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LESSON SIX – The Reformed Faith & John Calvin: The Early Years 

 

The Reformed Faith  

- In the period 1521-1531, as we have seen, the Reformation took deep root in 

Germany and Switzerland, displayed great spiritual and theological energy and also 

affected many other countries as we will see in future lessons.  

- By contrast, the period 1531-1541 saw the Reformation losing some of its 

momentum. The great reformist movement was becoming more and more confused 

and divided, with the lasting split between Lutherans, Reformed and Radicals and 

disagreements even within each camp.  

- Many devout Westerners who had been attracted to the Reformation felt their 

enthusiasm grow cold; if the price of rejecting the papacy was a descent into chaos, 

they were not willing to pay.  

- Meanwhile, Roman Catholic persecution of Protestants made people think twice 

before embracing a faith that could swiftly lead them to an agonizing death.  

- Roman Catholic civil authorities had burnt the .irst Lutheran martyrs at the stake at 

Brussels in the Netherlands in 1523 and many other Protestant martyrdoms 

followed.  

- Roman Catholic countries banned and burnt Protestant books too; it could be a 

dangerous business just trying to .ind out what Luther and Zwingli were saying. 

Moreover, the Roman Church was beginning to revive its spiritual power under Pope 

Paul III (1534-1549).  

- Fear of the Radical wing of the Reformation also deterred many from embracing 

Protestantism. In 1534-1535, a Radical revolution in the city of Munster, in north-

western Germany, shocked the educated and ruling classes of Western Europe to the 

marrow.  

- The humanist priest and scholar Bernard Rothmann (1495-1535) introduced the 

Reformation into Munster in 1529, winning over the vast majority by his preaching. 

- Until 1533, indeed, it seemed that Munster was simply going the same way as most 

of northern Germany and becoming Lutheran. That same year, however, Rothmann 

renounced his belief in infant baptism.  

- The news that a whole city had embraced the Radical Reformation brought Radicals 

.locking to Munster from all over the Holy Roman Empire, especially from the 

Netherlands where they were being persecuted severely.  
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- By February 1534, a group of Radical fanatics had usurped Rothmann’s leadership of 

the Munster Reformation. Two men led the group: Jan Mathys, who reputedly 

received direct personal guidance from dreams and visions and claimed to be the 

prophet Enoch; and Jan Beukels of Leyden, Mathys’s most beloved disciple.  

- Mathys and Beukels declared Munster the New Jerusalem. After Mathys’s death in 

April 1534. Beukels had himself crowned king of the city, abolished private property 

and ruthlessly executed opponents of his regime.  

- The death penalty for blasphemy, adultery, disobedience to parents, theft and 

begging was imposed. In the last few months of Beukels’s reign in 1535, he 

introduced polygamy, with the full support of Rothmann, the other preachers and 

the women.  

- Throughout this entire period of Radical rule, Munster was under siege by its Roman 

Catholic prince-bishop, Franz von Waldeck and his troops. Conditions inside the 

besieged city were increasingly desperate, and Waldeck’s men killed without mercy, 

anyone who tried to leave.  

- Finally, after 16 months of intense misery, Munster was betrayed to the besieging 

army in June 1535 by a Radical – Heinrich Gresbeck – whose faith in the “New 

Jerusalem” had crumbled.  

- Gresbeck showed the Roman Catholic troops how to gain entrance to the city. They 

slaughtered most of the inhabitants (including Rothmann). As for the few who 

survived, Beukels himself included, Waldeck put them on trial and had them 

tortured to death with great cruelty.  

- Munster was a supreme disaster for the Radical Reformation. From now on, all 

Roman Catholic and almost all Protestant authorities assumed that all Radicals were 

violent enemies of social stability and Christian morality, plotting to overthrow the 

established order and introduce communism and polygamy.  

- Governments persecuted them with a savage ferocity and the bulk of peace-loving 

Radicals suffered grievously for the sins of a fanatical few.  

- But the cause of Luther and Zwingli suffered too. Men blamed the Magisterial 

Reformers and their revolt against Rome for having unloosed the storms of 

revolution which led to Munster.  

- Despite what could be seen as its temporary loss of momentum, however, 

Protestantism recovered in the 1540s in a massive way, through the extraordinary 

growth and consolidation of its Reformed wing.  

