy results, then his con

tribution sho~ be recognized to be the greater, how

soever small or great it may be. In view of these fac

tors it may be well to take note of the favorable and 

unfavorable circumstances into which John Calvin came. 

In brief the history of the situation is as follows: 

Farrar in his " " History of Interpretation 

lists seven main periods and systems of Biblical exege

sis as follows: 1. The Rabbinic, from Ezra to almost 

500 A.D.; 2. The Alexandrian, from the epoch of Aristob-

ulus about 180 B.C. to the death of Philo, and which 

was practically continued in the Christian, schools of 

Alexandria, from Pantaenus (2oo A.D.) down to Pierus; 

3. The Patristic, from Clement of Rome, 95 A.D. to the 

twelfth century; 4. The Scholastic, from the days of 

Abelard, in the twelfth century to the Reformation. 

The other three are: 5. The Reformation era in the six-

teenth century; 6. The Post-Reformation period which 

continued:~.to the middle of the eighteenth, and, 7. The 
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Modern Epoch.(l) For our present purpose we are not 

concerned with the last three. Neither is the first of 

much i~port in this connection. But a brief statement 

about the second, third, and fourth periods is in order. 

Furthermore, only those pofnts will be selected which 

have a more direct bearing upon the fifth or Reformation 

period of exegesis. 

Considering first the Alexandrian system of 

interpretation, we find that it adheres to the allegor-

ical method. One of the early leaders of this school 

was Philo. tf Farrar says of him that his works are the 

epitome and the develo:9ment of the Allegoriots.----On 

allegory the whole Philonian philosophy entirely depends. 

----Philo professes to respect the literal sense. It 

is, however, clear from the tenor of his norks, as 'Nell 

as from his special observations, that he regards the 

literal sense as a sort of concession to th~weak and 

ignorant.u(2) Yet as he says later, nThe Alexandrians, 

widely as they erred in exegesis, had still high truths 

to teach. n 

Since in the next or Patristic period of exe

gesis there are many more exponents of this kind of 

interpretation, it shall be well to pass on to that 

period, making this additional explanation, however, of 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Farrar, P• 12. 
(2)Farrar, pp. 137,139; cf. alsoP. Smith: Essays in 

Biblical Interpretation, P• 39 ff. 
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the Allegorical method. Immer has described it as 

follows: 

"The Allegorical interpretation----presupposes that 
the Scriptures contain the truth; but since between 
the spirit of the Scriptures and that of the inter
preter a considerable difference exists, the allegor
ist seeks to remove this difference by regarding 
what opposes him in Scripture as mere form, as exter
nal crUJror. , and searches behind this for the deeper 
sense, which must be identical with that of the inter
preter. The element of truth in this method is, that 
the Scriptures have a sense and spirit which does 
not always lie upon the surface, but must be sought 
for. But the error is the presupposition that this 
sense and spirit must be ~n accord with that of the 
interpreter and his time. (1) 

Patristic exegesis presents more of a variety 

of method. In the writings of such men as Clement of 

Rome, Justin Martyr, and Irenaeus there is much of value 

but they are often farfetched and fanciful in their 

interpretations.(2) 

The Fathers of the third and later centuries 

may be divided into three exegetical schools. Those 

schools are the literal and realistic as represented 

by Tertullian and Cyprian. The value of their works is 

limited by their literal methods, their "arrogant dog-
II matism and their rigid adherence to tradition.(3) 

The second school is the allegorical whose 

•••••• 

(l)Dmner, P• 84. 
(2}Cf. Terry, P• 63 ffJ Farrar, P• 166 tf; see The Ante• 

Nicene Fathers, VIII. P• 200 ft. 
(3)Cf. Farrar, P• 177 ff. 
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foremost exponent was Origen. Athanasius and Cwril 

were also of those who perpetuated the methods of the 

Alexandrian system. Hilary of Gaul and Ambrose of Milan 

were dependent upon Origen. The third group was that 

which flourished at Antioch and adhered to the historic 

and grammatical in sharp anatagonism to the allegorical 

method of Alexandria. Of the Antioclnan school, Farrar 
t1 says that they possessed a deeper insight into the true 

method of exegesis than any which preceded or succeeded 
ft it during a thousand years. (1) Of course he is speaking 

only of exegetical method and not theological questions. 

The rest of his statement is very much worth quoting: 
11All that I here affirm is that their system o~b
lica~ :j,g!;e~:m::~J!.@.19JJ, approached more nearly than any 
other to that which is now adopted by the Reformed 
churches throughout the world, and that if they had 
not been too uncharitably anathematized by the angry 
tongue, and crushed by the iron hand of a dominant 
orthodoxy, the study of their commentaries, and the 
adoption of their exegetical system, might have saved 
churchucormnentaries from centuries of futility and 
error. 

The outstanding representatives of this school 

were, Diodorus of Tarsus, Theodore of Mopsuestia, John 

Chrysostom, and Theodoret of C~rus. The latter two are 

probably the most celebrated. They made the verbal 

sense the starting point, and regarded it as the foundation 

• • • • • • 
(l)Farrar, p. 210; cf. also Neander: General History of 

the C:b...ristian Religion and Church, III. PP• 212 and 
497 ff.; cf. also Ayer: A Source Book for Ancient· 
Church History, PP• 15, 120, 199. 
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of exegesis. ~et they have recourse to allegory and the 

type. One of the chief criticisms against Antiochian 

exegesis is its barrenness.(l) 

There are two other names to be mentioned in 

connection with patristic exegesis before proceeding 

to the scholastic period, and those are the names of 

Jerome and Augustine. These are especially significant 

for the purpose of this investigation because Calvin 

makes fr~quent reference to both of them, especially to 

Augustine. (2) 

In a general way, the Western Church was far 

behind the Eastern in Biblical study and exegesis. The 

Latin fathers were lacking a knowledge of Greek. But 

Jerome is an outstanding exception. He knew Hebrew 

and Greek. However, according to Immer, 

"His merit as an exegete rests less upon his investi
gation of the sense than upon a multitude of linguistic, 
historical, and especially archaeological notices.--
Jerome was not a deep anqpriginal, but a learned and 
many-sided spirit. His principal merit consists in 
his translation (Vulgate) of P,he Old and New Testaments 
from the original texts,----r. (3) 

. " " t Augustine says Immer, was the counterpart of 
Jerome. He was a profoundly religious and speculative 
spirit; and sought tqpenetrate to the very depths of 
Scripture also. But be lacked not only a knowledge 
of the original languages of the Bible, but also his
torical and critical perception. He set forth, in
deed, many good hermeneutical principles, as e.g. 
when he lays stress on the verbal sense; when he 
demands of his interpreter, above all things, love 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Immer, P• 33. 
(2)Ante, P• 47. 
(3)Immer, P• 35; cf. Farrar, P• 222 ff. 
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for his author; but he also did much harm by laying 
the foundation for the view (predominant throughouj 
the Middle Ages) of a fourfold sense of Scripture. 
(1) 

Terry and Farrar are agreed that Augustine's place as 

an exegete in no way compares with his rank as a theo-

logian. (2) 

Now in the years and centuries that follow 

Augustine, up to the beginnings of scholasticism in the 

middle of the eleventh century, the outstanding observa

tion is that as far asrany prominent interpreters of 

Scripture are concerned, there were none, or at least 

were few and far between. Farrar in his Chronology 

w~ch is prefixed to hiswBiblical Interpretation'lists 

only seven items between Theodoret who died in 457 to 

Ans~elm who died in 1109. Thus the glimmers of iight 
If II from the Scriptures during these Dark Ages were few. 

Farrar has so well described this period that we shall 

use his words: 

"Gregory the Great died in the year 604. With him 
the age of theological originality ceased for five 
centuries; and for four centuries more the study of 
the Bible was fettered by narrow restrictions, and 
misdirected in unprofitable efforts. We approach 
the subject of mediaeval exegesis with every desire 
to judge it in the kindliest spirit; but we are com• 
pelled to say .that during the Dark Ages, from the 

• • • • • • 

(l)Immer, P• 35. The four senses referred to are the 
historical, the aetiological, the analogical, and 
the allegorical. 

(2)Terry, P• 657. Farrar, P• 234 ff. 
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seventh to the twelfth century, and during the scho
lastic epoch, from the twelfth to the sixteenth, 
there are but a few of the many who toiled in this 
field who added a single essential principle, or 
furnished a single original contribution to the ex
planation of the Word of God.----Not one writer in 
hundreds showed any tr~e conception of what exegesis 
really implies. Sometimes, indeed, they repeat cor
rect principles borrowed from Jerome an~ugustine, 
but in practice they abandon these principles as 
soon as they are enunciated, and give us folio vol
umes of dogmas, morality, and system, which profess 
to be based on Scripture, but have for the most part 
no real connection with the passages to which they 
are attached. The Papal system had est~blished a 
secure despotism over the minds of men. (1) 

Such names as John of Damascus, the Venerable Bede, 

Alcuin, Strabo, AnsMelm of Laon are recognized but as 

to there being any exegetical value to their works, 

there is almost none. In the ninth century Johannes 

S6otus Erigena did show signs of independence and orig-

inality but he wrote no commentaries. If It was not until 

the twelfth century that the slightest breath of fresh 
n life blew over the faded fields, says Farrar.(2) Al-

though the Middle Ages added nothing yet in all fair-

ness they rendered their successors this service, that 

they collected and preserved the results of the past. 

Although the scholastics of the twelfth and 

thirteenth century did much \vriting and such names as 

those of Bernard, Abelard, Peter Lombard, Alexander 

• • • • • • 

(l)Farrar, PP• 245-246. 
(2)Ibid., P• 255. 
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Hales, Albertus Magnus, Thomas AqUinas, Bonaventura 

and many others are familiar, yet so far as concerns 

Biblical interpretation they made no advance. Their 

exegesis was characterized by farfetched, extravagant, 

dogmatic, allegorical interpretations. Scripture was 

lifted out of its setting and turned into an "amulet 

or fetish with which the hierarchy---could do as they 

liked".(l) 

Such was the exegetical heritage that came 

dovm to John Calvin's age. With the exception of Augus

tine and a few others of the earlier centuries there 

was little that would be helpful to one who stood out 

for better methods. In fact, it put forth many pitfalls 

and set up a wall of opposition. It made the demand 

for courage, independence, and originality that much 

greater. 

We shall now view CaN in's nearer surroundings 

to see what favorable or unfavorable factors may be 

found in his ovm age. 

c. The Spirit of Calvin's Age. 

In a sense this is a continuation of the 

preceding section on Calvin's exegetical heritage, this 

section continuing the account up to and into Calvin's 

• • • • • • 

(l)Farrar., P• 283 ff.; see Terry, P• 665 
P• 36; also Schaff, Vol. v. Part I. P• 
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ovm life time. We have ho\V~ver set it apart because 

it marks a new era, not only a new era in exegesis but 

a n~w era in general learning and scientific discovery, 

in the church, and in national and. international affairs. 

A new spirit was abroad which contributed to biblical 

interpretation as well as to other activities. 

The movement known as ~he Eenaissance had 

consisted in part of a revival of interest in classical 

literature. With it was a new interest in the Greek 
~ 

and Hebrew languages. As Beard has said, the Reformation 

was "the life of the Renaissance infused into religion 

under the influence of men of the grave and earnest 

Teutonic race; a return to nature which was not a rebel

lion against God, an appeal to reason which left room 

for loyal allegiance to the Bible and to Christ.u(l) 

In the sixteenth century the whole Papal sys

tem had sunk to such a state of formalism and corruption 

that there were those who were reacting against it and 

dared to stand out for a purer religion. There was a 

new interest in the Scriptures. The Waldenses had 

turned to them as their authority; Wycliff had trans

lated them; the Brethren of the Common Life had engaged 

in their study; while Hus had inaugurated the Bohemian 

• • • • • • 
(l)Hibbert Lectures, P• 2. 
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Reformation. Note should be made of the spirit and 

contribution of such men as Lorenzo Valla, who insisted 
~., .""~ ' ·~··~:"·; ,·::: .:'(~;r-.... 

that ~c~_iptu~~-J?_~_!n~.~I'I>rt:tJ~.§lg according ~~··· ~~~-~.~! __ ~f 

grammar rund the laws of language; Jacques Le Fevre, who 
·~-- --"·~~~-~~~,·······~-··---·~~-~ ----~-······-·-

also helped break the yoke of ecclesiastical and scho

lastic tradition and who published in 1523 the first 

French version of' the Scriptl;tres; ll~p.chli~, \Vho did 

f'or the Old Testament what Erasmus did for the New--

published a Hebrew grammar and thus opened the way and 

stimulated interest in the study of the Old Testament 

in the original; and Erasmus, who in place a foun-

dation stone of the Reformation when he published in 1516 
'"" -~Y~-~--wM-~·"-~"•-·-m~~~~-W~--~-- ,,_,.,__~~·-"'=•v=~ "'=~~~·--"' ~ 

addition 
an edition of the Greek New Testament, being inAno mean 

theologian. Erasmus has been regarded as one of the 

chief founders of modern textual and Biblical criticism. 

To him Calvin was much ~Jl<i§l!:J!;~Q_for he had done a piece 

of pioneer work. 

Above all one should place the great eerman 

reformer, Martin Luther. He openly declared war on 

papal bondage. He gave the Germans their Bible and 

made a contribution to exegesis comparable to that of 

Calvin's. Besides Luther, there were Melanchthon and 

Zwingli, Oecolampadius and Bucer, Bullinger and Beza. _,..,.--... __ ~--,_, ___ .. ~-~--""'" 
" " " Among all of these , says Farrar, there was a 
general agreement in principles, a rejection of' 
scholastic methods, a refusal to acknowledge the 
exclusive dominance of patristic authority and 
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tradition; a repudiation of the hitherto dominant 
fourfold meaning; an avoidance of allegory; a study 
of the original languages; a close attention to the 
literal sense; a belief in the perspicuity and suf
ficiency of Scripture; the study of Scripture as.::.a 
whole, ~d the reference of its total contents to 
Christ. (1) 

Thus we have before us the exegetical world 

into which Calvin came: although there had been hopeful 

signs in the early centuries it had fallen into the 

bypaths of the allegorical method. Throughout the Mid

dle Ages and even through the scholastics of the later 

period little or no progress had been made. But the 

light had begun to dawn. Better methods were being 

used. It now remained for the man to come who would 

combine in larger measure the good qualities that were 

appearing and to continue the work that had not much 

more than been started. 

factors in the situation in which Calvin found himself. 

Could he .choose wisely and independently from the mix

ture of good and bad in his predecessors? Would he be 

able to make a contribution of his orrn that Y/ould make 

him worthy of a foremost place among the interpreters 

of Holy Writ? We are now ready to turn again to Calvin 

himself and to his works for tvvo further considerations 

before entering directly into the treatment of his exe

getical methods. 
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D. Galvin's View of the Scriptures. 

It is commonly recognized that the particular 

view of the Scriptures held by an interpreter has much 

to do with his manner and method of treating them. vY.hat 

then, may it be asked, was Galvin's view of the Scriptures? 

Before answering this question, we give the 

following statement by Immer which is helpful in under

standing the point before us and which may be of use 

in estimating Galvin: 

"Not a doctrinal presupposition, but an inner affini!x 
.91! .the part £f. ~ _inter;pre_:!;~ w:!-th the gene,ral .~12!~1! 
of Scriptureft is ~ndispensable to the understanding 
Of Scripture • 

He adds this further comment: 

"usually, however, this condition is found insuf
ficient and another condition set up, viz. uncon
ditional belief in the authoriti and inspiration of 
ScrirturJ must he-tne-key to tne righ~ understanding. 
---I this und.onditional belief 1.n inspiration is, 
as a result of doubtful value for interpretation, as 
a rr po ~-)'Ill~ or presupposition it can only be dele
terious.---Every presupposition which would in any 
way anticipate the exegetical result is inadmissable." 
(1) 

It is true that Galvin lays down the premises 

of unconditional belief in no uncertain terms. This 

may be found in his Institutes. Men, learned men and 
rr talented men, if they are not possessed of shameless 

effrontery, they will be compelled to confess that the 

• • • • • • 

(l)Immer, PP• 92-93. 
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Scripture exhibits clear evidence of its being spoken 

by God, and, consequently, of its containing his heav

enly doctrine."(l) In the following section he says: 

uLet it therefore be held as fixed, ths.t those who are 

inwardly taught by the Holy Spirit acquiesce ~pli?itly 
n 

inllcr~i~pe. (2) Calvin has already said in a preceding 

section that, 11 ---the full authority which they ought 

to possess with the faithful is not recognized, unless 

they are believed to have come from heaven as directly 

as if' God had been heard giving utterance to them'~( 3) 

Now in this chapter there is nothing to be 

found which would indicate that Calvin was bound to a 

rigid defense of' Scripture in every word and letter. 

He is concerned rather with the general content and 

truth of' Scripture. 

is a practical one having to do with the broader issues 
--·" ·~0~~~---~--~~~··~--,~,--~·,,~,_ ~._,,_ ~··~ ·~~~· ·····. 

of life and faith. In fact one only needs to turn to 

his very next chapter to realize that Calvin allows for 

a larger view of the Scriptures, although insisting 

that the ultimate and higher source of confidence in 

them cometh only through the testimony of the SpiTit 

in the human heart. But he does allow for that belief 

• • • • • • 

{l)Book·I. chap. VII. Sect. 4. 
(2)Ibid., Sect.-5. 
(3)Book I. chap. VII. Sect. 1. 
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i " n Scripture which comes as a result of dogmatic re-

flection u~on the impression which Scripture makes in 

tJ( the reader. 1) To quote Calvin: 
11
In vain were the authority of Scripture fortified 

by argument, or supported by the consent of the 
Church, or confirmed by any other he~ps, if unac
companied by an assurance higher and stronger than 
human judgment can give. Till this better foundation 
has been laid, the authority of Scripture remains in 
suspense. On the other hand, when recognizing its 
exemption from the common rule, we receive it rev
erently, and according to its dignity, those proofs 
~hich were not so strong as to produce and rivet a 
full conviction in our minds, become most appropriate 
helps. For it is wonderful how much we are confirmed 
in our belief, when we more attentively consider how 
admirably the system of divine w&sdom contained in 
it is arranged--how perfectly free the doctrine is 
from everything that savours of earth--how beautifully 
it harmonizes in all its parts--and how rich it is 
in all the other qualities which give an air of 
majesty to composition. Our hearts are still more 
firmly assured when we reflect that our admiration 
is excited more by the dignity of the matter than by 
the graces of style. For it was not,without an 
admirable arrangement of Providence, that the sublime 
mysteries of the kingdom of heaven have for the 
greater part been delivered with a contemptible mean
ness of words. Had they been adorned with a more 
splendid eloquence, the wicked might have cavilled, 
and alleged that this constituted all their force. 
But now, when an unpolished simplicity, almost border
ing on rudeness, makes a deeper impression than the 
loftiest flights of oratory, what does it indicate 
if not that the Holy Scriptures are too mighty inn 
the power of truth to need the rhetorician's art? (2) 

One only needs to turn to his exegetical 

writings to see that variations in textual readings, 

minor discrepancies, and inconsistencies, were no 

stumbling-block to Calvin. In commenting on Mark 1:29 

• • • • • • 

(l )Immer, P• 92. 
(2)Institutes, Bk. I. chap. VIII. Sect. 
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and Matt. 8:14 ff., he points out that, 

"There is reason to conjecture, that Matthew does 
not relate this history in its proper order: for 
Mark expressly states, that there were only four 
disciples who attended Chl~ist. Besides, when he 
left the synagogue, he went straight to Peter's houser 
which also shows clearly, that Matthew di~ not ob
serve, with exactness, the order of tline. (1) 

On Matt. 5:1 he writes: " . ---But in attending 

to the order of time, which I saw that the Spirit of 

God had disregarded, I did not wish to be too precise."(2) 

Calvin is not troubled in the least when he 

" finds that the Evangelists were not very exact in ar-

ranging Christ's discourse, but frequently throw together 

a variety of sayings uttered by him." On Matt. 13:12 

he says, "Luke mixes this sentence vdth other discoui•ses 

of Christ spoken at different ti~es, and likewise points 

out a different purpose for which Christ used these 
It words. (3) 

fl On Matt. 27:27 Calvin observes that, Mark 

uses the word purple instead of scarlet; but though 

these are different colors, we need not trouble our

selves much about the matter."(4) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Har.mony, I. p. 250 
(2)Ibid., p. 259; see also P• 357 
(3)Harmony, II. ·p. 105; see P• 154 also. On P• 27·1 

Calvin notices what might appear to be a contradiction 
but gives a very natural expaanat~on. III. P• 259, 
Calvin says, "Either Luke has inverted the order of 
the narrative, or our Lord twice endured . ff 
contemptuous treatment. He notes a similar 
culty in Matt. 28:2, III. P• 343. 

(4)Harmony, III. p. 291. 
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He has already called attention to Matt. 27:9: 

" How the name of Jeremiah crept in, I confess that 
I do not know, nor do I give myself much trouble to 
inquire. The passage itself plainly shows that the 
name of Jeremiah has been put d01.m by mistake, in
stead of Zechariah; for in Jeremiah we fine nothing 
of uhis sort, nor anything that even approaches to 
it. (1) 

Thus it is seen that Calvin did not hesitate 

to admit incidental errors which did not touch the es-

sentials of faith. But it should not be forgotten that 

he looked to the Spirit as having been the author of 

Scripture in the larger sense. For instance on II Cor. 

7:8 he hesitates, because uif we admit, that Paul had 

feit dissatisfied with what he had written, there would 

follow an inconsistency of no slight character--that 

the former Epistle had been written under a rash impulse, 

rather than under the guidance of the Spirit. 11 (2) 

As suggested above, Calvin's interest is prac

tical. He is i~terested in the salvation of men and he 

realizes the important part that faith and doctrine play 

as means to the greater end. This is to be seen in such 

passages as the following fron his Co:nn:nentary on John: 
n 
In short we ought to believe that the doctrine of 

Scripture is so full and complete in every respect, 
that whatsoever is de~ective in our faith ought jusr.
ly to be attributed to ignorance of the Scriptures. 
(3) -

• • • • • • 

(l)~~ony, III. P• 272• 
(2)Cor., II. P• 272. 
(3)John, II. P• 253. 
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Calvin concludes this Co~uentary with the 

following paragraph: 

" Yet we ought to remember what we formerly stated, 
that the summary whicn"t"he Evangelists have committed 
to writing, is sufficient both for regulating faith 
and for obtaining salvation. That man who has duly 
profited under such teachers will be truly wise. And, 
indeed, since they were appointed by God to be wit
nesses to us, as they have faithfully discharged their 
duty; so it is our duty, on the other hand, to depend 
wholly on their testimony, and to desire nothing more 
than what they have handed down to us; and especially, 
because their pens were guided by the sure providence 
of God, that they might not oppress us by an unlimited 
maws of narratives, and yet, in making a selection, 
might make known to us all that God knew to be neces
sary for us, who alone is wise, and the only fountain·n 
of wisdom; to whom be praise and glory for ever. Amen. 
(1) 

On questions of authorship of some of the New 

Testament books, Calvin does not hesitate to exercise 

the freedom of the Early Church. On the Epistle to the 

Hebrews he says: 
tJ 
~ indeed, can adduce no reason to shew that Paul 

was its author; for they who say that he designedly 
suppressed his name because it was hateful to the 
Jews, bring nothing to the purpose; for why, then, 
did he mention the name of Timothy? as by this he 
betrayed himself. But the manner of·:_:teaching, and 
the style, sufficiently shew that Paul was not the 
author; and the writer himself confesses in the sec
ond chapter that he was one of the disciples of the 
Apostles, which is wholly different from the way in 
which Paul spoke of himself. Besides, what is said 
of the practice of catechising in the sixth chapter, 
does not well suit the time or age of Paul. There 
are othwr things which we shall notice in their proper 
places. (2) 

• • • • • • 
(l)Jobn, II. PP• 299-300. 
(2}Hebrews, P• xxvii. 
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Calvin is inclined to doubt that the Second 

Epistle of Peter was written by the Apostle, yet he saw 

nothing in it "unworthy of Petern.(l) 

We have thus tried to give a fair presentation 

of Calvin's view of the Scriptures. It is beyond doubt 

that Calvin possessed that "inner affinity" with the 

general spirit of the Scriptures which is so essential 

a qualification for the exegete. But did Calvin go be

yond that and allow his implicit faith in them to pre-

determine his exegetical results? The answer to this 

question will be reviewed in a later chapter and so we 

pass on to the consideration of Calvin's exegetical 

aims. 

E. Calvin's Exegetical Aims. 

The purpose or goal that an interpreter sets 

before himself is also a matter of no small importance 

in understanding and estimating him. According as his 

aims are consistent, according as his aims are adequate, 

according as his aims are worthy and are in harmony with 

Scripture is he properly fitted to undertake the work 

of the exegete. It is for this reason that Calvin's 

exegetical aims are included in the list of indirect 

qualifications. 

. . . .. . . 
(\l )See Catholic Epistles, P• 363. 
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Calvin's aims in his exegetical works might 

best be describel in three groups, his ultimate aim, 

what we have chosen to call his intermediate aims, and 

his immediate aim. 

1. His Ultimate Aim. 

Considering first Calvin's ultimate aim, it 

may quite well be summed up in his Preface to the 

Psalms. Although Calvin has in mind that one particular 

book, yet it is typical of his aim in his other exeget

ical writings. 

" In one word, not only will we here find general 
commendations of the goodness of God, which may teach 
men to reQ2~e themselves in him alone, and to seek 
all the!i~'~nappiriesssoJ.ely in him; and vrhich are in
tended to teach true believers wit~heir whole hearts 
confidently to look to him for help· in all their neces
sities; but we will also find that the free remission 
of sins, which alone reconciles God towards us, and 
procures for us settled peace with him, is so set 
forth and magnified, as that here there is nothing 
wanting wh~ch relates to the knowledge of eternal 
salvation. (1) 

This practical aim of Calvin's must not be 

lost from sight. Indeed, it will not be forgotten by 

the reader of his commentaries, for on almost every 

page Calvin draws some lesson. Such expressions as 

"let us", " " " " " we are admonished , we must remember , they 

" n " n " instruct us , here, then, we are taught , we learn , 

etc., are very·frequent. In fact, a large proportion 

• • • • • • 

(l)Preface to Psalms, p. xxxix. 
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of Calvin's lines is given over to application. This 

may be observed as indicated. 

It is to be remembered that Calvin was a pas-

tor, and as such was zealous for the spiritual, moral 

and social welfare of his flock. He was as ready to 

share their burdens as he was to take up his pen in de

fense of purer doctrine. And what could be more desir-

able in the exegete, than that he have the burden for 

the salvation of men ever upon his heart? This brings 

us naturally to what we have chosen to call Calvin's 

intermediate aim. 

2. His Intermediate Aim. 

One of the battles which Calvin and all the 

reformers had to fight was that for _pure and sound doc-
...,._._____,.~~-·~~ ,_,_,,, __ ~ ~k-~---------,·~"-·-~--~ 

trine. Theirs was the task to destroy the superstitions, 

to rescue the truth of Scripture from erroneous inter+ 

pretations imposed upon it, to defend that which they 

belived to be true and to construct anew from Scripture 

that faith which would satisfy their hearts and minds 

and meet the needs of their time. In this battle, John 

Calvin might well be assigned the position of comma;nder: 

in chief. Of them all he was foremost as the theologian 

of the Reformation.(l) 

• • • • • • 
Jt 

(l)Schaff, Vol. VII. P• 260, s.ays, Ca.lvin was, first 
If of all, a theologian • Melanchthon called him 
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Calvin's interest in doctrine is seen in such 

a passage as this which is taken from the dedicatory 

epistle of his Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangel

ists; yet ~t is very significant to note that it is 

secondary and incidental. He writes to the Burgomasters 

and Council of the Noble City of Frankfort, 

"With regard to yourselves, most noble Lords, as you 
detest every kind of leaven, by which the native pur
ity of the Gospel is corrupted, and show that you 
have nothing more at heart than to defend and main
tain the pure doctrine, as it was delivered by Christ, 
I feel assured that this production, which opens up 
the treasure of t~e Gospel, will receive your warmest 
approbation,----. (1) 

That Calvin is concerned with doctrine, but 

first of all with the Scriptures, we cite from his words 

on Romans 4:23: "Wherefore if we will ~andle the sacred 

histories pure~y and godly, we must remember they are 

to be so handled, that we may reap thence the fruit of 

" " sound doctrine---. (2) He speaks of labouring faith-

fully to open up this treasure for the use of~he people 

of God"--this contains his ultimate and immediate aims 

• • • • • • 

emphatically "The Theologian". ~caliger wrote, "cal
vin is alone among theologians. See Schaff, VII. p 
P• 260. P. Smith would ascribe the name of the lead
ing theologian of the Reformation to Calvin. Essays 
in Bi~lical Interprets.tion, P• 82. Gilbert says of 
him, He was not only t~e theologian of his century, 
but also the expositor. The Interpretation of the 
Bible, P• 208. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony; I., ·p. xxxiii. 
(2 )Rom., p. 121. 
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and shows how this intermediate aim is but incidental. 

Let us turn now to his immediate aim. 

3. His Immediate Aim. 

!his aim, and for our purpose ~t is the most 

important of all, Calvin had clearly set forth in the 

opening paragraph in his dedicatory epistle of his Com

mentary on Romans. He writes to his friend Simon Gry-

naeus: 
fl I remember that, three years ago, when we communed 
familiarly between ourselves of the best kind of 
expoUnding the Scripture, that reason which pleased 
you greatly was also, at the same time, before all 
others approved of me; for we were both of this mind, 
that tb..EL~i~;L~J~.C:~~~~--of an ~intez:J2L~:te~d consist 
in a. :Qla_in~~,:bg,,fp~ss~ fo.ng~~J.y, seeing ~h~s is in 

tahfuanniert,_?:?:!sh_!Lll~~~-·-hQ_g!li:r:~~- ~o show .~h()ri~~tthe mrn.-cror; 
e wr er w om lle au uahen m o • 

{1) 

This statement is seen to involve two things: 

to be brief, and to reveal the mind of the author. We 

are not so -~g~_concerned with the first, except to say 

that this desire for brevity probably accouhts for the 

fact that Calvin passes over much, and also omits much 

of the process or evidenc~ that he himself used in ar

riving at his exegetical conclusion. For the student 

who is interested in that process and in evaluating 

his conclusions this is somewhat of a loss. 

kept before him his ultimate ~im of being of 

• • • • • • 

{l}Rom., P• xvii. 

Yet Calvin 

"serviee \ 
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to the Church" as he often expresses it.(l) It is only 

fair that Calvin be judged in this light. 

As to the second part of Calvin's statement, 

uthe whole charge (is) to show forth the mind of the 
ff writer , there is ample evidence to show that he en-

deavored faithfully to carry out this purpose. As the 

chapters which follow will be more fully concerned with 

this point, we shall pass it by with the citation of 

one or two examples. For instance it is for this very 

reason that he sharply criticises Augustine on Jo~~ 1:16. 

Speaking of Augustine's interpretation of the phrase 

" u ff and grace for grace , he says it is piously and judi-

ciously said, but has nothing to do with the present 
n passage , and then goes on to give his own reasoned ex-

planation of the passage.(2) 

In explaining Romans 4:19 Calvin enters at 

length into that which was in the Apostle's mind, trying 

to reconstruct the Old Testament background which was 

involved in Paul's reasoning, an~hus to show the various 

steps and turns in his thought process.(3) Such phrases 
n as these are not infrequently found, the apostle's mind 

is'' { 4), "this sentence, therefore, is as much as if Paul 

"( had said 5), ff ff ) the natural sense of Paul (6 , 

• • • • • • 

ff • 
as though 

(l)Romans, P• xix; cf. Preface to Psalms, P• xlix; 
Harmony, I., P• xxxii. 

(2)John, I. P• 51. 
(3)See Rom., P• 116. 
(4)Ibid., P• 159. 
(R)Ibid., p.l95. 
ceJibid., P• 197. 
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Paul's mind were"(l), etc. 

Calvin is seen therefore, to be proceeding 

along such lines as those laid down by Immer: "The in

terpreter must, above all, never forget that the sense 

of the author is a historical fact, and that the inter-
_......_ -- -
pretation is properly nothing else than a pieee of ~-

u torical inquiry. Tfiat Calvin was not infallible in 

his application of this principle, we shall have occa

sion to show later, but at least this much can be said 

at this point, that as far as his immediate aims were 

concerned he showed a tremendous improvement over those 

who for centuries hed been the victims of the allegor

ical method. This did much to qualify him to become ,_ 

the leading exegete of the Reformation. 

These lines from the closing paragraph to 

his dedicatory epistle of his Commentary on Romans are 

interesting for certain other sidelights which they throw 

on Calvin's motives, and with them we conclude this 

section on Calvin's exegetical aims as well as our dis-

cussion of indirect qualifications: 

ttvn:terefore, seeing it is not to be looked for in 
this present life, albeit it were greatly to be 
wished, that there were a perpetual consent amongst 
us in expounding the places of Scripture; we must do 
our endeavour, that (we be) neither stirred with de
sire of innovation, nor compelled through lust of 

• • • • • • 

(l)Rom., P• 248. 
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n defaming others, nor moved by any hatred, nor yet 
tickled with any ambition, but only ennstrained 
thereunto of necessity, seeking nothing else than 
the public profit of the Church, (when) we denart 
f'rom the judgments of those (1,vho) were before"' us; 
and, again, that the same be done in the exposition 
of the Scripture; for concerning the points of re
ligion, wherein chiefly God would have his to be of' 
one mind, less liberty is to be taken. The readers 
shall easily f'ind in me care of both these. But be
cause it is not seemly for me either to judge or 
pronoru1ce of myselfr, I do willingly permit this 
off'ice to you----. 1 {1) 

F. Summary and Conclusion. 

In this chapter we have considered four sub-

jects which have an indirect bearing upon Calvin as an 

exegete. In the first place we noted the unfavorable 

heritage which he had received from the past. The fact 

that during the Middle Ages men had become so addicted 

to the allego»ical and scholastic methods constituted 

a real danger to any one who should undertake to ex

pound the Holy Writings. An interpreter would be re-

quired to demonstrate an unusual amount of independence 

and sound judgment in order to make a dependable con-

tribution. 

