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I. The Doctrine 

1. The Contents Scripture 

At the time the the authority Holy Scripture 

in religious matters was tacitly accepted by all, Roman Catholic and 

Protestant alike, but this acceptance, although universal, was 

Views varied, example, upon the extent the 

canon and the nature its inspiration, so that there existed, even 

among the conceptions the authoritative 

value and scope Scripture. 

Calvin's distinctive view of the nature and source of the 

authority which Scripture possessed him can be inferred from a 

preliminary survey of his statements upon the canon and its inspir­

ation - especially if we ask how Calvin ascertains canonicity and 

what he understands by inspiration. 

The Canon 

The practical circumstances Calvin's historical and theological 

situation did not require him to elaborate upon the doctrinal 

and presuppositions which render Scri pture authoritative 

him, and explicit assertions upon the canon Scripture occur 

only in his works. The best known occurs in the eighth 

chapter of book IV of his 'Institution Chre'tienne' , where after 

paraphrasing several New Testament passages in which he shows that 

.God's message to man has been finally and perfectly expressed in the 
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personal revelation of Jesus Christ, Calvin then says that divine 

truth is now located in the canonical books of the Bible: 

'Que ce nous soit done une conclusion que nous 

ne devons tenir en l'Eglise pour Parole de Dieu, que ce 

est contenu en la Loi et aux puis aux 

ecrits des et qu'il n'y a nulle autre fafon de 

bien et dCment enseigner en l'Eglise, que de rapporter 

\ \ toute doctrine a cette regle'. (I.e. IV. 8:8). 

The context of this passage reveals that Calvin holds spoken and 

written revelation to have ceased with Christ and the Apostles, 

and that the Old and New Testaments now form a complete and defini-

tive body of divine truth. 

Calvin's position in the dispute with Castellion 

confirms his rigorous orthodoxy in the matter of the canon. In 

1543 Castellion was refused permission to preach or hold office 

in territory, because of his denial of the divine authorship 

of the Song of Solomon, which he had declared 'carmen lascivium et 

obscaenum' • Though Castellion did not dispute the canonicity of 

the remaining books of the Bible, Calvin drew up a document condemning 

Castellion as 

'••• un homme qui d6clare ouvertement rejeter et condamner 

un livre que toutes les Eglises ont porti au canon des 

l . / sacres: ensuite ce serait ouvrir la porte aux 

adversaires, aux qui cherchent l'occasion de 

calomnier l',vangile et de d{chirer notre iglise; enfin 
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nous nous condamnerions par pour l'avenir a n' avoir 

rien objecter a un autre s'il s'en un qui 

rtpudier de m(eme l'Ecclesiaste ou les Proverbes 

ou tout autre livre de la Bible, a moins qu'on ne voulut 

en venir discuter si le livre est digne du Saint-Esprit 

Calvin's concern goes f ar beyond defending the inspiration of a 

single book of the Bible. For him, not only the Song of Solomon, 

but Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and 'tout autre livre de la Bible' 

compose an inviolate body of truth, singly and collectively 

possessing a uniform canonical status. 

The New Testament Commentaries offer further glimpses of Calvin's 

view of the canon. He says that God's sure providence so guided 

the Apostles that we require no more for our guidance than what they 

wrote; we need not be burdened with an infinite mass of writings, 

for therein God has given us all that is good and expedient (Comm. 

Jean 21:25; cp. I.e. I. 8:1). Similarly, Calvin is content that 

we should remain in ignorance of t he eighteen years of Christ's life ...... 
unrecorded in the Gospels, for 

'Quant la partie de sa vie, Dieu a voulu 

qu' elle demeurast cachee et afin que le reste 

de l'histoire qui nous donne cognoissance des choses 

qui edifient nostre foy eust plus de lustre et nous 

fust en plus grande recommandation'. (Comm. Actes 1:1). 

As for the writings of Paul, Calvin is not so nalve as to claim that 

(j. ) Quoted in E. Doumergue: 'Jean Calvin', VI. 13-1.4. 



4 

no other letters were written than those preserved in the New 

Testament; he admits that Paul 

' ••• a escrit beaucoup d'Escritures et la, tant en 
..) 

qu'en particulier. le Seigneur par sa providence a 

en me'moire perpetuelle celles qu'il cognoissoit estre 

son Eglise. done que ce qui a est6 laiss{ nous suffit: 

et ce qu'il yen a si peu, n'est point advenu par cas fortuit, 

mais que par un conseil admirable de Dieu, le corps de l'Ecriture 

a este ainsi tel que nous l'avons'. 

(Comm. Eph. 3:3: cp. I.C. I. 8:10). 

For Calvin there can be nothing accidental about the composition of the 

Bible; its contents are wholly sufficient and expedient for our 

guidance, its extent limited and safeguarded by divine wisdom and 

providence. (Cp. I.e. I. 8:9). 

It follows therefore quite automatically that Calvin will not 

countenance any addition to the inspired totality of Scripture. In his 

'Pr{face mise en tete des Livres Apocryphes de l'Ancien Testament', he 

carefully explains how the Ancient Church drew up the canon of those 

books 'qui pour certain estoyent procedez du sainct Esprit' and thereby 

excluded those which were not inspired. He admits that the Apocryphal 

books contain good and useful teaching, but precisely because they are 

not inspired, and because of their fallible human element, Calvin too 

refuses them. 

'Toutefois c'est bien raison que tout ce qui nous a 

/ / es te donne par le s ainct Esprit ai t preeminence par 
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dessus tout ce qui est venu des hommes•. (c.R. 8:827). 

Canonicity 

This quotation raises the further problem of how, and for what 

reasons, Calvin arrives at the conclusion that a book or books of 

the Bible are inspired by the Holy Spirit. What, in other words, 

is his criterion of canonicity? Because of the long explanation 

of the canon's compilation given in his 'Preface•, it could appear 

that Calvin attaches primary importance to. the role of the early 

Church. Indeed, R.E. Davies has claimed that at this point, 

Calvin's first criterion is the decision of the early Church (1). 

However if Calvin's account is looked at closely, it can be seen 

that he regards the action of the early Church as little more than 

a formal acquiescence in the existence of inspired Scriptures, but 

in no way an or endorsement of them. 

'Car les Anciens, voulans prevenir ce dangier, qu'aucuns 

livres profanes ne fussent entremeslez avec ceux qui 

pour certain estoyent procedez du Sainct Esprit, en out 

fait un rolle qu 1 ils ont nommiCanon ••• • (C.R. 8:827; cp. I.e. I. 7:1). 

In other words, Calvin does not accept the inspiration of Scripture 

because the early Church decreed it to be inspired, for he is aware 

that inspiration antedated canonicity, and this means that his 

R.E. Davies: 'Problem of Authority in the Continental Reformers•, 

ch. 3. 
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criterion of canonicity concurs with, but does not in any sense 

derive from the consensus and action of the early Church. 

What this criterion is becomes evident upon turning to the 

'Arguments' which precede the later New Testament commentaries. 

Here Calvin quotes and alludes to the opinion of the Fathers, but 

on occasion can ignore and even contradict it. 

'Ce que dit Eusebe, qu'anciennement on a doute de 

ceste Epistre, ne nous doit point destourner de la 

lecture d'icelle. Car s' il est question de s' arrester 

ala simple authorite des hommes ••• ' etc. 

Then Calvin puts forward the fundamental reason for accepting the 

book as canonical: 

' ••• puis qu'en toutes les parties de l'Epistre, la 

majest' de l'Esprit de Christ se manifeste clairement, 

je feroye conscience de la rejetter entikrement, combien 

que je ne recognoisse point, en icelle la vraye et 

naturelle phrase de sainct Pierre. 