- Apart from the Scandinavian countries and most of northern Germany, Lutheranism 

began to be supplanted in one region after another by Reformed Christianity, which 

became the cutting edge of Reformation in Europe.  

- This astonishing development was not the work of a single man, but undoubtably 

there were .ive key .igures who more than any others helped to articulate the 

Reformed vision: Ulrich Zwingli, Heinrich Bullinger, Martin Bucer, Peter Martyr and 

John Calvin.  
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Martin Bucer 1491-1551 

- Born in Selestat (at that time in south-western Germany, now part of France), he 

became a Dominican friar in his youth, drank deeply of the Christian humanism of 

Erasmus and devoted himself to the early 

church fathers.  

- The Heidelberg disputation in April 1518 won 

him over to Luther’s cause. Bucer soon after 

abandoned the Dominican order in 1521 and 

married an ex-nun, Elizabeth Silbereisen in 

1522.  

- After being excommunicated by the Roman Catholic Church in 1523 for his 

“Lutheran” preaching, he .led to Strasburg where he swiftly took over leadership of 

the reform movement in the city.  

- Bucer produced Strasburg’s new Protestant liturgy in 1524 and by 1530 had become 

president of the city’s “Church Council.” 

- Under Bucer’s guidance, the Strasburg Reformation steered a middle path between 

Zwinglian and Lutheran, but leaned more Lutheran.  

- Bucer was at Zwingli’s side during the Marburg council, where the Lutheran and 

Reformed branches .inally went their separate ways.  

- After the council, Bucer began to lean towards a more traditional view of the 

eucharist than Zwingli had held.  

- Bucer argued that Christ’s body and blood are “exhibited” and “offered” through the 

bread and wine, so that believers do truly receive Christ by faith when they eat and 

drink. 

- Bucer even managed to secure agreement with Luther in 1536 in the Wittenberg 

Concord, which stated that Christ’s body and blood are truly and objectively given 

“with” the bread and wine and are received even by the unworthy.  

- Bucer’s quest for harmony with Lutherans was typical of his lifelong passion for 

Christian unity, of which he was the outstanding advocate among 16th century 

Protestants.  

- Chie.ly this was unity among all forms of the Magisterial Reformation, but Bucer was 

also committed to dialogue with Roman Catholics. He was willing to learn even from 

the Anabaptists, despite .inding them a distasteful bunch.  

- Bucer’s ecumenism .lowed from the way in which the Church occupied an ever more 

central place in his theology. He dissented from the state control of the Church that 

had marked the Reformation up till then; for Bucer, the Church was a divine 

community, quite distinct from the state and Christ was the Church’s only Lord and 

Head. 

- Bucer believed that Christ exercised this Lordship and Headship in the Church 

through special of.ices of ministry which were set down in Scripture.  
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- Bucer was not entirely clear or consistent on the number of these of.ices, but he 

mentions most often the pastor, the elder and the deacon, sometimes adding the 

teacher and the evangelist.  

- Through these ministries, the Holy Spirit animated the Church as Christ’s body to 

carry out its mission, which Bucer de.ined as evangelism, pastoral care and moral 

discipline. The Church was a community in which the Word and sacraments, love 

and discipline, prevail. Discipline .igured increasingly in Bucer’s view of Church life, 

and he insisted that excommunication was the prerogative of the pastors and elders 

and not the magistrate.  

- Martin Bucer lies at the foundation of what would become the Reformed view of the 

Church and its government and ministries.  

- Bucer’s theology of the Church was allied to a theology of society. Christianity was 

not merely a personal affair, nor even merely a Church affair, but something that God 

intended to pervade life in its totality.  

- Bucer envisaged society as a “Christian commonwealth” in which Church and state 

cooperated to establish the Lordship of Christ over all society’s affairs.  

- This outlook .lowed in part from Bucer’s Erasmine humanism; he accepted 

Erasmus’s ideal of the rebirth of human life and culture.  

- The Church, Bucer argued was subject to the state in all matters where the state was 

responsible for community life; in turn the state was subject to the Church in that 

magistrates should consult Church leaders for their views on the moral principles 

which underlie social and political life.  