On the other hand there was much in Calvin's 

own ti:rne which was favorable to him and contributed to his 

success. The renewed interest in the classical studies 

• • • • • • 

(l)Romans, P• xxi. 

/ 
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as well as in New Testament study gave a real impetus 

to Calvin in addition to supplying him with new editions 

of Greek authors and of the Greek New Testane nt. 

In the third place it was seen that Calvin's 

sympathetic and loyal, yet open minded and grammatico

historical attitude toward the Scriptures placed him 

in a position to make a vast improvement over previous 

authors and even to make a contribution that would stand 

for years to come. 

Our last section endeavored to show how Calvin 

was indirectly qualified by reason of his sound exegetical 

aims. Inasmuch as these have much to do in determining 

the nature of his work it should be remembered that his 

aim was first of all a practical one. As a means to 

this end he was interested in doctrine. But as an exe

gete his aim was to reveal the mind of the author. In 

these we have that which is in accord with the best 

exegetical principles. 

In conclusion we may say that a study of our 

author in these four respects has sho\~ him to be the 

better fitted for his work. 
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CHAPTER VII 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS OF PART OnE 

Thus far it has been our purpose to estimate 

John Calvin's qualifications as an exegete. His phys

ical, intellectual, educational, moral and spiritual 

qualifications have been considered together with cer

tain indirect qualifications. These have been reviewed 

while both his life and his exegetical works have been 

constantly before us. 

In conclusion it may be said that in spite 

of the frailty of his health, he demonstrated a capacity 

for work that has seldom, if ever, been surpassed, all 

things being considered. That he was gifted with a 

mind of unusual powers, his enemies as well as his 

friends are willing to a~~it. His education, training 

and general acquirements were such as to place him in 

the forefront of his time and to cause hi::n to compare 

favorably with those who preceded an~hose who have 

succeeded him. Although he lacked certain opportunities 

and advantages and the light of more recent discoveries, 

nevertheless, in spite of this, he was unusually qual

ified and commands the respect of those of our own age. 

Morally and spiritually he presents an example of Chris

tian character that is 11 as difficult to slander as it 

is difficult to emulate". Besides, in order t;o be 



•133-

properly qualified he had to defy much of the past and 

to properly orient himself in and estimate the times in 

which he lived, in order to build upon and carry on that 

which had been begun. With a leaning toward a rather 

dogmatic view of Scriptures, he shows many evidences of 

preserving that freedom from presupposition which is so 

detrimental to the results of an exegete. Calvin also 

continues to stand in a favorable light when his exeget

ical aims are considered, the chief ones of which are 

his desire, first of all, to reveal the mind(of the author, 

and to open up the treasures of the Word that they may 

be of service to men. 

Now taken all in all it might seem to the 

reader that the author is prejudiced in favor of Calvin 

and that he has fallen from the position o~he impartial 

investigator and has tried to make a case for Calvin. 

It is true for the most part that as we have sifted his 

qualifications, very little has been found that is ad

verse. But we would not stop here to argue our case. 

We are entirely willing to have our findings judged in 

the light of the evidence. For us, that evidence de

mands the conclusion that, so far as qualifications were 

concerned, John Calvin commands the deepest admiration. 

In that which follows we shall have occasion 

to consider more definitely and fully his exegetical 

works. In this part we shall see that Calvin made his 
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mistakes as well as his helpful contributions, that 

he himself fell into ways for which he conde~ned others, 

that he was not always true to the principles which he 

had himself laid down, and that Calvin is to be tested 

and evaluated as we would any other human agent that 

has undertaken to interpret the Sacred Word. Let us 

turn immediately to this task. 
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THE EXEGETICAL METHODS OF JOHN CALVI}J 

CHAPTER VIII 

THE GENERAL EXEGETICAL METHODS OF CALVIN 

A. Introduction. 

1. The Plan and Method of Part Two. 

At the outset it should be stated that the 

chapters which are before us are a result of two lines 

of procedure: the first was a careful study of the 

principles and methods of hermeneutics. This was done 

in order that the eye might be sharpened and the under-

standing quickened for the investigation of Calvin's 

works. At the same time Calvin's exegetical writings 

were being read, weighed and the results carefully re

corded. This latter process, being concerned with the 

very center of this inquiry, naturally assumed the more 

important place and has therefore been pursued with 

time and care focused upon it. 

The plan and method of this part of our dis-

cussion is a result therefore of the process described. 

But it is primarily a product of the second line of 

procedure: that is, we are concerned with Calvin's exe-

getical methods and not with the science of hermeneutics 
------.,·-··""""~'-'"'"""""'"""'"""""'"""""'-"""''--""""'"-

in general. Furthermore, those points ~hall be emphas~ 
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which have been found to be of greater importance in 

the source materials. And likewise lesser points will 

be given a proportionate place. It is only fair to 

Calvin, as well as the more scientific method of proced

ure, to discover and to represent Calvin as he really 

is. 

The methods of Calvin will be treated in the 

order that would be most natural to Calvin himself; 

that is, we shall begin where our author usually began, 

considering first the attention given to the general 

plan and purpose of the writing. 

2. Calvin's Method in Relation to His Practical Purpose. 
--·-'-" ·--- ----·---------·-·· ---------~-- ~~-·-

It seems appropriate and necessary that a 

word should be said at this point about one rather im-

portant and conspicuous characteristic of Calvin's wri

tings. In view of his practical purpose and his desire 

which was treated in the preceding chapter, 

Calvin often passes over many things that other writers 

have found significant. In addition to this he often 

gives the reader the fruit of his work without detailing 

to him the process or for what reasons he arrived at 

his conclusions. This is seen at once to be both a vir

tue and a disadvantage--a virtue for the one interested 

only in the spiritual benefits to be derived 

a disadvantage to the 
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~esults in o~der to ascertain their dependability, o~ 

to the one interested in learning the art of exegesis. 

Yet how often it is found that Calvin has hit 

the point of a word or a passage without calljng atten

tion directly to it. For instance, in his remarks on 

Jobn 3:2 where it reads that Nicodemus ~ to him .!?1: 

night, Calvin dwells particularly on the fact that this 

meeting took place at night and not in the daytime.(l) 

Nicodemus because of tn1idity or shame came under cover 

of darkness. Now as we note the Greek text, we find 
i / 

that it is the gerltive case that is used, vul('r'o!O , 
thus describing night as to ~ of ~· Modern gram

marians emphasize this use of the genitive.(2) lv.hethe~ 

or not Calvin had this point in mind we shall not at

tempt to say, but he must be given credit for his results. 
,_,_ ~ ''" _ _.,--~ ""·~--~-<'c"""'-•-•••-~<-*•'' 

One cannot help feeling sometLues that Calvin 

might have done better and have made a more permanent 

cbntribution had he curtailed his applications and 

given more space to exegesis. Yet he must be judged 

in the light of both his ultimate and immediate aims. 

We turn now to his exegetical methods. 

• • • • • • 

(l)John, I. P• 105. 
(2)Cf. Robertson, PP• 493, 495; Dana and Mantey, P• 77. 
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B. His Attention to the General Plan 
and Purpose of a Writing. 

The importance of ascertaining the course 

of thought in an entire writing is commonly recognized 

by students of the science of hermeneutics.(l) Immer 
n remarks that, The ascertaining of the intention of a 

writing is the highest, but in part also the most dif

ficult, task of exegesis.n(2) 

It is a significant fact that Calvin prefaces 

his commentaries with a section which is, in most cases, 

tt If " the argument , but in some books, it is called a pref-
n u n ace • This argument is found to precede every one of 

his commentaries on the New Testament except Philemon, 

and there we find an introductory paragraph which takes 

its place. 

In his argument it is customary for Calvin to 

consider such matters as the occasion of the writing, ~ 

~he intention of the writing, the people addressed, and 

the plan and scope of the writing. Take, for instance, 
\ 
\ his argument to I Corinthians. Calvin begins with a 

brief paragraph urging the advantages to be gained from 

the study of this epistle. This he follows with a par

agraph intended to orient the reader with respect to 

city of Corinth, giving a bit of its history, describing 

• • • • • • 

(l)Terry, P• 219; Dmner, P• 210. 
(2)P. 310. 
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its location, connecting it with Paul's visit there, 

portraying something of the history of the situation 

in the church there that called forth this letter from 

the Apostle. Calvin takes up the situation itself, 

pointing out and describing the problems with which 

Paul must deal. Along with this Calvin shows an ability 

to inject here and there a sentence which cannot but 

stimulate the reader to make practical use of what he 

is reading. He does this in such a way as not to make 
If tl it appear preachy • In short, he introduces one to 

the atmosphere and to the values as well as to the wri-

ter and those for whom the epistle was first written. 
ft After Calvin has put his reader in possession 

of the design that Paul had in view in writing this 

Epistle, 11 he says 11 I shall now take in the sum of the 

argument----,n(l) and this he proceeds to do section by 

section and chapter by chapter. . " " Hls argument s to the 

Pauline Epistles are especially fine, particularly Ro

mans, the two Corinthians, and the letters to the Gala-

tians and the Ephesians. His argument on the synoptic 

Gospels as prefaced to his Harmony is interesting for 
tl tf its splendid explanation of the word gospel • In this 

he places the word n 11 gospel in its New Testament setting, 

thus preparing his reader to understand these books in 

• • • • • • 

(l)P. 40. 
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their Old Testament background and their New Testament 

foreground. 

By his method he demonstrates that he has in 

hand that larger context or environment ·which is so 

frequently of great value for the proper understanding 

of a smaller portion. 

c. His Attention to Textual Problems. 

1. The Text Vihich Calvin Used. 

One of the greatest debts that the Protestant 

church owes to those of the Reformation time, outside 

of the Reformers themselves, is that to Desiderius 

Erasmus for his edition of the Greek Hew Testament, 

which he published first in 1516, with a second edition 

in 1519, a third in 1522, a fourth, much improved in 

1527, and a fifth in 1535. Luther had used Erasmus' 

second edition as the basis of his translation.(l) That 

Calvin possessed and used a copy of Erasmus' Greek New 

T0stament is highly probable, both from the circumstance 

of its wide circulation previous to Calvin's time, and 

because of Calvin's occasional references to it.(2) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Schaff: Companion to the Greek Testament and 
English Version, P• 229 ff. 

(2)See Calvin's Commentary on Romans, P• 8 where he 
I points out that Erasnms supplies J<cx t-vt ; see also 

Calvin's frequent references to Erasmus' interpre
tations, ante, P• 49. It is very likely that Cal 
was familiar with Erasmus' Greek Testament,. 
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But there were other editions of the New 

Testament in the original. Erasmus had put forth his 

first edition in less than six months, in great haste 

and full of errors, in order that he might anticipate 

the publication of the Complutension Polyglot, which 

was actually printed in 1514 but not given to the pub

lic until 1522.(1) Whether Calvin had the use of this 

production by Cardinal Ximenes we are not able to say 

with certainty. But it is hig~~Y probable that he did, 

for one with Calvin's enthusiasm for the New Testament 

and liking for Greek would hardly have gone without 

any such book as this, even though only about six hun

dred copies were printed and sold for the rather high 

price of six and one-half ducats per copy {about $19.50). 

Today, we are told, copies are exceedingly rare and dear. 

(2) 

Simon Colinaeus, step-father of Robert 

Stephanus, brought out an edition of the Greek New 

Testament at Paris, in 1534; but of more importance are 

those by Robert Stephanus (or Stephens) himself, 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Schaff: Companion to the Greek New Testament 
and English Version, P• 232; also Vol. v. Pt. II., 
P• 638 of his History of the C}tristian Church.. Cf .• 
also A. T. Robertson: An Introduction yo ~ Textual 
Criticism of the New T~stament, • 268 and 269. 

(2)Cf. Schaff's Companion to the Greek Testament 
also Kenyon: Textual Criticism of the New ~ 
P• 287. 
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published at Paris in 1546 and 1549. His "royal edition", 

as it was kno1vn, c~e out in 1550 from Paris. His last 

edition appeared the year following from Geneva, the 

adopted city of Calvin. This edition of 1551 is re-

markable for the versicular division which here apyears 

for the first tilne, and which Robert Stephanus is said 

to have made on horseback on a journey from Paris to 

Lyons.(l) 

Theodore de Beza, Calvin's friend and sue-

cessor at Geneva, also published four editions of 

Stephen's Greek text with some changes in 1565, 1582, 

1588 and 1598. But all of these c&~e out after Calvin's 

death. Yet the fact that his first one appeared the 

year following the great Reformer's death shows that 

Geneva had become much interested in the Greek Testa-

ment. (2) 

That Calvin had access to these editions and 

to other manuscripts of the Hew Testament is evident 

from such 1•eferences as the following: nthough some 
) / , 

copies, instead of fAE7!'-oq-tJ'f')V alms, read Gr.J(«c. 6 0""dV"JV 

. ht ft tt 6 ( ) ft b t rlg eousness , Ma • :1 3 ; Ro ert S ephens quotes 

• • • • • • 

(l)Kenyon: Textual Criticism of the Hew Testament, pp. 
270-271; cf. also Schaff: Companion to the Greek 
':Pesta.ment, PP• 236-237. 

(2)Schaff: Companion to the Greek Test&~ent, P• 237 
(3)Harmony, I. P• 309. 
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a Greek manuscript, in which the name Jehoiakim is 

introduced\ Matt. 1:6{1); on John 1:3 concerning the 
\ ' ,. ... .> I ~<:' <' <' / reading of I(~ t :{_ w f c. .S D( U"'t t) 0 €-Yfi?:'l~riJ Dvo f:' *iv o y~ycVE-"1/ 

<' I continuously rather than connecting o yt-yDvf::-'>1 with 
If verse 4, Calvin says, Though there is a variety of 

readings:,"in-'this passage, yet for my part, I have no 

hesitation in taking it continuously-----and in this 

almost all the Greek manuscripts, or at least those of 
fl them which are most approved, are found to agree (2); 

and II Cor. 1:20, "Here also the Greek manuscripts do 

not agree"(3) 

2. Textual Problems Recognized and Considered. 

That Calvin was alert to the text itself is 

seen from the references already given. We need only 

supplement with additional examples and show how Cal-

vin treated such problems. 
II On John 3:31 he notes that In the second 

clause the old Latin translation has only once the 

words, ~ £! the earth; but the Greek manuscripts agree 
tl in repeating the words twice. Calvin e~lains the 

disappearance of the words from the Latin manuscript 

by saying that he suspected that 

• • • • • • 
(l)Har.mony, I. P• 91. 
(2)John, I. P• 30. 
(3)Cor., II. P• 138. See 

Eph., P• 213. 

ff ignorant men considered 
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the repetition superfluous, and therefore erased it.n 

He goes on then to give the meaning of the verse.(l) 

Concerning the doubtful passage in John 8:1-11, 

Calvin admits that "It is plain enough that this passage 

was unknown anciently to the Greek Churches; and some 

conjecture that it has been brought from aome other 

place and inserted here. But as it has always been re

ceived by the Latin Churches, and is found in many old 

Greek manuscripts, and contains nothing unworthy of an 

Apostol~c spirit, there is no reason why we should re-
fl fuse to apply it to our advantage. (2) 

Calvin's method of dealing with such problems 

is typically illustrated in the lines just quoted. Cal-

vin makes use of the best light he can get from the 

manuscripts and other ancient authority an<Jfhen he 

applies the test of harmony with the spirit and with 

the whole of the New Testament. Vf.here the problem con

cerns only a word or a phrase he is usually guided by 

the context, trying to search out what was probably in 

the mind of the writer. Thus in I Cor., 15:49 he says, 

nSome have thought, that there is here an exhortation 

to a pious and holy life, into which Paul was led by 

way of digression; and on that account they have changed 

• • • • • • 

(l)See John, I. P• 136. This is 
by the Revisers; the other is 

(2)John, I. P• 319. 
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the verb from the future tense into the hortative 

mood. Nay more, in some Greek manuscripts the reading 
/ 

is 4' ae~(l f\1 JA-f:::" (let us bear) but as that does not 

suit so well in respect of con~ection, let us adopt in 

preference what corresponds better with the object in 

view and the context".(l) Other examples of this same 

method of treatment may be found on I Cor. 15:51, II Cor. 

1:6 and 1:11, Matt. 6:1. 

' I On I Cor. '7:34, on the phrase xa{ f<fjft-fLrr'tll(t. 

Calvin rejects the old Latin translation, and the lit

eral reading of the Greek, saying that, "as this inter-

pretation is somewhat at variance with _th_g_ __ ?1mJ2le meaning 

of the word, I do not approve it, especially as the mean-

ing of the other reading (which is found also in some 

Greek manuscripts) is more suitable and less forced. 

We may, accordingly, understand it in this manner-

that a man who is married is divided, inasmuch as he 

devotes himself partly to God and partly to his wife, 
It and is not wholly and exclusively God's. (2) Thus Calvin 

appeals both to the meaning of the word as well as to 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cor., II. P• 55. It is interesting that Meyer after 
revi~wing the textual evidence for the reading 
~¥~:t-IJf'6v which as far as the nU,Wber of manuscripts 
is concerned hps the preponderance of evidence in 
favor of tf.>o{'~f""~.cJre:-v , chooses to retain the very 
ancient Recenta because "it is necessary in the con-u ~ 

nection • See Meyer, p. 338. 
(2)Cor., I. P• 261. 
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the connect,ion for a decision when manuscript evidence 

is not clear or decisive.(l) 

3. His Lack of Critical Apparatus. 

Now it cannot be said that Calvin has made 

much of a contr~bution to the science of textual crit-

icism. In fact that science had not yet been developed. 

It could not begin its operations before a collection 

of textual material from manuscripts, ancient versio~ 

and patristic writers had been made. Yet as can be seen, 

a beginning had been made and the Reformers contributed 

at least their own interest , increasing the spirit of 

inquiry which would in the succeeding years advance 

textual study.(2) Calvin may be said to have made use 

of the best knowledge then to be had, but in this respect 

he has not much of value for the modern student, for he 

has been far surpassed by more recent authors. 

By way of conclusion it may be added that 

because of Calvin's interest in the text--and he very 

frequently solved such problems aright, as has been 

shown--he has made himself a more dependable and more 

highly respected exegete in the eyes of those who 

• • • • • • 

(l)For other textual problems recognized and considered 
see Cor., I. PP• 65, 295, 396; cor., II. P• 59; 
PP• 52, 95, 116, 250; John, II. PP• 297. 238 •. 
and Heb., P• 194. 

(2)Cf. Schaff, VII. P• 529. 
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consider the criticism of the text the starting point 

for the interpreter. 

D. His Attention to the Gr~atical Sense 
of a Passage. 

Terry in his "Biblical Hermeneutics" has 

the following paragraph which is very much to the point 

in relation to the study now before us. It reads: 

"The grammatical sense is to be always sought by 
a careful study and application of the well-estab
lished principles and rules of the language. A close 
attention to the meaning and relations of words, a 
care to note the course of thought, and to allow each 
case, mood, tense, and the position of each word, to 
contribute its part to the general whole, and a cau
tion lest we assign to words and phrases a scope and 
conception foreign to the usus loquendi of the lan
guage--these are rules, which, if faithfully observed, 
will always sffrve to bring out the real import of 
any document. (1) 

In another place Terry has remarked that, 

"---especially is it necessary to ascertain the c.or
rect grammatical construction of sentences. Subject 
and predicate and subordinate clauses must be closely 
analyzed, and the whole docu...<nent, book, or epistle, 
should be viewed, as fffr as possible, from the author's 
historical standpoint. (2) 

It appears most natural to consider first, 

1. His Attention to the Grammatical Structure of Sentences. 

The following are examples of this method 

as used by John Calvin: 

• • • • • • 
(l)Terry, p. 210. 
(2)Ibid., PP• 204-205. 
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Calvin says that tf They are deceived which translate this 

proposition (the last one) thus, life eternal is the 

gift of God, as though righteousness were the subject~, 

(subject,) and gift of God predicatum, (predicate;) 

because that sense should mwce nothing nnto the contra-
ff position--- • He goes on to further support and explain 

his stand. Calvin's conclusion is the natural one in 
,. ~ 

view of the article t:D ':V.rith Xq(l.";A~ and in view of 

the co,nnection. (1) Nothing has been found in modern 

commentators but what is in harmony with Calvin's inter-

pretation. (2) 

Calvin is particularly careful to observe 

the relation of clauses. In Luke 2:34-35, Simon has 

said unto Mary that "this child is set for the rising 

and falling of many in Israel; and for a sign which is 

spoken against; 35 yea and a sword shall pierce through 

thine O\¥n soul; that thoughts out of many hearts may be 

' 1 d tr revea e • Calvin in referring to the last clause of 

verse 35 objects to those who would connect this clause 

with verse 34 and who make the first clause about a 

sword a parenthesis. He says, uit is better, I think, 

• • • • • • 

{l)Romans, P• 167. 
(2)Cf. Meyer, Samday, Godet ad loc. 
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" c, to refer it to the whole passage. The particle orrw~ 

-'oc'" he regards as expressing not a cause but merely 

a consequence.(l) 

Commenting on John 1:5, he calls attention 

to the two clauses, and explains them in their relat~on 

to one another and to the context.(2) Calvin notes that 

in John 2:17 only the first clause of Psalm 69:9 is 

quoted but that the second clause corresponds to the 

first, or rather is nothing el•se than a repetition 

explaining what had been said. The amount of both 
It clauses is---. (3) In John 12:38 he deals with the 

clauses to advantage showing how in the first clause 

from Isaiah, the prophet foresees that Christ will be 

generally rejected by the Jews, and then in the second 

clause assigns the reason why they are so few who will 

accept him.(4) 

We pass on by notihg a very fine illustration 

of the way in which Calvin appreciates the grammatical 

construction and balance of sentences. It is to be 

found in his treatment of the opening verses of the 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, I. p. 150. 
(2 )Jo:b.nl,: I. P• 33. n 
(3)John, I. p. 94. John 2:17 reads (R.V.): His dlsciples 

remembered that ~t was written, Zeal for thy house 
shall eat me up. 1 Psalm 69:9 has the additional 

fl clause, And the reproac~es of them that reproach 
thee are fallen upon me. 

{4)Ibid., II. P• 41. 
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Epistle to the Hebrews. Calvin gives the following 

arrangement of the clauses of these verses showing the 

contrast and yet unity of them: 
u God spake 

Formerly by the Prophets,----Now by the Son; 
Then to the Fathers,---------But now unto us; 
Then at various times,-------Now as at the end 

of the times."{l) 

2. His Attention to Case, Mode, Tense, Person and 
Number, and Gender. 

a. Case. As Winer has pointed out, tl Every 

case, as such, stands in a necessary connection, accord-

ing to its nature, with the structure of the sentence 

in which it occurs.n(2) It is important then that an 

exegete give heed to this phase of syntax. 

In Matt. 3:9 Calvin has caught the personal 
....,. 

touch in the use of the dative case in the phrase r ';! 
) , 
'A~f 0\ "'aj"' • John the Baptist has been reading the 

thoughts of the Pharisees and Sadducees, and tells them 

that 'hod is able of these stones to raise up children 
n unto Abraham. Calvin remarks that he uses this case 
fl to inform us that the promise of God will not fail, 

and that Abraham, who relied on it, was not deceived, 

though his seed be not found in you. 11 (3) Thus he gives 

• • • • • • 

(l)Hebrews, P• 31. Other examples of Calvin's 
to sentence structure are Heb. 7:26; 8:3; 
4:23; Rom. 6:16. · 

(2)Winer: New Testament Grammar, P• 181. 
(3)Harmony, I. P• 191. 
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it that personal reference or interest which is so 

characteristic of the dative case.(l) 

The very interesting use of the genitive of 
J 

kind E.f ~that is found in 'ivl'(r:-O .S in John 3:2 has 

already been mentioned in another connection.(2) In 

John 8:25 Calvin accepts an interpretation more in ac-
, .> X 1 

cord with the accusative r"l 'I ti( I? 'I • Those, he says, 

who would take it as nominative are greatly mistaken, 

as though it were l ~ ~ peginning. He agrees that 

a preposition must be supplied and proceeds to interpret 

it as ~ ~ beginning.(3) Tfiis indeed is the render

ing given to it by the Revisers. However this is a very 

difficult passage which it is not our purpose to settle. 

Calvin rejected other interpretations and accepted the 

one given because it seemed to be more in harmony with 

the case used. Meyer~ nevertheless, calls Calvin's 

interpretation impossible after corr~ending him for re

jecting certain others. Westcott also regards that 

interpretation as questionable which Calvin gives. Yet 

modern commentators are far from agreed.(4) Calvin at 

least eliminated those which according to his knowedge 

of grammar were unsuitable and allowed for that one 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Dana and Mantey~ P• 83 ff. 
(2)Ante, P• 138. 
(3)Jobn, I. P• 334. 
(4)Cf. Meyer and Westcott ad loc. Each 

ditional Note on this particular 
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which might fit in with the context; for a study of the 

context is not opposed to his interpretation. The chief 

argument which may be urged against it is that the verb 
.:1 , 

would have been € I\ rJ( A? r11 instead of A"" ).. w • 
In explaining the condensed antithesis in 

Romans 8:25, Calvin has arrived at that interpretation 

which others have succeeded in finding only with diffi

culty. Although Calvin does it by resolving two geni-

tives into nominatives--in itself a rather hazardous 

step--yet he has given the sense. He translates the 

verse, "Therefore, as by the offense of one condenmation 

(came) upon all men; so, by the justification of one, 

justification of life (is ~.come) upon all men. 11 It is 

< ' to be noted that he takes frV tJ & as masculine, instea.d 

of neuter, as Sanday, Meyer, and Gifford prefer it.(l) 

On Romans 6:5 he is able to decide between 

two opinions, rejecting the one that hath "a fuller 
tf sense because it would require another case and be-

cause the other 

the word." ( 2 ) 

If agreeth better to the simplicity of 

On Hebrews 9:1 Calvin has placed himself in 

such a position as to be in agreement with recent com

mentators of note, such as Westcott, by his choosing 

• • • • • • 

(1)Romans, p. 142; cf. Sanday adloc. 
(2)Romans, P• 150. 
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connect the two words, 
v Calvin appears to go astray however on OfK ov 

in Luke 1:73. He would give it the place of an accus• 

ative of more precise definition. The reason he gives 

is "A common and well understood principle of language, 

that when the accusative case is put absolutely, there 

is a preposition to be understood by which i~is governed." 

Now his principle may be all right but it does not work 
v 

in this case for it is far more simple to take OfKO~ 
/ 

as in apposition to ht.-6'1 ~ 7s. in the preceding verse. 
(\ 

It has been attracted to the accusative by ov • This 

is more in harmony with the common style of Hebrew par

allelism and is more agreeable to the context. Meyer, 

Godet, and Plummer are agreed as to this interpretation. 

Calvin has made his occasional errors. But 

these are to be found in every interpreter. In spite 

of this Calvin shows himself to be both alert to and 

capable of handling matters of syntax having to do with 

case. 

b. Mode. Inasmuch as mode has to do with 

" " " manner of affirmation (2) and represents an attitude 
fJ of mind on the part of the speaker {3), the exegete who 

observes and properly renders these qualities of the 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Westcott's Note at end of Hebrews, Chap. 
232. 

(2)It has been thus defined by Robertson, P• 
(3)Thus described by Moulton, P• 164. 
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Greek verb has gone far in apprehending the mind of 

the author with much of the original atmosphere of the 

passage. 

Calvin on Matt. 7:1, although he does not 

apply the grammatical term, nevertheless in explaining 

M 1' / the phrase '' K.ftvt::rc gives the true grammatical ex-

planation. The grrunmarian would say, here is an instance 

of a prohibition expressed with the present tense of the 

imperative and forbids the continuance of an act. This 

is to be distinguished from that type of prohibition 

which is expressed by the aorist sub ,iu:~ti ve and cor:1nands 
l 

never to do a thing.(l) Calvin, on the passage cited 
It writes: These words of Christ do not contain an absolute 

prohibition from judging, but are intended to cure a 

disease, which appears to be natural to ua all. 11 (2) 

Thus Calvin without intruding the mechanics of the pro

cess had set forth in clear and lively fashion the sense 

most probably intended by its author. 

The counterpart of the foregoing illustration 

is found a little later in Matt. 10:9. There the Greek 

' / reads r-"~ J(t 7(}'-'7 r-(}t , ,9-2 !!:£! provide, and is a plain 

illustration of a prohibition expressed by the aorist 

subjunctive forbidding a thing before it has begun. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Dana and Mantey, P• 301. 
(2)Harmony, I. P• 345. 
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Calvin renders it true to its mode and grammatical con

struction: "our Lord simply intended to forbid them to 
tf 

take an~hins !£! ~ journez. (1) 

On the other hand one wonders if Calvin is 

justified in his preference for the imperative instead 

of the:i.indicative in rendering the verb rvvtJt.Kt.SyE;:rlJ~ 

in Ephesians 2:22. Although, as he says, the context 

will admit either, yet he prefers the imperative. He 

considers it an exhortation to the Ephesians to grow 

nin the faith of Christ, after having been once found 

in it, and thus to from a new part of the temple of 

God, the building of which through the gospel was then 
tt in progress in every part of the world. {2) It is strange 

that Calvin should have taken this position in view of 

verses 19 and 20 where the Apostle is clearly speaking 

of what the readers are, not what they ought to he. It 

is not likely that Paul intended any reference of ex

hortation to the future.(3) 

On II Cor •• l0:7 one is inclined to question 
/ 

Calvin r s statement that ,S~~IfE-1"~ might be taken either 

in the imperative or in the subjunctive mood. One can 

understand how it might be imperative, as indeed others 

have so taken it.(4) But one is puzzled how it might 

• • • • • • 
(l)Har.mony, I. P• 444. 
{!)Ephesians, P• 245. 
(~)Cf. Meyer and Abbott ad loc. 
(4)Cf• Meyer ad loc.; cf. al.so Calvin 
i' ' ' ' 

\ i '{,-
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be subjunctive. Calvin is right when he says it might 

be read either affirmatively or interrogatively. The 

R.v. reads it affirmatively and in the margin indicates 

the possibility of the interrogative form. Calvin him

self however takes it affirmatively as a judgment of 

censure. He is not alone in this view.(l) 

One cannot accuse Calvin of being too meticu

lous over small and unimportant things, at least from 

his point of view, for he remarks on I Cor. 1:26, nAs 
/ 

the mood of the Greek verb ( ~A 6-n- t:-l:"~ ) is doubtful, 

and the indicative suits the context equally as well as 

the imperative, I leave it to the reader's choice which 
,, 

of them he may prefer.(2) 

c. Tense. Modern students of the Greek New 

Testament are agreed that there is no element of the 

Greek language of greater importance than that of tense. 

As Dana and Mantey have said, "A variation in meaning 

exhibited by the use of a particular tense will often 

dissolve what appears to be an embarrassing difficulty, 

or reveal a gleam of truth which will thrill t he heart 

with delight and inspiration.u(3) Any one who has given 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Meyer ad loc. 
(2)Cor., I. P• 89. Cf. also John, II. p. 123. 
(3)Dana and Mantey, P• 176. 
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thought to this matter at all knows how difficult it 

is to render adequately in English that which is often-

times contained in a preek tense. A. T. Robertson in 

a section on the uBad influence of the Latin on Greek 
ff Grammarians has these significant lines: 

If Mast of the older Greek grammars were made by men 
who knew Latin better than Greek. Even today the 
study of the Greek tenses is hampered by the stand
point of Latin idioms which developed unde~ very dif
ferent conditions. This is true of school grammars 
in particular, whereas Latin has had no influence on 
the Greek tenses themselves by the time of the Ko,v,f. 
The perfect and aorist blend in Latin, while that is 
not true in Greek till a very late date (1000 A.D.). 
The separate Greek development (cf. the Sanskrit) was 
due to the genius and spirit of the Greek people and 
has continued throughout the history of the language, 
though in modern time~ the Greek tenses have suffered 
serious modification. (1) 

Therefore the point now up for consideration with respect 

to John Calvin's work is of no little importance and we 

turn to it with much interest. 

In the light of what has been said, one would 

not be surprised to fi~g~8alvin had failed to comprehend 

the significance of that which was so deeply wrought 

into the Greek language. Our first impressions were ' 

that Calvin had considerably confused the Greek tenses, \ 

especially the aorist and the perfect. But after more_} 

careful study our conclusion has been somewhat modified. 

Calvin's treatment of the tense of a verb often lacks 

• • • • • • 

(l)Robertson, p. 822. 
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that clear-cut interpretation which it might have had 

had he been able to divorce himself more completely from 

the Latin conception of tense and to understand it as 

the Greeks themselves understood and used it. Neverthe-

less, Calvin often approaches near to the meaning and 

not infrequently shows that he has sensed it clearly. 

It is appropriate and fair to add that it has been only 

in more recent times that the perfect and aorist have 

come back nearer to their original places. Robertson 

suggests that even er had not been altogether free 

from mistakes on tenses.(l) 

That Calvin had the proper conception of the 

aorist is reflected by his remarks on Romans 8:30: 
II Paul 

according to the phrase of the Hebrew tongue, hath used 

the preter (aorist) tense in the verbs for the present 

tense. n M:ark what follows: "surely, it is out of ques-
ff tion, that a continual action is noted to this sense. 

(2) The punctiliar idea of the aorist seems to hold 

' / true in what Calvin says about fPIJ( l"'l A f::-Otr(:-1/ in Romans 

5:20. ( 3) 

An interesting example is foru1d in connection 

with John 18:24. Here Calvin goes against his ovm un-

derstanding of tense and chooses to render an aorist 

(l)Robertson, P• 821. 
(2}Rom., P• 230. 
(3)Ibid., P• 146. 