(Deuxieme Epistre de s. Pierre. Argument). 

For other Epistles, the same criterion stands out. Grammatical, 

historical and patristic data all enter i nto Calvin's considerations, 

but at the most are only employed to corroborate this intrinsic 

spiritual evidence of the book's divine origin. 

'Combien qu'entre l es anciens il y ait eu diverses 

opinions touchant ceste Epistre, aussi toutesfois 

pource qu'elle ne contient rien qui ne soit accordant 
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la purete de la doctrine Apostolique ••• ' 

(Epistre catholique de Saint Jude. Argument.) 

'Car il n'y a pas livre en l'Escriture qui 

parle plus clairement et nayfvement de la sacrificature 

de Christ. Au reste de qui, l'a il 

ne s'en faut pas saucier grandement'. 

(Epistre aux He'breux. Argument.) 

There certainly exists an element of hesitation at points in 

Calvin's deliberations, and as R.E. Davies remarks 

language suggests that he will accept the Epistle of James more 

because of the absence of contrary indications than for its 

intrinsic merits: 

... pource que je ne voy cause qui soit suffisante 

pour la rejetter, je la recoy volontiers'. 

(Epistre catholique de Saint Jacques. Argument.) 

The fact remains that in these classic cases where canonical 

status may be in doubt, Calvin deliberately rests his decision upon 

'la de l'Esprit de Christ', 'la de la doctrine 

Apostolique', that is to say upon the sole criterion of the book's 

own evidence as to its own divine inspiration. 

From this rapid survey, Calvin's conception of the canon can 

be outlined. The sixty-aix books of the Old and New Testaments, 

singly and as a whole, neither more nor less inspired by the Holy 

Davies, op. cit., ch. 3. 
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Spirit, and preserved by divine providence, constitute God's written 

word. Their divine origin is clearly and adequately attested by 

their intrinsic character as divine truth. 

This outline provides some indications of how and why Calvin 

considers Scripture to be authoritative. First, he appears to 

have in mind features of Scripture which connote unique status -

· its divine origin, the unity and sufficiency of its inspired truth. 

On the other hand, Calvin also dwells upon aspects of Scripture which 

contribute to its definitive function - its preservation in a 

permanent and accessible objective form. The uniqueness of 

Scripture suggests that Calvin will accord to it a supremacy over 

other forms of authority; its definitiveness will mean that he uses 

Scripture as the norm of religious truth. The two concepts are 

basic to all that Calvin has to say upon the nature of Scripture's 

authority. 

An important pointer to the source of this authority as Calvin 

sees it can be found in his reliance upon Scripture's own self-evident 

inspiration as the mark of canonicity. This should mean that within 

the broader context of Biblical authority, Calvin may be expected 

similarly to locate its source not in any extrinsic proof, but within 

the inspired Scriptures themselves. 

Inspiration 

Examination of Calvin's statements upon the inspiration of 

Scripture ought therefore to reveal where he considers the source 
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of Scripture's authority to lie: in the text itsel£, in the writers 

of the text, or possibly elsewhere. His doctrine of inspiration 

has for long been the focal point of discussion upon Calvin's 

doctrine of the authority of Scripture. Unfortunately, his state-

ments can hardly be said to yield a clear exposition of any one line 

of teaching, and at times a duality of thought and expression makes 

him appear almost to contradict himself. 

'il me semble plutost que l'Apostre commande 

de garder fermement la doctrine qu'il avoyt apprinse 

' . non-seulement quant a la substance, aussi quant 

au style eta la maniere de parler ••• Non pas qu'il 

y ait si grand scrupule aux mots mais pource que tant 

peu qu'on viene A la doctrine, voyia une chose 

fort dommageable'. (Comm. II. Tim., 1:3). 

R. Seeberg seems to have been, towards the close of the last century, 

the chief proponent of the view that Calvin's conception of 

Biblical authority rested, in greater part, upon the notion of a 

mechanical dictation of sacred writers by the Holy Spirit (1). 

Many of Calvin's own statements lend themselves to such an interpre-

tation, especially where he speaks of the writer as an almost passive 

agent in the process of inspiration. Moses, for example 

' ••• n'a point par16" comme un homrre, mais comme un 

R. Seeberg: Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, IV. 2. Quoted by 

Doumergue op. cit. IV. 71 f. 
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/ 
ange par l'instruction du Saint-Esprit, etant pur de 

toute affection charnelle'. (Comm. Gen. 

'Sainct Jehan a done bien eat' l'instrument et l'organe 

de Dieu comme une plume escrira en la main de l'homme'. 

(Evangile de s. Jehan. Argument). 

' ••• il eat certain que le Saint Esprit a la 

I langue de Saint Paul, qu'il ne luy a point eachappe un 

mot a uperflu' • (Sermon sur II Tim., C.R. 

Seeberg was taken to task by Doumergue in his 'magnum opus (1), 

and subsequently by other Continental scholars. His view was also 

strongly contested by B.B. Warfield who claimed convincingly that 

Calvin's use of the dictation theory only serves to show that 'what 

Calvin has in mind is not to insist that the mode of inspirati on is 

by dictation, but that the result of inspiration is as if it were 

by dictation, viz. the production of a pure Word of God free from 

all human admixtures' (2 ) • 

More recently still, however, E.A. Dowey Jr. has shown (3) how 

in at least one passage, Calvin's words can only be understood as his 

belief in some form of verbally dictated inspiration. 

'Ici le prophete raconte qu'il a diet( au serviteur de 

Dieu Baruch toutes lea choses qu'il avait auparavant 

(1) Doumergue, op. cit., IV. 71 f. 

(2) B.B. Warfield, 'Calvin and Augustine', p. 62-3. 

(a) E.A. Dowey, Jr., 'Knowledge of God in Calvin's Theology', p. 92. 
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enseignees. Il n'y a aucun doute que, Dieu a ce moment 

/ lui suggera les choses qui pouvaient d'autre part avoir 

ete effacees de la memoire du En ef'f'et toutes 

les chases que nous avons parf'ois dites ne nous reviennent 

pas toujours. Done de tant de paroles la plus grande partie 

aurait f'ui le prophete, si Dieu nouveau ne les lui avait 

dict6es. Done f'ut au milieu entre Dieu et Baruch, 

parce que Dieu par son esprit lui dicta et gouverna l'esprit 

et la langue du le prophete, l'esprit 

son guide et maitre, ce que Dieu lui ordonnait. 

Baruch done et ensuite publia toute la somme de 

la doctrine du prophete. Il dit done "qu'il appela Baruch, 

le fils de Neria, pour qu'il icrivit de sa bouche' mais qu'il 

toutes les paroles de l'Eternel. A nouveau, Jeremias 

redit que rien n'est sorti de son propre sens. Nous voyons 

done qu' il a dicte non par sa volonte les choses qui lui 

venaient a l'esprit, mais que Dieu lui a suggere les choses 

qu'il voulait sorites par la main de Baruch'. 

(Comm. Jer. 36:4-6). 

Though one can only agree that here Calvin propounds a theory of' 

mechanical dictation, it will be quite another thing to show f'rom the 

passage that he is attempting to rest his conception of' Scripture's 

authority upon the mode of the writer's inspiration. Ca],vin' s 

ostensible aim goes no f'urther than an illustration of how the Holy 

Spirit preserved the record of Jeremiah's message, and not how the 
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authority of the record may thereby have been acquired. The 

passage, particularly the second half, can be much more easily 

construed as confirmation of Warfield's claim (1). It therefore 

seems likely that whatever Calvin may say about the mode of inspir­

ation, he does not rely upon the mode of the sacred writers' inspiration 

to define the source of Scripture's authority. 