- This partnership and mutual subordination of the Church and the state was, Bucer 

believed, Christ’s way of permeating society with His in.luence, so that the whole of 

human life would be gradually re-ordered on the basis of service to one’s neighbor. 

- Bucer’s concept of the Christian commonwealth was expressed most completely in 

his De	Regno	Christi	(Concerning the Kingdom of Christ), written in 1550 when 

Bucer was in England – the word was dedicated to the young English King Edward 

VI.  

- Bucer also contributed richly to the growth of Biblical scholarship and Biblical 

preaching among Protestants.  

- From the earliest days of the Strasburg Reformation, lectures on the Bible were 

delivered in German to enthusiastic audiences of ordinary people. Bucer himself 

lectured on the Gospels, the Psalms and the Pastoral Epistles; these lectures were 

then published as commentaries.  

- As a good German humanist, Bucer advocated the grammatical-historical method of 

Biblical interpretation, emphasizing that each Biblical writer should be studied on 

his own terms, seeking to discover the distinguishing features of each prophet or 

apostle’s own individual teaching.  

- Alongside this, Bucer also placed a primary emphasis on the interpretation of 

Scripture that the early Church fathers held; they, Bucer believed, were the 

guardians in a general sense of the correct understanding of the Bible.  
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- Bucer’s fruitful career in Strasburg came to a sudden end in 1548, when Holy Roman 

Emperor Charles V, having defeated the Protestant Schmalkaldic League on the .ield 

of battle, enforced a religious settlement on Germany known as the “Augsburg 

Interim.” Bucer opposed the Interim as too Roman Catholic and was compelled to 

leave Strasburg.  

- The English Reformer, Archbishop Cranmer, invited Bucer to settle in England; Bucer 

accepted and arriving in 1549, taught theology at Cambridge University.  

- He had signi.icant input into Cranmer’s second Book of Common Prayer. Having 

struggled with ill health for some time, Bucer died and was buried in England in 

1551. 

- Other leading Strasburg Reformers were Caspar Hedio (1494-1552), Wolfgang 

Capito (1478-1541) and Jacob Sturm (1498-1553).  

Peter Martyr Vermigli 1499-1562 

- Another illustrious Reformer who taught in Strasburg between 1543 and 1547 was 

Peter Martyr Vermigli (1499-1562).  

- Born in Florence, Italy, he joined the 

Augustinian friars in his youth becoming an 

ardent disciple of Augustine’s theology, as well 

as a walking treasury of knowledge on the 

early church fathers in general.  

- The period between 1530-1542 saw Vermigli 

occupying several leadership posts in his Augustinian order within Italy, at Spoleto, 

Naples, and Lucca.  

- Two things happened to Vermigli during this time. First, he became acquainted with 

the writings of the Reformers and second, he became part of the Catholic reforming 

circle of the Spanish humanist, Juan de Valdes.  

- For a while, Vermigli was content to be a Catholic Evangelical, enjoying the support 

of the great Catholic Evangelical leader, Cardinal Gasparo Contarini.  

- Summoned to appear before the Augustinian’s governing body on suspicion of 

heresy. Vermigli .led from Italy in the summer of 1542, now an avowed Protestant. 

He settled in Strasburg where he taught Old Testament studies for four years and 

became an intimate friend of Bucer.  

- From 1547-1553, Vermigli was in England at the invitation of Archbishop Cranmer, 

teaching theology at Oxford and helping to reform the English Church. 

- When Roman Catholic Mary Tudor became queen in 1553. Vermigli was placed 

under house arrest but his Roman Catholic arch-enemy, Stephen Gardiner, bishop of 

Winchester, persuaded Mary to let Vermigli return unharmed to the Continent.  

- At .irst, he went back to Strasburg, but the once Reformed city was now dominated 

by strict Lutherans under the leadership of Johann Marbach. 

- Finally disgusted with Lutheran hostility and intolerance, Vermigli left Strasburg in 

1556 to become a professor of Hebrew in Zurich at the invitation of Bullinger.  
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- His last great public act before his death was to lead the Protestant delegation (along 

with Calvin’s right-hand man, Theodore Beza) at the Colloquy of Poissy in 1561.  