• • • • • • 
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,, 
as a pluperfect because the tense of e- (l"'l:"t::-C. A & , he 

How where Cal-

vin makes his mistake is in reading this verse with 

that which follows. Indeed, if this is done, the plu-

perfect would be necessary. But this verse was evident-

ly intended to conclude the paragraph which precedes in 

which case the aorist fits in perfectly. Our conclusion 

is that if the Reformer had held more strictly to the 

principle that the New Testament writers distinguished 

carefully by using the tense which would convey the 

exact idea(l), he would not have made this mistake. 

A good test of an exegete's method and pro

ficiency may be found in examining his treatment of the 

Greek perfect. ~fuch of its richness lies in its pre

sentation of action as having reached its termination 

in the past and existing in its finished results. 

Whether the emphasis lies on the completion of the ac

tion or on its finished results depends upon the mean

ing of the verb or upon the context. In Luke 1:27 the 
I 

perfect participle / ~ "7 r7::fr&l )A t:-V? v is used. The 

verse is speaking of the angel Gabriel who was sent 
1t 

nto a virgin betrothed.to a man whose name was Joseph--

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Dana and Mantey, p. 177. 
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On this participle Calvin makes the significant remark 

that it " . signifies that the virgin had then been en-

gaged to her bridegroom, but was not yet given as a 

"< wife to her husband. 1) Calvin has called specific 

" ft attention to those existing results implled in the 

tense used. 

On John 3:18 Calvin may not refer very accur

ately to the tense by name yet he appears to have sensed 
tf its full import; The past tense of the verb, is ~-
,, / 

damned alreadi., ( ") ft If I( E-J< ft. t-o{ t , ) was used by him 
.) ... 

emphatically, ( ~/" f> I( r- <. I{ w s , ) to express more strong-

ly that all believers are utterly ruined." (2) Later, . 
/ 

on /_e-'OJAfJ~~IfXt!:- in 5:26 Calvin shows real discrim-

ination. He remarks on the ignorance and rashness of 

some person who took more liberty than he ought and 

placed the verb in the future tense in one of the Latin 
/. 

copies. But the Greek word)'< f!'"l:d..{!>~~~f:- (hath passed) 

has no ambiguity whatever. There is no impropriety in · 

saying that we have already ;passed from death to life; 

for----they (the children of God) already sit in the 

heavenly glory with Christ by hope (Col. 3:3,) and they 

have the kingd9~ 2f ~ already established within 

them, (Luke 17:21).n(3) 

{l)Harmony, I. P• 32. 
{2)John; I. P• 127. 
(3)Ibid., P• 204. 

• • • • • • 
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On L~e 7:47 Calvin reflects the opinion of 
:) / 

his day on the form "'fJ t:: wvl:"« c. • It seems that ancient 

grammarians are not agreed in accounting for this form, 

some apparently making it a present.(l) But Calvin re

veals his independence and his penetration by resolving 

it "into a preterite 11
l The woman's sins are forgiven, 

ff the mercy of God was so abundant toward her, that she 

ought no longer to be regarded as a sinner. 11 (2) 

That Calvin probably had the right conception 

of the imperfect may be referred from his remarks on 

Romans 7:8-9.(3) 

We have noted several interesting:>·references 

to the future tense. On Romans 6:10 Calvin refers to 

the future tense of the verb]~ which is nothing more 

than a simple progressive or durative present. Yet we 

have no fault to find with Calvin's rendering of it: 

"rm..e :~.. li d th t t · t th 1 t ~u veru, __!!, o no apper a1n un o e as resur-

rection; but simply noteth the perpetual course of a 

new life so long as we live in this world."(4) On 

Romans 6:2 his reference to the future tense of the 
I I 

same verb, J Cl( '-'>, is correct, the form being J 'I r"r"'~. 
n By it, Paul showeth what manner of change should follow 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Winer, Section 14, 3a. 
(2)Harmony, II. P• 139. 
(3)Romans, P• 177. 
(~)Ibid., P• 155. 

... 
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righteousness."(l) 

Although the future tense i$ generally regard

ed as akin to the aorist as to the kind of action yet 

Calvin has emphasized the progressive or durative na-

'' ture of E-3 e- c. in John 8:12. ( 2) Westcott and Godet 

take it more in its indefinite sense.(3) 

Many other examples might also be adduced(4), 

but these ought to be sufficient to give a fairly com

plete understanding of Calvin's treatment of the Greek 

tenses. The outstanding impression left upon the wthreiterj/ 

is the degree to which Calvin has penetrated into . 
/{ 

meaning of the tenses, in spite of the inadequate and /
1

\ 

. \ 
unsound grammatical knowledge of his day. Although t 

Calvin shows evidence of th~nfluence of these circum

stances by his lack of clear-cut grammatical definitions, 

and by occasional errors of interpretation, yet in a 

remarkable way has he interpreted the inner meaning. 

One cannot help referring back to his wide acquaintance 

with Greek literature. This ~st have given him a feel

ing and sense for the language which helped to make the 

• • • • • • 

(l)Romans, P• 148. 
(2)Cf. Dana and Mantey, PP• 191-192. Calvin: John, I. 

P• 325. 
(3)Cf. ad loc. 
( 4 )See> Rom., p. 28; p. 36 where a more exact -rende 

of f:: 7T [ yv ov r::-t:r::.. is given in the R~ V.; Rom., p. 
Harmony, I.p. 37; II. P• 136; III~ P• 105; ~ 
PP• 65, 49, 158, 179; Cor., II. P• 145 (where · 
has erred); P• 17; and Gal., P• 29. 



-164-

language his own in the same way in which it was possessed 

by those who in times past had spoken it. This, from the 

point of view of exegetical results, made up for;his lack 

of advanced and scientific gramrnars. 

d. Person and nlli~ber. There is little that 

need be said on these points because of their more ob

vious nature. They do not usually cause the exegete 

any very serious difficulty. But we are interested to 

find that Calvin was alert to observe important changes 

in person and number; and also to see that he gave at

tention to places where such facts have a particular 

significance in their connection. On Romans 1:6 and 7 

Calvin notes the second person running throughout, and 

therefore would keep itJ~n mind on the phrase I( A'f r-D Z .s 
( / 

ay&.. tH .s. .(1) In Matt. 1:23, in the quotation from 

Isaiah, Calvin notes the change in person and nunilier. 

' I \ The angel has spoken to .Joseph X« c. I(~~ ~rt:c. ~ z-o 

bvo/<tl( ,. ~rov 'I 7 rt>VVbut the prophet Isaiah says I("'~ 
, ' ..JI' .) ... ) /\ 

1(11. ~ f:-11'"01JO(.l/ l" (;) "V' 0 /« 0( d u z- DC) E/"1' Of,"{) JJ 1A· 

"From the time that this name was published, all the 

godly have an equal right to make this confession, that 

God has given himself to us to be enjoyed in Christ."(2} 

On Matt. 2:23 Calvin makes the observation that 

• • • • • • 

(l)Romans, P• 10. 
(2)Harmony, I. P• 106. 
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the noun rrf tJtf>tt ?W"'i is plural in nurnber. ( 1) He notes 

the plural in I Cor., 14:13 and calls attention to the 
If impli'cation that Paul seems to speak not of himself 

exclusively, but also of the others who were his associ

ates. n { 2) He poL'Yl.ts out and dwells on the plural T}. rfY~ 

in John 9:3, throwing in interesting sidelights and 

enriching the passage.(3) 

e. Gender. Oftentiaes some very significant 

points lie concealed in the gender of a Greek noun or 

pronoun, participle or adjective. In Hebrews 1:2 the 
, 

word tre~..v'r:."'"Wv is capable of being rendered either in 

the masculine or the neuter. If taken in the masculine 

it refers to Godrs people, that they have been given to 

him by the Father. Calvin has chosen, however, the 

more probable and the more commonly accepted interpre

tation which reads it as neuter, saying, "it means that 

we are driven from the legitimate possession of all 

things, both in heaven and on earth, except we be united 
It c' >c ' to Christ. (4) On I Cor. 2:15 after rendering tJTf olloEovtJs 

as masculine, as it is in the Revised and Authorized 

Versions and is interpreted by Lange, Robertson and 

Plummer, Meyer and others(5), Calvin goes on to suggest 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, I. P• 165. 
(2)Cor., I. P• 166. 
{3)Cf. John, I. P• 367. 
(4)Hebrews, P• 34. Of. Lunemann, Westcott, 
(5 )Of. Hodge, Ellicott, Olshausen ad loc •. 

Cor., I. P• 119. 
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that at the same time it might be taken in the neuter 

as referring to a thing, and not to a man. It is prob

able that Calvin added this remark more by way of mag

ni~ying or emphasizing the truth of the passage. He 

first gave the obvious meaning of the passage, and then 

follows with the suggestion which makes the contrast in 

the passage more complete. Although we cannot be certain 

that the author had the larger idea in mind, and it may 

be probable that he did not, yet the truth expressed 

is in harmony with the spirit and truth of the context. 

Our point is that Calvin was alert to matters of gender, 

and appears to have understood and made the prop~r use 

of the grrummatical principles pertaining thereto. 

On I Cor. 5:13 Calvin clears the ground of 

one erroneous interpretation by calling attention to the 

' masculine article (~ov). It could not mean therefore 

"Put away evil or wickednessn.{l) It is unnecessary to 

cumber our writing with many examples as such m8tters 

may be investigated further in his writings.(2) The 

illustrations selected are presented as typical. 

3. His Attention to the Meaning of Words. 

a. His interest in words. The reader of Cal-

vin' s commentaries can scarcely help but be impr,&ssed 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cor., I. P• 196. 
(2)See Cor., I. P• 304; Cor., II •. 
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by the attention that is given to the meaning of words. 
/ 

In Matt. 1:12 Calvin notes the word .!" e- r- "c.)(~:- frc..tl( 

ff which the old translator renders transmigration, and 

Era~s renders exile, (which) literally signifies ~ 

change of habitation ... He then takes the word in its 

context and gives the meaning that If the Jews were com-

pelled to leave their country, and to dwell as •strangers 

in a land that was not theirs•.n(l) 

In Luke 1:31 he points to the word conce~ve 
/ 

( t1'""U'XA 7JA yl ~ ) as being "enough to set as ide the dream 

of Marcion and Manichaeus: for it is easy to gather 

from it that Mary brought forth not an ethereal body 

or phantom, but the fruit which she had previously con

ceived in her womb." (2) 

Romans 3:25 offers several illustrations of 

Calvin's method. In the first place there is the word 

• Calvin explains that it sometimes 

signified to determine or appoint before, and sometimas 

to bring forth into the light.(3) He then interprets 

the passage in the light of either meaning and shows 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, I. P• 92. , . , 
( 2 )Of. Thayer. The word is a compound word, ""u \/ -+-.Acyc.pt~.vtJ. 

It often means to seize, to seize for one's self, to 
make a prisoner, etc. Harmony, I. P• 35. 

(3)Thayer gives what might be considered equivalent 
Calvin's classification: 1. to place before, s 
to set forth to be looked at, expose to 
2. to set before one's self, to purpose, 
etc. 
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that whether one meaning or the other is taken, the 
It same sense stands, that God in his time made him (his 

son) manifest, whom he had decreed with himself to be 
tf the Mediator. (1) Another word in the same verse is 

( / 
<~ D\ ~T" 7 f{ OY" • Calvin takes this as II an allusion 

unto the old propitiatory; for he teacheth how that is 

exhibited in Christ which was figured there. n He is 

quite willing to allow however, for other interpretations. 

In this interpretation he appears to have taken essen

tially that which has been set forth by Meyer, i.e., 

that it means an expiatory sacrifice.(2) 

In I.Cor. 1:9 Calvin objects to Erasmus' 
..__,___..,.."""-"'-~~~-~'~"~"--"'-•""~•,.-·,--,,~0~N"'~ • -·--• ·~~~~--~-·-·-~•"v~'· 

/ 
translation of the word I( D L '1/W 'r/ t. 0( as meaning partner-

ship and also to that of the old interpreter(3) as 

society, because he feels that these do not adequately 

bring out the force of the Greek word. He renders it 

gellowship and goes on to make plain his idea. His 

translation has been followed by the Authorized and 

Revised Versions as well as by most commentators.(4} 

• • • • • • 

(l)Romans, P• 86. 
(2)Ibid. Cf. Meyer, Sanday, Godet, Lange and Gifford 

ad loc. Meyer, Lange apd Gode~ represent three lead
ing interpretations of £}. «.o-z- ,f' ov : Meyel} that it 
refers to an expiatory sacrifice, sin-offering; Godet, 
that it stands for a means of propitiation; and Laa.ge, 
that it refers to the mercy seat. Sanday has an ex• 
tended discussion on this problem. 

(3)This seems to be a reference to the 
(4)Cor., I. P• 60. Cf. Robertson and .ummel~~ 

El'\icott, Lange and others, ad lo.o. 
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/ 

Then there is that interesting verb K 01. r 1\f't'- ~ c.J which 

is found in the lOth verse of the same chapter. This 

verb, says Calvin, "properly signifies, to be fitted 

a.nd adjusted, just as the members of the huma.n,,body 

are connected together by a most admirable symmetry." , 
From this verb comes the participle I<« t" 7 fl': c. (/";4 e:-vo t 

which, he explains, denotes those things which are fitl~ 

and suitably joined together. This is the word used in 

Matthew 4:21 and Mark 1:19 of mending nets. In Hebrews 

11:3 it has the sense of put in order, arrange, framed 

in the Revised Version. Thayer in I Cor. 1:10 gives it 

the sense of strensthen, Eerfect, complete, especially 

of those who have been restored to harmony. It is seen 

that the interpretations of the word fall into two 

groups: those which give it the metaphorical turn and 

those which give it an ethical significance. Calvin 

has followed the former. This is taken also by Robert-

son and Plummer, and Lange. The latter interpretation 

is chosen by Thayer and Ellicott because in many New 

Testament passages such as II Cor. 13:11, Gal. 6:1, ,., 
n I Thess. 3:10, etc., it does not seem to present any 

It conception based on the physical aspect of the word. (1) 

But it is not our purpose to decide between these two 

interpretations. Our interest is in Calvin's method. 

• • • • • • 

(l}Cf. Ellicott ad loc. 
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It would appear from this passa.ge that Calvin had not, 

at least, recognized the possibility of an ethical 

usa,ge of the worc1.(1) However, on I Cor. 1:10, inas-
/ 

much as in the context Paul has been speaking of rX(~-

~~z«, divisions, it is not difficult to see the suita

bility of Calvin's choice. This much can be said, that 

he stated his own position and he gave his reasons. 

His reasons may not take into account all of the evidence, 

yet other commentators of equal skill are not agreed 

among themselVei• Bengel followed Calvin on this pas-

sage. (2) 

Now in this which has been said the purpose 

has been to call attention in a general way to the fact 

that Calvin was alert to the possibilities of words; 

and not only that, but that he also reveals unusual 

learning and the marks of the real exegete in his method 

of treating them. Calvin was interested in words. This 

ought to become more evident as we take up some of the 

ways in which he set forth the meaning of individual 

words. Additional illustrations of the foregoing may 
} / 

be found in the following words: t-v~ f Y 1 ,!-<- o\ t' DC ( 3), 
) / c / ..) / 
v...l/t~-Kf<-vt:(J{)./J( <- ( 4 ), Trfi.Lo«yw yos (5 ), flt'I/O'IytvwrJ<t,l 

• • • • • • 

(l)He shows the more physical aspect 
Gal. 6:1. 

(2)Cf. Ellicott ad loc. 
(3)Cor., I. P• 399. 
(4)Ibid., P• 343. 
( 5 };:'~1. , p. 108 • 
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the following as instances in which Calvin is probably 
.... / 

r~ 1\ E-l. w r.-c t. ( 12), lTtltf' ~c. >1 mistaken in his explanation: 
) / 

( 13 ) 1 and "' v"' l: o ~ 1 { 14 ) • The first consideration 

will be Calvin's attention to the derivation of words. 

b. His attention to the derivation of words. 
a It isAp1ain fact in any language that it is constantly 

undergoing change and modification. To understand a 

language it is necessary to know the meaning of its 

words. It is necessary for the interpreter, then, to 

keep in mind the changes that have taken pla.ce'in words. 

It is helpful and only natural therefore to inquire 

after the original meaning of a word.(l5) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cor~, II~ P• 128. 
(2)Heb., PP• %xvii and 208. 
(3)Harmony, I. P• 73. 
(4)Ibid., P• 60. 
(5)Heb., P• 36. 
(6)John, II. P• 29. 
(7)Harmony, I. P• 383. 
(8)Harmony, II. P• 253; Col. 2:23. 
(9)Harmony, II. P• 374. 
(10 )John, I. P•. 389. 
(ll)Harmony; II~ P• 302. 
(12)Heb~, p• 63. 
(13)Rom., P• 87. 
{14)Harmony, II. P• 77. 
(15)Cf. Terry, P• 175. 



-172-

It is interesting to see that Calvin has 

made use of this principle. There is the little word 
tt tl Amen , so frequently used and yet with so little ap-

preciation. vVhen our interpreter came across it in 

I Cor. 14:16 he noted it was used II 
to intimate, that 

the prayer offered up by that one person was that of 
tl II all of them in common. Then he adds, It is known, 

that ~ is a Hebrew word, derived from the same term 

from which comes the word than signifies faithfulness 

or truth. 11 (1) 
ff / 

On Matt. 2:1 he observes that Magi ( j:tt~.yo() 

is well known to be the name given by the Persians and 

Chaldees to astrologers and philosophers.u(2) Thayer 

makes a very similar note: "the name given by the Bab

ylonians (Chaldeans), Medea, Persians, and others, to 

the wise men, teachers, priests, physicians, astrologers, 

seers, interpreters of dreams, augurs, soothsayers, 

" t sorcerers, etc. It is found from Sophocles and Herod-

otus down. Calvin makes use of this to suggest, tr hence 

it may readily be conjectured that those men came from 
If Persia. 

/ 

On the meaning of the word virgin ( TTcif.fJ•vo~) 

in Matt. 1:23, Calvin finds its etymology helpful. 

etymology too agrees with 1~tth~w 1 s translation 

. ~ . . . . 
) , 

{ 1 )Cor., I. p ~ 448. Cf. Thayer oneya.'f., • 
(2)Harmohy, I. P• 128. 

l 
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word: for it means hiding, which expresses the modesty 

" that becomes a virgin. (1) 

Calvin's knowledge of Hebrew often stands 

him in good stead as in the derivation of the name 

Jesus. "It is derived from the Hebrew wordll T..lT 7 , 

salvation, from which comes 'ST 1 UJ 7 n , which signifies 

to save. It is a waste of ingenuity to contend that it 

differs from the Hebrew name ~ lllJ 7 i7 ~ , ( Jehoshua or 

Joshua ) • n ( 2 ) 

As is frequently the case, Calvin gives the 

interpretation of a passage without letting it be known 

what lay behind his explanation in the way of an exeget

ical; process. A typical instance is found on the word 

in Romans 6:5 which he renders grafted. He points out 

the significance of the word and uses the figure of the 

grafting of trees to develop the meaning of the passage. 
/ 

The word ...,tJj'- t;u l:"D <. which the Revised Version renders 
11united with" comes from the verb (T" vr ¢ j w which is 

used by Plato and Aristotle in the sense of "to cause 
tl to grow together • 

I 
r vjA tP u?: tJ s was the corr..mon word 

of Pindar, Plato, Aeschylus, Aristotle and Philo to 

describe that which is planted toge~per._, congenital, 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, I. P• 103. Calvin is evidently speaking 
of the Hebrew word. Liddell and Scott in their 
Lexj_c9n of Classical Greek say that the 
'TTtl.ffi:v o !> is unknown. -

(2)Harmony, I. P• 35; cf. also PP• 97-98. 
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innate, Br!Plarite.<LEz bi~th £!: nature. (1) Here is fur

ther evidence in concrete form that Calvin brought to 

the work of New Testament interpretation an intimate 

knowledge of the Greek language which enabled him to 
/ 

know something of the historic packground of the K o<." '1 • 

(2) Inasmuch as this is the only use of this word in 

the New Testament it is a real indication of the extent 

and readiness for use of his knowledge of classical 

Greek literature. 

In Romans 5:20 Calvin reveals that he has caught 
c / 

the force of the preposition IJ TT~fas compounded in the wo-ra 
c ' n UTiE-f~"E-fc.trtrf:-vo-f-v : ---the greatness of grace was 

by so much the more apparent, as that when sin abounded 

it did pour out itself so abundantly, that it did not 

only overmatch that deluge of sin, but also swallow it 

up."(3) 

Additional examples of Calvin's use of etymo-

logical facts may be found in connection with such words 
> / 0\ .ft. ... 

as the following: ~ y K «' v '- « ( 4), rrr~-(0( t<. A o u u ~ '-" ( 5), 
/ ) , / 

Yf~t«r"'"t:~:-u~ (6 ), e~K.?vwrr-6-v {7 ), rr~?-fos (8 ), 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Thayer, Liddell and Scott. 
(2)See ante, P• 69. 
(3)Romans, p. 145. 
{4)John, I. P• 412. 
(5)Harmony~ I~ P• 7. 
(6)Cor., I. P• 81. 
(7)John, I. P• 47~ 
(8)Harmony, II. p. 295. 
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c. His attention to linguistic usage. We 

begin first of all by noting the use Calvin·made of his 

knowledge of classical Greek. Something of this has 

already been suggested in the section immediately pre

ceding. We only call attention to it in the present 

connection and present two or three additional illus-

trations. On Matthew 6:2, Calvin remarks on the word 
( / 

vrrol(('t t-a<' , hypocrites, that profane authors give 

that name "to those who personated assumed characters 

in plays and on the stage; and Scripture has applied 

this term to men who are double in heart and insincere. 11 

(5) And thus it is used by Aristophanes, by Plato in 

his Republic, by Zenophon, etc.(6) 
I 

The word fJu;-c- o ~ used in Romans 2:8, Calvin 

says, "with the Grecians signifieth that which Cicero 

teacheth excandescentiam to note with the Latins, namely, --· ._,""""' __ _ 
a sudden inflammation of wrath. 11 (7) Indeed it is used 

in this sense by Sophocles, Euripides, Thucydides, Plato, 

• • • • • • 

{l}Harmony, II. P• 272. 
(2)Ibid., p~ 452; cf. John, II. P• 18. 
{3}John, II. P• 227. 
(4)Ibid., P• 258. 
(5)Harmony, I. P• 309. 
(6)Cf. Liddell and Scott. 
(?}Romans, P• 45. 
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Herodotus, Aristophanes and othel~s. In the plural of 

fits·of anger or passion it is found in Plato, Protagoras, 

and Aristotle.(l) 

On II Cor. 8:18 Calvin calls attention to 

"the mode of election--that which was customary among 
~ 

the Greeks- X E'(ovrovc.o<, (a show of hands) in which 

the leaders took the precedence by authority and counsel, 

and regulated the whole proceeding, while the common 

people intimated their approval.n(2) To see that Calvin 

is exactly right on this word, it is only necessary to 

consult a classical lexicon. This was the method among 
~ ' I' 

the Athenian f:KK>.? rrUl. of giving one's vote. It was 

so used by Lucianus, Plutarchus, Aristophanes, Demos

thanes, Zenophon and Isocrates.(3). 

Thus Calvin is often able to portray a word 

in its historical richness by calling forth its usage 

by the Greeks themselves. For other illustrations of 
J I 

this method we refer the reader to the word ~ ¢> f:-4.nJl:o< <. 

> , 
in Luke 7:47 ( 4) and the word E u T roc rr ~ ~ (.IJ( in Ephesians 

5:4 (5). 

The next observation has to do with Calvin's 

use of the Septuagint. It is significant that the first 
. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Liddell and Scott. 
(2)Cor., II. p~ 300. . 
(3)Harmony, II. P• 139. 
( 4 )Ibid. . 

,,,{5 )Ephesians, P• 305. 
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printed text of the whole Septuagint is that which forms 

the third column in the Old Testament of the Complu

tensian Po1yg~ot.(l) This was finally published in 1521. 

Another edition of the Bible in Greek had come from the 

Aldine press about the year 1519 under the direction of 

Andreas Asolanus.(2) Thus from external sources there 

is little room to doubt that Calvin hod access to and 

probably made use of the Greek version of the Old Testa-

ment. 

Turning to Calvin's works there is ample evi

dence that Calvin frequently consulted and drew upon his 

knowledge of that source. In commenting on Matthew 1:16 
tl he says: So long as any splendour of royalty continued 

in the family of David, the kings were wont to be called 

, " X.tc. d'l:O(., anointed.· (3) This is undoubtedly a ref-

erence to the use of the word in the Septuagint. The 
' \ , 

Lord's anointed ( r o"' X f' ... r-o" I< Uf<. ou ) and similar 

phrases occur frequently.{4) 

In discussing the name uJesus" and its deri-

vation Calvin points out that in:,the writings of Moses, 

and in the other books of the Old Testament, the Hebrew 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. H. B. Swete: Introduction to the Old Testament 
in Greek, P• 171. 

{2)Ibid., P• 173. 
(3)Harmony, I. P• 92. 
(4)Cf. LXX: II Sam. 19:21; I Sam. 2:10, 35; 

6:22; II Sam. 1:14; Ps. 2:2; 17(18):51~ 
Lam. 4:20, etc. 
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word for Jehoshua or Joshua, is rendered by the Greek 

'1 ... translators l'f O'"'"O " !> , Jesus. (1) 

In I Cor. 2:6 Calvin points out that the 

Hebrew word .iJ f1 ''is always rendered in the Septuagint 
/ 

by t f. A E-' o .s II (and) means complete. (2) 

In II,Cor. 4:14 where Paul evidently refers 

to Psalm:; 116, Calvin observes that he has followed the 

common Greek translation and used the preterite instead 

of the future. And so it is in the Septuagint, 
.7 , 

c ~ Cl( .A , 0'"'11( • But Calvin goes on to say that no 

point is to be made of this and that in either case the 

meaning is essentially the same.(3) 

Other references to the Greek version of the 

Old Testament are to be found among Calvin's comments 

as follows: ~armony, I. PP• 142, 133; II. p. 289; Romans, 

PP• 276 1 281. A question might be raised as to Calvin's 

accuracy on II Cor. 6:2 where he refers to the word 
.1 " 

f:Vff(tJo-ff-l(t:Ol/ (acceptable) as beingthe rendering 

of the Greek interpreter of Isaiah 49:8. Now Paul has 

quoted the Septuagint word for word in this case and 
) , 

E v "f ou- S t-lf r-ov does not occur. The precise word 
... 

is S t-K'C 't' • It may be however, that the occurrence of 
, / ~ 

the adj active € cJ rr(' tHro E-JC. r- o" in the latter part of the 

(l)Harmony, I~ P• 98. 
(2)Cor., I.·p. 102. 
(3)Ibid., P• 209. 

• • • • • • 
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verse led Calvin to make the reference in this manner. 

(1} 

We come now to a consideration of the way in 

which Calvin studied into or made use of the New Testa-

ment usage of a word in order to advance his exegetical 

process. The importance of the.~ loguendi, or cur

rent usage of words has been emphasized in a splendid 

passage by Davidson. tl Among other things he says: The 

great object to be ascertained is the ~ loquendi, 

embracing the laws or principles of universal grammar 
ff which form the basis of every language. (2) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cor., II. P• 246. 
{2}Davidsonft Sacred Hermeneutics, pp. 225-226. He con

tinues: These are nothing but the logic of the mind, 
comprising the modes in which ideas are formed, com
bined, and associated, agreeably to the original sus
ceptibilities of the intellectual constitution. They 
are the ph~siology of the human mind as exemplified 
practically by every individual. General grammar is 
wont to be occupied, however, with the usage of the 
beat writers; whereas the laws of language as observed 
by the writers of Scripture should be mainly attended 
to by the sacred interpreter, even though the philo
sophical grammarian may not admit them all to be cor
rect. It is the usus loquenti of the inspired authors 
which forms the subject of tne grammatical principles 
recognized and followed by the expositor. The gram
mar he adopts is deduced from the use of the language 
employed in the Bible. This may not be conformed · 
the practice of the beat writers; it may not be 
aophically just; but he must not, therefore, 
it erroneous. The modes of expression used 
writer--the utterances of his mental aaaoc 
constitute his ~ loquendi. These f?rm 
matical principles; and the interpreter 
as his own in the business o£ exegesis •·· 
there arises a special as well as a un~~~ 
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The reader of Calvin's commentaries often 
tJ comes across such references as these: He used the word 

delivered, according to the perpetual manner of the Scrip

ture"(!); "But the word harden, when in the Scriptures 

it is attributed to God, it doth not only signify (as 

certain tempering moderaters would have it) a permission 

or suffering, but also the action of God's wrath. 11 (2) 

"sleep is everywhere in Scripture employed to denote 

death 11 (3); and "At the same time I should prefer to un

derstand the expression in~more simple way, agreeably 

to the common usage of Scripture--- 11 (4). 

Let us take two or three instances and put 

Calvin's conclusions to the test. On Matthew 2:16 he 

• • • • • • 

Now we attain to a knowledge of the peculiar usus 
loquendi in the way of historical investigation:-
The religious, moral, and psychological ideas, ~mder 
whose influence a language had been formed and mould
ed; all the objects with which the writers were con
versant, and the relations in which they were placed, 
are traced out historically. The costume of the ideas 
in the minds of the biblical authors originated from 
the character of the times, country, place, and educa
tion, under which they acted. Hence, in order to 
ascertain their peculiar usus loauendi, we should know 
all those institutions an~fluences-whereby it was 
formed or affected:' 

{1 )Rom., P• · 32. 
(2)Ibid., P• 265. 

• • • • • • 

(3)0~_Mark 5:39, Harmony, I. P• 415. Cf. also Cor., I. 
p.;'*270. 

(4)Cor., I. p. 105. 
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" / comments: The adverb the.!! ( t' o t:~) does not always de-

note in Scripture uninterrupted time, but infrequently 

occurs, when there is a great distance between the 

" events. {1) Are there passages in Scripture where this 
, 

is true of t' t> t:-t- ? As this word is characteristic of 

Matthev:1, being used some ninety-one times, it is most 

natural to inquire into his use of it. One needs only 

' to turn to the twen'G1-fourth chapter ~here 't' o l:"''- occurs 

nine times, verses 9, 10, 14, 16, 21, 23, 30 (twice), 

and 40. Now throughout this chapter it is speaking of 

a period in which one thing must not necessarily be 

taken as following immediately upon another. This is 

indicated by verse 8, "But all these things are the be

ginning of travail". The 11 then"s of 9 and 10 evidently 

follow that which is indicated in 5, 6, 7, and 8, but 

they cannot be said to follow immediately, in the sense 

of a brief space of time. This might be true, but not 
, 

to the exclusion of a larger meaning. In verse 23 ~oY~ 

ff ft • might be rendered after that as marklng a sequence, 

as well as time, but yet not be pressed into the sense , 
of the moment after. roT~ therefore in this chapter ___ ..;..;.;........;...;;..;;;;.. 

appears to make clear a succession of events but a suc

cession which extends over a considerable period of tim(h 

• • • • • • 

{l)Harmony, I. P• 160. 
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Therefore fromthis one chapter there is ample evidence 

to confirm Calvin's statement with regard to the Scrip• 

ture's usage of the word that it may mark a time which 

comes at considerable distance from another event.(l) 

On Luke 1:46 Calvin records his observation 

that 11The words ~ ( \JI u X~ ) and spirit ( rrvfi:'J/'" t< ) 

are used in Scripture in various senses, but, when em-

ployed together, they denote chiefly two faculties of 

the soul; suirit being taken for the understanding, and 

soul for the seat of the affection." Now these two 

words occur together in the following passages, Luke 

1:46; I Cor. 15:45; I Thess. 5:23; Reb. 4:12.(2) The 

first is the one already under consideration. 

15:45 Paul says, partly quoting Genesis, that " 
In I Cor. 

The first 

man Adam became a ~iving soul. The last Adam became a 
II life-giving spirit. In I Thess. 5:23 the apostle simply 

tf says, and may your spirit and soul and body be preserved 

entire, 11 etc. In Heb. 4:12 we read: "For the word of God 

is living and active, and sharper than any two-edged 

sword, and piercing even to the dividing of soul and 

spirit, of both joints and marrow, and quick to discern 
If the thoughts and intents of the heart. 

Now it is not easy to evaluate Calvin on this 

• • • • • • 

" (1 )Cf. Tha"~r on "l" o t: Eo, Meyer on Matt. 
" on the same. , · 

(2 )See Moulton and Geden under f11 cJ'K'l • 
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point for the problem is not a small one. }!at a few 

remarks can be made and the remainder left to the reader 

to judge. It is probable that Calvin may have taken 

his cue from the third passage. There, i£ the phrase 

E-i8u~ f trt'-t..Jll 'Ctt ~ ~ "" 6t.::, \1" KOCf ~ [-< .s. be taken 
~ ' , as parallel; to VI CJ AI'J s /(Of c. rrv c-u)'i « 7: D .s it is not 

/ 
difficult to see that the /) u_r o s. which is a part of 

the word has more to do with the feelings or passions 
..... 

or emotions of the mind while the v "us of the second 

word has mora to do with the intellect or facuity of 

understanding,although sometimes its cognates might well 

be rendered affections or feelings. This may have been 

one of Calvin's reasons for his position. Another rea-

' son might be that VJu X'( is the word that represents 

the "energy of lifen,{l) an "animated organism 11 (2), 
,.. 

while T1Vf::V/" oc is the word::that often has more to do 

with the rational, the intelligent being(3). This 

distinction is evidently involved in I Thass. 5:23.(4) 

There is therefore evidence in support of 

Calvin's reference to these words in connection with 

Luke 1:46. Without attempting to exhaust this subject, 

let us gather together those points which are already 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf~ Westcott's note P• 114 ff. 
(2)Cf. Olshausan on I Cor. 15:45; also Westcott on 

Reb. 4:12. ~ 
(3)Ibid. Cf. Thayer also under nv(;-vrtl'i\. • 
( 4 )Of. Thayer under f.}' u X*f • 
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sufficiently clear and which are relevant to Calvin's 

knowledge of the general New Testament use of words. 