The role of the writers and the mode of their inspiration really 

form part of the wider problem of whether Calvin believes in the 

inerrancy of the original text of Scripture. Could he be said, in 

other words, to locate the authority of Scripture the written 

text itself? Here, many claim with A.M. Hunter that Calvin is a 

'vehement champion of verbal (2) whereas others side 

with W. Niesel who asserts that 'there is nothing in Calvin's exegesis 

to suggest l iteral inerrancy'(a). 

Doumergue and Niesel, adopting the distinction between the 

'contenu' and the 'contenant' of Scripture, maintain that Calvin 

refuses to equate written Scripture with the truth it contains, an 

identification which could imply Calvin's adherence to a notion of 

verbal inerrancy. ·This kind of distinction indeed often enters into 

Calvin's exegesis. 

'A ceste mesme consideration se rapporte l'antithese 

et l'opposition que Christ fait yci entre les escrits 

(1) Warfield, op. cit., p. 62-3, quoted p.lO supra. 

(2) A.M. Hunter, 'Teaching of Calvin', p. 76 f. 

(a) W. Niesel, 'Theology of Calvin', ch. 2 ii. 



13 

et les paroles, car il aggrave leur teen c e que la 

verite de Dieu enregistree en forme authentique n'ha nulle 

authorite envers eux'. (Comm. Jean 5:47; cp. Comr:'• II Tim 1:3,supra). 

Doumergue and F. Wendel (1), claim that Calvin's use of metaphors to 

describe the function of Scripture - mirror (Comm. II Cor. 5:7), 

candle (Comm. I Pierre 1:9), spectacles (Comm. Gen. Arg.) shows 

that Calvin considers Scripture to be an instrument in the perception 

of truth, and thus something other than that truth. A phrase in 

Calvin's first edition of the 'Institutio Religionis Christianae' 

(1536) similarly suggests that 'diotare' has a metaphorical usage: 

' ••• verba quodammodo dictante Christi (C.R. 29:632). 

Doumergue further contends that Calvin's interest in the doctrinal 

content of Scripture overrides any concern for a verbally inerrant 

text. He rests his case upon Calvin's acknowledgement of the 

presence in Scripture of mistakes in numbers and chronology, of 

misquotations and contradictions. (See Comms. Matt. 8:27 and 9:18; 

Luc. 4:5 and Matt. 27:51; Deut 30:12 Rom. 10:6; Actes 7:14-6). 

A recent attempt has been made to refute these claims by 

J. Mw'ray (2) who examines some of the passages Doumergue relies upon 

(Comms. Eph. 2:5, Heb. 9:1, I Tim. 1:3, Jac. 4:7), and demonstrates 

from their context that in fact Calvin's aim is less to acknowledge 

than to harmonise the discrepancies and to explain away any suspicion 

of error i n the sacred writers. If this is true, then i t means that 

(1) F. Wendel, 'Jean Calvin', p. 160. 

(2) J. Murray, 'Calvin's Doctrine of Scripture, p. 



after all alvin wishes in his exegesis to maintain belief in the 

inerrancy of the text. The same conclusion is encouraged by 

Calvin's unwillingness in commenting upon a verse in Jude to admit 

that there might exist an alien element in the inspired text. 

'Je pense plutost que oeste prophetie s'est gardee et 

continu&e de main en main entre les Juifs sans estre escrite, 

que non pas de dire qu'elle ait este prise de quelque livre 

apocrypha, car il se peut bien faire que les Anciens ayent 

donne oeste sentence notable en m'moire perp,tuelle a leurs 

successeurs'. (Comm. Jude 14). 

There are moreover a number of other passages where literal inerrancy 

is strongly suggested by Calvin's readiness almost to attribute 

divinity to the very words of Scripture: 

'Car il signifie que l'Evangile que nous avons maintenant 

est procedee de Dieu, et que Christ a les Propheties 

anciennes'. 

'Ainsi faut-il entendre que Dieu a voulu parler a nous par 

les apostres et prophetes, et que leurs bouches ne sont 

autre chose que la bouche d'un seul Dieu'. 

(Comms. I Pierre 1:11, 25). 

In these and even more central passages, (cp. I.e. I. 7:1, IV. 8:6-9; 

Comms. II Tim. 3:16, I Pierre 1:20, Calvin does in fact c osely 

assimilate and equate Scripture with the truth it contains. 

Recent writers have tended to agree with these weightier and 

more numerous indications that Calvin accepted the inerrancy of the 
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original text Scri pture. As we saw, he attaches some importance 

to the written form of Scri pture in which God has preserved hi s 

truth through the ages (cp. I C. I. 6:2-3). His exegetical technique, 

with its verse by verse and word by word procedure, the constant 

exoneration of the Biblical writers factual error, his readiness 

to ascribe textual discrepancies to copyists' error.s in transmission, 

these all too to Calvin's in the inerrancy of the 

ori·ginal text. 'A hypothetical original doc'ument inerrantly inspired', 

concludes Dowey 

repeats J. Murray · (2 ) • 

... nothing less than an inerrant autograph', 

Even Calvin holds the original text to be inerr ant, it need 

not automatically that the authority of Scripture must reside 

in its verbal The authority could be located behind and beyond 

both inspired words and inspired writers, that is, in the inspired 

message which they convey. In this respect, Doumergue's case, 

allowing J. Murray's of part of it, is not without value 

in that he brings out this concern of Calvin with Scripture's inspired 

message, as distinct from its inspired verbal 

Since it does not appear likely that Calvin locates the source 

of Scripture's authority in its inspired writers, that source must 

reside either in the inerrant text, or i n the i nspired truth the text 

contains. There remain finally the two classic New Testament passages 

where in his comments Calvin explicitly connects the authority of 

Scripture with the of its inspiration, and whence it should be 

Dowey, op. cit., P• 105. 

(2 ) J. Murray, op. cit., p. 28. 
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possible to discern whether he places his reliance upon the inspired 

text or upon its inspired message. 

II Timothe'e 3:16 

Calvin here employs a choice of vocabulary to explain the inspir­

ation of the Biblical writers: 'organes et instrumens' (line 11) 

'une doctrine ••• dictee' (lines 15-16) 'poussez de Dieu' (line 22) which 

denotee an acceptance of something like a theory of divine dictation. 

On the other hand, it must be noted that at these points Calvin's 

comments merely serve to underline the resultant perfection of divine 

inspiration without claiming that in the process authority was somehow 

transferred to the Where Calvin speaks of Scripture's written 

form (lines 20-24) his words convey strongly that this text is not 

only inerrant, but partakes almost of divinity (line 24). However 

Calvin de-uotecJ no special attention to the term $£..0-rfv e U a-To 5 

which he translate! in two words (lines 5-6) without trying to construct 

from it any theory of plenary or 'theopneustic' inspiration. Although 

too Calvin does intimately associate the fact of divine inspiration 

with the authority of Scripture in this one simple sentence (lines 5-6), 

yet he omits to say whether he has in mind the inspiration of the 

writers, their words, or their message. Calvin's exegesis thus retains 

that duality of thought and vocabulary which suggests· both proof and 

denial of his reliance upon verbal inerrancy. However, the drift of the 

whole passage: a desire to minimise the human factor in inspiration, to 
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5 