- This was intended to heal the divisions in France between Protestants and Roman 

Catholics and remarkably it managed to draft an agreed joint statement on the 

Eucharist. Eventually, however, the colloquy failed through the obstinacy of the 

majority of Roman Catholic delegates. 

- Peter Vermigli’s immense impact on his fellow Protestants came chie.ly in three 

ways: 

1. Vermigli	wrote	a	number	of	Biblical	commentaries	which	were	admired	as	

models	of	Reformed	exposition	for	the	next	200	years.	Most	in�luential	was	his	

1558	commentary	on	Romans.		

2. Soon	after	Vermigli’s	death,	a	French	Reformed	pastor	named	Robert	Masson	

trawled	through	Vermigli’s	commentaries	and	gathered	together	a	mass	of	

quotations	arranged	under	topical	headings	as	a	systematic	theology.	Entitled	

Loci	Communes,	it	became	one	of	the	standard	Reformed	textbooks	of	doctrine	

for	the	next	100	years,	perhaps	second	only	to	Calvin’s	Institutes	in	its	fame	

and	in�luence.		

3. Along	with	Calvin,	Vermigli	crafted	the	Reformed	doctrine	of	holy	communion	

into	its	�inal	form.	He	did	this	especially	in	his	Defense	of	the	Ancient	and	

Apostolic	Doctrine	of	the	Most	Holy	Sacrament	of	the	Eucharist	(1559),	which	

was	aimed	against	the	Roman	Catholic	view	and	his	Dialogue	Concerning	the	

Two	Natures	in	Christ	(1561),	aimed	at	the	Lutheran	doctrine.	The	�irst	of	

these	tomes	has	been	called	the	greatest	single	work	on	the	Lord’s	Supper	

from	the	entire	Reformation	era.	Calvin	said	of	Vermigli’s	writings	on	the	

eucharist,	“Peter	Vermigli	brought	the	entire	doctrine	to	perfection,	leaving	

nothing	more	to	be	desired.”1	

- Vermigli placed the Lord’s Supper in the context of union with Christ and argued 

that the Supper was a visible sign through which Christ and His believing people 

were bound together in the Holy Spirit.  

- Although the bread and wine were nothing but symbols in themselves, they became 

through the Spirit an instrument with effect, for these symbols are not only signs of 

Christ’s body and blood, but also instruments the Holy Spirit uses to feed us 

spiritually with the body and blood of the Lord.  

- To those who asked why the sacraments were needed at all since believers had the 

Spirit, Vermigli responded that human beings were not naked spirits but also 

creatures of .lesh and blood.  

- Just as the eternal Son of God did not save us from the heights of heaven but became 

.lesh on earth, so He communicated Himself to us through visible material forms, 

through the water of baptism and the bread and wine of the eucharist.  

“We	understand	our	union	with	Christ	to	embrace	not	only	spirit	and	soul,	but	also	

body	and	�lesh.	No	wonder,	then,	that	the	old	(early	Church)	fathers	said	that	in	the	

Lord’s	Supper	not	only	are	our	soul	and	spirit	made	alive	by	the	�lesh	and	blood	of	
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Christ,	but	also	our	body	and	�lesh	are	fed	from	that	source,	and	restored	more	�it	

and	�irm	for	doing	good	works,	by	which	Christ	is	served.”2	

- Vermigli, along with Calvin, staked out a distinctively Reformed understanding of the 

Lord’s Supper which put a clear distance between it and the Roman Catholic, 

Lutheran and Radical views.  

- Vermigli also cited impressive support from the early Church fathers to back up his 

view; he was perhaps unsurpassed among 16th century Protestants as a student of 

the fathers. 

Young Calvin – 1509-1535 

- John Calvin was born at Noyon in Picardy, north-eastern France in 1509, the son of a 

Church lawyer attached to Noyon Cathedral.  

- His social background was more “upper class” than 

Luther’s, something that helps account for the 

mature Calvin’s rather aloof, aristocratic 

personality.  

- Calvin’s father Gerard intended him to enter the 

Roman Catholic priesthood, so the youthful Calvin 

prepared himself by studying in Paris at the University of Paris from 1523-1528, 

.irst at the College de la Marche, where he learned Latin from one of its greatest 

teachers of the day, Mathurin Cordier.  