In the first place Calvin must have had in mind all 

four of these passages to have made the statement which 

he set down on the first of them. Since there are only 

four passages it indicates rather careful and exhaustive 

work. Further, he is not without evidence in support 

of his position with respect to the distinction between 
I 

"'t1 )( ~ 
,.. 

and rr~~ur~ when they occur together. In 

fact, he shows not only a proper metho~ and a thorough

ness of treatment but also a remarkable insight into 

the various meanings of these words. 

Let us examine one more reference. In Romans 

5:4 (1), Calvin makes the observation that Paul has 
I , c ' ~ ' said ") a~ urro,f'-0'1'1 ooK<.JA?'I , and stedfastness 

(worketh) approvedness, while James (1:3) turns it 
' / ( ,... ...... 

around and says To 6 oKc.~ c. ()y ul' wv 1: Yl ~ 
I I ~ / 

TTL(I"'T:t:-w s l(..r'l ~rrfl( J 1!'- r-"' t on oJ'ch'IJ~ the proving of your 

faith worketh patience (stedfastness). Now speaking 
/ 

of the word ~ 0 X ~ ' o" used by James, Calvin has marked 

exactly its sense. This word refers to that £I means 

of which anything is tried, the proof, the testimon:;,::. 

Thus the word applies more to the act.(2) The word 
/ 

.5o K 'JA 7 · applies more to the state of that which has 

• • • • • • 

(l)Rom., P• 128. 
(2)Cf. Thayer, also Bagster's Analytical 
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been tried. It is .approvedness, tried character. (1) 

It also is used of trial, a proving. Calvin is thus 

able to reconcile Paul and James by understanding the 

divers acceptation of the word. Paul taketh trial or 

probation for experience in which uthrough patient suf

ferance they abide firm, for so they prove what value 

the power of God is.----James uses the same word for 

tribulation itself, according to the common usage of 

Scripture; because by them God proveth and examineth his 
ff servants; whereupon they are often called temptations. 

(2) For other use~of the word such as that of James, 

we refer the reader to II Cor. 8:2, although there it 
/ 

is a form of S 1> K ',)< 1 • Calvin was mistaken if he had\ 
/ 

in mind a wide usage of ~ o K 'jt' ov in the New Testa-

ment. Besides James 1:3 it is found only in I Peter 

1:7. He probably had in mind both words. 

W'fiat is shown by these examples"l They make 

clear the fact that Calvin made use of one of the most 

important methods of the exegete. He compared various 

passages. It is also significant to note, at least as 

far as our examples have taken us, that Calvin's work 

was accurate and thorough. And it is not out of place 

to repeat an observation which has been made before, 

• • • • • • 
(l)Cf. Tha~er, also Bagster's Analytical Lexicon. 
(2)Rom., P• 128. 

\ 
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that it is quite common for Calvin to give us his exe

getical results and not say much about how he obtained 

them except in general'ter.ms. One would have reason 

to think him superficial were it not for the fact that 

his results and his general statements usually stand up 

under first hand investigation. It is not unreasonable 

to suppose therefore, that Calvin himself went through 

the ·exegetical process applying carefully and thoroughly 

the principles and methods of interpretation. Otherwise 

it is difficult to see how his exegetical results could 

be so sound. ( 1) 

Occasionally it becomes necessary for the 

exegete to pay attention to the use of a word by one 

particular author. It is well known that every writer 

has individual characteristics and even in his use of 

language there may be certain peculiarities. 

On John 15:18 Calvin cites two different in-
.... ( ..... 

terpretations of the phrase TTf' w't ov t.lj< ul • (2) The 

question is as to whether he is before the disciples 

in time or in ~· Calvin says that the first has 

been accepted by many making the sentence mean that 

"Christ was hated by the world before the Apostles were 

• • • • • • 

(l)For other examples of his reference to New Testament 
usage see: Harmony, I. P• 33; I. P• 350; III. P• 69; 
Rom., ,pp. 20 (salvation), 21 (righteousness), 114 
( l(tY.."' E- Cc) ) •. 

(2)John, II. P• 123. 
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n u hated. But he prefers the second, namely, that Ghrist, 

who is far exalted above them, was not exempted from 

the hatred of the world, and therefore his ministers 

ought not to refuse the same condition;" that is, giving 

our own translation, if the world hate you, ye know that 

it hath hated me, the one above you. Galvin gives as 

his reason the use of this phraseology in the 27th and 

30th verses of chapter one of the same gospel. Galvin 

might have added 1:15. Although most versions give it 

a temporal significance(l), yet there are those who 

give to it, or call attention to, the meaning prefered 

by Calvin. Among the latter are Westcott, Plummer and 

Lange. In this case, although the author's usage of the 

phrase is unquestionablw in favor of the rendering given 

it by Galvin, yet it is entirely possible that Jesus may 

have had only a temporal relation in mind. Galvin's 

position is therefore not without support and may be 

more favorable to the passage than the other. His method 

is sound regardless of whether or not it is conclusive. 

It is evident from what he says on Romans 6:2 

that Galvin has caught the spirit and meaning of Paul 
' I when he uses the phrase j4 "1 y ~v o <. 't' o • This phrase 

• • • • • • 

(l)Meyer and Godet evidently take it temporally. 
is evidently aware of the possibility of the 
with the idea of rank. Jacobus notes it also 
prefers the other. 
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is used fifteen times in the New Testament but only 

once outside of Paul, Ten of these are 

to be found in Romans. We shall allow Calvin to speak 

for himself: 
tf Some think that the apostle doth only, by the way 
of a sharp correction, reprehend so unreasonable a 
madness; but, by other places, it doth appear how 
familiar an answer this is with him, yea, in much 
disputation, (or many arguments,) as here also he 
will shortly with great diligence refute the objected 
obloquy; yet, first, by this particle of one detesting 
he doth reject it, that he might admonish the readers 
there is nothing more unlike than that the grace of 
Christ, the repairer of our righteousness, shou[d 
nourish our vice.n{2) 

It is difficult to find a better exposition 

of this formula than that just given1 Others explain 

it much as Calvin but not with the same understanding 

and clarity. Compare Hodge, Beet, Liddon, Sanday, and 
,...::::::OS:: 

Meyer ad loc. The author is of the opinion that not 

one of these excellent expositors has equaled the pas

sage given above, and believes that the reader who will 

compare them on this point with Calvin will be of the 

same opinion. Calvin shows that he has made himself 
\ 

familiar with Paul's usage of this phrase and in \ 
so do- l 

ing has manifested one of the marks of the truly 

interpreter of Scripture. 

• • • • • • 

I 
(t;reat) 

(l)Luke 20:16; Romans 3:4,6,31; 6:2,~5; 7:7,13; 9:14; •. ~···,.) 
11:1,11; I Cor. 6:15; Gal. 2:17; 3:21 and 6:14. Cf.~.J 
Moulton and Geden. . 

( 2 )Romans, p.. 147. Cf. also Burton: Moods and Tenses, 
P• 79. 
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Other instances o~ this same method o~ pro

cedure might be presented (1), but we pass on to give 

one or two examples of Calvin's regard for the use of 

a word in the particulcr passage. On Luke 1:9 Calvin 

observes that there the word temnle ( vo<" s. ) is put 

for the hE}:I £lace. (2) He adds that this "deserves 
tf attention, for it sometimes includes the outer court. 

He goes on then to explain the passage in that light. 
/ 

Is Calvin correct in thus understanding v oC o > ? There 

is little coubt but that this is the proper rendering, 
< I 

for while c~ro~ applied to the whole temple, the en-
/ 

tire consecrated enclosure, voe o s was the word used in 

the Septuagint and elsewhere for the sacred edifice 

only, consisting of the Holy Place and the Holy of 

Holies.(3) 

On John 1:47 Calvin calls attention to the 
tl ~\ .J'j, 

fact that In this pas sage """? t7 "'· ~ (truly) means 

something more than certain}~ The Greek word, no doubt, 

is often uned as a simple affirmation; but as we must 

here supply a contrast between the fact and the mere 

nrume, he is said to be trulz, who is in !eality what he 

• • • • • • 
/ 

(l)See his referep.ce to 'A£:-c..t-8ufyc..-. in Harmony, I. 
P• 28; to ~fo"1~tl{ , Rom. P• 201; vtJ,P--D!> , 

Ibid., P• 170; and the reference to the outward 
Ibid., P• 190. 

(2)Harmony, I. P• 13. 
(3)0f. Thayer; cf. Plummer ad loc; 
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is supposed to be."(l) Certainly there is no one who 

would object to Calvin's observation; but not all ex

positors have CEJ.Ught the force of the word •. (2) 

At the P:eginning of Matthew 13:40 stands the 
I 

little adverb ~oT~ .(3) Calvin makes the following 
II I 

reference to it: The adverb .t_hen ( to't'~) is emphatic; 

for it contains an implied contrast between their present 

state and the ultimate restoration,n etc. This becomes 

a means of entrance into a fuller understanding of the 

passage. 

For further illustration of Calvin's attention 

to the usage of a word in a particular passage see the 
. / / 

word ~t..(d'/ttJs. in Matthew 1:1 (4), the word §uvO(fT"'rd( 
> I 

in Luke 1: 52 ( 5 ) , the word ~ S L K ''! in Romans 1: 18 
...., 

{6), and the word Trforrxu1/foc.oJ in I·/Jatthew 8:2 (7). 

d. His attention to idioms and Hebraisms. 

Any student of language will readily agree that the 

mastery of the idioms of a language often presents one 

• • • • • • 

(l)John, I. P• 78. 
(2)Westcott passes over it without much emphasis. Meyer 

and Plummer make a better showing. 
(3)Harmony, II. P• 124. 
(4)Harmony, ·I. P• 89. 
(5)Ibid., P• 58. 
(6 )Rom., P• 25. 
(?}Harmony, ·I. p. 372. See also: Rarmony, I. 

John, II. p. 237; Romans, P• 15. We cite ~o.~ns 
P• 35-36 as a passage in which Calvin glves 
lar attention to the meaning of the word. 
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of the most difficult tasks. Calvin however has been 

fortunate. With his knowledge of Hebrew and his ex

cellent knowledge of Greek literature he is usually at 

home with those forms, words and phrases commonly re

ferred to by grammarians as idioms and Hebraisms. On; 

Romans 2:2 he is able to add: "A..'l'ld it is a Hebrew 

phrase, for verl.ty is oftentimes as much with the He

brews as the inward integrity of the heart; and so it 

is opposed not only against gross lying, but also a-
fl gainst the external show of good works. (1) On Ephesians 

If 2:2 Calvin says: By the children of disobedience, ac-

cording to a. Heb:roew idiom, are meant obstinate persons. 11 

(2) Abbott mentions by way of agreement the Reformer's 
y 

interpretation of Ephesians 5:6, the phrase f-('"X_~(u<( 

( , ' "" """' ... 't] ()fY? 'tOU CI~OI.) Calvin writes: ttif we consider 

the present tense to be here used, agreeably to the 

Hebrew idiom, for the future, t~se words are a threat

ening of the last judgment.u He goes on to agree with 

those however who take the word cometh in an indefinite 

sense "as reminding them of the ordinary judgments of 

God which were executed before their ovvn eyes. n ( 3) 

Calvin's knowledge of the Hebrew idiom also leads him 

to the connnonly accepted exp].anation of the phrase 

• • • • • • 
(l)Romans, P• 39. 
(2)Ephesia.ns, P• 221~ cr. Abbott 
(3)Ephesians, P• 308. Cf. Abbott 
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in John 20:1, on the first 

day of the week.(l) These examples are presented as 

typical (2) and with them we pass on to the next topic. 

e. His attention to sJ~onyms. Archbishop 

Trench in his Preface to the eighth edition of his 

u ~ " Synonyms of the New Testament in urging the value of 

the study of such words, says of the Greek hnguage--
ff ---a language spoken by a people of the subtlest 
intellect; who saw distinctions, where others saw 

rnne; who divided out to different words what others 
often were content to huddle confusedly under a com
mon term; who were themselves singularly alive to 
its value, diligently cultivating the art of synon
ymous distinction; and who have bequeathed a multi
tude of fine and delicate observations on the right 
discriwinations of their own words to the after
world. ( 3) 

It is with interest, therefore, that we turn again to 

the commentaries of Calvin to see how they measure up 

in this respect. 

This passage from I Cor. 4:11 is to the point 

here. Speaking of the verse he says: 

"In the words themselves there is no obscurity, ex
cept that we must take notices of the distinction 
between those twO participles--). 0 (.5o {0 or- ~lfD(. 
K•H. p }.ttrt/>?r ou;«E-voe- (reviled~ defamed.) 

• • • • • • 

(l)John, II. P• 249. Cf. Westcott, Pl~er and Lange 
(Schaff) ad loc. 

{2)For other illustrations see: c~., II. p~ 1?6; )ph., 
P• 300; Harmony, I. pp. 259, 407; II. PP• 149, 215, 
261; III. pp. 25, 340; John, I. PP• 1091 278, 325;, 
II. pp~ 31, 38. 

{3)P. vii. 



As )..Dc.8of'" means--that harsher sort of raillery, 
which does not merely give a person a slight touch, 
but a sharp bite, and blackens his character by open 
contumely, there can be no doubt that ). o c.~" f E- LV 

means--wounding a person with reproach as with a sting. 
I have accordin~nrendered it--harassed with revil
.!!!8.!· S.\ 01.1T'Cf>1}'< '-" signifies a more opeil'r'eproach, 1 WEen any one s severely and atrociously slandered. 1 

(1) 

It is interesting that Trench has included this very 

passage from Calvin in section cvii of his book as con

taining tta contribution toward the illustration of some 

other synonyms for a fuller dealing with which I have 

not found place in this volume."(2) 

In Luke 1:6 we read 
/ J 

7TO(€-U o/~V'O <.. €-v 

r"' Ls 
" / K 0(, (. 8 (./(I>((. W,;'<- 0( (T' v 

/ )/ .... 
't"OU K Uf<D u y ?71l'tJ '- • On the two words connnand• 

ments and ordinances Calvin makes the following distinc-

tion: tt The latter term relates strictly to exercises 

of piety and of divine worship of God and to duties 

tt( of charity. 3) He goes on to say in support of his 
, 

explanation of Sc...{o<t..cu;« 01 t:""~ that this is the ren-

dering given by the Greek translators to the Hebrew 

word meaning ordinances, which in Scripture usually de-

" notes those se~ices which the people were accustomed 

to perform in the worship of God and in the profession 

• • • • • • 

(l)Oor., I. P• 165. 
(2)0f. Trench, PP• 390 and 392. 
(3)Harmony, I. P• 11. 
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of their faith. n ( 1) A comparison of Calvin's results 

with the usage and meaning of these words as given by 

Thayer corroborates the above without any question. 

A most interesting pair of synonyms in the 
) I l :J , 

New Testament is +-'A. f. Y ~ and En''- rc.r "' c..J • They 
"" 

occur together in only one place, II Tim. 4:2. As before 

we have ha.d to gather the evidence fron Calvin rather 

indirectly, so must we do on these two words. However, 
~ \ I 

one of these words, EA'-JX w 1 has been mentioned quite 

frequently by Calvin. ~lhether he had the two words in 
> / 

mind when speaking of f'At-"/Xc.t.>, one cannot be altogether 

sure; but let us mark with what understanding he bas 

explained this one. In connection with Matt. 18:15-16 

he ~as just spoken about the calling of witnesses and 

the employment of greater authority and then he goes 

on to say: 
11 That Christ's discourse ought to be under51tood in 
this sense is evident from the word used, ~). f:Y ~ o v 
reprove, or argue; for to argue is to convince by 
demonstration. And how could I argue with a man who 
boldly denies the whole matter? for he who has the 
effrontery to deny the crime which he has co nu'ni tted 
shuts the door against a second a&uonition. u (2) 

On John 8:9 where it speaks of the accusers 

f th d lt 11b . d b th . o e a u erous woman e~ng reprove y e~r con-

science"(3) Calvin has remarked: 

• • • • • • 
(l)Harmony, I. P• lle 
(2)Harmony, II. P• 355. 
(3)According to Nestle's text. 

' 
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II Here we perceive how great is the power of an evil 
conscience. Though those wicked hypocrites intended 
to entrap Christ by their cavils, yet as soon as he 
pierces their consciences by a single word, shame 
puts them to flight. This is the hammer with which 
we must break the pride of hypocrites. They must 
be summoned to the judgment-seat of God. Though it 
is possible that the shame, with which they were 
struck before men, had greater influence over them 
than the fear of God, still it is a great matter 
that, of their own accord, they acknowledge them
selves to be guilty, Jhen they thus fly away as if 
they were confounded. (1) 

Calvin points out the word in John 8:46 again. 
' / "And such is the import of the Greek word ~ ')... ~ Y X f-'' V , 

as the Latins use coarguere, (to convict,) when a person 

.is held convicted of the fact. n (2) Likewise in John 

16:8, a key-passage for the understanding of this word, 

Calvin has aeased its meaning and its 1mportance.(3) 

There is not much evidence to whow that Calvin 
> I 

paid particular attention to the other word €-rr c.t-y<ct.w. 

In certain respects one is not surprised as it is the 

more simple word of the two. It is the common word 

meaning to censure, to lay under penalty, to charge, 

command.(4) In commenting on Matthew 18:15 he does not 
) , 

even observe that Luke has E" c.~~ '1 r ".J in the par-

allel passage, whereas Matthew has ('A c. Y 5 O-l • ( 5) 

(l)John, I. P• 321. 
(2)Ibid., P• 353. 

• • • • • • 

(3)Jobn, II• P• 139; ct. also John, 
P• 311. 

(4)See Matt. 19:13; 20:31; 8:26i Mark 9:25; 10: 
also Joulton and Milligan's Voeabul'-ry o~ . 
N. T. 

(5)Har.mony, II. P• 352. 



-' I 
However, inasmuch as r). "'··(X 4l is by far the 

more significant word, it is fair enough to estimate 

Calvin in the light of his insight into its meaning. 

From what has been said, it is very probable that Cal

vin's knowledge of classical Greek must have helped him, 

as well as his own training for law, for he brings out 

the legal aspects of the word. It is associated with 

a trial, with arguments, witnesses, conviction, judg

ment, as may be seen from the passages of Calvin cited 

above. And more than that he has associated this word 

with the work of the Holy Spirit--a most significant 

observation. (1) 

From a npmber of passages such as Romans 9:21 

(2), John 5:27 (3), Matthew 8:9 (4), and Matthew 10:1 

(5), he shows that he has the proper distinction in mdnd 
J I 

with respect to the word E- ~ o u <r '- oC , authori t:y, as 

compared with other words which are used in the sense 

of power. In this connection mention might be made of 

another s:vnonym. for power, ~ ~ v til. r- t .s , as found in 

• • • • • • 

( 1 )See especially Calvin's Commentary on John," II. P• 
139. cr. on theseltwords, on tha various passaies: 
Trench, Vincent's Woid Studies , Hare in his Mis
sion of the Comforter , Plummer, Tholuck, Westcott, 
Godet, Meyer, Lange, Milligan (on John), R:yle, 
Jacobus and others; also Thayer, and Liddell and 

(2)Rom., P• 269. 
(3)John, I. P• 207. 
(4)Harmony, I. P• 382. 
(5)Ibid., P• 439. 
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Calvin's remarks on Matthew 25:15. In this passage he 

makes it clear that the word is properly translated 
/ 

power or ability. Although 5 vv "'r'" s. is perhaps a 

more general and inclusive word for power~ yet by ren

dering it ability Calvin has come near to its derivative 

idea and most common use in the sense of inherent power, 

power residing~~ thins £I virtue£!~ nature.(l) 

It is worthy of note how exactly Calvin, in 

the passage in I Corinthians 15:12•19, has sensed the 
/ 

meaning of the word K ~ V'O s.. (2) It is twice used in 
/ 

verse 14 ( v. 10 also ) , and then in verse 17 ,1-t fl. r-oe c. o< 
a1l4. .Revistil. 

is found. Both of these words in the AuthoriledAVersions 

" are translated by the word .!.!.!!!• But on K4:'>~ • s. Calvin 

" " " speaks of an empty fallacy , for what remains if 

I! " Christ has been swallowed up by death? , for what solid-

ity of fatth will there be, where no hope of life is to 

be seen? But in the death of Christ, considered in it-

" self, there is seen nothing but ground of despair,---, 
etc. On /""' l"'CJ( c.,t. in verse 17 Calvin does not speak 

directly. Yet he emphasized the results of Christ's 

victory. He speaks of: the uselessness of faith, the 

lack of advantage to the Christian, no purpose in faith, 

if Christ were not raised. Thus he appears to 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Thayer, Liddell and Scott. 
(2)Car., II. PP• 18, 20. 
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/ 

guided b7 the word )" ~ r-or; tt>< which has to do with the 
, 

lack of results as contrasted with 1< Ev 6 s , the lack -
of the inner gualitz 2! realitz. Trench has described , 
these two words thus: "In the first ( t<. fd05 ) is char-

, 
acterized the hollowness, in the second ( / ll'r:lli '« ) the 

aimlessness, or, if we ma7 use the word, the resultless-
' ~ , . 

ness----". He refers to the K f-\IU. ( c.>.IT't G ~~ in classical 

" authors and in the Septuagint as meaning aR empt7 hopes, 

such as are built on no solid foundation; and in the N. 
' / T. Ktrvoc. ')\ oyo{. are words which have no inner substance 

and kernel of truth, hollow sophistries and apologies 

for sin,---."(1) 

The scope of this study 9-oes !l:5?i_~i1! .. of 

further consideration, in detail of such examples. It 
.•... ~~-·-··--···-··"··~~···-········· ......• ~_ ...... ' , .. 

is hoped that those brought forth have helped to give 

an idea of this pioneer exegete. 

c~].~~~~h~~.i'~ct that in ~~ .. ~~~~~-~p~~~.!Y~~~. Calvin 

never loses sight of his practical purpose. He is 
,--'«"'W--~0.__,_ ~"'"~""~-~~·'-'' ~ '' '''-~""«'N'"'"~'"'"' ,_,,~~·,..,~• _,~ ""w*~-"'''' --'"-w"''' ·~"~ ~M ''' •-

primarily interested in spiritual values. Often one 

c~ot tell whether or not he has done the work of an 

exegete before giving the interpretation of a passage, 

but to do so one's self usually discloses the fact that 

Calvin's interpretations stand on sound exegetical foun

dations. Occasionally one finds 

• • • • • • 
(l)Trench: Synonyms of the New Testament, 

Ninth Edition. 
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Calvin appears to be mistaken or at least not aware of 

the distinctive character of a word. On Romans 3:23 
, 

he appears to give to TnXfE-tl"t. .s. (pretermission, .2!: pas-

sins ~~ 2!_ foregone sins, putting aside), that mean-
:>' 1ng which belongs properly to "' <t> E-rr c. s. (putting away, 

complete~ unreserved forgiveness).(l) In John 3:20-

21, Calvin does not appear to have brought out the words 

7T ftJlfrtl"" w v and .17' o (. C:, ~ , rroV'? f~ and ~ (I( V ). CC. • ( 2 ) 

In Romans 1:1 he does not seem to be aware of the idea 
" ot bond-servant in connection with 5 "u \. o s , yet in 

his eommentary on Ephesians, written over eight years 

later he appears to be perfectly clear on the ancient 

use of the word (Eph. 6:5).(3) We pass on to consider 

Calvin's attention to prepositions. 

f. His attention to prepositions. A. T. Rob

" ertson in a little book entitled, The Minister and 

" " His Greek New Test~ent , has a chapter on Pictures 

" in Prepositions • He opens it with this interesting 

paragraph: 

"All language was originally pictographic. The pic
ture was first seen and then the effort was made to 
describe it. Some ot the words retain the pictur
esque origin and in some it fades away. Prepositions 

• • • • • • 
(l)lomans, P• 81. Ct. Trench: Synonyms, PP• 114 tt; 

also Sanday ad loc. 
(2)See John, I. P• 129. 
(3)Eph., 'P• 329. 

' ~-c~ 
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are essentially words of location employed to help 
out the meaning of the oblique eases and then later 
used in composition with verbs. Often the original 
concept survives in composition when it has ~anished 
elsewhere. One cannot afford to slur over the prep
ositions in the sentenee

11
if he wishes to understand 

the Greek New Test~ent. (l) 

It is now our purpose to record our observa

tions with respect to Calvin's treatment of prepositions. 
II In Luke 1:9 it says that Zacharias executed the priest's 

>' 
office before ( IE-" c~." r- (. ) God in the order of his 

course". Calvin remarks: 11 It ought to be observed also 

that Luke says before ~: for whensoever the priest 

entered into the holy place, he went, as it were, into 

the presence of God, that he might be a mediator between 

him and the people."(2) Thus he appears to have caught 

the force of those two prepositions compounded together, 
)/ 

Thayer says: "~~tl.-1'7:-< means properly, 
.) ) / 

tS- " and "' " t- c. • ( 3 ) 
n 
~ phat part of a II space which is opposite • Although 

this preposition occurs only twice in the New Test~ent 

(4), it is a very common word in the Septuagint, occur
>' 

ring over two hundred times. ( 5) The phrase E- 'I" >1 l:' c. 

is very eommon.(6) Calvin was probably 

• • • • • • 

(l)P. 43. 
(2)Har.mony, I. P• 13. Y 
(3)Robertson in his ·Grammar lists E'IC~CYl:C. as an a(\Ter-

bial preposition. See P• 640. 
(4)Luke 1:9 and Acts 8:21. See Thayer 

variations. 
. " (5)See Bagster's Handy Concordance 

(6)See Gen. 19:13; Num. 3:4; 5:16, 
20, 21, 22, 22, 22, 23, 17, ~9, 
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familiar with this Old Testament use of it and thus 

was not able to pass by this word 1n Luke without point• 

ing out its significance. 

The idea of fellowship or cooperation in the 
I n preposition u- v'l is set forth in this sentence, The 

/ 

particle rv v may also be taken as referring to the 

endeavours of ministers 1n common; for if they do the 

Lord's work in good earnest, they must mutually lend a 

helping hand to each other, so as to give assistance 

to each other."(l) 

From what is said on Romans 3:25 Calvin seems 

to have apprehended the force of the prepositions in 
' ~ ' .... ' ... ,, -.... (. the phrase ~'DC Trtrr?~w s ~" t" ':! Ill o z:-o u l't 'l"-flo .. 

"God is reconciled unto us, so soon as we have our eon-

fidence reposed in the blood of Christ; because through 

faith we come into the possession of his benefit. While 

he nrumeth blood only, he excludeth not the other parts 

of our redemption, but rather under a part he compre

hendeth the whole sum, and named the blood wherein we 

" have our washing. Has Calvin not wrought into this 

interpretation that reference to instrumentality which 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cor., II. i• 244. f.he other interpretation referred 
to by the may. also in this senpence does not affect 
the mean;ng of the preposition~vvas compounded in 
~~v~ryouv~~s but rtther changes its reference 
from ministers to God ow to the embassy, which 
assigns to his servants. 



/ 
is so characteristic of 'i < c< , and that idea of' the sphere 

in which a thing is said to exist or be found, of' the 
') 

preposition E!" ?(1) We cannot be at ~11 sure that he 

may have thought of these words in these terms--probably 

not--but his interpretation of' the passage appears to 

have taken the prepositions into account in some such 

manner. 
) , / 

Of' ' ' ot~f 0 ~urr'l:c.III(.S.1n Romans 4:11, Galvin 

says that the Gentiles, being content with their estate, 

" are not to interpose the seal of circumcision, and so 
/ ) tf 

this preposition [, <...C , by, is put instead of' €-v , in. 

(2) 

For other instances of' Galvin's attention to 

prepositions we would refer the reader to Romans 3:30 

(3), Matthew 11:19 (4), Hebrews 5:? (5), ?:19 (6), 12:2 

(?), Philippians 1:21 (8), 1:2? (9), and I Thessalonians 

1:4 (10). We would call attention, however, to such 

references as the following, Luke 12:21 (11), I Corinth

ians 10:1 (12), Philippians 2:11 (13), and I Peter 1:13 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Thayer and Robertson on these prepositions. 
(2)Rom., P• 106. 
(8)Ro:m., P• 93. 
(4)Har.mony, II. P• 21. 
(5)Hebrews, P• 122. 
(6)Ibid., P• 1?2. 
(?)Ibid., P• ·1?2. 
(8)Philippians, Colossians, Thessalonians, 
(9)Ibid., P• 4YT. 
(lO)Ibid., P• 241. See footnote 
(ll)Har.mony, II. P• 150. 
(12)Cor., I. P• 313e 
(13 )Philippians, C_olossians, Dt•t 



(1), where Calvin makes some such statement as this 
It > .) 
the particle ~<. s is often used in place of E:-v ". Now 

we do not doubt but that there may be occasions--perhaps 
n n pften --when these two words are used interchangeably 

(2), but the repetition of such a generalization as the 

above causes one to question whether or not Calvin may 

have passed by these words too easily. In fact, in the 

first passage mentioned above, Luke 12:21, it appears 

to the writer that Calvin's interpretation would have 

been clearer, more accurate, and more to the point had .---
he brought out the directive or resultant idea of the 

) 

preposition ~,s. We should lay up riches not for our-

selves or toward ou~own ends, but rather toward God, 

riches in the direction of God that will be well-pleasing 
> 

unto Him. ( 3) Yet Calvin has not missed the sense of f.v 

in Ephesians 4:15 ( 4) and in John 13:31 ( 5). The use 
I 

of l<tJ.J::"fl{ in composition, as understood by Calvin is also 

wor.Lh noting in conclusion. On I Corinthians 7:31 where 
I / 

K ot. rcl occurs in composition with t. f' w /"- E-vo c. he 
n I 

saysf Now the preposition K~ "t-o( in a compound state 

is generally taken in a bad sense, or at least denotes 
n intensity. He goes on to interpret the participle 

• • • • • • 
(l)Catholic Epistles, P• 45. 
(2)Cf. Robertson, P• 584 ff., P• 592 in particular. 
(3)Cf. Plummer ad loc. 
( 4 )Galatians and Ephesians, P• 287. 
(5)John, II. P• 73. 
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more in line with the idea of intensity, however. In 

doing so he avoids coming under the criticism of such 

commentators as Robertson and Plummer, Lange, Olshausen, 

Ellicott, and others.(l) 

E. Summary and Conclusions. 

We have now reached a point in our investigation 

and evaluation of Calvin's exegetical methods where it 

may be helpful to pause in order that we may bring to

gether the conclusions reached thus far. 

The first matter to come to our attention was 

the orderly and systematic way in which Calvin approached 

all of his exegetical works by giving a summary of the 

" " argument of a book, calling attention to the occasion 

of its writing, making mention of any significant facts 

about the author or the people to whom it was addressed, 

and finally giving a summary of its contents, wither 

chapter by chapter or section by section. By so doing 

he prepared his own mind as well as that of his reader 

with the proper environment and atmosphere for the un

de•standing of detailed passages which were to follow. 

Certainly by this method he has claimed for himself the 

right of a fair hearing from students of Scripture. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. ad loc. Ellicott has a very fine summary of 
this point. 
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The next matter of Calvin's procedure to 

come before us was his regard for textual problems. An 

effort was made first of all to ascertain what text or 

texts Calvin may have used. It was seen that he came 

late enough to receive the advantage that had come through 

a great revival of interest in the Greek New Testament. 

However Calvin came too soon to be able to make much of 

a contribution on textual problems. The most that can 

be said is that he gives evidence of having recognized 

and considered such problems to the best of his ability 

and to the extent of the limited critical apparatus of 

his times. The significant point is that his method 

was sound, and as far as he was able, he endeavored to 

place hls interpretation of Scripture on a sound textual 

basis. 

But the larger part of this investigation has 

centered upon Calvin's attention to the gr~atical sense 

of a passage. His attention tojt he structure of sentences, 

his treatment of cases, modes, tenses, person and number, 

gender, and most of all his regard for the meaning of 

words, have all been a part of this discussion. It has 

been found that the Reformer manifests a familiarity 

with words and a method of ascertaining their meaning 

that gives him a high standing as an exegete. His ac

quaintance with classical Greek literature, his 

h
UII:'tA .. ' ~ iarity wit "O'.I.U. . .!f:eatenent,ciit<::t:>Oth Hebrew and. G1"tllalr:,;. 



his carefu~ and long continued studies of the Greek ) 

~w Testament. have all combined to give him an intimate{ 

and thorough lmowledge of words and phrases. In all ) 

of this, Calvin's method has been that of first hand ~ 
contact with the words of the New Testament in those 

various fields which show their common usage. By so 

attending to this now well-established principle of 

language he deserves the right to stand in the fore---
most rank of interpret~~~f!_Qt,..Scr~pture. 

~"""'" ---- -~ ""-· ... ~~·¥-
The credit due 

him is all the greater when one considers the centuries 

of exegetical wanderings in the wilderness of allegor-

ical and scholastic interpretations which he followed. 

Calvin was !'pioneer who did not stop short of the 

gold•fields, the hidden.treasures of the Holy Scriptures.(l) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Patrick Fairbairn in his Hermeneutical Manual, p. 
72, has emphasized the attention thatushould be given 
to the grammatical sense as follows: The principles, 
however, of abiding in interpretations of Scripture 
by the grammatical sense, not only requires a spirit 
of fairness, as opposed to a doctrinal bias or polemic 
interest, but also a spirit of discrimination in re
gard to the various elements, the Lexical and Syn• 
tactical peculiarities, by the observance of which 
the real gr~atical sense is to be ascertained. It 
is obvious, that if no proper discrimination is made 
between the later and the more classical Greek--if 
due respect is not had to the Hebraistic element, 
which appears in some of the phrases and constructions 
of New Testrument Scripture--if either the more dis
tinctive meanings of particular words, of the char• 
acteristic peculiarities of individual writers are 
overlooked, failures and mistakes in a 
degree will inev*tably be made the exhibition of 
correct meaning. 
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As the next chapter is to be a continuation 

ot this study ot his methods of exegesis we are now 

ready to take up our stud'J. agaill. 