10 

15 

17 

emphasise .not the words, but the "doctrine dictee par le Sainct 

(line 16), to bring the relation Scripture's authority 

to its inspiration into the context certain and reliable knowledge 

(lines 24-27 ), making this knowledge dependent upon the witness 

the Spirit in the heart of the believer this all points to the 

that ultimately Calvin is not concerned with writers 

or an inerrant text as the foundation Scripture's authority. His 

interest lies in what they convey, an inerrant and infallible divine 

message, rendered authoritative by the Spirit's own activity. The 

passage runs as 

116 Toute Escriture: ou Toute l'Escriture, combien qu'il 

n'y a point de quant aux sens. Il pour suit ceste 

louange qu'il avoyt en peu de paroles. Et premierement 

il loue l'Escriture a cause de l'authorite, puis apres de 

l'utilite qui en revient. Pour monstrer l'authorite, il dit 

qu'elle est inspiree Divinement. Car si ainsi est, sans aucun 

contredit, les hommes la doyvent recevoir en reverence. Et c'est 

le principe qui discerne nostre religion de toutes autres: 

D. 1/' asfavoir que nous que a par e a nous, et nous sommes 

certainement asseurez que les prophetes n'ont pas parle de 

leur propre sens: mais comme organes et instrumens du S. Esprit 

qu'ils ont seulement annonce qu'ils avoyent receu d'en haut. 

Quiconque done voudra profiter es sainctes Escritures, qu'il 

arreste premierement ceci en soy-mesme, que la Loy et les 

Prophetes ne sont point une doctrine qui ait este donnee a 
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20 

25 

30 

35 

18 

l'appetit ou volonte' des hommes, mais par le sainct 

Esprit. Si on objecte, ' d'ou c'est qu'on pourra sravoir cela. 

Je respon que Dieu declare et manifeste qu'il est autheur 

d'icelle tant aux disciples qu'aux docteurs par la 

de ce mesme Esprit. Car Moyse et les Prophetes n'ont point a 
la volee mis en lumiere, ce que nous avons par escrit a leur 

main, mais d'autant qu'ils parloyent estans poussez de Dieu, ils 

ont hardiment et sans aucune crainte ce qui estoit 

ve'ritable, que c'estoit la bouche de Dieu qui avoyt parle'. Ce 

mesme .Esprit done, qui a rendu Moyse et les certains 

de leur vocation, rend aussi maintenant tesmoignage a nos coeurs, 

qu'il s'est servi de leur ministere pour nous enseigner. Parquoy 

il ne se faut point esbahir si plusieurs doutent de l'autheur 

de l'Ecriture. Car quoy que la majeste de Dieu se manifeste 

en icelle, toutes fois il n'y a que ceux qui ayent des yeux pour 

voir ce qui devoit bien estre clair et visible a tous, et toute 

fois n'est visible qu'aux Voyla le premier membre, que 

telle reverence que nous portons 'a Dieu, est deue aussi a l'Escri­

ture, pource qu'elle est procedee de luy seul, et n'ha rien de 
/ 

l'homme mesle avec soy'. 

II Pierre 1:20 

Here Calvin's comments follow quite closely the vocabulary and 

thought of II Tim. 3:16. He explains rather more how the 

writers of Scripture were 'poussez' to produce a flawless Word of God, 
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but it is interesting to see that he stresses their conscious 

participation (lines 20-24) and that he makes no mention of any 

form of literal dictation, or even of the verbal form of Scripture. 

Calvin insists however upon the intimate relation between God's 

truth and the prophets' message which conveys it (lines 10-12 ). 

It seems then that in this passage too, and despite the very theme he 

is expounding, Calvin shows little interest in the inerrancy of the 

text, speaks of the writers' inspiration almost entirely in terms 

of the perfection of the SpiritfUactivity (his explanation of the 

mode of their inspiration is relegated to a footnote, (lines 31-32), 

and thus a concern with the infallibility of Scripture that 

ultimately does not repose upon the details of verbal or prophetic 

inspiration. Here too Calvin connects the fact of inspiration with 

the authority Scripture possesses, and with the obedience due to God 

himself (lines 21-23 ) • When finally Calvin can be seen maintaining 

that inspiration should arouse reverence and obedience to God himself 

in his Word, (lines 7-12 ) one is left with the conclusion that in the 

last analysis it is neither the words nor the writers for Calvin, out 

the inspired message of Scripture which constitutes the infallible 

source of its authority. Omitting a lengthy diatribe against the 

Roman Catholic Church, the passage runs thus: 

'Et presque tous prenent le passage en ce sens, que nous ne 

devons point fourrer a lire l'Escriture, 

estans appuyez sur nostre propre sens. Et pensent que ce 

qui s'ensuit est la confirmation du propos: le 
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sainct Esprit qui a parl' par les Prophetes, est luy-mesme 

seul expositeur de soy-mesme. Ceste exposition contient 

une doctrine vraye, saincte et simple: as9avoir: que lors 

nous proufitons vrayement en la lecture des propheties, 

quand renon?ans a toute prudence de la chair, nous nous 

assujetissons ala maitrise du sainct Esprit ••• Or la vraye 

/' I ' \ . reverence procede de la, quand nous nous proposons que c'est 

Dieu qui parle 'a nous et non point des hommes mortels. 

Sainct Pierre, done veut principalement qu'on adjouste foy 

aux propheties, comme a oracles de Dieu indubitables: d'autant 

qu'elles ne sont point proc6dees du propre mouvement des hommes. 

Et a cela tend ce qu'il adjouste incontinent apres, asravoir 

que les Saincts hommes de Dieu ont parle, estans poussez du 

S. Esprit: et n'ont point d'eux-rresmes et a leur 

fantaisie quelques inventions de leur cerveau. Brief, il veut 

dire que le commencement de droite intelligence, est, quand nous 

attribuons aux saincts Prophetes l'authorite qui est deue a 
Dieu: pource qu'extfcutans fidelement l'office qui Jeur estoit 

enjoint, ils representoyent la personne de Dieu en leur ministere. 

Il dit qu'ils ont este poussez: non pas qu'ils ayent este trans­

portez de leur entendement mais pource qu'ils n'ont ose ni 

entreprins de rien met tre en avant d'eux-mesmes, et ont seulement 

suyvi en toute ob6issance la conduite du sainct Esprit, lequel 

regnoi t en leur bouche comme en son s anctuaire. Quand il dit, 

prophetie de l'Escriture: il faut entendre celle qui est contenue 
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30 es saincte Escritures'. 

(comme les Payens ont dit de leur et devins, qu'ils 

estoyent eschauffez de je ne sray quelle fureur et 

Calvin then does not rely upon literal inerrancy as the source of 

Scripture's authority. These two passages show that in spite of his 

use of the of dictation and despite his faith in the in:rrant 

text, Calvin derives the authority of Scripture from its inspired message. 

the letter does not escape from the control of the Spirit, it is 

for its content alone, for its spiritual content, that infallibility 

is claimed' This means that ultimately Calvin rests his doctrine 

of Biblical authority upon neither the human writers nor their human 

words, but solely upon their divine Author himself. The divergencies 

of this particular 'complexio oppositorum' can perhaps best be reconciled 

by saying that Calvin shows an interest in the inerrancy of the original 

text as far as textual inerrancy can ensure the permanence of the truth 

it contains, and in the infallibility of its writers only in that their 

infallibility will guarantee the absence of error in that truth. 