- After his arts course, Calvin moved to the College de Montaigu; one of his teachers 

here was the celebrated Scottish thinker John Major (1467-1550), a scholastic 

theologian in the via	moderna tradition.  

- Major was a strong conciliarist, rejecting any idea of the papacy’s absolute authority; 

but he was also a stern critic of Luther and Zwingli, especially their sacramental 

theology.  

- While a student in Paris, Calvin also formed a close friendship with Nicholas Cop, a 

zealous Christian humanist whose father was physician to the French king, Francis I 

(1515-1547).  

- This friendship was to have important consequences. In 1527, Calvin’s father 

quarreled with the canons of Noyon Cathedral and decided his son should not 

become a priest after all, but a lawyer.  

- So, Calvin now terminated his theology studies and became a student at Orleans and 

Bourges (central France). Here he also took pains to acquire the riches of the new 

humanist culture, learning Greek.  

- When his father died unexpectedly in 1531, this left Calvin free to abandon law and 

dedicate himself to Christian humanism at the College de France in Paris.  

- The College, .inanced by King Francis I, was a humanist paradise; among its 

lecturers were Calvin’s friend Nicholas Cop, and the great humanist and Greek 

scholar, William Bude.  
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- This brought Calvin into the circle of devout scholars who looked for inspiration to 

France’s greatest Christian humanist reformer, Jacques Lefevre d’Etaples.  

- At the college, Calvin mastered Hebrew as well as Greek and also wrote his .irst 

book, a commentary on a moral treatise called De	Clementia	(Concerning Mercy) by 

Seneca, the ancient Roman Stoic philosopher. It was published in 1532 and Calvin 

sent a copy to Erasmus. 

-  The book clinched Calvin’s reputation as a budding humanist scholar; but there was 

no hint in it that he had yet embraced the Protestant faith.  

- However, sometime between 1532 and 1534, Calvin passed over from Christian 

humanism into avowed Protestantism. We do not know exactly when or how it 

happened.  

- At any rate, Calvin later described his conversion like this, in the preface to his 

commentary on the Psalms: 

“Since	I	was	more	stubbornly	addicted	to	the	superstitions	of	the	papacy	than	to	be	

easily	pulled	out	of	that	deep	swamp,	by	a	sudden	conversion	God	subdued	my	heart	

(too	hardened	for	one	so	young)	to	a	teachable	spirit.	Thus,	having	gained	some	taste	

of	true	godliness,	I	burned	with	great	zeal	to	make	progress.	Although	I	did	not	give	

up	my	former	studies,	I	pursued	them	with	less	enthusiasm;	and	a	year	had	not	

passed	when	all	who	desired	this	purer	doctrine	�locked	to	me,	newcomer	and	

beginner	though	I	was,	in	order	to	learn	it.”3	

- We cannot be sure if Calvin had become a Protestant by November 1533, but he was 

at least committed to some kind of reform movement which got him into serious 

trouble.  

- On November 1st, 1533 Calvin’s friend, Nicholas Cop, gave a speech as a the newly 

appointed rector of Paris University. Cop used the occasion to issue a humanist call 

for reformation in the Church, attacking scholastic theology and quoting Erasmus 

and Luther with approval.  

- The speech caused an uproar among traditional Catholics and it provoked King 

Francis I into adopting a more repressive policy towards Protestants and their 

sympathizers.  

- Cop .led to the Swiss Protestant city of Basel; Calvin escaped from Paris disguised as 

a gardener and went into hiding in Angouleme (western France). 

- France became an even more dangerous country for Protestant sympathizers in 

1534, after citizens of Paris woke up on the morning of October 19 and found the 

city covered with posters condemning Roman Catholic mass as blasphemy and the 

Roman clergy as servants of the Antichrist.  

- The posters were the work of an extreme Protestant, Antoine Marcourt. The result 

was an outbreak of violent government persecution of French Protestants.  

- Now clearly a Protestant himself, Calvin followed Cop and .led to Basel, arriving 

there in January 1535. 
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- To justify his burning of Protestants, Francis issued a public letter in 1535 accusing 

French Protestants of being political rebels’ intent on overthrowing the government. 