CHAPTER IX 

THE GENERAL EXEGETICAL METHODS OF CALVIN 

(Continued) 



CHAPTER IX 

THE GENERAL EXEGETICAL METHODS OF CALVIN 

(Continued) 

A. Introduction. 

In continuing the study of the general exe

getical methods of John Calvin, we shall observe, first 

of all, his attention to the context end connection of 

~~~~t. In order to emphasize the importance of this 

section it might be said that this is one of the most 

c~~acteris_t=h~--;r~-~~:t:J:res of C~~V-~!!!_f:J_ ~xegeti(.'Hl,l method. 
~····~~ .. ' . -----

In the use of this method he excels his use of all others. 

The truth and the importance of this will appear as the 

discussion proceeds. 

We shall also be interested in the use Calvin 

made of exegetical helps, lexicons, grammars, commen~ 

taries, etc. 

Finally we shall review what we have chosen to 

call, "some contributory methods''. For instance, does 

he seek to know and understand for himself, as well as 

to present to his reader, ·the mind and spirit of the 

author whom he is interpreting? Is he aware of the back

ground of a passage? What is the order of his exegetical 

procedure? Does Calvin take into account the character 

of the audience for whom his exegetical writings are ·ta~ 

tended? And lastly, what is 
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spirit of Calvin as an exegete? These are referred to 

as contributory methods because of their secondary im

portance end more indirect connection. 

B. His Attention to the Context 
and Connection of Thought. 

1. The Importance of the Q-2!!~-~.:!b and Connection of Thought. 

The interpretation of a word, phrase, verse 

or passage in the light of its context is readily ad

mitted to be one of the most fundamental principles of 

the science of her.meneutics. Samuel Davidson in his 

treatise on "Biblical Interpretation" begins his section 
.. 

on the "Study of the Context" with this sentence u 
« 

"After a good knowledge of the original languages 
is acquired, including etymology m d syntax by 
means of which peculiarities belonging to grammar 
in its widest sense are readily detected in the 
texts of the Bible, the next source of interpreta
tion is the context."(l) 

Another has said of this method" "This is unquestion

ably the most reliable aid for the interpretation of 

passages of Scripture·."(2) 'Terry writes: 

"Too much stress cannot well be laid upon the im
portance of closely studying the context, scope, 
and plan. Many a passage of~cripture will not be 
understood at all without t~e help afforded by the 
context" for many a sentence derives all its point 
and force from the connexion in which it stands."(3) 

• • • • • • 
(l)In his volume on the 0 Text of the O.T.", p. 221. 
(2)Raven" Biblical Hermeneutics, p. 54. 
(3)Terry, p. 219. Immer expresses it thus" "All 

investigations must labor towards the .· 
most perfect possible understanding of 
91 10. 
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While considering Calvin, therefore, it will 

be well to keep the importance of this method in mind 

in order to be able to appreciate as well as to esti

mate his contribution to New Testament exegesis. 

2. The Immediate Context. 

a. His analysis of the development of thought. 

In the preceding chapter we hm e already written of Cal

vin's ability to perceive(!), his mental grasp(2), and 
-

his ability to reason(3). We refer the reader to the 

examples given in these pages as illustrating the pres

ent point.(4) In addition we call attention to Calvin's 
;) ' comments on the words w 11 o which mark a di-

vision at Mark 1:14.(5). There he resolves a synopti

cal difficulty by referring them, not to what immediately 

precedes, but to the whole course of the narrative. His 

comment on Romans l:'a f. is interesting for the way in 
.. 

which it follows the course of thought marking the artic-

ulation of the various ideas.(6) On the 16th verse of 

the same chapter is another illustration of the excel

lent way in which he analyzes the thought of the apostle. 

(l)Ante, p. 31 
(2)Ante, P• 38 
(3)Ante, P• 43 

• • • • • • 

(4)See in particular the treatment of I Cor. 8:1, 
Ante, p. 55 

(5)Harmony, I. P• 224. 
(6)Romans, p. 11. 
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One only needs to note the various turns of Calvin's 

own thoughts as indicated by suCh words and phrases as: 

"T-his is a preoccupation", "wherein", "wherein also", 

"lest", "while", "thereby", "and so", "while", "but, on 
~. " ~ ff 

the contrar,v•, "first-----secondly", "if8
, "therefore", 

"tor", "but", "whereupon it followeth", etc.(l) 

Calvin is ever alert to parentheses to place 

them in their proper relation to the context. For ex

amples of this see his comments on Luke lt55 (2), John 

18:24 (3), Romans 1:26 (4), 5:13 (5), and 7:1 (6). 

Calvin speaks of Paul's digression in Romans 3:5 (7) 

and to his circumlocutions in Romans 4:5, 17, 24 and 

8:11.(8) 

His regard for conjunctions is demonstrated 

in such passages as Luke 1:35 where he insists that the 

clause introduced by S c ~ be taken as a oonfirmation of 

the preceding clause. Calvin seriously objects to the 

manner in which heretics take it, who seize on the par

ticle therefore as meaning that he would be called the 

{l)See Rom., p. 19. 
(2)Harmony, I. P• 62. 

• • • • • • 

(3)John, II. P• 203. 
(4)Romans, p. 33. 
(5)Ibid., p. 135. 
(6)Ibid., p. 169. 
(?)Ibid., p. 67. 
(S)Ibid., pp. 99, 114, 122, and 207 respectively. 
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Son or God because he was conceived in a remarkable 

manner by the power of the Holy Spirit, in support or 

their contention that he became the Son of God after his 

human gene rat ion. ( 1) In Romans 4:20 there are clear in

dications that he has caught the force of the adversa-
~ \ l ~ tive conjunction "'"'""' , "But he !!!.! strong. This 

is opposed against that sentence which went before---".(2) 
<' 

As to the o?' c. in Romans 5:5 he refers it not only to 

the word that went last before, but to the whole sentence. 
C:/ 

(3) In I Peter 4:1 he says that the particle C>7: L 

does not denote here "the cause, but is to be taken as 

explanatory" for Peter sets forth what that thought or 

mind is with which Christ's death arms us, even that the 

dominion of sin ought to be abolished in us, so that God 

may reign in our life."(4) 

These illustrations of his attention to con-

junctions are typical of what may be found frequently in 

Calvin. (5) Examples of his analysis of passages for 

their development of thought may be found on almost any 

pager especially is this true of his works on the Pauline 

epistles. To trace the thought of a passage is almost a 

• • • • • • 
(l)Harmony, I. P• 43 ~ / 
(2)Romans, p. 118. On the translation of f:V'~EJove~.j4~.o>t!l7 

cr. Sanday ad loc. 
(3) Ibid." p. 129 
(4)Catholic Epistles, P• 121. 
(5)See also Harmony, I. pp. 355, 150, 160f 

Thess. p. 264; Cor., I. PP• 65., 39f), 6E5$ 



habit with the Reformer. 

b. Calvin's use of the immediate context for 

exegetical purposes. Illustrations of this point are 

abundant. We find such instances as II Cor. 1:6 and 11 

where he appeals to the context for help in deciding on 

certain variations in textual readings.(l) Calvin has 

given a splendid interpretation of the words enter ~ 

!Sl closet in Matthew 615. These words are not to be 

taken literally, he says, •as if he ordered us to avoid 

the presence of men, or declared that we do not pray 

aright, except when there are no witnesses. He speaks 

comparatively, and means, that we ought rather to seek 

retirement than desire a crowd of men to see us praying. 

It is advantageous, indeed, to believers, and contributes 

to their pouring out, with greater freedom, their prayers 

and groans before God, to withdraw from the gaze of men. 

------ (Note especially that which follows)- But this is 

not the present subject, which is only to correct the de

sire of va1n-glory.•(2) A little later in 6:11 he draws 

upon the context to refUte the opinion of Erasmus and 
' , 

others that r t3'-4 04.r "t- 0 " means our supersubstantial 

bread. Calvin repliesi "That Christ s~aks here of 

• • • • • • 
(1)See Cor. II. PP• 114 md 124. 
(2)Har.mony, I. p. 312. 
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bodily food may easily be inferred: first, because 

otherwise the prayer would be defective and incomplete". 

He then goes on to give additional reasons drawn from 

other sources.(l) 

On John 5:30 he puts aside "abstruse reason

ings" as to "whether the Son of God .£.!!! do anything 2,! 

himself or otherwise, so far as relates to his eternal 

Divinity, for he did not intend to keep our minds em

ployed about such trifles.-----Christ does not speak of 

his Divinity simply, but warns us that, so far as he is 

clothed with our flesh, we ought not to judge of him 

from the outward appearance, because he has something 

higher than man. Again, we ought to consider with whom 

he has to deal. His intention was, to refute the Jews 

who were endeavouring to contrast him with God. He 

therefore affirms that he does nothing by human power, 

because he has for his guide end director God who dwells 

in him. 11 (2) 

That the context was a great source of illumi

nation as well as a helpful guide to Calvin we refer the 

reader to his comments on John 8:58, the clause 
.J ' I d .)\ J / Apftt.«t" yc...r ~a- t74( <. f:.Y. (.} e <r <-. 

"----Yet these words may be explained i~ two ways. 
Some think that this applies simply to the eternal 

• • • • • • 
(l)Ibid., I. P• 322. 
(2)John, I. p. 210. 
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Divinity of Christ, and compare it with that pas
sage in the writings of Moses, I ~what I ~' 
(Exod. iii. 14.) But I extend it much farther, be
cause the power and grace of Christ, so far as he 
is the Redeemer of the world, was common to all ages. 
It agrees therefore with that saying of the apostle, 
Christ resterdat' and today, and for ever, {Reb. 
xiii.8. For ~ e context appears~ demana this 
interpretation. He had formerly said that:Abraham 
longed for his day with vehement desire; and as 
this seemed incredible to the Jews, he adds, that 
he himself also existed at that time. The reason 
assigned will not appear sufficiently strong, if 
we do not understand that he was even then acknowl
edged to be the Mediator depended on his eternal 
Divinity; so that this saying of Christ contains a 
remarkable testimony of his Divine essence. 0 (1) 

Here it may be observed that Calvin draws not only upon 

the immediate context but upon its larger context-- the 

whole of Scripture. 

In Romans 5:'7 our author says that the mean-
t ing of the sentence demands that y f).f be taken affirm-

atively by way of declaration rather than causatively. 

(2) In verse 13 of the same chapter he suggests that 
/ 

0 if you translate the particle adversative o (; , al-

though, albeit, the text shall run better-------. 0 (3) 

An interesting illustration is found on Ephesians 1:10 

where Calvin sets aside the old translator as well as 

Erasmus m. d says that he has 0 chosen to abide closely 
:;1 .J. / 

by the meaning of the Greek word, O(V«I(t:«pA~«,wtro<o-11-ttl. 

because it is more agreeable to the context.•(4) He 

• • • • • • 

(l)John, I. P• 362. 
(2)Romans, p. 131. Sanday has interpreted 

the same. See Dana and Mantey, P• 243 
(3)Romans, P• 13'7. 
(4)Ephesians, P• 204~ 
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gives the meaning: "----out of Christ all things were 

disordered, and that through him they have been re

stored to order.----The proper condition of creatures 

is to keep close to God. Such a gatm ring together 

( ~vd.J{ t:--cpP( ~ ot. { w rrc.. .s ) as might bring us back to 

regular order, the apostle tells us, has been made in 

Christ. Formed into one body, we are united to God, 

and closely connected with each other."(l) 

Let us now sum up our impressions on the basis 

of our study of this topic thus far. The first is that 

Calvin has made much use of the context in his exegetical 

work. This fact stands out almost above all others. 

Moreover, with the aid of his legally trained mind he 

has manifested an ability in this respect that would be 

difficult to equal. As a result of his own g;t'~~p of the 

develop~el!'t;_~:f' tho~ght in a passag.e and of the object and 
, .... ' ' "~·--"-------~··"·~-··~~----~~~"--'------~"''•' ···-····--~ 

.~··, 

intent of the writer/he)has placed many of his interpre-
""/ -....,.-""""'""~----~--.,.,,.,,~,.,.,."~---·-~ ··---~~"-'"''""-"~""""-~·-~~-~-~ ~~··"-·---~- ··-

tations of individual words, phrases, verses, and pas

sages on a St?.'l!l:Ci.~~~gf:).tieal found:t•tion. The context 
''"~ ., ... ' " ·' . ' ' - - . '"-~ 

is both a sword of offense against frivolous and ir

relevant interpretations that have been imposed by others, 

and a shield of defense for his own position. Further

more, Calvin makes use of the context as a source of en• 

richment for his presentation of a passage. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Ephesians, P• 205. Of. «fhayer on 
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on prayer from Matthew 6:5 and the passage on the power 

of Christ from John s:3o are good examples of this. It 

might indeed be said that if one is seeking a clear-cut, 

Understandable, sympathetic, and wholesome presentation 

of the development of thought of a passage he might well 

turn to the works of John Calvin and do so with the ex-

pectation of finding the help which is sought. 

we now pass on to consider a few examples of 

his attention to the larger context--to the relation of 

a passage to the whole of Scripture.{l) 

3. Harmony with Scripture. 

It is only fair to expect that a book which 

came out of the experiences of one people, a people that 

held in common such great traditions from the past and 

such great expectations for the future, would, as a 

whole, be one of the best sources of light upon its 

various parts. There is a real sense therefore in which 

the Scriptures constitute a self•interpreting book. As 

Terry has saidi "The old rule that 'Scripture must be 

interpreted by Scripture', is a most important principle 

of hermeneutics". (2) Of course there is dm ger of over-

• • • • • • 
(l)For fUrther examples of his attention to the 

diate context see: Harmony, I. PP• 306, 3'6; 
I. pp. 3,, 43, 295, 341; and Romans, PP• 43, 
99, 143; Cor. I. P• 139; II. P• 218. 

(2)See Terry, p. 222 ff. A little later he 
different books may----be fairl.y 
pret themselWJs. Their spi~t,, .. -· .. -
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stepping and going too far in this matter, but it is 

certainly a line of exegetical procedure which can be 

a great stabilizing as well as a guiding influence in 

Scriptural interpretation. It is not surprising, 

therefore, to find Calvin viewing a passage in the 

light of other parts or of the whole of Scripture. 

On Romans 1:9 in connection with the phrase 

God !! ~ witness Calvin takes occasion to refUte the 

dreams of the "superstitious Anabaptists 8 that Christ 

had meant altogether to put down oaths. (1) Calvin 

clears the issue by saying that what Christ meant was 

rather "to call us unto the true observation of the 

law". He points out that the law permitted an oath and 

forbade only perjury and superfluous swearing. In the 

passage in Romans certainly it is mere foolishness to 

contend that Paul's calling of God to witness is not an 

·oath--for that is the very nature of an oath--and at 

the same time who will maintain that he has transgressed 

• • • • • • 
modes of thought m d expression, their doctrinal 
teachings, and, to some extent, their general sub
ject-matter, would be naturally expected to have a 
self-conformity. When, upon examination, we find 
that this is the ease, we shall the more fully ap
preciate the importance of comparing all parallel 
portions and reading them in each other's light.• 
P• 222 f. 

• • • • • • 
(l)Romans, p. 13. See Matt. 5:33 ff. 
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the commandment of Christ? Calvin adds: •----Let us 

follow the sobriety and reverent discretion which ap

peared in the apostles. And to the end thou mayest 

understand this rule, know thou that God is so called to 

be a witness, that he is also called to be a revenger, 

if we do deceive. Which thing Paul expresaeth in an

other place, in these words, Now I call God for a record 

unto my soul.•(l) Thus Calvin had drawn upon various 

parts of Scripture in order to set the matter right with 

respect to swearing. Certainly, there is no objection 

to be found in his solution; rather does he reveal his 

insight into and breadth of grasp ot spiritual truth. 

On Romans 8:16 we find the following inter

eating use ot Scripture which is to the point in this 

discussion: 

•But this certainly (speaking concerning salvation 
and the proving of our faith) proeeedeth not from 
man's brain, but is the testimony of the Spirit of 
God, as he handleth more at large in his for.mer 
Epistle to the Corinthians, whence also the fUller 
exposition of this place is to be gathered. There
fore, this sentence standeth sure, That none can be 
called the son of God who doth not acknowledge him
self to be such (an) one; which knowledge is called 
science of John, to show forth the certainty there
of.•(2) 

SUch phrases as 0 Scripture everywhere pro

claims",(3) or 0 Scripture proclaims throughout 0 (4), are 

• • • • • • 
(l)Romans, p. 13. See II Cor. 1:23 for the·verse re~ 

ferred to by Calvin. 
(2)Romans, P• 214. 
(3)See Cor., II. P• 220. . 
(4)see Ibid., p. 232. IJl this he is Pr<)'b~"blt 

only to the N. T. · Of • Ibid. , P• 231'f+j5$., 
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characteristic of Calvin's method. 

In interpreting the phrase the righteousness 

of God in Romans 3:21 Calvin reaches out into the ex

perience of Abraham, end of David; he refers to other 

letters of Paul, II Corinthims and Galatians; he speaks 

of the manifestation in the Old Testament and the ful

filling of the New Testament; and also mentions Scrip

ture in general. In this passage an~in the similar one 

on chapter 1:1?, Calvin's interpretation of the phrase 
/ ~ .... S c J(« c. o rru Y 'l 0" Eo u is worthy of attention. Al-

though he has given an interpretation which is more in 

line with that which Sanday refers to as the tra~tional 

one, i.e., "a righteousness of which God is the author 

and man the recipient", yet without forcing Calvin or 

reading into him something that is not there, one can

not help feeling that he has associated along with the 

aforesaid interpretation, the larger idea advanced by 

Sanday in his excellent treatment of the phrase, i.e., 

that this is also "the righteousness of God0 .(1) Such 

a sentence as this would lead one to think that Calvin 

so viewed this idea: •---we cannot obtain salvation 

otherwise than in the gospel; because God doth not else

where manifest unto us his righteousness, which only de-

• • • • • • 

(l)See Calvin on Romans, pp. 21, and 79 ff. Of. Samday 
ad loc.; also special note on "The Righteousness of 
God", p. 34 ff. 
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livereth us from destruction". However, a few lines 

below he explicitly states that, •By the righteousness 

of God I understand that righteousness which is ap

proved before the tribunal seat of God•, but then he 

adds, •and yet I doubt not but Paul alludeth unto many 

prophecies, where the Spirit of God often celebrateth 

the righteousness of God in the kingdom of Christ to 

come." Later he remarks that •our righteousness, which~~ 
is grounded upon faith, doth wholly depend upon the . \ 

mercy of God."(l) 

Now the purpose of our dwelling on this ex-

ample is not to prove that Calvin has anticipated 

Barmby, or Robertson, or Abbott or Sanday(2) in the 

wider interpretation--perhaps he did--but rather to 

call attention to the fact that John Calvin had an in-

sight into and a grasp of spiritual truth as contained 

in the whole of Scripture that, by and large, is seldom, 

if ever, equaled. An exegete may be thoroughly grounded 

in linguistic studies; he may be familiar with classical 

and Old Testament as well as New Testament phraseology 

and grammar; he may make the proper use of lexicons, 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Romans, p. 21 ff. For further evidence of Cal

v~n' s Ufle of Scripture to _iri'£§!.r.I?.r~~~.~§.~r!p~ure see- 1n
dex··c,r····s·crrpturilf.plls~sa:g&s quotea, or fiicr:t:ae~ill7. 
illustrated, to be found at the close ot :most r:Jf ... ~.~ •. ~,.· 
co~ntaries. See 406 for 

(2)see Sanday, p. 24. 
mentary ad loe. 
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concordances and other helps; but if he lacks that 

sympathetic, comprehensive insight and grasp of the 

inner realities of spiritual truth, then he falls short 

of being the kind of an interpreter that men have a right 

to expect, and which the Scriptures themselves demand. 

It is a matter of high credit to John Calvin that he 

possessed to such a remarkable degree these qualities. 

As has been seen in these most important passages on 

the righteousness of God, there is little that has been 

added to the understanding of this magnificent idea 

that could be considered foreign to the mind and spirit 

if not also the words of the sixteenth century Reformer. 

It is also of real importance, if the reader 

has not already observed it, that frequent reference has 

been made to Calvin's Commentary on Romans. It is only 

natural as well as by deliberate choice, that this work 

should receive most thorough treatment. This Epistle of 

Paul, we believe, will be admitted to be a •key" book 

both for understand1 ng the Scriptures as well as for 

our purpose of testing an exegete. Calvin expresses 

himself on this very point in his Epistle dedicating his 

Oommentary to his friend Grynaeus. He is making his 

apology for another commentary on this book, since 

there were so many "Commentaries upon this Epistle, 

both of the elder and later writers." 

those writers before him he says: "And surely t}\eJ" 



could no where better have bestowed their labour; see

ing if a man understand it (Romans), he hath a certain 

way opened unto him to the understanding of the whole 

Scripture." (1) 

All of these conclusions are the more amazing 

when we recall the fact that Calvin published his Com

mentary on Romans in October 1539 when he was only a 

little more than thirty years of age 1 And not only 

that, but it was his first commentary on Scripture. 

Twenty-four of the most fruitful years of his life re

mained. to him. 

Thus in this section we have endeavored to 

show how Calvin made use of t~ context~ as a method of 

interpretation. It is one of the most characteristic 

features of his method. Calvin seems ever to have in 

hand the thread of thought. By this he is frequently 

guided into the riches as well as away from the pitfalls 

of Scriptural interpretation. It has been said in com

paring Calvin with Bengel, the great interpreter of the 

eighteenth century, that, "The difference between Cal

vin's exegesis and that of Bengel is, that Calvin is 

occupied predominantly with the connection of thought 

while Bengel bestows most of his labor on individual 

• • • • • • 

(l)Romans, p. xviii. 
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words and thoughts." ( 1) As has been already shown 

Calvin was no amateur on ind1 vidual words and thoughts. 

We would allow such a contrast only by way of empha

sizing his expertness in dealing with the context. 

c. His Use of Helps. 

1. The Importance of the Right Use of Helps. 

It is self-evident that exegetical investiga

tion cannot be carried on without the use of helps. It 

is only proper that the exegete should profit by the 

work of others. This is as true of commentaries as it 

is of grammars, lexicons, concordances, versions, texts, 

etc. But in the use of commentaries there is one re-

quirement which we have a right to demand of the inter

preter, and that is that he give hi~elf first of all to 

a thorough study of his author without ~ commentarz. 

By so doing he will become conscious of the questions 

that are to be asked of other writers and, as one has 

said, "only in this way will a man be truly profited by 

commentaries, and only in this way does the exegetical 

judgment remain clear and uncorrupted." (2) 

In the brief consideration which follows we 

• • • • • • 
(l)Immer, p. 47. Immer says that Bengel •may well 

designated the most important exegete since "~ ....... ;.,. .. 
p. 47. Bengel lived from 1687 to 1751. 

(2)See Imm.er, p. 190, a.lso pp. 8 and 9. 
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shall be interested in Calvin's use of helps from two 

points of view, first of all what helps he used and 

secondly how he used them. We shall taka up first his 

use of general exegetical helps. 

2. His Use of General Exegetical Helps. 

a. Manuscripts and versions. We would refer 

the reader back to our section in the preceding cba.pter 

on tha texts used by Calvin.(l) Calvin of course had 

the Vulgate or Latin Version which was at that time the 

standard version of the Roman Church and had been 

throughout the Middle Ages.(2) Doubtless Calvin had 

his own copy or had access to a copy of the Compluten-

sion Polyglot.(3) In the New Testament it had the 

Greek end Latin Vulgate in parallel columns. Of the 

Old Testament there were three columns, on one side 

was the Greek Septuagint and on the other the Hebrew 

original, while the Vulgate held the place of honor in 

the middle.(4) From rather frequent references to 

8 manuscripts 8 (5) we conclude that he had access to at 

least a limited number of textual helps. Calvin's use 

• • • • • • 
(l)Ante, p. 141 
(2)For instance in Cor., I., it is quoted or referred 

to on PP• 54, 60 ( 8 the old interpreter"), 188, 253, 
261 ("the old Latin translation"), 307 ( the old 
translation"). 

{3).Ante, p. 142. 
(4)Schaff: Companion to the Greek Testament 

Version, p. 234. 
(5)See Cor., I. P• 307~ Cor., II. P• 280. 
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of these has been treated in the section already re

ferred to. 

b. Lexicons and Concordances. Of one thing 

we ms.y be sure, Calvin d1 d not have a "Thayer" or a 

copy of Moulton and Gedents Concordance at his right 

hand. llot very much can be said about what help he may 

have had of this nr:ture. Yet we do know that Calvin 

lived and did his work late enough to benefit by the 

first fruits of the printer's art. From 1475 on, and 

before Calvin's death in 1564, there had been a number 

of lexicons, vocabularies, and word books published in 

various places. These were of both Greek and Latin. 

Aldus, the great printer, was responsible for bringing 

out editions of various old authors. Some of his 

products cam out as early as 1500. Others followed in 

1503, 1514, and so on. (1) These are only a few of those 

that came out during this period; but on the basis of 

this it is a fairly safe conjecture that Calvin had some 

help in the way of lexicons or concordances. 

But when it comes to estimating their value 

to him, we are very doubtful. We have found no refer

ence in any of Calvin's works that could, with certainty, 

be taken as a reference to a lexicon or concordance. 

What then are we to make of this factf Simply this, 

• • • • • • 
(l)See the article entitled "Dictional?'" 

Brit • by Rev • Ponsonby A. Lyons am ·ae~aa•a~t~ 
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that Calvin's faithful and persistent studies of 

classical Greek and sacred literature coupled with 

his extraordinary capacity to remember, had provided 

him with a store of knowledge that took the place of 

concordances, word books, etc. The general nature of 

his references snd the manner in which he brings to

gether various passages of Scripture are entirely in 

harmony with this view. They appear to come right out 

of his own mind and he usually does rot stop to give 

their source. This however does not diminish in the 

least our estimate of Calvin as an exegete. Rather it 

gives us better and truer appreciation of the man and 

his work. His exegetical results are on solid founda

tions in spite of his handicaps. ftis contribution to 

New Testament exegesis was, therefore, the greater. 

Whether he accomplished his results by intuition or by 

dint of hard labor and extended study or both, we are 

not attempting to prove here. Nevertheless in such an 
I 

instance as the verb a- uv <. rr r- ~ rr l in Romans 5:8 

he has pierced through a word that was of doubtful sig

nification in his day and has interpreted it as meaning 

to confirm. In this he is followed by such modern com

mentators as Beet, Sanday, Meyer, Godet, Hodge, Liddon 

and probably many others.(l) Whether Calvin had before 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. ad loc. 
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him ita usage in such passages as Rom. 3:5, II Cor. 

6:4, Gal. 2:18, end II Cor. 7~11 as well as its classi

cal usage, we know not, but he must be given credit for 

what appears to be a most suitable rendering in the 

above mentioned passage. 

c. Grammars. Not much more can be said about 

grammars than was said about lexicons and concordances. 

There are many recent grammarians of note who are in-

debted to Calvin, but Calvin could not profit by them. 

Yet Calvin did know grammar. We need only turn back 

over the pages of this study to see many examples of 

it.(l) His was a first-hand knowledge of grammar. On 
/ 

Matthew 11:11 he notes that "The Greek word)'< t. t<fO "t:E;os 

which I have rendered least, is in the comparative de

gree, and signified less; but the meaning is more clearly 

brought out, that all the ministers of the Gospel are 

included."(2) Calvin has therefore perceived that it 

was not uncommon for a comparative to be used for a 

superlative.(3) With this we pass on to his use of com-

mentaries. 

• • • • • • 
(l)See the section on cases, modes, tenses, person, 

number, gender, etc. Ante, p. 151, ff. 
(2)Harmony, II. p. 14. 
(3)Cf. Blass, p. 10?, Robertson, p. 667. Robertson 

notes this very passage, i.e., Matt. llYll. 
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3. His Use of Commentaries. 

The following find a place among Calvin's 

references':' Augustine, Chrysostom, Origen, Eusebius, 

Jerome, Ambrose, Cyprian, Tertullian, Cyril, Lactan

tius, Epiphanius, Papias, Hilary, Gregory of Nazienzen, 

the Schoolmen, and the Papists.(l) That Calvin had 

consulted the writings of some of his contemporariefL 
---··---"~--__....--~~ 

is evident from occasional references to them. We find 

such names as Osiander (2), Melanchthon (3), Bullinger 

(4), and Bucer (5). Erasmus is among those most fre

quently mentioned.(6) 

As to Calvin's use of these we refer to the 

section in an earlier chapter on Calvin's intellectual 

independenoe.(7) It was found that in a large majority 

of cases Calvin referred to the interpretations of 

others in order to point out their errors and that he 

might direct his readers aright. Especially was this 

true of Chrysostom, Origen, Jerome, Ambrose and Eras

mus. As for Augustine, Calvin finds in him more oc

casion for agreement, but at that he disagrees with or 

shows himself independent of him more often than he 

• • • • • • 
(l)For the exact references to these see Ante, pp. 47 

····' 48, 49, 82 and 84. 
(2)Har.mony, I. P• 160. See footnote. See also II. p.428. 
(3)Romans, p. xix 
(4)Ibid. 
(5)Ib1d. 

p.xl; 
(6)Ante, 
(7)Ante, 

See also Calvin's "Argument• to his 
also I. P• 164, III. PP• 194, 361• 
p. 49. 
P• 46 ff. 

Har.mon7, 
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agrees with him. This in tact speaks well tor both 

Calvin and_Augustine in view of Augustine's contribu· 

tion to Biblical studies, especially on doctrinal mat

ters. Once in a while Calvin finds help in Erasmus, 

but although Erasmus had made a good beginning, he had 

not ~go.ne~!~r enough to be tree from a great many errors. 

The Schoolmen and the Papists are mentioned frequently 

but they are brought in so that their errors may be re

tuted.(l) Thus Calvin appears to have made a legiti

mate use of the interpretations of others and there is 

little ground tor any charge that he was dependent upon 

them. 

One other fact finds an appropriate place in 

this connection. Not infrequently is it evident that 

Calvin has compared various writers on a passage. This 

is to be seen in such a phrase as "There are divers in

terpretations of this place"(2), or this, "the diversity 

ot interpretations being omitted."(3) 

From the evidence of this section we can say 

in conclusion, that so far as concerns Calvin's use of 

exegetical helps he has done exceedingly well with the 

very limited resources at his command; and furthermore 

in his use of them there has been nothing unworthy of 

• • • • • • 

(l)see Harmony, III. pp. 84, 8'7, 88, 89, 95, 9'7, etc. 
(2)Rom., p. 2l4J see also P• 223. 
(3)Rom., p. 2'76. 



the true interpreter of Scripture. 

D9 Some Contributory Methods. 

1. The Plan an::l Purpose of this Section. 

As we draw near the close of these two chap

ters on the general exegetical methods of Calvin there 

~ remain some more or less general observations on his 

methods which have not found a proper or an adequate 

(place in our discussion thus far. Although they are of 

lesser importance, they deserve to be taken into con

sideration. We have therefore chosen to speak of them 

as contributory methods. 

2. His Attention to the Mind snd Spirit of the Author. 

we have already considered at greater length 

Calvin's attention to the context and connection of 

thought.(l) Although the present subject is somewhat 

related, it has seemed worthwhile, in a brief space, to 

call attention to it separately. Fairbairn sets down as 

the first rule to be followed in the interpretation of 

a passage, that the interpreter •must endeavour to at

tain to a sympathy in thought and feeling with the 

sacred writers, whose meaning he seeks to unfold.•(2) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Ante, p. 210. 
(2)Patriek Fairbairn: Hermeneutical 



Indeed Tholuck in his article on •calvin as 

an Interpreter• has made especial mention of this point 

with regard to the Reformer. "In the Pauline Epistles", 

says Tholuck, 0he merges himself in the spirit of the 

Apostle, and becoming one with him, as every one clearly 

feels, he deduces everywhere the explanation of that 

which is particular from that which is general.----The 

whole history of the New Testament becomes in his hand 

alive and vivid. He lives in every person who comes for

ward, either speaking or acting, in the wicked as well 

as in the good, and explains every discourse from the 

circumstances, and from the soul of him who speaks. 0 (1) 
e Let us recall first Calvin's remark to Gryn~us 

as to the office of the interpreter: "And truly, seeing 

this is in a manner his whole charge, to show forth the 

mind of the writer whom he hath taken upon him to ex

pound------.•(2) For Calvin this meant more than simply 

the thought of the writer. Inasmuch as the preceding 

section concerned itself more with the thought of the 

writer we purpose here to emphasize Calvin's attention 

to the spirit of the writer. 

It has seemed best to allow Calvin to speak 

for himself on this matter. We therefore give the fol-

• • • • • • 

(l)Tholuck: Calvin as an Interpreter o;Vbhe Holy Sc,ip• . 
tures, published in the same volume with Calv · 
Commentary on Joshua, pp. 368+369. 

(2)Rom., p. xvii; See Ante, P• 126. 



lowing paragraph taken from his comments on Romans 3:5. 

(1) It is given in its entirety in order that the 

reader may have ample opportunity to catch its spirit. 

"Although this is a digression from the principal 
cause, yet was it necessary the apostle should add 
it, lest he should seem to have given unto the wicked 
tb4t occasion of speaking evil, which he knew to be 
voluntarily sought for of them. For, seeing they were 
ready to take every occasion that might make to the 
defamation of the gospel, they had in 1ihe testimony 
of David what they might catch to the framing of their 
false detraction. If God seek nothing else at the 
hands of men than to be glorified of them, wherefore 
doth he punish them when they offend, seeing by their 
offence they glorify him? Undoubtedly he is angry 
without cause, if he take occasion at that to be angry 
whereby he is glorified. Neither is it to be doubted 
but this surmised accusation was vulgar, and very com
mon, as shall straightway be said again. Therefore, 
Paul might not pass it over obscurely; and lest any 
should think he speaketh here according to the per
suasion or censure of his own mind, he first showeth 
how he taketh on him the person of the wicked; and 
withal he nippeth or sharply reproveth man's reason, 
whose property he noteth to be always to chat and 
prate against the wisdom of God; for he saith not, I 
speak as the wicked, but I speak as a man. And it is 
certainly so, seeing all the mysteries of God are 
strange or absurd unto the flesh.. It is so bold, that 
it doubteth not to rise up against them; and which of 
them it cannot conceive those it wantonly pursueth. 
Whereby we are admonished, if we will become capable 
of the mysteries of God, first of all we must labour 
that our own sense (or sensual judgment) being laid 
apart, we may give ourselves into the obedience of 
the Word. This word, wrath, which is used for judgment 
here, hath respect unto the punishment; as if he had 
said, is God unrighteous in punishing iniquities, 
which set forth his righteousness?•(2) 

• • • • • • 

(l)The R.V. reads: "But if our unrighteousness commendeth 
the righteousness of God, what shall we say? Is God 
unrighteous who visiteth with wrath; (I speak after 
the manner of men.)" 

(2)Rom., p. 67-68. 