Finally, these two passages afford additional pointers to the 

nature of Scripture's authority as Calvin sees it. His explanation of 

the function of the 'temoignage int6rieur' in his comments on 

II Tim. 3:16 confirms that he does not espouse a static impersonal 

kind of Biblical authority, such as reliance upon literal inerrancy 

might imply. Rather, Calvin grounds the authority of Scripture in 

H. Clavier: 'Etudes sur le Calvinisme', p. 27, 'quoted Wendel op. 

cit. p. 159, n.30. 
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the dynamic spiritual activity of the Holy Spirit in the inspiration 

and acceptance of Scripture's divine message. There are indications 

too that Calvin seems to consider two kinds of authoritative value in 

Scripture, one an inherent perfection as a repository or vehicle of 

divine truth, the other a spiritual authentication of this truth of 

Scripture, which is experienced by the believer. 

The insistence, common to the exegesis or both II Tim. 3:16 and 

II Pi. 1:20, that the authority of Scripture for Calvin is related 

to certainty and obedience and faith locates the authority of s·cripture 

within the epistemological framework which opens the 'Institution Chreti­

enne'. In these nine chapters Calvin's account of the origin and 

function of Scripture more fully illustrates these preliminary indic­

ations of the nature of its authority. 
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2. The Origin of Scri pture 

Its Unigueness: 'Instituti on I: 1-6 

The formal use of Scripture in the first five chapters of 

the 'Institution' as the grounds of 'la connaissance de Dieu et de 

. 
nous- memes' confirms the unique authoritative place which Scripture 

occupies for Calvin, but its use is far more than a logical or 

. tactical requirement. The knowledge whicb Calvin posits is not 

merely intellectual or propositional, but one which is certain and 

practical. Dowey has examined the 'accommodative, correlative, 

existensial and comprehensible' principles involved in Calvin's 

doctrine of the knowledge of God (1). The adjectives which Calvin 

employs to describe this knowledge are 'vraie ••• (ch. 1:1) 

and 'utile ••• expedient' (ch. 2:1). It is a knowledge of God 

' ••• non pas telle que plusieurs imaginent, a savoir qui 

I voltige seulement au cerveau en speculant, mais laquelle 

ait une droite et produise son fruit, voire 

elle est comprise et au coeur. 

(I.e. I. 5:9). 

These chapters amountto a demonstration of the necessity for Scriptural 

which alone can supply the basis of this kind of existensial 

religous knowledge. 

(1) Dowey, op. cit., ch. 1. 
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Although Scripture is not presented until chapter 6: 

'Pour parvenir a Dieu le Cr,ateur, il f'aut que l'Ecriture nous soit 

guide et ma1tresse', it is a constant and gradually more explicit 

postulate Calvin's argument in the previous chapters. The 

reference on the very first page to 'la du premier homme' is 

the kind Biblical datum constantly presupposed throughout the 

discussion of chapters 1 and 2 • Certain statements, which 
. 

ought in their context to apply to divine revelation in any its 

forms, appear expressly to suggest the ob jective prescriptions of 

Scriptural revelation. 

' ••• un service tel que Dieu l'ordonne en sa Loi'. (ch. 2:2). 

In these chapters, Calvin quotes and alludes to Scripture, 

but in quite another way to what is customary later in the 'Insti-

tution'. He restricts ' himself here to a corroborative use 

Scripture, that is, without according to it any more weight than to any 

of the other sources - Cicero, Plutarch, etc. - which he also cites. 

Thus at the end chapter 1, the nine Old Testament serve 

merely to substantiate his previous remarks, without yet implying that 

the use Scripture is in any way a superior kind proof. 

The proportion Biblical corroboration increases through 

chapters 3, 4 and 5 as Calvin summons and then dismisses other sources 

the knowledge God. Though naturally implanted by God in the 

minds men, that awareness God which all possess is wholly 

by human sin and ignorance (ch. 4 title). The revelation 

God in the visible universe (ch. 5:1-2), within man (5:4-5), 
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in natural creation (5:6), and in the history and society of mankind 

(5:7-8), the evident revelation of his majesty and eternity (5:9-10), 

all are rendered ineffective by human error and superstition (5:11-12), 

and men are all thereby inexcusable (5:13-15). Calvin has now 

reached a position where, for the first time in these chapters, he 

can advance Scripture authoritatively. 

It is the sole criterion by which human attempts at religion are 

adjudged to be useless; it i .s the sole basis of true revealed 

religion. 

'Par conse'quent, l'Ecriture, afin de donner lieu au Dieu 

' . /t / vrai et unique, insiste fort a condamner tout ce a e e 

renomme de divinite entre les palens ••• il ne se faut done 

si le Saint-Esprit a rejete tout service de Dieu 

invente a la fantaisie des hommes ••• Or tous ceux qui ne sont 

point par l'Ecriture Sainte quel dieu il faut servir, 

sont condamn's de tell e par Jesus-Christ ••• il reste 

que Dieu parle du ciel pour de soi'.(ch. 5:12). 

Thus by the end of chapter 5, Calvin has already anticipated his 

conclusion in chapter 6, by discounting all other modes of revelation 

as possible means of knowing God. Though still valid and extant, 

their function can be no more than a negative one. Only a more 

effective and reliable form of divine revelation can truly make God 

known to men, and in chapter 6, Calvin supplies the positive solution: 

Holy Scripture, the unique and superior source of man's proper 

knowledge of his Creator, 
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un autre remede et meilleur ••• pour nous faire bien et 

venir (ch . 6:1). 

Calvin now briefly restates the prior modes of revelation -

the internal consciousness of divinity, and the external evidence 

of creation. Scripture does far more than to supplement them; 

because of their ineffectiveness, Scripture provides that necessary 

source of revealed truth which is otherwise lacking. Its superiority 

lies in a which now overcomes the problem of man's spiritual 

blindness - its clarity. (Cp. Comma. I. Cor. 13:12, II Pi. 1:19). 

The interesting metaphor which Calvin now uses is that of spectacles; 

these other forms of revelation can only assume their true function 

as vehicles of knowledge about the Creator through the medium of 

Scripture. 

'Or comme les vieilles gens ou ou ayant comment que 

ce soit les yeux quand on leur un beau 

livre et de bien formes, bien qu'ils voient l'{criture, 

toutesfois a peine pourront - ils lire deux mots de suite sans 

lunettes, mais les ayant prises en seront aid's pour lire 

distinctement, ainsi l'Ecriture recueillant en nos esprits 

la connaissance de Dieu, qui autrement serait confuse et 

abolit pour nous montrer clairement quel 

est le vrai Dieu'. (ch. 6:1; cp. Comm. Gen. Argument). 

Previously, (ch. 5:13) Calvin has referred to the creation as a mirror 

in which God might be perceived; his change of metaphor to that 

of spectacles is not only an extension of the first idea, but 
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suggests too a greater effectiveness and comprehensibility in the 

reception of revealed truth. Calvin has thus far implied that if 

the special Scriptural revelation is to be of value to men, it must 

be not only accessible to them but also perspicuous and capable of 

being understood by them; a hint which he takes up in Chapter 7. 

Calvin next adds one more explanation of the kind of truth 

by Scripture. Not only is God the Creator to be clearly 

seen by means of these 'spectacles', but the faithful may, just as 

the Patriarchs, thereby also attain 'la connaissance plus certaine 

et Although Calvin here expresses his intention to 

postpone exposition of the saving knowledge of God the Redeemer to 

books 2 to 4 of the 'Institution', he is careful at this point to 

attribute saving knowledge of God also to the superior revelation of 

Scripture. 

'Car pour passer de mort a vie, il n'a pas fallu seulement 

qu'ils (les Patriarches) connussent Dieu pour leur cr,ateur, 

mais aussi pour r'dempteur: comme aussi ils ont obtenu tous 

les deux par la Parole'. (ch. 6:1). 