- Calvin felt he must defend his persecuted brothers and sisters against this slander 

and in March 1536 he published a short book which he had been writing in 

Angouleme, called Institutes	of	the	Christian	Religion,	prefaced by an open letter to 

Francis I.  

- From that moment, the world regarded 26-year-old Calvin as the foremost champion 

of French Protestantism.  

- The book to which Calvin attached the letter, the Institutes, was an orderly summary 

of Christian doctrine and the Christian life as understood by Protestants.  

- It was the clearest, most elegant, and best-organized presentation of Reformation 

theology and spirituality which had yet appeared. The book sold well and a second 

edition (greatly enlarged) came out in 1539. Throughout his life, Calvin continued to 

expand and revise the Institutes; the .inal edition was published in 1559, and it 

became the standard textbook of Reformed theology.  

- The Institutes was a work of literary as well as theological brilliance, written in Latin 

and French; the French edition had a notable impact on the future development of 

the French language.  

The	�inal	1559	edition	of	the	Institutes	was	divided	into	four	books.	Calvin	based	this	

four-fold	structure	on	the	Apostle’s	Creed,	with	its	four	central	assertions:	

Book	One	–	“The	Knowledge	of	God	the	Creator”	(“I	believe	in	God	the	Father	

almighty,	Creator	of	heaven	and	earth.”)	

Book	Two	–	“The	Knowledge	of	God	the	Redeemer	in	Christ”	(“And	in	Jesus	Christ,	His	

only	Son,	our	Lord.”)	

Book	Three	–	“The	Way	we	Receive	the	Grace	of	Christ”	(“I	believe	in	the	Holy	Spirit.”)	

Book	Four	–	“The	External	Means	or	Aids	by	which	God	Invites	us	into	the	Society	of	

Christ”	(“I	believe	in	the	holy	catholic	Church.”)	

- By setting out the Institutes like this, Calvin was making an important point: 

Protestants had not invented new doctrines of their own.  

- Calvin himself was one of the 16th century’s great students of the early church 

fathers; his writings over.lowed with quotes, especially from Augustine of Hippo. 

Calvin also had some familiarity with the great Catholic theologians of the Middle 

Ages.  

- The basic theology of the Institutes	was the Reformation gospel of salvation by God’s 

grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  

- Many people today associate the doctrine of predestination with Calvin in particular, 

as if he invented it, but this is a very serious misunderstanding of Church history. 

- Most of the great Western theologians of the Middle Ages held a form of 

Augustinianism, and all leading Protestant theologians of the Magisterial 
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Reformation stood with Calvin in teaching the doctrine of God’s sovereignty in 

salvation – because they had alike drunk deeply from the fountain of Augustine’s 

writings.  

- What divided the Protestant and Roman Catholic Augustinians was their differing 

views of the Church and it was in this area that Calvin made his outstanding 

contribution to the Reformation: 

The	Roman	Catholic	View:	This de.ined the Church as an outward and visible 

organization governed by the papacy, in which life-giving grace .lowed through the 

sacraments administered by the Roman Catholic priesthood. The Church was separate from 

the state and independent of state control, but entered into partnership with the state in 

order to create a Christian society. 

The	Lutheran	View:	This de.ined the Church as the spiritual body of all who were truly 

united to Christ by personal faith – a body infallibly known to God alone, and thus invisible 

to human eyes, with Christ alone as its head. The outward and visible Church of professing 

Christians and their children, characterized by the preaching of the gospel and the 

administration of the genuine New Testament sacraments of baptism and eucharist, was 

governed by the state – the Christian king, prince, or city council. The power of 

excommunication belonged to the Christian state, not to the Church. 

The	Anabaptist	View:	This saw the Church as the visible congregational fellowship of the 

redeemed, made up exclusively of those who had experienced conversion, to which they 

testi.ied by believer’s baptism and the Lord’s Supper. It was kept pure by the exercise of 

Church discipline, ultimately by the power of excommunication which belonged to the local 

congregation. The Church was separate from the state and must never enter into any 

partnership with the state.  

- Calvin rejected all three views, but took over elements 

from all three in setting out his own understanding.  