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If the reader should desire fUrther evidence 

of Calvin's ability to reflect the spirit and feelings 

or the sacred writer we believe that he will not have 

to turn many pages before he will be satisfied of the 

truth of our point. As passages especially worth noting 

we would suggest the following: his comments on the 

meeting of Jesus and Nicodemus in John 3 (1); his ex

position of the beatitudes in Matthew 5 and Luke 6 (2); 

his treatment of I Corinthians 2:3 (3); and his para

graphs on II Timothy 4:6 tf. (4). We would also refer 

the reader to Calvin's Commentary on the Psalms. (5) 

3. His Attention to the Background of a Passage. 

It is not an easy task for one to disengage 

himself from his own times and to place himself in a 

past age. It is not easy for us to lay hold on the sur

rounding circumstances in which a portion of Scripture 

may have been written. It is only by broad and careful 

study that a passage can be given its proper setting. 

• • • • • • 

(l)John, I., p. 103 ff. 
(2)Harmony, I., p. 260 ff. 
(3)Cor., I., P• 93. 
(4)Timothy, Titus and Philemon, p. 259. 
(5)Terry has spoken especially of Calvin's work on the 

Psalms saying that "His exegesis breathes everywl:B re 
---a most lively religious feeling, indicating that 
his own personal experience enabled him to penetrate 
as by intuition into the depths or meaning treasure¢ 
in the oracles or God." P• 677. 
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But Calvin in dealing with the story of Jesus 

and Zaccheus has given it a very lively touch when he 

says: •we know how hatefUl, nay, how detestable the 

name of EUblican at the time was;----It is therefore 

astonishing kindness in the Son of God to approach a 

man, from whom the great body of men recoil, and that 

before he is requested to do so."(l) 

In his •argument" which is prefaced to I Cor

inthians, Calvin calls attention to certain significant 

facts pertaining to the history of the city and its con

dition at the time of the Apostle's writing. These con

tribute greatly to the understanding of the content of 

the Epistle.(2) 

Throughout his treatment of the chapters in 

Matthew and Luke on tbe birth of Jesus, Calvin gives 

particular attention both to the Old Testament back

ground, and to the expectant situation which existed in 

the minds and hearts of God's people Israel at the time 

in which our Lord was born. For instance, in connection 

with Luke 1:32, Calvin supplies the references from the 

Old Testament that would illumine the statement of the 

angel to Mary that 0 The Lord will give unto him the 

throne of his father David. 0 (3) 

• • • • • • 
(l)Rarmony, II. p. 434. 
(2)See Cor., I. P• 3?. 
{3)Harmony, I., P• 38. 

Calvin is guided in 
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/ 

his interpretation of the participle r~v-1 o--r-t:~e:v"/1/ 

in Luke 1:2'7 by the custom of Jewish parents to keep 

their daughters for some time in their own home, after 

they ha~een betrothed to men; otherwise the law re

lating to the seduction of a "betrothed damsel" in 

Deuteronomy 22:23 would have been unnecessary.(l) On 

Matthew 2:3 where it says that Herod the !9:.BB, ~ 

troubled, and all Jerusalem with him, Calvin gives a 

whole paragraph to each clause, describing what lay be

hind these words as to the knowledge and expectation of 

the Messiah both in the mind of Herod am in the minds 

of the people. Calvin remarks in closing that "Matthew 

intended, I have no doubt, to express their ingratitude, 

in being so entirely broken by the long continuance of 

their afflictions, as to throw away the hope and desire 

of the grace which had been promised to them."(2) 

As far as the geographical and chronological 

background of a passage is concerned Calvin has not a 

great deal to contribute because of the limited knowl

edge of those matters in his day. But any background 

which may be supplied from Scripture or other sources 

which reflects the customs, the spirit of the people, 

the current ideas, etc., is not found to be wanting in 

(l)See Ibid., p. 32. 
(2)Harmony, I. p. 38. 

• • • • • • 
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the exegetical works of Calvin. This background goes 

far toward giving vividness and interest to his work. 

4. His Order of Procedure. 

It is only fair to the one who may read an 

exegetical work, to require of its author that he mani

fest a certain orderliness not only in the presentation 

of his exegetical results, but also in the process by 

which he arrived at those results. This latter is even 

more important. We propose here to sum up our observa

tions on Calvin in this respect. 

In order to illustrate this point we have 

chosen Calvin's comments on the very brief epistle of 

Paul to Philemon.(l) We have chosen this because the 

comments cover only about fourteen pages. It is there

fore more easily and briefly covered in its entirety. 

Although it is short, it is none the less typical of 

Calvin's other commentaries. 

We must note at the outset, however, what 

seems to be an exception in the Reformer's method. To 

every one of his New Testament Commentaries, Calvin 

has given a summary or an introduction which he calls 

the "argument". At first sight this appears to be 

missing from his treatment of Philemon. But when one 

• • • • • • 

(l)Timothy, Titus and Philemon, PP• 347-361. 
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begins to examine his commentary, the first thing he 

discovers is that the first paragraph contains the 

"argument" which Calvin is accustomed to include sep

arately. Thus our first observation about Calvin's 

order of procedure is that by a synopsis or an intro

duction he demonstrates the fact that he has a clear 

grasp on the contents of a writing as a whole. He is 

aware of its occasion. In Philemon Calvin points out 

that it is to supplicate pardon for "a runaway slave 

and thief" whom Paul is sending back to his master. 

Calvin reveals also that he has caught the spirit of 

the Apostle in such words as these, "While he handles 

a subject otherwise low and mean, he rises to God with 

his wonted elevation." Moreover, Calvin shows that he 

has sensed the development of thought and the articula

tion of various portions in such a sentence as: "But 

in pleading this cause he discourses about Christian 

forbearance with such ability, that he appears to 

speak about the interests of the whole church rather 

than the private affairs of a single individual. 11 (l) 

We would refer the reader to his "argument 0 preceding 

Galatians and Ephesians as furnishing other examples of 

the points mentioned. There, of course, it is on a 

larger scale. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Timothy, Titus and Philemon, P• 348. 
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In the next place it is expected o£ the exe

gete that he consider any textual problems. Even on 

this short letter Calvin gives evidence o£ his attention 

to this point. In verse 7 he notes that the majority of 
I 

Greek copies read l rtaf '" but he thinks it ought to 
/ 

be read X 01 f « V • In so doing he has chosen the read-

ing which has been adopted by Nestle~ Westcott and Hort, 

Meyer, and others.(l) As has been said before (2), we 

do not urge the point of Calvin's contribution to tex

tual criticism because it was only in its infancy in his 

day. However he was scientific in his method and did 

much to give that method a good start in the days of its 

beginnings. 

There is rumple evidence that Calvin next ap

plied himself to ascertain the grammatical sense. On 

verse 1 he considers the sense in which Paul uses the 
I ~ ~ ~ 

phrase S t:-<l;t-< < o > 'X f' u-' o u 7 o- 0 u • In verse 4 

he endeavors to ascertain the proper connection of the 
I 

adverb Tr«"" l: o l:" €' • On verse 6 he mentions the phrase 

E t S A f urr:-by . ' ~ I l: 0 C( 'j D( .() ()...j in verse 14 as well 
) I 

as « v o< 1itt II trL .s back in verse 7 are particularly men-

tioned. 

Now all through, Calvin has been adding the 

real explanation~ trying to put the thought as well as 

• • • • • • 
/ 

(l)'l'ischendorff still holds to X tAf' '" • 
( 2}Ante, p. 147. 
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the spirit of the Apostle into words so that it will be 

understood and appreciated by his readers. For instance, 

on verse 5 he uses this phrase, "The meaning may be 

brought out in this manner" and then he goes on to give 

his explanation. Interestingly enough, as is often his 

custom, he gives also a second way of interpreting it. 

Calvin leaves his readers "at full liberty to judge for 

themselves" and in conclusion simply indicates his own 

preference.(l) In verses 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, etc., the 

reader may find other examples of his summing up the 

meaning in his own words. SUch examples may be found 

on a1most any page of his commentaries. 

As a concluding observation we would mention 

the fact that Calvin is ever alert to establish the 

truth, which has been gathered from the passage, in the 

heart and life of his reader. His is a practical pur-

pose. He is not out simply for exegetical exercise by 

itself. In his commentary on Philemon, we find such 

phrases as "teachers---ought--"(2), "we should honor" 

(3), "pastors are reminded"(4), "we must beliove"(5), 

"we ought 0 (6), "all believers ought"(7), "here we be-

• • • • • • 
(l)Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, P• 350. 
(2)Ibid., p. 348. 
(3)Ibid., p. 349. 
{4)Ibid., p. 353. 
(5)Ibid., p. 354. 
(6)Ibid., p. 355. 
(7)Ibid., p. 355. 



hold11 (1), etc. 

We have included this section on Calvin's 

order of procedure in order to emphasize the fact that 

his method was orderly and scientific. Calvin has not 
-"···· ... 

dispensed with those steps which are recognized as es

sential for the interpreting of Scripture,(2) neither 

has Calvin gone about his work in a haphazard or dis

orderly way. His work bears the ~elible stamp of a 

legally trained mind; it reflects his orderly and 

scientific habits of work.(3) 

5. His Attention to the Character of the Audience Addressed. 

The audience for whom a writing is intended 

cannot help making considerable difference in the lan

guage and style in which an author couches his exegeti

cal results. It should not make much, if any, differ

ence in his own preparatory investigations or in his 

exegetical methods, but only in the manner of present

ing them to his hearers or readers. 

Some of Calvin's commentaries like those on 

• • • • • • 
(l)Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, p. 350. 
(2)Immer has said: "Whatever may be the ~ture of the 

public for which the explanation is designed, and 
whatever may be the objeet of the explanation, ~ 
exegete ~never dispense with, at least, ~ ~ 
essential to £revious investigation of his ~' vis. 
textual criticism, verbal explanation, explanation 
of the subject-matter, and logical explanation, to~ 
gather with religious comprehension of the ~~y~~~¥~ 
P• 103. 

(3)See Ante, pp. 43 ff., 52 ff., and 63 ft. 



Jeremiah and those on the Minor Prophets were delivered 

as lectures in the Theological School at Geneva. They 

were taken down by some of his pupils, afterwards read 

to Calvin, and corrected.(l) Although one might expect 

them to be more technical and detailed, nevertheless 

they partake of that same simp~icity which one finds in 
''~ .. ,.___, 

his other works.(2) ---
The outstanding observation to be recorded 

here, then, is that Calvin wrote for the people, for the 

Church at large. In fact he makes this clear in the 

epistle in which he dedicates his first commentary 

(Romans) to Simon Grynaeus. He says: 

"I could not choose but make a trial what good I 
might do herein to .!i.h~- Chu_!'~ft of (}od; not as though 
I had already obtained --fhiit which ~hen seemed best 
to us, either thought when I began that I could ob
tain it; but I endeavored so to order my style or 
·form of writing, that I might seem to apply my mind 
towards that example." 

In justifying the need for his own work he criticizes 

that of Bucer because it is too large to be hastily read 

of 8 those (who) are tied to other business, and also 

higher, than that easily----can be understood of the 
-""~-·~ '''"'"'·-~·~-,--.~ "~· "~~- '" 

si~le, and those (that} are not very circumspect (at

tentive). ----He hath such store of matter, that he 

knoweth not where to leave off. 8 (3) 

• • • • • • 
(l)Jeremiah, I. see pp. v, xxii, and xxv. 
(2)See his comments on the first chapter of Je~emiah 

for instance • 
(3)Romans, pp. xviii and xx. 
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Calvin has therefore written with his audience 

in mind. This accounts for several features of his work. 

To begin with, he has not cumbered his pages with much ----------
of Greek and Hebrew. For instance, in his entire co~n

tary on Ephesians we have counted only about fifty+seven, .___.. 
places in which he has actually introduced the Greek words 

into the text end only thrice did he introduce Hebrew ------
words. However we are not to conclude, as we have al-

ready had occasion to show,(l) that Calvin had not gone 

through the exegetical process himself. 

One is also impressed by the absence of direct 

quotations from the Fathers. Although they are referred 

to frequently, they are seldom quoted. In fact, in the 

entire 149 pages of his commentary on Ephesians, Calvin 

has made only one reference to a church Father that may 

be considered a direct quotation.(2) 

The fact that he was writing for the church at 
.._.. ·--·------

large also~~~~~-_ _f_Q~ his giving_~~l~-share of the 

space to what might be called application. 

All of these features combined with Calvin's 

lively and logical style go to make Calvin's works inter

esting and understandable as well as edifying to the 

reader. (3) 

• • • • • • 

(l)See Ante, pp. 137_, I9t. 
(2)Cf. the reference to Cyprian, Eph., P• 281. 
(3)Prof. William Adams Brown in an address at ~nion 

Theological Seminary, May 3, 1909 (published in 
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6. The General Attitude and Spirit of Calvin as an 
Exegete. 

It has seemed appropriate as we draw toward 

the close of this consideration of Calvin's general exe

getical methods to record certain characteristics of his 

attitude and spirit which bear upon this subject. 

we have already discussed in a preceding chap

ter his honesty, fairness, and desire for truth.(l) 

• • • • • • 

York--we quote from P• 24), said of Calvin as a theo
logian-and what was true in this respect of Calvin the 
theologian was also true of Calvin the exegeteY 
"---This brings me to the first point in Calvin's 
title to greatness as a thinker; I mean, his skill as 
a simplifier of theology. Theologians who have been 
able to deliver their message in simple and intelli
gible terms have been rare. This power Calvin pos
sessed in supreme degree. Be~re his day doctrine had 
been the affair of the specialist. He made it the 
common interest of the man on the street. He trans
lated its elaborate formularies into plain speech 
which the man without technical training could under
stand, and what is more important, he simplified the 
ideas to which the words correspond. He cleared away 
a vast mass of accumulated rubbish, interesting only 
to the antiquarian, and he put the points that re
mained in their logical relation as parts of a con
sistent and coherent system. He grounded each in the 
Bible, the common text-book of religion which the 
Reformation had reclaimed from its obscurity, and put 
into the hands of all the people. Above all, he 
showed the practical bearing of each truth upon per
sonal life and pointed out its appropriate fruit in 
practice. Thus, he made theology, for the first time 
in its history, a popular study, the concern of the 
layman as well as of the minister, and so set the 
ideal which, in theory at least, has ever since been 
dominant in Protestantism. This is hi~reat and en
during title to fame." 

• • • • • • 

(l)Ante, p. 92. 
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We »ecall here Calvin's statement to the Genevan 

ministers on one of those last days: 

"As concerns my doctrine: I have taught faithfully, 
and God has given me graee to write. I have done it 
with the utmost fidelity, and have not to my knowl
edge ~Clr~:R.~Sl.<;l~<?n:r.t!!!fJ~ed .,a single passage of th.e 
Scriptures; and when I could have drawn out a far
fetched meaning1 :i;f I had studied subtilty, I have 
put that (temptation) under foot and have always 
studied t:fimplicity. I have written nothing through 
hatred against'-any one, but have always set before 
me faithfully what I have thought to be for the glory 
of God."(l) 

In addition we would note first of all Calvin's 

unwillingness to force interpretations. In connection 

with the temptation in Matthew 4, as to whether Christ 

was actually transported to each spot mentioned or 

whether it was a vision, Calvin says there were many who 

obstinately asserted that the body was actually conveyed. 

But, he says, it is easy to dispose of that objection. 

"In a matter that is doubtful, and where ignorance brings 

no risk, I choose rather to suspend my judgment, than to 

furnish contentious people with an occasion of debate." 

(2) 

On the metaphor having to do with sifting in 

Luke 22:31, he warns agains.t trying to make it applicable 

in every respect. It ought to be taken in its most sim

ple meaning.(3) 
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Not infrequently does Calvin refUse to argue 

interpretations. On John 1:4 he remarks, "The other 

interpretations, which do not accord with the meaning 

of the Evangelist, I intentionally pass by."(l) On 
/ I Corinthians 1:26 where the mode of the verb fit)lt:-rT~t""c 

is doubtfUl, he leaves it to the reader's choice.(2) 

On the other hand, Calvin sometimes finds it 

necessary to take up individually the various interpre

tations of a passage. In his comments on I Corinthians 

~;.!.9-We find a good illustration of this mthod: "Some 
;,,., 

say----Ambrose, on the other hand says,-----Erasmus 

turns it,----Ohrysostom's exposition----·" After con

sidering each of these we read: 

"For my own part, as I do not willingly adopt inter
pretations which cannot be made to suit the words, 
otherwise than by twisting the words so as to suit 
them, I prefer one that is different from all these, 

" -- .. --· 
This is indeed an outstanding characteristic of Calvin; 

he insists on the proper grammatical explanation first 
------- -- ~- -- -~- •• -- •·•-•••-·-~- .. ---·-•-•- ·--·••••••--" ••-'"~w••••-··~•·"·-.-~-"~""' 

of all. (3) 
I 

But another outstanding feature of Calvin's/ 
J 

exegesis is his opposition to allegory, his aversion ~o 
f 

subtleties and his insistance upon simplicity. In c~-
\ 

nection with Galatians 4:22 ff., he severely condemns! 

(l)John, I. P• 32. 
(2)Cor., I. p. 89. 
(3)Cor., I. p. 191. 

• • • • • • 

Of. also Harmony, I. PP• 129, 
Of. also Oor., II. P• 19$h. 
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"origen, and many others along with him, (who) have 

seized the occasion of torturing Scripture, in avery 

possible manner, away from the true sense."(l) Calvin 

repudiates Augustine's allegory that the position of the 

angels- one at the head, and the other at the feet, in 

John 20:12, pointed out that the Gospel would be preached 

from East to the West.(2) A little later Calvin again 

censures Augustine for his "ingenius reasonings", and 

"childish trifling".(3) In like manner he refutes the 

"folly of the schoolmen'1 in connection with soma of 

their ideas on Romans 4:6.{4) Other examples are abun

dant but we hasten on.(5) 

Although Calvin manifests a spirit toward his 

anemias, particularly toward the Papists, that would not 
-~~-~) 

be considered proper for a modern exegete, yet we must 

remember the spirit of the times in which he lived. Al

though we would rather Calvin had not given his consent 

to the burning of Servetus, nevertheless we do not feel 

that we can condemn him for so doing. We may be glad 

that, at least in this respect, the times have changed. 

(l)Gal., p. 135. 
(2)John, II. p. 255. 
(3)P. 286. 
(4)Rom., p. 101. 

• • • • • • 

(5)See the following: Harmony, I. pp. 107, 136 
pp. 187, 191, 150, 117; John r. PP• 210, 
II. pp. 239, 255, 219; Romans, PP• 22, 2'(6; 
Gal., P• 54. 
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In connection with Luke 1:32, Calvin says "the tense 

of the verb.----is tortured by that filthy dog Servetus 

to prove that Christ is not the eternal Son of God, 

---."(1) The Papists in almost every chapter receive 

their share of refutation and condemnation.(2) Along 

with them to a lesser extent are the Manichaeans (3), 

the Arians and others.(4) 

Lastly, one wonders whether Calvin does not 

sometimes pass over difficulties too lightly. We would 

refer the reader to his explanation of the differences 

among the EVangelists on the resurrection aceounts.(5) 

So much then for the spirit and attitude of 

Calvin. We may say that he was as stern and severe with 

others as he was with himself. If he saw what he be-

lieved, on the basis of the best evidence, was a mistake 

or misuse of Scripture, he never hesitated to point it 

out and condemn it. On the whole we may say tm t Calvin 

was not out to criticise, but rather to be constructive. 

When we recall his exegetical heritage and even much of 

the exegesis of his own times, it is not to be wondered 

that Calvin often took up an offensive against the 

enemies of •sound doctrine". 

• • • • • • 

(l)Har.mony, I. p. 37. 
(2)See for instance: Harmony, I. PP• 21, 28, 185, 229; 

John, II. p. 272. 
(3)See John, I. p. 350. 
(4)See John, II. p;-278. Cf. Ante, P• '5 ft. 
(5)See John, II. p. 248 ff. 
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E. summary and Conclusion. 

In this chapter we have continued and brought 

to a conclusion the treatment of Calvin's general exe

getical methods begun in the chapter preceding. Our 

attention centered first of all upon Calvin's attention 

to the context and connection of thought. This was found 

to be one of his most characteristic methods, and a 

method in the use of which he may be said without any 

hesitation whatever, to excel. Not only by the use of 

the immediate context, was he guided in his interpreta

tion, but also by tb~_, use of j~Jle whgl~~Q,!,~,_s~~yre. 
/"'.._,_,' ,::-~· 

It was observed in the second place that as 

far as many of the helps are concerned- which modern 

interpreters consider as indispensable tools- Calvin 

was very much handicapped. Nevertheless his own wide 

reading, together with his systematizing mind and an 

unusual memory, went far to take the place of first 

rate lexicons, concordances, and grammars. As for the 

exegetical writings of others, the facts show that he 

used them, but that he used them independently and dis

eriminately. Calvin based his decision on reasons and 

allowed nothing to lead him consciously to twist or 

warp his conclusion • 
._..;;;;;;;;;r 

In the last part we have spoken of some 

tributory methods. Evidence has been brought 

to show that Calvin went deeper than just tbe 



•251-

thoughts of the writer or speaker whom he was inter

preting; he sought to understand his feelings and his 

spirit. In addition he often brought forward various 

items to fill in the background of a passage. 

Our next step was to observe Calvin's order 

of procedure in the exegetical process. It was found 

to be along those general lines which would satisfy 

even the modern self•s~yled scientific interpreter. 

It was found also in the next section that 

Calvin constantly had in mind his readers. This, it 
,..______ ··--··-··--·· . 

was shown, accounts for many characteristics of his 

exegetical works, such as their lack of extensive at

tentiouo Greek and Hebrew words; their clear cut, 

simple and direct style; the emphasis on spiritual 

truth and its application. 

Finally, we endeavored to summarize some of 

the points which reflect the attitude and spirit of the 

man as an interi>~~_ter. .His openness, frankness, and 

_simp!i~~-~; his aversion to subtleties and opposition 
} ~ ,-, -~-~~.~:-

to allegory; and his strict adherence to what seemed 

to him the mind and api~ttof the author were found 

without any doubt, to be characteristic of Calvin as an 

interpreter .. 

In concluding the second of these two chap

ters on the general exegetical methods ot ou~ -~~~~r 
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we may say again with even greater confidence, that 

he has shown himself to be so sound in his ne thods 

and so faithful in his application of them that he 

deserves a place in the foremost ranks of those who 

are truly great interpreters of Scripture. 

In the chapter which follows we shall see 

how Calvin applied his principles and methods to 

particular types of passages. We are now ready to 

turn to that study. 



CHAPTER X 

!~!HE EXEGETICAL METHODS OF CALVIN AS APPLIED 
TO 

VARIOUS TYPES OF PASSAGES 



CHAPTER X 

'fHE EXEGE'fiCAL ME'fHODS OF CALVIN AS APPLIED 
'fO 

VARIOUS TYPES OF PASSAGES 

A· Introduction. 

'fhere remains one fur.ther line of procedure 

in this treatment of Calvin's exegetical methods. In 

the present chapter we propose to test Calvin's exe-

gesis of various types of passages, such as narrative 

or historical passages, argumentative passages, doc

trinal passages, Old 'festament quotations and refer-

ences in the New 'festament, parables, and miracles. 

'fhe reason for this chapter is to be found in the spe

cial problems and particular principles connected with 

the interpretation of such portions of Scripture, expe

cially of doctrinal and prophetical passages, and of 

parables. 'fhese problems end principles will be more 

definitely indicated as the discussion proceeds. Let 

us consider first, 

B. His Interpretation of Narrative or 
Historical Passages. 

Because of the very nature of a narrative 

passage there is not much that need be said in addition 

to that which has been given in the 

'fhat is, the exegesis of such a passage may be 
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plished through the application of the general methods 

which we have already shown were commonly used QY Cal

vin. However, inasmuch as the Acts of the Apostles is 

one of the best examples of a narrative or historical 

book, we propose to record certain observations with 

respect to Calvin's treatment of this book. 

We are interested first of all in Calvin's 

estimate of the purpose or intention of the writer in 

the book of Acts. This point finds a very clear answer 

in Calvin's own words which are to be found in the 

"a~ent" preceding the Commentary: 

"----Here are set down certain sermons of the apos
tles which intreat in such sort of the great mercies 
of God, of the grace of Christ, of the hope of 
blessed immortality, of the calling upon God, of 
repentance m d the fear of God, and also of other 
principal points of Christian doctrine,. that we need 
not seek the whole sum of godliness anywhere else. 
But that I_:may now omit the declaraii_QJl_~QL~Q~Q, __ @~d 
pure do~ne,-::.I:r -~ be--athing most needful to be 
known, namely, to understand how the Church of Christ 
first began; ho~ the fl::postles begall:_t() ])_:r:'~J;l._(}Q ~he 
gospel; what success tJie·y had in the same; what cruel 
combats they suffered; how manfUlly they passed 
through so many lets and impediments; how courageously 
they triumphed over all the pride of the world under 
the reproach of the cross; how wonderfully God was 
present with them: then must we highly esteem of this 
book, which, unlews it were extant, the knowledge of 
so great things should either be quite buried, or 
greatly obscured, or wrapped in divers doubts."(l) 

Thus it is seen that Calvin's view of this 

historical book is in harmony with what one would expect 

• • • • • • 

(l)Acts, I., p. xxviii. 
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to ~ind in this kini of a writing. That is, he does 

not make of it a doctrinal book. It is true • and we 

can well agree with him - that he finds doctrine in it, 

but this is only secondary. In treating the sermon of 

Peter in chapter two, Calvin's discussion is remarkable 

for its simplicity, its stimulating observations, its 

refreshing attitude, and its appeal to the reader to 

receive it and apply it to his own life. He says of 

the Spirit, that it is "the key which openeth unto us 

the door, that we may enter into all the treasures of 

spiritual good things; and that we nuu also have en

trance into the kingdom of God."(l) On Peter's refuta

tion of the charge that they were drunken Calvin ob

serves: "Therefore, whereas Peter doth only lightly 

remove the opinion of drunkenness, he doth it for this 

cause, because it had been superfluous to have stood 

about any long excuse. Therefore, as in a matter which 

was certain and out of doubt, he doth rather paci~ 

those which mocked, than labour to teach them. 11 (2) 

When Calvin reaches chapter eight, which may 

be considered a turning point in the history of the 

Church, as well as in the book itself, he introduces 

it with this appropriate paragraph: 

(l)Acts, I., P• 85. 
{ 2} Ibid. , p. 83 • . 

• • • • • • 
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•In this history we may first see the state of the 
godly in this world, to wit, that they are like sheep 
appointed to be slain, as it is in the Psalm, (Psalm 
xliv.22;) and especially when the Lord letteth loose 
the bridle to his enemies, that they may put that 
cruelty in execution which they have in mind con
ceived. Secondly, here is set down the end of per
secutions, to wit, that they are so far from break
ing off the course of the gospel, that they are rather 
made helps to further the same through the wonderful 
counsel of God. Like as it was a mro. if est miracle, 
that the scattering abroad, mentioned by Luke, gath
ered many unto the unity of faith who were estranged 
from God before. Now, let us consider every thing in 
order. • (1) 

When Calvin arrives at chapter 13 where Barn-

abas and Saul are separated for mission work, he begins: 

"Here followeth an history, not only worthy to be remem

bered, but also very profitable to be known, how Paul 

was appointed the teacher of the Gentiles.n(2) 

In the later chapters of the book which have 

to do with the journeys of Paul, Calvin does not stop to 

describe the cities which were touched in the Apostle's 

travels but refers his readers to the "describers• of 

Luke's purpose."(3) 

But Calvin does not always leave it to his 

reader to supply the additional materials. That he 

did fill in historical background and supplement the 

narrative with materials drawn from other sources, can 

(l)Acts, I. p. 322. 
(2)Ibid., P• 496. 

• • • • • • 

(3)Ibid., II. p. 267. Cf. also PP• 269-270. 
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be seen in such instances as in chapters 24 Sld 25, 

where he speaks of Felix and his wife Drusilla (1), of 

the judgment-seat of Caesar (2), and of King Agrippa 

and Bernice. (3) 

It is to be noted how rapidly our author 

passes over the chapters of the last part of the book. 

His comments on the last eight chapters cover 166 pages 

while he took 335 pages to cover chapters 1 to 8. This 

is probably due, no doubt, to the more purely narrative 

character of these later chapters. May it not be said 

by way of conclusion that this is an indication of sound 

method and true perspective? He did not attempt to draw 

out teachings or doctrines where none had been intended 

by their author. Neither did he make the mistake of 

stopping to 9:!e1:! on the meaning of passages which in 

themselves were obvious. Calvin's treatment of this 

narrative is presented as typical of his method in other 

historical passages. 

c. His Interpretation of Argumentative Passages. 

Calvin excels in the treatment of argumentative 

passages. With his ability to perceive (4), to grasp (5), 

(l)Acts, II, p. 353. 
(2)Ibid., p. 361. 
(3)Ibid., P• 364. 
(4)See Ante, p. 31. 
(5)See Ante, p. 38. 

• • • • • • 

\ 
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and to reason (1); with his legally trained mind (2); 

and with his constant habit of following the connection 

of thought and interpreting in the light of the eon

text (3), it is only reasonable to expect that Calvin 

would be at his best when dealing with an argumentative 

passage. This statement is here made deductively on 

the basis of the conclusions that we have established 

earlier inductively. Therefore it appears sufficient 

for our present purpose simply to refer to that which 

has preceded and in addition to take one typical passage 

and show how Calvin's method is illustrated. 

This time we turn to his Commentary on Gala

tians. We have chosen the first part of the third chap

ter in which to examine Calvin's treatment of the argu-

ment therein. 

On verse 1, he notes that an "expostulation 

(0 foolish Galatians) is here interwoven----amidst his 

doctr~al statement." Calvin says that Paul accuses the 

Galatians ''not only of havi.ng suffered themselves to be 

deceived, but of having been carried away by some sort 

of magical enchantment, which is still a more serious 

charge. 11 (4) Calvin then proceeds to consider matters 

(l)See Ante, p. 43. 
{2)See Ante, p. 63. 
(3)See Ante, p.~IO. 
(4)Gal., p. ?8 ft. 

• • • • • • 
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which are disputed among the interpreters. In estimat

ing the opinions of other commentators, Calvin does not 

do so by assertion but by weighing the evidence and giv-

ing the reasons for his own decision. In so doing, he 

refers to the context, to the grammatical structure of 

the sentence, and to the meaning of words for guidance. 

He shows also that he is not only trying to understand 

the thoughts of Paul but also to apprehend his feelings 

and emotions. Calvin says of the phrase, "before whose 

eyes", that ttthis is intended, as I have already hinted, 

to express an aggravation." He gives a very interesting 
/ 

sidelight on the word 7JfO ~ Yft:J(¢>1? • He says the Greeks 

nborrow from this verb the word 

to denote boards on which property intended to be sold 

was published, so as to be exposed to the view of all. 

----To show how energetic his preaching was, Paul first 

compares it to a picture, which exhibited to them, in a 

lively manner, the image of Christ.•(l) 

On verse 2 Calvin observes that the Apostle 

"now proceeds to support his cause by additional argu

ments." Our author points out the first of these and 

goes on to expound that argument. He shows how it is 

the same that has been used by Peter, Barnabas and Paul 

• • • • • • 

(l)Gal., p. 80. It is to the credit of Calvin to 
that BUrton shares this same interpretation. 
BUrton ad loc. 
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on other occasions thus making use of the light which 

comes from other portions of Scripture. Calvin calls 

attention to the opportunity to reply which Paul offers 

the Galatians as indicating no doubt the greater confi

dence on his part. He explains faith and the Spirit and 

then proceeds to answer various possible objections. 

In verse 4 Calvin finds "another argument" 

which he then traces through its various turns and 

proofs in the verses which follow. He marks the Old 

Testament references and quotations explaining them in 

the light of their original setting.(l) In this manner 

he proceeds throughout the entire passage, and even 

throughout the entire book. 

We need not go further. Additional evidence 

may be found on almost any page of Calvin's works where 

he is dealing with argumentative material. The clarity 

of his presentation and the ease with which one follows 

him, show not only his genius as an interpreter but also 

the value of his work for the modern student of Scripture. 

D. His Interpretation of Doctrinal Passages. 

Our interest here is not simply in Calvin's 

ability to perceive doctrinal values in, or to draw sound 

doctrine from, a passage. The fact that Calvin has been 

• • • • • • 

(l)Gal., p. 84. 

• 
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ranked as the foremost theologian of the Reformation is 

evidence of his unusual ability in this respect.(l) 

His Institutes of the Christian Religion when estimated 

according to their content, and also with regard to 

their influence upon Protestantism, stand as incontro-

vertible evidence of his contribution in the field of 

doctrine. 

Our present interest has to do, rather, with 

the relation between Calvin's the()l()gy and Calvin's exe-

gesis. That is, did Calvin allow his exegesis to be 
"""'~ ---•• ~--~~·•''~'~'"»wu- -'"'"~'-•-'""""•-<~, 

warped or hindered by certain doctrinal preconceptions1 
,' 

.~--~",_ 

In other words, was he _b~ased in his work as an inter

preter? Inasmuch as this has been the subject of at

tacks launched against his exegesis by some of his 

critics it is of particular importance in this investi-

gation. However, we reserve our treatment of specific 

charges against Calvin for the section which follows. 

Before proceeding we take occasion to explain 

that in this study we propose to cover three aspects of 

this problem of bias. The first, having to do with his 

view of the inspiration of the Scriptures, has already 

been considered in an earlier chapter.(2) In this 

present section we shall attempt to treat the question 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Ante, p. 3. 
(2)See Ante, p. 116 ff. 
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of the influence upon Calvin's exegesis of his ideas of 

the sovereignty and the grace of God, of election and 

free will, and other related doctrines. In the section 