The remainder of chapter 6 is taken up with Calvin's account of the 

formation and transmission of the Scriptural record. AS in his 

account of Scripture as a mode of revelation, here too there are 

certain qualities of Scripture, often explicitly stated, at other 

times to be observed in his choice of words, which contribute to 

Calvin's conception of the nature of Scripture's authority. 

He sets out two stages. Firstly, God has revealed 
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himself by theophany : 'visions ou oracles comme on les appe]e, c'est­

a-dire t6moignages celestes'. Then by a succession of human agents, 

the message was handed on 'de main en main'. (Cp. Comms. Gen. 26:24, 

46:2). Thus far, in the oral transmission of his truth, God always 

confirmed its divine certainty in the hearts of the patriarchs and 

their successors - one more hint of the 't,moignage int6rieur du 

St.-Esprit' in chapter 7 - 'afin qu'on y ajoutat foi par-dessus toute 

opinion humaine'. Then finally, by God's express intention, the oral 

message was committed to written form. Calvin states the 

reason for this: 

'Finalement, afin que d'un train continuel la 

toujOl,ll'S en Vigueur d 1 age en -age, et fort COnnue 

en la terre, il a voulu que les revelations qu'il avait 
/ 

commises main des Peres comme en d6pot, fussent enregistrees'. 

(ch. 6:2, cp. Comm. Gen. Argument). 

Calvin thus sees the committal of divine truth to writing as the 

climax of a historical process of revelation, and in his account of 

this process he sees as a safeguard of Scripture certain of its 

static, objective properties : its permanence, its immutability and 

accessibility, each of which is implied in by Scripture's 

form. Elsewhere, Calvin mentions the same reasons for the two 

stone tablets of the Decalogue (Serm. Deut. 10:1-8, C.R. 55. 8-9) 

and to account for the Apostles' writings (Preface: de 

R. Olivet;an, C.R. 37, 801, n.2). 

The fact of these objective values of Scripture next prompt 
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Calvin to add some practical remarks, in which he underlines its 

function at the unique source and test of all religious knowledge. 

I L "'t / 1 • / / Voici done un point resolu, que pour e re ec aLres et adre sses 

en la vraie religion, il nous faut commencer par la doctrine 

et que nul ne peut avoir seulement un petit gout de 

saine doctrine jusqu'a ce qu'il ait etea cette ecole pour 

&tre enseignt par l'Ecriture Saincte, car de ia proceae le 

commencement de toute droite intelligence, quand nous recevons 

reveremment tout ce que Dieu y a voulu testifier de soi'. 

( ch. 6:2). 

In his third paragraph Calvin develops further the reasons for the 

importance of Scripture's written form. It is human fallibility 

which has led God to couch his truth in 'registres authentiques', 

' ••• afin qu'elle ne per1t point par oubli, ou ne 

point par erreur, ou ne fut corrompue par l'audace des hommes'. 

(ch. 6:3). 

Since these are some of the very faults in which Calvin finds men 

incapable of perceiving God's truth in creation, he now repeats his 

assertion of Scripture's unique normative role, affording 'la verite 

immuable' and 'une vraie connaissance de Dieu'. To support these 

remarks·, Calvin concludes with a final paragraph where he accumulates, 

chiefly from the Psalms, Biblical quotations which assert once more 

the uniqueness of Scripture in the knowledge of God. 

'Car d'autant que l'entendement humain, selon sajfaitblesse, 

t f ·'Di. /tt /1 / ne peu en aucune ayon parven1r a eu e an e eve 
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par sa Parole Sacree, il ne se pouvait que toutes 

1 I . I I 
creatures excepte les ne egarees en 

erreur et en cherchant Dieu sans cette aide 

(ch. 6 :4). 

Thi s summary Calvin's thought in chapters 1 to 6 reveals 

distinct in the nature Scripture which contribute to its 

unique status. As a mode of revelation, Scri pture is both superior 

and necessary if the obstacle human sin and ignorance is to be 

overcome. As the record of that revelation, Scripture is comprehen-

sible and objective, as this is the means whereby its truth is 

preserved and transmitted. This can perhaps be summarised 

in Doumergue's phrase to the that Calvin Scripture to be 

clear in its teachini, our needs, and necessary 

our saving knowledge God 

A account the origins Scripture occurs 

in Calvin's preamble to the exposition the Moral Law (I.e. II. 8:1 

The same recur as in book 1. He reveals how man's 

ignorance and pride prevent him confessing his misery and need 

of God, and then Scri pture is advanced as the solution to this human 

incapacity. Here too the clarity and the obJective 

record are shown to be importance. 

'Par consequent, selon qu'il ttait a la grosseur 

de notre esprit eta notre arrogance le Seigneur nous a 

sa Loi ecrite, pour nous rendre plus certain t/moignage 

Doumergue, op. cit., IV. 82. 
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de ce qui trop obscur en la loi naturelle, et en 

chassant la _nonchalance, toucher pl us vi vement notre 

esprit et notre m'moire' (I.C. II. 8:1). 

It ought also to be pointed out that in this cont ext, where an 

obvious opportunity appears for Calvin to expound some the ory of 

verbal inspiration, his remarks are very circumspect. .A similar 

opportunity i s avoided i n hi s exposition of the Lord's Prayer 

(l.C. III. 20:34). The obvious conclusion to ee drawn is that 

the verbal inspirati on of Scri pture f or Calvin has little to do 

with its inherent authority. This will be the reason why the Latin 

1 dictante spiritu sancto' of chapter 8, para. 2 in book 4 is 

translated in the French version of 1560 quite simply as 'l'Esprit 

les inspirant et dressant cela'. 

Its Definitiveness. 'Instituti on IV. 8:1-9. 

This chapter contains an even fuller account of t he origin and 

purpose of Scrl pture; as part of his analysis of t he Church's 

spiritual powers, Calvin brings out even more positively Scri pture's 

definitive fUnction. He repeats how the patriarchs were granted 

intimate revelati ons from God, together with signs to confirm their 

validity. This spoken word, says Calvin, was transmitted to successive 

generati ons 'afin qu'elle toujours entretenue' (ch. 8:5). 

Whem Calvin again comes to t he committal of thi s word t o writing, he 

once more stresses the permanence and immutabil ity of written 
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Scripture, and this time he adds a comment which shows the practical 

implications of t his finality of Scripture. 

'Or quand il a plu aDieu a ordonner et dresser une forme 

A d'Eglise plus apparente, il a en meme temps voulu que sa 

Parole rQt par ecrit, afin que les pretres prissent 

de ce qu'ils voulaient enseigner au peuple, et que toute 

doctrine qu'on precherait fut et examinee a cette 

r'egle. (ch. 8:6). 

Calvin next adds an account of the growth and unity of the remainder 

of the Old Testament, and now the theme of Scripture's finality 

becomes emphatic. Nothing was to be added to, or subtracted from 

the Law·; the prophets added to it nothing new, but only a pure 

exposition of its claims; ·to make their teaching the more evident, 

their prophetic and historical utterances were similarly put into 

writing. This whole corpus of Law, prophecy and psalm was Word of 

God to Israel. 

'••• il a fallu que les et les docteurs aient 

et compasse a cette regle tout ce qu'ils ont 

de Christ, sans qu'il rUt licite de 

ou a droite ou a gauche'. (ch. 8:6). 

By this last remark Calvin continues to dwell upon the full finality 

of Scripture. 

This too remains his intention in the following paragraph where 

he shows how the process of Scriptural revelation reached its peak in 

the supreme revelation of Jesus Christ, in whom God has so perfectly 
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disclosed himsel£, that his Son is the final and eternal testimony 

that men can have o£ God's truth. This declaration ushers in Calvin's 

most comprehensive statement of the canonical Scriptures (ch. 8:8, 

quoted supra p. 1), and this statement in turn is basically a statement 

of the normative value to the Church of the finality of God's written 

Word. 