- He was not alone in his thinking; Martin Bucer had 

already set forth most of what Calvin was to say. However, Calvin said it with greater 

force, and moreover was able to put his and Bucer’s ideal into practical effect in 

Geneva, something Bucer had never managed to achieve in Strasburg.  

- Calvin agree with Luther that the true Church was the spiritual body of all believers, 

infallibly known to God alone. But he agreed with Rome that the outward visible 

Church (within which true believers were spiritually born and nurtured) was of 

supreme practical importance and must enter into partnership with the state in 

order to build a Christian society – Calvin accepted the concept of the Christian state. 

- He agreed with the Anabaptists that the Church should exercise internal discipline 

to ensure that its members were made up of those who professed the true faith and 

lived a Christian life. The power of excommunication, Calvin held, belonged to the 

Church and not to the Christian state.  
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- This view of Church and state and the relationship between them, has been called 

the Reformed-Catholic ideal and constituted a distinctive and powerful force within 

the Magisterial Reformation.  

- It saved most of the Reformed Churches from becoming merely departments of 

state, politically controlled – the condition into which the “statist” Lutheran 

Churches had drifted. Calvin’s exalted view of the visible Church found further 

expression in the distinctive system of Church government which he taught.  

- Calvin maintained that there were four permanent of.ices in the New Testament 

Church: pastor, teacher, elder and deacon. 

- The pastors led the public services of worship; their chief duties were expounding 

the Scriptures to a congregation, administering the two sacraments of baptism and 

communion and exercising Church discipline together with the elders.  

- The teachers were responsible for instructing people in Christian doctrine – the 

young in schools and those training for the ministry in theology colleges. They took 

no part in Church discipline.  

- The function of the elders was to help the pastors exercise moral discipline within 

the congregations.  

- All the pastors and elders of all the churches in a recognized district would meet as a 

consistory and together exercise a general spiritual oversight over the affairs of all 

their churches. The consistory had the ultimate power to being able to 

excommunicate for heresy or sinful conduct. 

-  In Calvin’s thinking then, the oversight of the Church was in the hands of presbyters 

– pastors, teachers, elders; and all the congregations of a particular region were 

subject to the authority of all their pastors and elders meeting together as a 

consistory. This form of Church government came to be called Presbyterianism.  

- The fourth of.ice of deacon did not share in ruling the Church by teaching or church 

discipline. Calvin distinguished two kinds of deacon: the .irst type managed the 

congregation’s funds; the second type looked after the poor and sick, administering 

a system of Christian social care (including medical care in hospitals).  

- All those nominated for any of the four of.ices required the approval of a 

congregation before they could assume their responsibilities within it by the 

congregation voting yay or nay.  

- As a result, lay members of Reformed Churches were far more active and took more 

responsibility in congregational affairs than the Lutheran laity did in their state-

controlled Churches.  

- Calvin’s differences with Luther over the doctrine of the Church extended to their 

views on holy communion. Building on the 

foundations laid by Bucer, Calvin agreed 

with Zwingli that Christ’s .lesh and blood 

were not physically present in the bread and 

wine; “This is My Body” meant “This 

signi.ies My body.”  
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- He also agreed with Zwingli that Luther’s Christology was wrong. Christ could not be 

omnipresent in His human body, as Luther argued; the risen body of the Savior was 

in one de.inite place, heaven, where it would remain until the second coming. 

However, Calvin agreed with Luther that in the eucharist there was a real reception 

of Christ’s body and blood.  

- For Calvin, Christ was present in the Lord’s Supper, not physically in the bread and 

wine, but in the power of the Holy Spirit. As the mouths of believers received the 

sacramental signs (bread and wine), the Spirit fed their souls with the things 

signi.ied (the body and blood of the cruci.ied and risen Christ).  

- Calvin’s view became the standard Reformed doctrine of communion.  

- Naturally, holding so positive a view of the believer’s communion with Christ in the 

Lord’s Supper, Calvin argued that the Supper was an integral part of the normal 

Sunday worship.  

- Calvin was never able to get his way on this in Geneva, owing mostly to opposition 

from the city magistrate, who did not want the awesome power of excommunication 

to receive the high pro.ile which weekly communion would inevitably give it.  

 

 

1 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, page 200-201 
2 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, page 201 
3 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, page 206 

                                                