which follows, the third aspect of the problem of bias 

will be considered, namely, that having to do with the 

relation between the Old and the New Testaments. 

It should also be said, that it is our purpose 

to understand Calvin as he is. We propose that Calvin 

shall have adequate opportunity to speak for himself. 

This is especially important in view of the conflicting 

opinions which tend toward gross exaggeration on both 

sides of the question. 

Our first observation is that Calvin does 

emphasize the grace of God. He does exalt the sover

eignty £! God; or more properly, he exalts God. 

In connection with Romans 4:3 which reads th~ 

"Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned unto him for 

righteousness", Calvin repe~edly emphasizes the grace 

of God. Among many statements which in one way or an

other bear upon this subject is this one: "And we are 

to note that neither salvation is promised without the 

grace o£Pod, nor yet the grace otpod without salvation." 

He adds this further statement: 11Again, we are neither 

called into the grace of God, nor into the hope of 

salvation, but righteousness is also offered."(l) 

• • • • • • 
(l)Rom., p. 9'7. 
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Thus grace and righteousness are inseparably connected. 

But it is not righteousness by man's work; it is 

righteousness which is from God. 

On Romans 3:22 our author writes: "That we 

may----be justified, the efficient cause is the mercy 

of God: Christ is the matter or material cause; the 

word and faith is the instrument or instrumental cause.u 

(1) Thus it is all traced to the grace of God. 

In the 25th verse of the same chapter on the 

Calvin recognizes the right to 

interpret it either in the sense of appoint afore, or 

to bring forth into the light. But in either case, he 

says, 11 the same reason (to the passage) shall stand, 

that God in his time made him (his Son) manifest, whom 

he had decreed with himself to be the Mediator."(2) 

Our author points to the grace of God in con

nection with the words of Luke when he speaks of John 

the Baptist (1:12} that he shall be filled with the Holy 

Ghost, even from his mother's womb. (3) On verse 28 he 

says of the angel's words to Mary, that they are opened 

with a comnendation of the grace of God, for ttthe par-

ticiple J< ~ l( l(f (.. l:" 41 ~ '" "t , \Vhich Luke employs, de-

notes the undeserved favour of God.(4) 

• • • • • • 

{l)Ibid., p. 83. The R.V. reads: tt---Even the righteous
ness of God through faith in Jesus Christ unto all them 
that believe, for there is no distinction", etc. 

(2}Rom., p. 86 
. ( 3) Harmony, I. , p. 18 
. ( 4) Ibid. , p. 33. 
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Along with this emphasis on grace is the em

phasis on God's sovereignty. His grace is for those 

whom He has chosen. On Romans 7:5 we read that the 

phrase to be in the flesh, is •to be indued only with 

the gifts of~ure, without that special grace wherewith 

God vouchsafeth his elect. 0 (1) 

When Calvin attacks free-will it is usually 

in order that the grace and the power of God may not be 

obscured. So it is on John 1:12, and Romans 8:7. In 

this latter passage he really gives a very strong em

phasis to his position. He concludes with this sentence: 

"Let every man acknowledge himself to be the servant of 

sin, that being manumised by the grace of Christ he may 

be free; and it is altogether folly to glory in another 

liberty."(2) 

Now in these passages to which reference has 

been made we have found nothing that could be criticized 

because it is untrue to the grammatical sense or even to 

the context. It is true that the grace and sovereignty 

of God are greatly emphasized. But it is emphasized in 

all of its Scriptural freshness and vitality. No one 

could accuse Calvin of dealing with dry bones of dead 

doctrine. With him, as he finds doctrine in Scripture, 

it is a real and living thing. 

(l)Rom., p. 173. 
(2)Rom., p. 203. 

• • • • • • 
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It should not be forgotten that his own life 

and religious experience bear witness to these doctrines 

which are so outstanding in his commentaries. In his 

Preface to the Psalms we have seen that it was by the 

secret providence of God that his •sudden conversion" 

was brought to pass. It was not by his own choice that 

he settled in Geneva. If his own will had ruled in the 

matter he would not have returned to Geneva after his 

exile. Calvin submitted himself to the severest disci

pline, he gave himself to most persistent labors, he 

burned up the energies of his body in most unselfish ser

vice, because he believed they were directed and com

manded by the almighty and everliving God. 

The spiritual and moral qualifications of Cal

vin should be recalled in this connection. To do so 

helps the critic of his exegesis and of his theology to 

understand his emphasis. The problem, for the most part, 

is one of sufficiently understanding and properly inter

preting the man himself. 

In such a passage as Calvin's comments on 

I Cor. 1:1 we find essentially this same problem of the 

grace of God on the one hand, and the part to be played 

by man on the other hand. But it gives the Reformer no 

difficulty and his answer ought not give difficulty to 

anyone. we quote: 
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"Let us learn, therefore, to take these two things 
together when we wish to ascertain what kind of 
persons we ought to esteem as ministers of Christ,--
a call to the office, and faithfulness in the dis
charge of its duties. For as no man can lawfully 
assume the designation and rank of a minister, unless 
he be called, so it were not enough for any one to be 
called, if he does not also fulfil the duties of his 
office. For the Lord does not choose ministers that 
they may be dumb idols, or exercise tyranny under pre
text of their calling, or make their own caprice their 
law; but at the same time marks out what kind of per
sons they ought to be, and binds them by his laws, and 
in fine chooses them for the ministry, or, in other 
words, that in the first place they may not be idle, 
and, secondly, that they may confine themselves within 
the limits of their office. Hence, as the apostleship 
depends on the calling, so the man who would be reck
oned an apostle, must show himself to be really such: 
nay more, so must every one who demands that credit 
be given him, or that his doctrine be listened to."(l} 

In summing up this point and giving our con

elusion we would say that here is a man who, by his own 

religious experience, and because of the times in which 

he lived, together with faithful and reverent study of 

the Scripture, was led to magnify the goodness and sov

ereignty of God in all his work. It has not been done 

at the expense of those exegetical methods described in 

the preceding chapters but rather by means of them. As 

far as his exegetical methods are concerned he has been 

true to them and they have been effective instruments in 

his skillful hands.(2} 

• • • • • • 

(l)Cor., I. p. 48. 
(2)In Harmony, III. p. 207, is to be found a very good 

illustration of Calvin's treatment of a passage which 
is an important one for the sacrament of the Lord t s 
SUpper. In connection with it he states the 
by which he interprets a sacramental passage, 



-268-

Now in all this we do not mean to say that 

Calvin may not occasionally have gone too far. At times 

he seems to be almost over-ready to bring up this sub

ject of God's providence. In connection with Acts 28:1 

one is taken somewhat by surprise when he says about the 

viper that fastened itself to Paul's hand: qNeither did 

the viper come out of the sticks by chance; but the Lord 

did direct her by his secret counsel to bite Paul, be

cause he saw it would turn to the glory of his Gospel.n 

(1) Now what Calvin says may be true enough, but one 

can understand how the skeptical reader might find an 

opportunity to criticize. 

If the reader should desire further evidence 

of Calvin's fairness in the treatment of doctrinal pas

sages we would refer to the following pages of his works: 

Harmony, I. P• 255; John, II, pp. 64, 119, 219; Cor. 

II. p. 192 ff.; Romans, pp. 142, 183. On the problem 

of faith and works we would suggest: Harmony, II. p. 174 

• • • • • • 

he gives his definition of a saerament: "It must be 
acknowledged, that a sacrament consists of a visible 
sign, with which is connected the thing signified, 
which is the reality of it. It must be well known 
on the other hand, that the name of the thing signi
fied is transferred to the sign; and therefore, no 
person who is tolerably well acquainted with Scrip
ture will deny that a sacramental mode of expression 
ought to be taken metonymically.n 

• • • • • • 
(l)Acts, II. P• 409. 
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where he calls it a "useless c.ontroversy"; Romans, 

pp. 90 and 91; and Galatians, p. 152. 

It might be added that on most points of doc

trine there would be no reason for bias in Calvin's 

time as the issues in his day were not those of our time 

as found in the so-called "modernist-fundamentalist" con-

troversy. ( 1) Calvin's battle was against the allegor- ~, 

/
1 

ists, against the doctrine of works, and above all simply 

against spiritual darkness and human wickedness which was 

due to a great extent to a dearth of Scriptural teaching. 

Calvin's aim was, therefore, first of all a practical \ 

one. With the exception of his dealing with a few in

dividual heretics, it was unnecessary for him to make 

his primary exegetical aim the defense of a doctrine. 

He may have defended doctrines in his other works but 

his commentaries are remarkably well-balanced in this 

respect. His goal was to bring men into fellowship with 

God--that they might know his grace and his power.(2) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Scha.ff, VII. p. 533 says: "Calvin emancipated exe
gesis from the bondage of dogmatism. He was remark
ably free from traditional orthodox prepossessions 
and prejudices, being convinced that the truths of 
Christianity do not depend upon the number of dicta 
probantia." 

(2)J. Vernon Bartlet and A. J. Carlyle in their study 
of "Christianity in History" make this significant 
reference to Calvin, p. 512: "Calvin's real service 
to theology was not his system but his method, in 
deliberately making the idea of God determinative 
in theology." 
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E. His Interpretation of Old Testament Quota
tions and References in the New Testament. 

Calvin's understanding of Hebrew idioms in 

the New Testament has been discussed in an earlier chap-

ter.(l) The present investigation will be limited to 

his treatment of passages which contain quotations from 

the Old Testament and those which refer to the fulfil-

ment of prophecy. 

In explaining the use of Psalm 102:25 ff. in 

the first chapter of Hebrews Calvin remarks: 

"This testimony at first sight may seem to be un
fitly applied to Christ, especially in a doubtful 
matter, such as is here handled; for the subject 
in dispute is not concerning the glory of God, but 
what may be fitly applied to Christ. Now, there is 
not in this passage any mention made of Christ, but 
the majesty of God alone is set forth. I indeed al
low that Christ is not named in any part of the 
Psalm; but it is yet plain that he is so pointed 
out, that no one can doubt but that his kingdom is 
there avowedly recommended to us. Hence all the 
things which are found there, are to be applied to 
his person; for in none have they been fulfilled 
but in Christ, such as the following,--'Thou shalt 
arise and have mercy on Sian, that the heathens may 
fear thy name, and all the kings of the earth thy 
glory 1 • Again,--'When the nations shall be gathered 
to~ether, and the kingdoms, to serve the Lord'. 
Doubtless, in vain shall we seek to find this God 
through whom the whole world have united in one 
faith am worship of God, except in Christ."(2) 

This appears to be a most sane interpretation, showing 

Calvin's care in determining the connection of the pas-

(l)Ante, p. 180. 
(2)Heb., p. 4'7. 

• • • • • • 
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sage in its original context as well as its application 

in Hebrews. 

On the use of PsaLm 45:6 ff. in verse 8 Calvin 

takes into account its historical setting. "It must in-

deed be allowed, that this Psalm was composed as a mar

riage song for Solomon; for here is celebrated his mar

riage with the king of Egypt." Then Calvin goes on to 

add: "But it cannot yet be denied but that what is here 

related, is much too high to be applied to Solomon.---

Whosoever will read the verse, who is of a sound mind and 

free from the spirit of contention, cannot doubt but that 

the Messiah is called God.----Farther, that I may not con

tend about a word, whose throne can be said to be estab-

lished for ~, except that of God only? Hence the 

perpetuity of his kingdom is an evidence of his divinity." 

(1) 

The saneness and the genius of Calvin as an 

interpreter of such passages finds no better demonstra

tion than in verses 5, 6~ and 7 of chapter two of the 

same book: 

"He again proves by another argument that Christ 
ought to be obeyed; for the Father has conferred on 
him the sovereignty of tbe whole world, while the 
angels are wholly destitute of such an honour. It 
hence follows that none of the angels should stand 
in the way of his pre-eminence who alone possesses 
supremacy. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Heb., pp. 45, 46. Cf. Westcott 
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"But first, the Psalm which he quotas must be ex
amined, for it seams to be unfitly applied to Christ. 
David there mentions the benefits which God bestows 
on mankind; for after having contemplated God's power 
as manifested in heaven and the stars, he comes to 
man, among whom the wonderful goodness of God appears 
in a peculiar manner. He does not, then, speak of 
any particular person, but of all mankind. To this 
I answer, that all this affords no reason why the 
words should not be applied to the parson of Christ. 
I indeed allow that man was at first put in possession 
of the world, that he might rule over all the works of 
God; but by his own defection he deserved the loss 
of his dominion, for it was a just punishment for 
ingratitude as to one thus favoured, that the Lord, 
whom he refused to acknowledge and faithfully to wor
ship, should have deprived him of a right previously 
granted to him. As soon, then, as Adam alienated 
himself from God through sin, he was justly deprived 
of the good things which he had received; not that 
he was denied the use of them, but that he could have 
had no right to them after he had forsaken God.-----

ttThis foundation being laid, it is evident that 
God's bounty belongs not to us until the right lost 
in Adam be restored by Christ.----

"----If men, then, are precluded from all God's 
bounty until they receive a right to it through Christ, 
it follows that the dominion mentioned in the Psalm 
was lost to us in Adam, and that on this account it 
must be restored as a donation. Now, the restoration 
begins with Christ as the head. There is, then, no 
doubt but that we are to look to him whenever the 
dominion of man over all creatures is spoken of.•(l) 

On the difficulty in connection with the exact 

exp+anation of the words in verse 7, Calvin answers those 

who object to the turn given them by the Apostle by say

ing, "It was not the Apostle's design to give an exact 

explanation of the words. For there is nothing improp

erly done, when verbal allusions are made to embellish 

a subject in hand, as Paul does in quoting a passage in 

• • • • • • 

(l)Heb., pp. 56-58. 



Rom. x.6, from Moses, 'Who shall ascend into heaven•, 

etc., he does not join the words 'he~en and hell' for 
/"''"~, 

the purpose of explanation, but as ornaments."(l) ('mlo-) 
',"," ,,,~'" // 

luck in his discussion of Calvin's doctrinal impartial-

ity has already observed his method and commended hLm 

for the freedom with which he judges such Old Testament 

citations.(2) 

Let us turn now to several passages in the 

Gospels and Pauline Epistles to see Calvin's method of 

interpreting the Messianic prophecies associated there-

with. 

That Calvin held to no narrow view of the 

function of the prophet is seen in his comments on that 

word in 1 Cor. 12:28. As used in that passage he takes 

it to mean, "not those who were endowed with the gift 

of prophesying, but those who were endowed with a pecu

liar gift, not merely for interpreting Scripture, but 

also for applying it wisely for present use." Calvin 

gives his reason for thinking so as this: "he (the 

Apostle) prefers prophecy to all other gifts, on the 

ground of its yielding more edification--a commendation 

that would not be applicable to the predicting of fUture 

events. 11 (3) 

• • • • • • 

(l)Heb., P• 58. See also p. 60. 
(2)See Calvin's Cdtmmentary on Joshua to which Tholuck's 

dissertation has been appended, P• 369. 
(3)Cor., I. P• 415 ff. 
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Now that which Calvin expressed in Corinth

ians, about the work of a prophet, is also true of his 

view of the Old Testament prophecies which are mentioned 

in the New Testament. That is, Calvin insists first of 

all on the proper understanding of the words of a prophet 

in their historical setting. Take for instance the quo

tation in Matthew 1:23 from Isaiah 7:14. Calvin begins 

by putting the verse in its original context which has 

to do with the siege of Jerusalem and the distress of 

Ahaz the king. Calvin continues: 

"The prophet is sent to assure him that God will 
protect the city. But a simple promise is not suf
ficient to compose his agitated mind. The prophet 
is sent to him, saying, 'Ask thee a sign of the Lord 
thy God; ask it either in the depth, or in the height 
above,' (Isaiah vii. 11.) That wicked hypocrite, 
concealing his unbelief, disdains to ask a sign. The 
prophet rebukes him sharply, and at length adds, 'The 
Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin 
shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his 
name Immanuel,' (Isaiah vii. 14.) 

"we expound this as relating to Christ in the 
following manner: 'You, the whole posterity of David, 
as far as lies in your power, endeavor to nullify the 
grace which is promised to you;' (for the prophet ex
pressly calls them, by way of disgrace, the house of 
David, Isaiah vii. 13;) 'but your base infidelity-
will never prevent the truth o~od from proving to be 
victorious. God promises that the city will be pre
served safe and unhurt from its enemies. If his word 
is not enough, he is ready to give you the confirmation 
of such a sign as you may demand. You reject both fa
vours, and spurn them from you; but God will remain 
steady to his engagement. For the promised Redeemer 
will come, in whom God will show himself to be fully 
present to his people."(l) 

• • • • • • 

(l}Harmony, I. p. 101. 
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Thus Calvin gives to the passage its imme

diate application as well as its larger significance 

which was to be realized in the Redeemer who was to 

come. 

Calvin's remarkable exegetical tact and im

partiality are shown in his treatment of that difficult 

quotation from Micah_5:2 ~n Matt. 2:6. He is f~ankly 

aware of the difference in reading between the words as 

found in the Gospel and those of either the Hebrew or 

Septuagint. He goes on to say: 

"It ought always to be observed that, whenever any 
proof from Scripture is quoted by the apostles, 
though they do not translate word for word, and 
sometimes depart widely from the language, yet it 
is applied correctly and approximately to their 
subject. Let the reader always consider the pur
pose for which passages of Scripture are brought 
forward by the Evangelists, so as not to stick tool 
closely to the particular words, but to be satis- . 
tied with this, that the Evangel :l s:t~.n~y~~-t~.!"~}lre 

·~§..cr~~ll:.~.Jl:;l.to .a ... dif'ferent me~ing, but apply it 
c~!".r!~:tlY..~in.itfL.~t.iY~ Jttfilai1ii1g• But while it was 
their intention to supply with milk children and 
'novices' (I Tim. iii. 6) in faith, who were not 
yet able to endure 'strong meat', (Heb. v. 12,) 
there is nothing to prevent the children of God 
from maki~ careful and-diligent inquiry into the 
meaning o~pcripture, and thus being led to the 
fountain by the taste which the apostles afford."(l) 

He then proceeds to deal with the prediction itself. 

Now from such examples as this it is evident 

how tar Calvin has gone in applying scientific exe

getical methods, even in places where the tendency to 

• • • • • • 

(l)Har.mony, I. p. 133. 



dogmatic bias is perhaps greatest. No less a writer 

than Broadus has called attention to the same point 

that we have found in the Reformer when he remarks, 

ttit was common among the Jews of :that age to interpret 

in quoting."(l) 

On such a passage as Matt. 8:17 Calvin openly 

calls attention to the fact that Isaiah was not there 

speaking of miracles, but of the death of Christ. He 

says, uThis prediction has the appearance of being in

appropriate, and even of being tortured into a meaning 

which it does not bear." He then goes on to give the 

explanation: 

"Now, what is undoubtedly spoken about the impuri
ties of the soul, Matthew applies to bodily diseases. 
The solution is not difficult, if the reader will 
only observe, that the Evangelist states not merely 
the benefit conferred by Christ on those sick per
sons, but the purpose for which he healed their dis
eases. They experienced in their bodies the grace 
of Christ, but we must look at the design: for it 
would be idle to confine our view to a transitory 
advantage, as i~he Son of God were a physician of 
bodies. 0 (2) 

C/ ... 
In connection with the 0 rr tc> s. 7T A '1 i we:! 

of Matt. 13:35 Calvin declares that, "Matthew does not 

mean, that the psalm, which he quotes, is a prediction 

which relates peculiarly to Christ, but that, as the 

majesty of the Spirit was displayed in the discourse 

of the Prophet, in the same manner was his power mani-

• • • • • • 

(l)Cf. Broadus ad loc. 
( 2)Harmony, I. p. 251. 



fasted in the discourse of Christ."(l) 
cl' c r <":. .~ 

On John 12:38 I l. "';. a A (J r tJS. H (t"-0( c. t>u 

't' o u 7T f 0 ¢> ? T 0 cJ "T }.Iff w-8 ll etc., Calvin writes: 

"John does not mean that the prediction laid a neces
sity on the Jews; for Isaiah (liii. 1; Rom. x. 16) 
uttered nothing but what the Lord revealed to him 
from the secret treasures of his purpose. Indeed, 
it must have happened, though the prophet had not 
spoken of it; but as men would not have known what 
should take place, if God had not testified by the 
mouth of the prophet, the Evangelist places before 
our eyes in the prediction, as in a mirror, what 
would otherwise have appeared to men obscure and al
most incredible."(2) 

In Romans 9:2? where Paul refers to Isaiah 

10:22 f., Calvin proceeds to expound the passage in the 

light of both its original and its present contexts. 

"Because the prophet prophesied that of his time, we are 

to see how Paul doth rightly apply it to his purpose." 

(3) 

For other illustrations of Calvin's method of 

interpreting Old Testament references in the New Testa

ment we would refer to his comments on the following 

passages: Matt. 2:18, 23; Luke 1:1?; 24:27; Matt. 27:35; 

John 2:16; 19:36, 3?; Rom. 4:1?; 5:14; 9:28, 29; I Cor. 

1:19; 2:9; II Cor. 4:13; and Hebrews 5:5; 10:1. 

Let us now sum up our observations with respect 

to Calvin's interpretation of such passages. First of 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, II. p. 129. 
(2)John, II. p. 40. 
(3)Romans, p. 275. 
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all, it is clear that he insists on a proper historical 

understanding of prophecy. He believ~<i that the words 

of the prophets had a practical application for their 

own time~ and. then the larger fulfilment in 9hrist. ( 1) 
·---·~--.--4. -·------~~----~----~-"~---~-~~~-----~~ -·~-------~"~~·~-·~ ·-·-·····"·~--- ~- --· "" ""'"•.}. 

In the second place Calvin does not attempt to force 

New Testament writers but seeks to understand them. 

Sometimes, indeed, they make a quotation or reference 

merely for embellishment using a passage in a sense some

what different from that which was given it in its orig

inal setting. Furthermore it causes Calvin no trouble 

or anxiety to find that some passages are not quoted ex-

actly or even correctly. However, he does proceed to 

show that the use which the New Testament writers have 

made of the Old Testament has been in all cases a legit

imate one and that the problem of the exegete is to 

understand rightly their thought and purpose. 

In all of this it will be seen how far Calvin 

has gone in the way of anticipating modern views on Mes

sianic prophecies. It is clear that while he insisted 

on the reality of Messianic prophecy he also required 

that a passage should be allowed a significance for those 

to whom the prophets addressed their words. 

Lest anyone be led to think that the Reformer 

• • • • • • 
(l)Cf. Farrar, p. 346 ff. and Schaff, VII. P• 534, who 

especially emphasize this point. 
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never made any mistakes or that he is a perfect model 

we only need to refer to Gilbert who urges the charge 

that Calvin was "much too desirous to get from Scripture 

the doctrines he had been taught at Paris or had later 

learned from the writings of Augustin."(l) In support 

of this charge he refers to Calvin's use of Scripture 

in setting forth the doctrine of the person of Christ 

in his Institutes. Of the six New Testament references 

cited (we have counted eleven) Gilbert objects to three 

of them because of their obscurity.(2) With two of 

these Gilbert appears to be justified in his objection 

but we are unable to see that Acts 20:28 has any connec

tion with the passage cited in the Institutes.(3) Gil-

bert's only other ground is the difference of opinion of 

modern commentators over the proper reference of the pro-

noun "this" in I John 5:20. He admits that John 20:28 

• • • • • • 

(l)Gilbert: The Interpretation of the Bible, p. 213. 
(2)Ibid., p. 216. We are in doubt as to Gilbert's ref

erence that there are only six texts used by Calvin. 
We have counted no less than eleven with the possi
bility of a twelfth. We note them as follows: Rom. 
9:33; 14:10, 11; Eph. 4:8; Heb. 1:6, 10; John 1:1,14; 
II Cor. 5:10; Rom. 9:5; I Tim. 3:16; Phil. 2:6; I 
John 5:20; I Cor. 8:5, 6 and John 20:28. See Insti
tutes, I. 13.11. 

(3)The three cited by Gilbert as obscure are Rom. 9:5; 
I Tim. 3:16, and Acts 20:28. It is not without rea
son that he eliminates the first two but we are un
able to see that Acts 20:28 has anything to do with 
the passage. It may be a typographical error but we 
have not found the solution of the reference in con
nection with any of Calvin's other citations. 
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and Phil. 2:6 "appear to give some support to the tra-

•• ditional doctrine. To this we would add Rom. 9:33, 

14:10 and 11; Eph. 4:8; Heb. 1:6 and 10; John 1:1 and 

14; II Cor. 5:10, and I Cor. 8:5 and 6, which are also 

cited by Calvin; and not without good reason as an ex

amination of these passages will show. Thus the force 

of Gilbert's statement is somewhat lessened when his 

reasons and proofs are put to the test. 

However it is not our purpose to show that 

Calvin was entirely free from dogmatic bias. Such would 

be very difficult if not impossible. In fact, such an 

attempt would only arouse suspicions as to the impar

tiality of the investigator. We are frank to admit that 

occasionally Calvin departs from the excellent principles 

which he usually follows. 

We are interested in the conclusion of Fuller-

ton, who has made a rather careful study of Calvin's 

interpretation of Old Testament prophecies referred to 

in the New Testament. His conclusion is that 11he (Cal

vin) confined his typologizing to theoretical statements 
·--·~··"'~ -- ~~~ -"- ~------~~-

and general examples, whereas his exegesis was always 

concerned with the literal and historical meaning of the 

passage." Fullerton then adds: "This means that Calvin's 

principle of exegesis really triumphed over his dogmatic 
...-~-~··-~~-""·-~·--"-~""-~'" 

theories. Too much emphasis can scarcely be laid upon 
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this fact."(l) 

Considering the times which he followed, and 

the times in which he lived, it is remarkable the 

exegetical works of the Reformer are so free from dog-

matic bias. 

We are now ready to consider, 

F. His Interpretation of Parables. 

It is a commonly recognized principle that in 

the interpretation of a parable the intention and funda

mental thought are to be sought first of all. In the 

light of this, one is then ready to proceed to the inter

pretation of its several parts.(2) Trench in "Notes on 

the Parables" in discussing the principles to be fol

lowed says: 

"It will much help us in this matter of determining 
what is essential and what not, if, before we attempt 
to explain the particular parts, we obtain a firm 
grasp of the central truth which the parable would 
set forth, and distinguish it in the mind as sharply 
and accurately as we can from all cognate truths 
which border upon it; for only seen from that middle 
point will the different parts appear in their true 
light.ft(3} 

Now this is exactly the rule laid down by Cal

vin. On John 15:1 the Reformer cautions his reader: 

"First, let him remember the rule which ought to be 
observed in all parables; that we ought not to examine 

• • • • • • 

(l)Fullerton: Prophecy and Authority, PP• 159, 180. 
{2)Cf. Immar, p. 220 ff.; also Terry, pp. 281, 282. 
(3)Trench: Notes on Parables and Miracles, P• 35. 
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. 
minutely every property of ~ ~~ but only to 
take a general view of the object to which Christ 
applies that comparison."(l) 

In connection with the parable of the Prodi-

gal Son in Luke 15, Calvin remarks: 

"Although in parables (as we have frequently observed) 
it would be idle to follow out every minute circum
stance, yet it will be no violence to the literal 
meaning, if we say that our heavenly Father not only 
pardons our sins in such a manner as to bury the re
membrance of them, but even restores those gifts of 
which we had been deprived; as, on the other hand, 
by taking them from us, he chastises our ingratitude 
in order to make us feel ashamed at the reproach and 
disgrace of our nakedness."(2) 

Calvin has already pointed out the setting and the in

tention of the parable. 

"This parable is nothing else than a confirmation of 
the preceding doctrine. In the first part is shown 
how readily God is disposed to pardon our sins, and 
in the second part----is shown the great malignity 
and obstinacy of those who murmur at his compassion." 
(3) 

Calvin has observed Christ's principle in His 

interpretation of the parable of the Sower. 

"Christ explains the parable to his disciples simply 
----. The general truth conveyed is, that th~ 
trine of the Gospel, when it is scattered like seen, 
is not everywhere fruitful; because it does not alway 
meet with a fertile and well cultivated soil."(4) 

So with the parable of the tares, Calvin be

gins by ascertaining the object which Christ had in 

• • • • • • 

(l)John, II. p. 107. 
(2)Harmony, II. p. 349. 
(3)Ibid., p. 343. 
(4)Ibid., p. 113 • 

. -:::;;:;:;;;::::-



view. Of course he goes on in each case to consider 

the various,parts, but not with a view to finding a 

meaning or an application tor every minor detail.(l) 

In interpreting the parable of the Prodigal Son Calvin 

is tempted to draw 

parts but he desists: 

rtain analogy from one of its 

"But as I am afraid that this allusion may be 
thought overstrained, I shall satisfy myself with 
the literal meaning; not that I disapprove of the 
opinion,---, but that I now confine myself within 
the limits of a Commentator.~~ 

We need not go further. We believe the ex

amples cited adequately and properly represent our author. 

Other illustrations may be found in connection with al

most any of the parables of our Lord. We would refer to 

the following parables in particular: the hidden treas

ure (3), the talents (4), and the good Samaritan (5). 

The chief point which we would emphasize in Calvin's 

method with parables is his insistence upon and adher

ence to that principle which is well established and 

commonly accepted, namely, that a parable should be in

terpreted in the light of its intention and its fUnda

mental thought. 

• • • • • • 

(l)Har.mony, II. p. 118 tt. 
(2)Ibid., II. p. 344. 
(3)Ibid., p. 131. 
(4)Ibid., p. 439 
(5)Ibid., III. p. 55. 



G. His Interpretation of Miracles. 

we come now to a brief consideration of Cal-

vin's interpretation of miracles. Our first observa

tion is that Calvin, true to his exegetical methods, 

accepted the records as he found them and made no ef

fort to find a natural explanation for that which, as 

he saw it, was intended by the author as being super

natural. In discussing the star in the second chapter 

of .Matthew, Calvin is not at all satisfl. ed with ex

planations which make it a natural star because "it 

may be inferred from the words of Matthew, that it was 

not a natural but an extraordinary star."(l) 

In Christ's stretching out his hand and heal

ing the leper in Matt. 8, Calvin saw "an expression and 

token of infinite grace and goodness. What we indolently 

read, and coldly pass by, cannot be duly weighed without 

great astonishment. The Son of God was so far from dis

daining to talk to a leper, that he even stretched out 

his hand to touch that uncleanness."(2) 
------ ..;.;;;:;.:;;.;;..;;;;.;;..,;;;;=---.;;;.. 

On the raising of the son of the widow of 

Ifain, Calvin observes that 11The reason which induced 

Christ to restore the young man to life was, that he 

saw the widow bereft of her only ~' and had compassion 

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, I. p. 129. 
(2}Ibid., p. 3?4. 
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on her."(l) One, however, might seriously question an 

additional meaning which Calvin draws from it: "we 

have here a striking emblem of his freely bestowed com

passion in raising us from death to life." This much 

might be legitimately drawn from the passage by way of 

application but one doubts that Jesus had any such 

thought in mind when he healed the young man. When Cal

vin adds, 0 By touching ~ coffin he intended perhaps 

to show, that he would by no means shrink from death 

and the grave, in order to obtain life for us," he 

comes very near to laying himself open to the charge 

of spiritualizing or allegorizing--a thing which we have 

already seen he so much detested in others. 

But that Calvin's interpretation of a miracle 

was usually in harmony with his method, we refer in con

clusion to his comments on the feeding of the five thou

sand in John 6. In summing up the meaning of the miracle 

he makes three points. The first is that this miracle 

uhas this in common with the ct her miracles, that Christ 

displayed in it his Divine power in union with benefi

cence. a The second, "Besides, Christ plainly showed 

that he not only bestows spiritual life on the world, but 

that his Father commanded him also to nourish the body." 

And lastly, "Again, Christ did not provide great deli-

• • • • • • 

(l)Harmony, I. p. 385. 



cacies for the people, but they who saw his amazing 

power displayed in that supper, were obliged to rest 

satisfied with barley-bread and fish without sauce." 

(1) We find nothing in these that is out of harmony 

with his general exegetical methods or with any special 

points to be considered in interpreting miracles. He 

ever keeps in mind Christ's immediate purpose in per

forming miracles. This comes first of all, as we have 

seen. After that come other related as well as signif

icant points, such as the proof of his Deity, or certain 

demonstrations of his Father's will and character, or 

some lesson to the people on humility, faith, sin, etc. 

H. SUmmary and Conclusion. 

In this chapter we have endeavored to set 

forth Calvin's exegetical methods as applied to various 

types of passages. In his treatment of narrative and 

historical passages it was shown that Calvin does not 

try to make of them doctrinal passages; but by the ap

plication of his general methods he seeks to set forth 

in a clear and interesting style the intention of the 

author as developed and demonstrated in his writing. 

In so doing Calvin finds many points by way of applica

tion which are entirely in accord with the narrative. 

• • • • • • 

(l)John, I. pp. 230-231. 
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His sense of perspective and his appreciation or the 

relative value of various portions or Scripture, as 

well as liis general method, were especially in evidence 

in his Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles. 

In considering his interpretation of argu

mentative passages, Calvin was found to be very much at 

home. With his keen intellect and well trained mind he 

shows extraordina~J ability in grasping and expounding 

those portions of Scripture which are argumentative in 

character. 

The result of our investigation or Calvin's 

interpretation of doctrinal passages was that Calvin 

has shown him:.elf to be remarkably free from any bias 

that warps or twists his exegetical procedure. It is 

true that he exalts the grace of God; but if it is 

rightly understood in the manner in which Calvin him

self presents it and in connection with the times in 

which he lived, this is to his credit rather than dis