Calvin intends quite obviously throughout this passage not merely 

to outline the stages by which Scripture comes to be a complete and 

permanent record of divine truth, but to show how these features 

necessarily imply its authoritative status and use in the Church. The 

ninth paragraph enumerates these uses: to give to ministers in the 

Church their true authority, by which they teach and rule, to serve 

as a criterion of doctrinal truth, to maintain a proper discipline, 

to provide a sure foundation o£ belief, and above all, to ensure that 

by his own Word, God may retain his own authority, in the Church. 

'••• c'est que Dieu aux hommes la faculte de forger aucun 

article nouveau, que lui seul nous soit pour Maitre et 

Docteur en la doctrine spirituelle, car lui seul est veritable, 

ne pouvant mentir ni tromper'. (ch. 8:9; cp. Comms. Jean 16:12, 

21:25). 

Its Validity 

These accounts of Scripture's origin involve certain theo-logical 

assumptions and deductions. For Calvin, mankind is so wholly 
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of divine revelation must mean the impossibility of knowing God 

unless he reveals himself. Consequently there must always exist 

for Calvin a divine accommodation to human weakness within Scriptural 

revelation, (cp. Comms. Jn. 3:12, 5:47) and the priority and 

initiative in this special revelation must be entirely divine. 

Calvin can only conceive of God as both willing and being fully 

capable of revealing himself effectively and sufficiently. Thus 

there can be no revelation except that found in Scripture, and the 

revelation of Scripture must be a clear, sufficient and necessary 

revelation of God. 

Though it has appeared that Calvin places no reliance upon the 

inspired writers and the inerrant text to supply the basis of his 

doctrine of Biblical authority, this does not mean to say that he 

attaches no importance at all to its written record. In fact these 

accounts of Scripture show that in its origin and by its very nature, 

Scripture has acquired objective values: comprehensibility, 

permanence, finality which entail its function as authority. Calvin 

therefore affirms the uniqueness and definitiveness of canonical 

Scripture, which as the objective source of truth includes all that 

is necessary, and as normative test of truth, excludes that which is 

erroneous. 

At this point it becomes important to underline the terminology 

of chapter 6 of Book I. In spite of his exposition of the objective 

superiority of Scripture and its contribution to the authoritative 
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value of Scripture, Calvin takes care not to equate this objective 

validity of Scripture with what he considers to be its authority 

proper. Although Calvin speaks of 'registres authentiques', 'la 

v'rit6 immuable' and 'cette aide nlcessaire' in chapter 6, he post­

pones use of the word 'authorit,', with respect to Scripture, until 

chapter 7, where he intends to show how it attains its full and 

proper authority. When therefore J. urray tries to distinguish 

between 'the authority that is intrinsic to Scripture, and our 

persuasion or conviction that it is authoritative' (1) he is intro­

ducing terms which contradict Calvin's intention, though he expresses 

a distinction Calvin himself is well aware of. Dowey' s use of the 

phrase 'intrinsically valid' is altogether more helpful (2). 

The entire problem of establishing religious knowledge is thus 

presented by Calvin as a problem of the communication and reliability 

of divine truth, and the position so far can be stated thus: prior 

modes of revelation, in themselves valid and extant, are rendered 

ineffective by man's sinful incapacity. The special revelation of 

Scripture would, of itself, despite its superior objective validity, 

also partake of the same ineffectiveness, unless somehow rendered 

credible ani efficacious. Calvin now offers a solution in 1erms of 

Scripture's superior objective revelation, made reliable and authen­

tic by the illumination of the Holy Spirit. 

(1 ) J. Murray, op. cit., p. 44-. 

(2) Dowey, op. cit., ch. 3· 



The Authentication of Scripture. 'Institution Chretienne' I:7-8 

The title of chapter 7 announces this sol ution: 'Par quels 

t'moignages il faut que l'Ecriture nous soit pour que 

nous tenions son autorite certaine, a savoir du Saint-Esprit ••• ' 

This chapter is in effect the answer to Calvin's search for 'une 

vraie et entiere sagesse' (I.e. I. 1:1) and the justification of an 

authority of Scripture which derives from God himself, and which 

consists of a divinely inspired certainty which can be personally 

experienced. 

'Le Temoignage Interieur du Saint-Esprit'. (Chapter 7) 

Calvin opens his classic exposition of this doctrine by pointing 

out the need for a subjective and yet spiritual verification of 

Scripture. Of itself, Scripture may well constitute a valid body 

of truth about God, but for Calvin this truth will be powerless and 

irrelevant if the heart and mind of the believer cannot be fully 

convinced of Scripture's divine origin and character. 

'Mais parce que Dieu ne parle point journellement du 

ciel, et qu'il n'y a que les seules Ecritures ou il a voulu 

/ • / A . ;" <1 ..,_ que sa ver1te fut publ1ee pour etre connue jusqu'a la f in, 

elles ne peuvent avoir plaine certitude envers les fideles 

"' "' / a autre titre, sinon quend ils tiennent pour arrete et 

conclu qu'ell es sont venues du ciel, comme s'ils oyaient la 
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Dieu parler de sa propre bouche'. ( ch. 7:1). 

If he is to underline the importance of Scripture's subjective 

certainty, Calvin's first move must be to dispel the current notion 

that in some way Scripture's authority arises from the. formal 

decree of the Church. This, he states in his title, is no less 

than 'une impietgmaudite', and he reacts now with a fierce rejoinder: 

'Comme si la verite eternelle et invisible de Dieu etait 

appuyee sur la fantaisie des hommesi. (ch. 7: 1). 

It is absurdity propounded by those who would claim an infalli ble 

Church, he continues, but without any satisfaction for those seeking 

assurance - 'une fermete de vie eternelle' - since the promises 

enclosed in Scripture would thus be founded on no more than 'le bon 

des hommes'. 

He then brings forward the statement of Ephesians 2:20 to show 

that in order ana· in operation it is Scripture, 'la doctrine que les 

Prophetes et Apotres nous ont laiss6'e', which precedes the Church 

'comme le fondement va devant 1',difice'. Thus it 1s the Church, 

on the contrary, whichreveres, honours and abides by the Word, but 

still 'ne 1a rend pas authentique comme si auparavant eut 

douteuse ou en (ch. 7:2). The Church, as already noted 

in Calvin's comments upon the canon, indeed has a certain part to 

play in the ratification of Scripture, but for Calvin, even that 

pa.z;"t .is neither essential nor decisive, and he relegates ment·ion of 

it to the next chapter. (ch. 8:11). 

The paragraph (7:3) added only after the 1550 edition, 
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expounds a statement of Augustine in a way that conf'irms Calvin's 

position. The point of his rather tortuous exposition of ugustine 

is that he ought not to be interpreted in a manner which could seem 

to place the Church in a superior position to the Bible. This 

shows that Calvin is not merely concerned to attack the Roman 

Catholic stand, which he of course considered erroneous, but he is 

also intending to remove the proof of Scripture's authority wholly 

outside the sphere of external verification. The category of 

required cannot be natural or rational proof, for this would mean 

that faith in Scripture must be a fallible natural or rational 

faculty. Temporal or institutional proof of Scripture is therefore 

excluded; the verification of Scripture's authority is not in these 

ways at all external: 

'··· c'est autant comme si quelqu'un s'enquerait d'ou nous 

apprendrons a discerner la clarte des tenebres, le blanc du 

noir, le doux de l'amer. Car 1 'Ecriture a de quoi se faire 

conna1tre, voire d'un sentiment aussi notoire et infaillible 

comme ont les chases blanches et noires de montrer leur 

couleur et les chases douces et ameres de montrer leur 

saveur'. (ch. 7:2; cp. Comms. Jn. 14:25-6, I. Cor. 2:15 i nfra.). 