credit. Because of his unusual spiritual and moral 

qualifications, and by means of his sound exegetical 

methods, he has thus made a splendid contribution not 

only in exegesis but also in theology. 

Our next point had to do with Calvin's treat

ment of Old Testament quotations and references in the 

New Testament. It was seen that the Reformer followed 

a proper line of procedure in insisting on studying 
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such references in their historical connection. He did 

not hedge on difficulties, but rather took an open and 

reasoning stand on such matters, often finding the key 

to the solution of such problems in a study of both the 

old and new contexts. In fact we must admit that in 

many respects Calvin has anticipated the more recent 

view of Messianic prophecies in requiring that a passage 

be allowed a real meaning for its original speaker and 

audience as well as its more remote and perhaps fuller 

meaning as demonstrated in the New Testament dispensa

tion. 

The fifth point of our discussion brought out 

the fact that in the interpretation of parables, the 

Reformer has followed the common and well established 

principle that details of a parable should be subordi

nated to and understood in the light of its intention 

and fundamental thought. 

Lastly, we have seen how Calvin gave to mir

acles the place naturally accorded them by the writer 

or by the one who perfdrmed them. Calvin noted first 

of all how they were often the natural expression of 

Christ's love and compassion when he came into contact 

with human need. Along with this other points were 

made by way of interpreting their significance in re

lation to the whole of Scripture and of doctrine and 

faith. 
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We have now concluded our study of Calvin's 

exegetical methods. Inasmuch as we shall review our 

conclusions more completely in the chapter which fol

lows, it is sufficient to say for the present that 

this study of his methods in their particular applica

tion has resulted in an additional confirmation of our 

previous estimate of his general methods. Truly we 

have found in John Calvin an exegete of the foremost 

rank. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 



CHAPTER XI 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

As stated at the outset, the aim of this 

thesis has been to estimate the contribution of John 

Calvin to the exegesis of the New Testament. Having 

pursued our investigation according to the delimitations 

set forth at the beginning, we are now ready to sum up 

our findings and record our conclusions. 

This study has been divided into two parts. 

In the first part was sought the answer to the question, 

How was Calvin qualified for the work of interpreting 

the New Testament? In the second part we took up the 

quest in order to ascertain, i¥hat were Calvin's exeget

ical methods and ~! __ ~i~-h~-apg!z~~~E:~? Throughout the 

entire study we have constantly been in contact with 

the life and writings of the Reformer. Even in studying 

his qualifications frequent reference was made to his 

exegetical writings and thus we were placed in a position 

to estimate and criticise the man as an interpreter. 

FUrthermore, we have been measuring Calvin 

with respect to the times which preceded him, the times 

in which he lived, and with respect to those w~ich fol

lowed. We have had occasion to note more than once how 

this sineenth century interpreter used the very methods 
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which modern exegetes insist are to be applied in ex

pounding Holy Writ. Let us now hastily retrace the 
.. 

various steps of our study in order that with our minds 

refreshed on the important points, and the breadth of 

our view extended, we may be prepared to draw our final 

conclusions. 

Calvin's physical qualifications. To our amazement it 

was found that, in spite of a frail body that endured 

much pain and sickness as well as continuous and rigor

ous discipline, John Calvin was able to rise above his 

physical infirmity, and to produce an amount of work 

of a quality that has seldom, if ever, been surpassed. 

That he had a tremendous capacity for work is seen by 

the extent of his writings, the variety of his labors, 

the conditions under which he worked, as well as by the 

length of his life. Taken all in all, there can be no 

doubt but that the physical handicaps, the trying con

ditions under which he worked, and the tribulations of 

his ministry went far to qualify our author in an ex

traordinary w~y for his task as an exegete. In th~m we 

may find the source of much of his spiritual insight 

into and sympathetic appreciation of the Sacred Writers. 

Coming to the next chapter we set ourselves 

to determine Calvin's intellectual qualifications. ~he 



quality of his mind was revealed in his constant readi

ness to observe, in his extraordinary ability to per

ceive, ih the excellency of his memory, in his effective 

use of imagination, 1n his most unusual mental grasp, 

in h~ sound judgment and delicacy of taste, an~y no 

means least, in his powerful use of reason. When one 

adds to this the fact that Calvin showed himself to be, 

to a remarkable degree, an independent and discriminating 

thinker, who was orderly and systematic in his habits of 

work, and who demonstrated an aptness to teach that was 

uncommon, he has ample justification for the conclusion 

that John Calvin was qualified in a superior manner to 

be an illuminating as well as a reliable interpreter 

of Scripture. 

His educational qualifications were our next · 

concern. Calvin had a body that showed an amazing ca

pacity for work and a powerful mind; how did he use 

them to prepare himself with a store of knowledge that 

would stand him in good stead as an exegete? As a youth 

he was faithful and obedient to his father who provided 

him with opportUnities for study 1n accord with his fair 

social position and moderate financial resources. He 

was fortunate as a student in having some Qf the best 

teachers of his time as his instructors, among whom were: 

Maturinus Corderius, who gave him a good grounding in 
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Latin grammar and rhetoric; a certain Spaniard (unknown) 

o~ considerable attainments, under whom Calvin made such 

progress that he le~t the rest o~ the class behind in 

the Grammar Course; Peter De l•Etoile, the ~irst French 

lawyer o~ that period; Andrew Alciat, the Ital.ian lawyer 

who was ranked by Beza as the greatest lawyer o~ his 
0 

age; and Melchior W).mar, a German humanist who gave Cal-

vin his start in the study o~ Greek. We were especially 

interested in Calvin's training for law because it went 

far to qualify him for the handling of exegetical and 

theological arguments. 

As to Calvin's linguistic attainments, they 

were ~ourfold. He wrote as well in Latin as in his 

native French. As a writer of the latter he is recog

nized as one of the founders o~ the modern French prose 

style. His Latin was admiPable for its purity ~d ac

cura~y. With regard to the original languages of the 

Bible he was a master of Hebrew as well as o~ Greek. 

This gave him a double advantage when working with either 

Testament. That he made ~se of his knowledge of both 

oi these languages when working in either field we have 

already shown. 

Our next consideration was Calvin's knowledge 

of the Scriptures. His knowledge in this respect may 

be characterized as broad and general as well as specific 

and detailed. Calvin seldom if ever lost sight of the 
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context of a passage and was continually drawing on 

other portions of Scripture for help in understanding 

a particular passage. A::·, set of commentaries covering 

most of the Bible ought to be fecognized as a witness 

to his familiarity and grasp of the Sacred Word. Our 

whole study has been as another voice increasing nhis 

volume of testimony to the extent and character of the 

Reformer's acquaintance with the Bible. 

To the foregoing we added also his acquaintance 

with other branches of learning. His knowledge of his

tory, of geography, of chronology, of antiquities, of 

politics, and of philosophy was such as to be a con

siderable asset to him as an interpreter; as for~he 

writings of the Church Fathers, he was perfectly at 

home in them; his knowledge of Greek literature was 

thorough, intimate, and constantly ready for use. The 

same can be said of the Latin writers. Calvin refers 

to the Greek and Latin writers frequently, and to the 

Church Fathers even more often. It is only to be ex

pected that he would know the Schoolmen and Papists. 

Of this there is almost more evidence than one would de

sire. Nevertheless, we are indebted to Calvin for the 

manner in which he withstood the errors and opposition 

of his enemdes and thus helped to preserve for us a 

better heritage of liberty and truth. 
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As a concluding observation on his educational 

qualifi~ations we were interested to note his travels 

and wide acquaintance. It cannot be doubted but that 

these gave a breadth of vision to his mind and a variety 

to his sympathies and interests that>.rwent far to set him 

in a position of influence not only in his own times, 

but in the centuries which were to followl His times 

helped to produce him; conversely, he did much to change 

his times. In view of the valuable changes which he 

wrought, he has, therefore, made a permanent and worth

while contribution to the succeeding centuries. Educa

tionally, Calvin, although lacking the advantage of 

more recent discoveries, was well qualified for his 

task. 

In Chapter V we undertook to set forth Calvin's 

spiritual and moral qualifications. It was seen first 

of all that in his religious experience are to be found 

those elements that are so essential for the one who is 

to expound a religious book. In his It " conversion , in 

the utter devotion and loyalty of the man to God, in 

his relations with his friends as counselor and guide, 
II tJ 

in his position as pastor and shepherd of the sheep , 

in his work as a reformer in the city of Geneva,--in 

these is to be found the secret of much of his under-

standing of the trials, the opposition, the sorrows, 
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the disappointments, the joys, and the blessings of 

life·as experienced by the men and women in the Holy 

Scripture as well as by those who wrote about them in 

those books. 

If we add to this Calvin's honesty, fairness, 

and desire for truth, his tender affection, his over

flowing enthusiasm for the Scripture, his reverence for 

God, his love of Christ, his communion with the Holy 

Spirit, and last, but by no means least, the integrity 

of his life, we realize that in Calvin we have the saint 

as well as the scholar. A man who could die with his 

conscience free or having twisted or used a single pas

sage of Scripture out or its proper connection, as he 

himself said, and one or whom it could be said that his 

" life was as easy to slander as it was difficult to 

" emulate 1 deserves to be recognized as having to a very 

unusual deg-ree that qualification which is too frequent

ly neglected in the interpreter of Scripture. 

In Chapter VI we discussed four indirect 

qualifications of Calvin as an interpreter. In the 

first it was seen that he had many obstacles to over

come in the traditions and methods that had come down 

from the past. Even in the Fathers of the Early Church 

there was much that was unsound in matters of method. 
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To this the Middle Ages had made little or no contri

bution so that before there could be a Reformation of 
• 

the Church there had to be first of all a reformation 

as to principles and methods of exegesis. 

For this change there were certain favorable 

circumstances in the spirit of Calvin's own age. This 

was our second point. The Renaissance had brought a 

revival of interest in the Greek and Latin classics. 

The printing press had contributed by making possible 

new editions of Greek authors, and especially signifi

cant was the publication of the Greek New Testament. 

This, together with the pioneer work of Erasmus and 

Reuchlin, the leading Greek and the leading Hebrew 

scholars, had opened the way for a new study of the 

Scriptures in the original. If we add to this the spir

i~ of liberty and the quickening of religious life that 

was spreading through western Europe from the impulse 

that it had received from Luther in Germany, we have 

a situation well prepared for one to come on the scene 

and produce a piece of work that would contribute to 

the value and permanencet·of the Reformation itself. 

In this way Calvin was indirectly qualified for his 

work. L~ing back to his exegetical heritage, we would 

say that it tended to disqualify anyone for the work of 

interpreting the Bible. Calvin, therefore, had to be 

independent and discriminating in his use of the past. 
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The third indirect qualification took us 

back again to the writings of Calvin. The question was 
• 

raised as to whether Calvin's view of the Scriptures 

was of such a nature as to hinder his exegetical process 

and bias his results. On the basis of Calvin's state-

menta in his Institutes and on the basis of his treat-

ment of Scripture in his commentaries, it was clear 

that Calvin did lay down the premise of unconditional 

belief in them; but that this was not the rigid view 

that others have sometimes represented him as holding, 

is seen by the fact that variations in textual readings, 

minor discrepancies and inconsistencies, and questions 

of authorship, give him no trouble. His is the gram

matico-historical method. It appears also to be a fair - ---~,~-~·~"~~'"-~,,~, .. ,~"' 

statement that Calvin looked upon ~he_§c:r~!p:t;1~J·es as a 

11'-.~JW .. fl. to an end. That end was a practical one having 

to do with life and especially man's relation to God. 

Because of this open and reasonable, yet deeply sympa

thetic, attitude toward Scripture we belive he has ful

filled a most necessary qualification for the true in

terpreter of the Bible. 

As a final consideration we attempted to show 

that with regard t~is exegetical aims he would measure 

up to the standards that even the modern exegete would 

lay dovm. His ultimate aim, as already suggested, was 

a practical one. His intermediate aim might be consi4ered · 
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that of formulating and teaching sound doctrine, but 

his ~ediate a~ was "to show forth the mind of the 
n writer • 

In view of the evidence, we cannot but con• 

elude that John Calvin was admirabl¥ qualified to make 

a contribution to the exegesis of the New Test~ent. 

Having discussed the problem of his qualifi

cations in Part One, in Part Two we attempted to follow 

Calvin as he perfo~ed his work. Our investigation 

was concerned with his exegetical methods. 

In Chapter VIII w~ observed that Calvin usu

all7 ~egins his commentaries by a section entitled the 

"argum~nt" in which he introduces the reader to the 

book, giving the general plan and purpose of the writing. 

Br so doing he reveals his own grasp of its contents and 

demonstrates a sound principle of exegetical procedure. 

With regard to Calvin's attention to textual problems, 

not mnch can be said because in his day textual criticism 

was only in its infancy. However, our author was alert 

to textual problems and treated t~em as far as his lim

ited textual apparatus would allow. His method at least 

was sound and within the l~its indicated his attention 

to such questions helped to place his exegetical work 

on a sounder textual basis. 
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A most important part of our study had to do 

with Galvin's attention to the grammatical sense of a 

passage. Frequently our author applied the method of 

analyzing a sentence into its various parts. From this 

he would proceed to take up matters related to case, 

mode, tense, person and number, and gender. We would 

mention especially the fact that with the tenses Galvin 

has shown a remarkable degree of penetration. He has 

o!"ten_!!~~eci t~~!~~~~~!m~ng, in spite o~Ji~,ac!!9.U.~~~~ 

much unsound ~r~at;tca:t,,~~!',~,~9:~~, .. ?f his ... , ~!Y. 

A very significant discovery was the amount 

of attention given to, and the skill which he fiisplayed, 

in revealing the meaning of words. Not infrequently 
' is he aided in understanding a word by searching into 

its derivation. But most important is the fact that it 

is his habit to investigate the usage of a word for its 

particular meaning. At this point his intimate, thorough, 

and fir.st-hand knowledge of classical literature, of 

the Septuagint, and of the Greek New Testament, all 

combine to make the method of attending to linguistic 

usage a very reliable and valuable tool in his hands. 

Because of his familiarity with Hebrew forms and phrase

ology he is prepared to render adequately Hebrew idioms 

in the New Testament. Likewise his practical under• 

standing of grammar and his extended studies 

as well as sacred literature went far in 
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to jnt~rpr,t properly the prepositions used by the New 

Testament writers. The same may be said of his render• 

ing of S'JD.Onyms. 

Although there are indeed not a few limitations 

to Calvin's works. and not infrequently he passes over 

significant words and phrases. and sometimes is mistaken 

in the conclusions which he draws. ~et on the whole Cal

vin has made a real contribution to New Testament exe

gesis in the matter of sound exegetical methods. Espec

ially is this perceived when one compares the systematic 

process. and for the most part trustworthy results of 

the Reformer. with the allegorical wanderings and the 

hair-splitting inventions of the centuries which pre

ceded. We have also shown that Calvin has frequently 

anticipated the interpretations of modern exegetes. be

sides demonstrating a method that stands in a very favor

able light when judged by modern principles of herme

neutics. 

Chapter IX was a continuation of the study 

ot Calvin's general exegetical methods. The first sec

tion was given over to a discussion of one of the most 

outstanding methods if not ~ most oubstanding method, 

of the Reformer's exegesis; his attention to t':he context 

and connection ot thought. It was seen that Calvin 

almost never loses sight of the context. .IIe.c:l.tJI1l8.1ly 



begins with the immediate context. Then, if necessary, 

he draws upon the object and intention of the entire 

writing. Finally, he often finds very valuable light 

by turning to other parts of Scripture. All of these 

methods have commended themselves to us as being not 

only sound but profitable. These methods would not be 

disputed by any true exegete. In the application of 

them, it is recognized that Calvin excels. The reason 

for this, in part at least, may be traced to his keen 

intellect and his logical mind which by long and rigor

our discipline in classical and other studies, and in 

the study of law, had been developed and especially 

prepared to grasp the line of thought of a writing. 

Truly this is an outstanding feature, if not also one 

of the most conspicuous excellencies of Calvin as an 

exegete. 

From this we passed on to observe and comment 

on Calvin's use of helps. As to manuscripts and versions 

he was limited. His Greek text was probably a copy of 

the Complutensian Polyglot or one of the other editions 

published in the early part of the sixteenth century. 

The lexicons, concordances and grammars were undoubtedly 

very inadequate and in no way compare with the facilities 

at the disposal of the twentieth century student. Calvin 

made use of the works of others but he used them inde

pendently and discriminatingly. 
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Other contributing methods of Calvin were 

found to be his attention to the mind and spirit of the 

author, his attention to the background of a passage, 

his systematic order of procedure, and his attention 

to the character of the audience for whom his commentar

ies were intended. We were also interested in the schol

arly attitude of the man, his regard for the opinion of 

othe•s, his insistence upon holding to facts and sound 

reason, his frankness and directness, his unwillingness 

to be led astray into subtleties, and his simplicity, 

sympathy, and fairness. 

In Chapter X it was our aim to follow Calvin 

as he dealt with various types of passages. The results 

of this study of his methods as he applied them to nar

rative or historical passages, to argumentative and to 

doctrinal passages, to Old Testament references and quo

tations in the New Testament and to parables and miracles, 

went far to lend support to those conclusions which had 

been recorded in the earlier stages of our study. 

In this chapter we were especially interested 

in the question of dogmatic bias. It is very evident 

to the reader of Calvin's commentaries that he does 

emphasize the grace and sovereignty of God. But 

whole, when it is considered in the light of its 

freshness and in the light of Calvin's life and 
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this emphasis is to Calvin's credit rather than to his 

detriment. 

It was observed also that one of the out-

standing contributions of Calvin was his application 

of the grammatico-historical method to the interpreta

tion of; Messianic __ .P!'Q,P.b._QJ~.j._E;~;=i and other Old Testament 
,;.---~ .. ---... ~ .. - ·~"'-~·-~---- ~::<---:~ 

references. Although he may not have been altogether 

fr~-~-~J·~9!!t_~o~atic presupposition in handling such pas

sages, .nevertheless in most cases/1l.is exegetical prin-
,,_- ::/;~''''""'~ -~- "''' -~"~'-'"'-" ""'~'"~-

--~~-P!!!t Ji!l:~~-:q~~-~~99-~ have won a great victory over the 

tendenc1 of h!~ ....... ~~ .~d p~~ceding times to read i!J-.~2. 
"' ''"'·'11'>'>~'~"-"''' _,.,, -, ' ,., ' ' ,, '"'""-''•"1-·,,~--,"~•<'-•"''"'''v<' ~'"'" 

Scripture that which its interpreters desired to find 

there. 

In conclusion let us sum up briefly our 

answer to the question, What was the contribution of 

John Calvin to New Testament exegesis? We shall answer 

this question from three points of view: the times which 

preceded him, his own times, and those which have fol

lowed. 

With regard to the first Calvin's exegetical 

works with their gr~atical and historical method 

stand out in sharp contrast to the allegorical and 

scholastic interpretations of preceding centuries. Re 

was qualified for his work as no other person had been 

/ 
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since Augustine, and in many respects he surpasses 

the early Fathers in linguistic and scholarly attain

ments. Calvin was able to benefit by the advantage 

offered by the renewed interest in the Greek and Hebrew 

languages. We have seen how he seized this opportunity 

and made good use of it. 

In his day Calvin was without a rival as an 

interpreter of Scriptures. 

gate as well as the leading 

tion. In his intellectual, 

He is the outstanding axe

theologian of the Refo~-~ 
educational, moral and 

spiritual, as well as in certain other indirect quali

fications, he was equipped for his work as no other 

person of that time. His contribution was a practical 

one as the church historian well knows. Not only in 

Geneva but in many places throughout Western Europe was 

the transforming influence of the Reformer felt. Calvin 

had interpreted the Scriptures for the man in the street 

as well as for the scholar in the pulpit and classroom. 

By his attention tQ> the gr~atical sense, by his at

tention to the context and connection of thought, and 

by his use of other sound methods of exegetical procedure, 

he was able to lay open the treasures of the Bible that 

all might share them and that the Holy Writings might 

do their work of bringing light irito dark places. 

Luther and Beza came nearest to Calvin, but in compari""', 

son the first made only a beginning, and the latteJ~~• 



who followed Calvin, was greatly indebted to him and 

fell far short of being his equal. 

Finally, wha.t is Calvin's contribution to the 

succeeding centuries and to our own times? Are his works 

of permanent value? Are they worthy of attention by the 

twentieth century student of the New Testament? 

It stands to reason that a man who has shown 

himself to be such an able pioneer is worthy to be con-

sulted by those who come after him. MOreover, as we 

have shown, John Calvin has followed the very principles 

and methods that are considered most important by New 

Testament scholars of our own time. His method was a 

most valuable and permanent contribution and because 

of the soundness of his procedure his exegetical results 

are worthy to stand in company with those of more recent 

writers. In fact Calvin has not infrequently anticipated 

the work of the nineteenth and twentieth century inter-

preters. On his use of the context and connection of 

thought in expounding Scripture it is most difficult 

to find his equal. 

Furthermore, when one considers the man, his 

personal character, his religious experience, his various 

qualifications, together with his scholastic and practi• 

cal attainments, he commands the deepest respect and 

admiration and deserves therefore to be given a fore-
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most place among the exegetes of all times. 

In the light of our findings, the assertion 
tt of Preserved Smith, that Calvin's exe,ge,sis slumbers 

" in fifty volumes in d~f!«tJ"Ved neglect, is not only un-

fair to Calvin, but is unworthy of its author, and mis

leading to the student of Scripture and the student of 

history.(l) 

Such commentaries as those of Calvin on Romans, 

the Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, and Hebrews, and 

on his Harmony of the Gospels, as well as his others,· 

are worthy of a place in an expositor's library and 

can be consulted frequently with profit. 

In the field of New Testament exegesis it 

may be said, therefore, that John Calvin has made a 

most valuable and noteworthy contribution. 

• • • • • • 
(l)See Preserved Smith: The Age of the Reformation, 

(192Q ), P• 569. From his reference to
11
Calvin in 

his Essays in Biblical Interpretation (1921), 
P• 83, we would judge that in this later writing 
his for.mer statement should be somewhat modified. 

That Calvin is not neglected, neither deserving 
of neglect is indisputably attested by the fact 
that he has been so frequently consulted by modern 
exegetes. One does not have to turn many pages 
before the name of Calvin appears in the works of 
such interpreters as Meyer, Westcott, Lange or Sanday. 
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Year Date 

1531 May 26 

1532 

April 

1533 August 

October 

Nov. 1 

1634 

May 4 

:May 
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Age Event 

21 Death of Calvin's father. 

Received degree of Licentiate in Law. 

Left Bourges, went to Paris. 
Entered College Fortet, Paris. 

22 Up to this time he was 11far more 
concerned about classical scholar
ship than about religion." 

Read Greek with Pierre Danes and 
began Hebrew with Fran~ois Vatable. 

Commentary on Seneca's "De Clementia." 

Returned to Orleans and read law. 

24 Visited Noyon. 

24 Back in Paris. 

24 Cop's Inaugural Address. Cop and 
Calvin fled to escape seizure. 

"Conversion" probably took place 
between April 1632 and November 
1633. 

24 Visited Lefevre who had just pub
lished his revised translation of 
the Bible in French. 

24 Resigned chaplaincy At Noyon and 
his rectorship at Pont l'Eveque. 

Arrested but released shortly. 

Published 0 Psychopannychia''. 

Fled to Strassburg and thence to 
Basel. Received by Myconius, 
Viret and Bullinger. 

tJ 

25 Under guidance of Sebastian Munster, 
Calvin gave himself to the study of 
Hebrew. 
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CHRONOLOGY OF CALVIN'S LIFE 
1509---1564 

Year Date 

1509 July 10 

1521 May 

1523 August 

1527 Sept. 

1528 March 

1529 July 

Autumn 

1530 

Age Event 

Born at Noyon, in Picardy, France. 

12 Appointed to a chaplaincy in the 
cathedral at Noyon. 

14 Sent to Paris. 

18 

Attended the College de la Marche, 
at that time under the regency of 
Mathurin Cordier. 

Removed to College de Montaigu, 
where he studied under a renowned 
Spaniard to whom he was indebted 
for much sound training in dialec
tics and scholastic philosophy. 

Given the church of St. Martin de 
Marteville. Had begun to study 
Scriptures and dissent from Roman 
worship. 

18 Removed from Paris to Orleans to 
study law under l'Etoile. Advanced 
particularly in classical knowledge. 
"Among his friends here was Melchior 
Wolmar, a German schoolmaster and a 
man of exemplary scholarship and 
character. n 

20 Changed to the cure of Pont L'Eveque • 
. 

Went to Bourges to continue studies 
under the brilliant Italian lawyer, 
Andrea Alciati, professor of law in 
the university. 

21 Wolmar followed Calvin to Bourges 
where he taught him Greek and intro
duced him to the study of the New 
Testament in the original. See Pref 
ace to Calvin's Co:mmentary on II Cor. 



Year Date Age Event 

1535 Aug. 23 26 First edition of his Institutes of 
the Christian Religion. 

l53h April 26 Visit to court of Renee, duchess of 
Ferrara. 

August 27 Began his work in Geneva. 

Alliance between Berne and Geneva. 

Drew up his Catechism. 

1537 Jan. 15 27 Articles on Holy SUpper, Public 
Singing, Religious Instruction for 
Children, and on Marriage. 

March 

July 20 

Anabaptists driven out of Geneva. 

28 Senate and people of Geneva declared 
their adherence to leading doctrines 
and discipline of the Christian re
ligion. 

28 Published letters on Shunning 
Idolatry and on the Popish Priest
hood. 

1538 Jan. 12 28 Geneva School Program. 

1539 

Trouble between Geneva and Berne 
over certain ritual matters. 

Apr. 23 Calvin and three of his colleagues 
ordered to quit the city for re
fusing to administer the sacrament 
in the Bernese form. 

Sept. 8 

Sept. 1 

28 Calvin went to Strassburg. 

29 Preached first Strassburg sermon 
and remained three years. 

Attended Charles V's conference on 
Christian reunion at Frankfort. 

30 Reply to Cardinal Sadolet. 

Revised and enlarged his Institutes. 
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Year Date Age Event 

1539 Nov. 18 30 Commentary on Romans. 

1540 

Tract on the Lord's Supper. 

Appeared at Hagenau and Worms as 
delegate from Strassburg. 

Present at diet at Regensburg where 
he deepened his acquaintance with 
Melanchthon and for.med with him a 
friendship which lasted throughout 
life. 

Aug. 31 Married Idelette de Bure (widow 
with a son and a daughter). 

1541 Sept. 13 32 Yielded and returned to Geneva 
where he was received with en
thusiasm. 

Nov. 20 

1542 

July 28 

1543 

1544 

June 30 

Revised edition of Catechism in 
French. 

Geneva adopted the Ordinances of 
1541. 

32 Persecution of Protestants in France. 

Plague and famine in Geneva. 

Controversy with Sorbonnists. 

33 Only son, Jacques, born to Calvins
lived only a few days. 

33 Plague and famine in Geneva. 

Published four books on free will. 

Trouble with Sebastian Castello. 

34 Castello ordered to quit city. 

Wrote short treatise (100 pp.) on the 
Necessity of Reforming the Church. 

Wrote treatise against Anabaptists 
and Libertines. 



Year Date 

1545 

1546 Jan. 24 
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Age Event 

35 Diabolical conspiracy of plague 
spreaders in Geneva, 28 burned, 
3 quartered. 

Waldensian persecution. 

Dispute with Osiander over Lord's 
Supper. 

Other troubles • 

36 Commentary on I Corinthians. 

Trouble makers convicted. 

August 1 37 Commentary on II Corinthians. 

1547 

July 26 

1547 Dec. 16 

Burden for churches in Germany which 
had been reduced to dire extremities. 

Trouble with Perrin--incident in the 
Court of the Two HUndred. 

Wrote his antidote to the Council of 
Trent. 

38 Gruet, a free-thinker beheaded in 
Geneva. 

38 Calvin secured the release of Maigret 
who was convicted of plotting with 
French government. 

1547 to 1550 Years of defense by Calvin and of 
much ridicule and meanness by his 
opponents. 

1548 38 More trouble with Perrin and his 

Feb. 1 

party. 

Commentaries on six of Paul's Epistles. 

Treatise called the Interim. 

Exposure of Judicial Astrology. 

1549 March 29 39 Death of Calvin's wife. 

May 23 Commentary on Hebrews. 
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Year Date Age Event 

1549 Nov. 29 40 Commentary on Titus. 

1550 

:Feb. 17 

July 1 

Dec. 25 

1551 Jan. 24 

Dec. 23 

1552 

1553 Jan. 1 

oct. 27 

1554 

1555 

March 

40 "Tranquil enough, insofar as re
gards the Church." 

Commentary on I Thessalonians. 

Commentary on II Thessalonians. 

41 Commentary on Isaiah. 

41 Commentaries on the catholic Epistles. 

Death of Calvin's friend Bucer. 

0 The wickedness of the factions 
broke out the more .furiously." 

4.2 Bolsec banished for opposing 
predestination. 

42 More trouble from the Bolsec affair. 

43 Commentary on John's Gospel. 

44 Servetus burned as a heretic. 

"The whole of the year spent in 
contention with the wicked." 

44 Working on Commentary on Genesis. 

More trouble from Bolsec, Castellio 
and others. 

45 Strife in Geneva died out. 

Aided in establishing churches in 
Poland. 

Calvin secured ejection of Bolsec 
from Berne. Bernese threatened to 
burn his books. 

Burdened by the martyrdom of Latimer, 
Ridley, and Crammer in England. 

"Five devoted martyrs---burned with 
great cruelty at Cambray." 



Year 

1555 

Date Age 
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Event 

More trouble from a certain lawyer 
and heretic, Matthew Gribald. 

August 1 46 Commentary on a Harmony of the 
Gospels. 

1556 46 Calvin seized with ague while preach-

155'7 

July 25 

Feb. 13 

July 22 

1558 Jan. 

October 

1558 

1559 June 5 

ing. 

Trip to Frankfort to allay dissen
sions in French church. 

4'7 Commentary on I and II Timothy. 

4'7 Poor health 

Commentary on Hosea 

48 Commentary on Psalms "with a truly 
valuable Preface". 

Grieved by cruel persecution of the 
godly at Paris--21 martyrs. 

48 Perpetual confederation entered into 
by Geneva and Berne. 

More persecution in France. 

Heresy of Tritheists arose. 

49 Calvin seized with fever which con
tinued 8 months and exhausted his 
body. Refrained from preaching or 
lecturing but spent days and nights 
dictating. 

49 Last Edition of the Institutes in 
both Latin and French. 

49 The Academy organized in Geneva. 

Bohemian Waldenses sought his 
counsel. 

June 49 Geneva fortifications strengthened. 
Pope Paul IV. had said~ "to smother 
the snake in its nest.• 

commentary on the Minor Prophets. 



Year 

1560 

Date 

July 10 
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Age Event 

50 Death of Henry II. on Calvin's 50th 
birthday saved Geneva from attack. 

A year full of difficulties. 

August 1 51 Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles. 

1561 51 Commentary on Daniel. 

1562 52 Huguenot wars in France. 

1563 

July 23 

1564 

Feb. 6 

Mar. 10 

Mar. 24 

Mar. 25 

Calvin's step-daughter, Judith, dis 
honored him by her immoral conduct. 

53 Calvin's diseases had increased. 

"wore out his amanuenses by dictating 
to them, though unfatigued himself." 
Beza, p. 82. 

Commentary on the Four Last Books of 
Moses. 

54 Commentary on Jeremiah and Lamenta
tions. 

Began Commentary on Joshua. 

54 Finished Commentary on Joshua. 

Delivered his last sermon. 

Beza and friends called on him in a 
body. Calvin spoke to them: "My dear
est brethren, I feel much obliged to 
you for your great anxiety on my ac 
count, and hope that in fifteen days 
I will be present for the last time at 
your meeting; for I think that by that 
time the Lord will manifest what he 
has determined to do with me, and that 
the result will be that he is to take 
me to himself." Beza, p. lxxxiv. 

54 Present at the "censure of manners" 
referred to above. 

Much fatigued from the previous day. 



Year Date 

1564 March 27 

March 31 

April 2 

Age 
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Event 

Went up to senate-house: "I feel 
that I am now in this place for the 
last time." Beza, p. lxxxv. 

Last appearance among the congregation. 

Carried to church in a chair (Easter 
Day). Beza says: "He received the 
Lord's SUpper from my hand, and sung 
the hymn along with the others, though 
with tremullus voice, yet with a look 
in which joy was not obscurely indi 
cated on his dying countenance.n p.lxxxv. 

April 

April 

April 

:May 11 

May 19 

May 27 

May 29 

25 

26 

27 

Made his will. 

His will signed by a group of friends. 

Little Council visited Calvin's sick
room. 

Wrote to his old friend Farel. 

Ate with his brother ministers for 
last time. 

At about 8 o'clock in the evening he 
quietly passed away. 

After a simple service attended by the 
senators, pastors, professors "and 
almost the whole city" he was buried 
in the common cemetery of Plein Palais, 
"with no extraordinary pomp, and, as 
he had commanded, without any grave 
stone." 

Age --54 years, 10 months, and 17 days. 

Notes~ 
1. See Senebierts list of Calvin's Commentaries which 

may be found in Calvin's Commentary on Genesis, 
Vol. I, p. XViii. 

2. Most of the commentaries have been dated according 
to the date of their dedicatory Epistle. 

3. Beza has been followed for many of the other dates 
and events. cr. also Walker's uLife of Calvin". 

I 

.J 
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