The believer thus knows Scri pture to be of divine origin and reliability 

by a direct intuitive perceptl on of this divinity, independently 

of external proof and logical processes. For Calvin to leave 

matter·s at this point would be to i nvite the charge that i n divesting 

the Church of any formal power to accredit Scripture, he is 
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himself guilty of basing Scripture's authority upon some equally 

fallible basis of his own invention. The fourth paragraph there-

fore shows how this authentication of Scripture derives entirely 

from a source which is superior because it is divine and, by definition, 

infallible. 

... il est requis que la persuasion que nous avons dite 

soit prise plus haut que de raisons humaines, ou jugernents, 

ou conjectures; a savoir du temoignage secret du Saint-Esprit'. 

(ch. 7:4). 

At this point, Calvin once more makes clear that although there 

are abundant reasons to prove Scripture's divine character, he cannot 

rest content with a proof or certainty based upon human argument. 

Having thus established the category of proof and certainty required, 

Calvin now reverts to his exposition of Scripture's authentication. 

The 'temoignage secret' of the Spirit is not only independent of 

human verification, but far superior to it. 

'••• parce que gens profanes (afin de rien croire 

follement a la legere) pensent que la religion consiste en 

opinion seulement ils veulent et demandant qu'on prouve 

par raison que Moise et les Prophetes ont ete' de Dieu 

parler. A quoi je raponds que le temoignage du Saint-Esprit 

est plus excellent que toute raison, car bien que Dieu seul 

soit suffisant de soi en sa Parole, toutefois cette 

Parole n'obtiendra point foi aux coeurs des hommes, si elle n'y 

est par le du Saint-Esprit'. (ch. 7:4). 
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Calvin cannot conceive of this operation taking place apart 

from . the Writt en Word; rather, it transcends the limited verbal 

ef:f'ica_cy inherent in the written Word, and avails to render that 

Word credible. The testimony of' the Spirit cann?t be an inde-

pendent revelation which subsequently confirms that of' Scripture, 

but in inspiration and in authentic ation too , the Spirit acts in 

the believer's heart by one concurrent divine action. To use 

Reid·' s simile (1) the Spirit's testimony acts not as a rubber stamp, 

but as a witness in court. 

I / • ..., 'C est pourquoi il est que le meme Esprit qui a 

parle par la bouche des entre en nos coeurs, 

et les touche a vif, pour les persuader que les Prophetes 

ont fidelement mis en avant ce qui leUr a commande 

d' en haut'. ( ch. 7 :4). 

By thus placing the origin of Scri pture's authentication entirely 

within the sphere of divine initiative, Calvin intends to display 

the impr egnable r eliability of' Scripture. Though the process 

must take place within the religious experience of the believer, 

its source and guarantor must be none other than God himself' in 

his Word. 

The final paragraph describes the nature of' the certainty 

imparted by the Spirit's witness. Although Scripture exhibits 

intrinsic proof - says the Latin text (1560) -

(1) J.S. Reid, 'Authority of' Scri pture', ch. 2, p. 50. 
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of its divine character, the testimony of the Spirit conveys 

something far more than intellectual assent 

'Etant dono illumines par sa vertu, nous ne croyons 

pas a notre · jugement, ou oelui des autres, que l'Ecriture 

est de Dieu, mais par-dessus tout jugement humain, nous 

arretons indubitablement qu'elle' nous a donnee de la 

propre bouche de Dieu par le des hommes, comme 

si nous contemplions l'essence de Dieu en elle. 

Nous ne cherchons point ou arguments ou vraisemblances aux-

quels notre jugement repose, mais nous lui soumettons notre 

jugement et intelligence comme une chose par-dessus 

(ch. 7:5; cp. Comm. Luc. 24:45). 

This last bold statement received careful explanation. Belief in 

Scripture's divine nature is no superstitions or irrational act, 

but by the Spirit's activity, we are induced to believe both 'sciemment 

et volontairement'. Together with an awareness of the divine truth 

and origin of Scripture, the witness of the Spirit also imparts the 

ability to assent and respond to Scripture's authority. The 

conviction prompting this response comprises a volitional element: 

'une persuasion telle qu' elle ne requiert .point de raisons', an 

intellectual element: 'une connaissance telle, qu'elle est 

sur une tres bonne raison, c'est savoir, d'autant que notre esprit 
I 

a plus certain et plus assure repos qu'en augllnes raisons', and an 

emotional element: 'o'est un tel sentiment, qu'il ne se peut 

engendrer que de revelation 0 I 0 (all ch. 7:5). 



4-2 

In this admirably written chapter of the 'Institution', Calvin 

has set out his argument with precision and insight. First he 

establishes the category of proof; formal, temporal, institutional 

proofs are all reducible to fallible human opinion, and because 

they lack the ultimate reliability of a divine source of truth, 

Calvin repeatedly and emphatically discards them. 

he interprets Paul's words in I Cor. 2:15: 

In the same way, 

'Apres qu'il a oste l'authorite( au jugement charnel de 

l'homme, il enseigne maintenant qu'il n'y a que les spirit­

uals qui soyent juges capa les de ceste cause, pource que le 

seu+ Esprit de Dieu se recogncist soy-mesme: et c'est son 

prcpre office de discerner ce qui est sien d'avec ce qui est 

d'autruy: d'approuver ce qui est sien, et a neant 

toutes autres chases'. (Comm. I Cor. 2:15). 

Calvin therefore takes care to make the conviction of Scripture's 

authority an infallible conviction by basing it upon the Spirit's 

own initiative and activity. An effective authentication of 

Scripture as God's Word must therefore consist of a direct apprehension 

of its divine origin and truth. 

Calvin's exposition is carefully supported at every level. He 

maintains t he objective aspect by locating the work of the Spirit 

in and through the written Word. At the same time the subjective 

aspect of the believer's assur ance and response is fully worked out 

and safeguarded. Human inability to apprehend divine truth is thus 

resolved for Calvin by the immediate and unilateral witness of the 
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Spirit to his own inspired Word. An infallable divine source, an 

effective divine interventi on, and an adequate response of faith 

and certainty, these factors of the Spirit's inner witness guarantee 

the trustworthiness of Scripture. 'La divinite de la Bible, 

directement sensible an coeur du fidele, la plus certaine et la 

plus suffisante des Such is Doumergue's enthusiastic 

appraisal (1 ) • In other words, Calvin is demonstrating that in 

the last analysis the Bible has the innate and ultimate authority 

of divine utterance. No other proof is necessary, no further proof 

is possible than that which God himself supplied: 'Dieu seul ••• 

suffisant de soi dans sa Parole! (Cp. Comm. I Jn. 2:27). 

Calvin can thus say that it is possible to be completely and 

correctly convinced of the divine origin and truth of Scripture, and 

in turn this means that Scripture possesses more than an intrinsic 

validity; it has an authority that theologically and experimentally 

is reliable and trustworthy. 

'L T I . H . I es • (Chapter 8) 

Having already stated in chapter 7 that he would be content to 

prove by ordinary methods of reasoning that Scripture is of divine 

origin and importance,- ' ••• il y a toujours de quoi rembarrer les 

ennemis, etc.'(ch. 7:4)- Calvin now turns to some of these very proofs. 

(1) Doumergue, op. cit., TV, 59. 



The title of chapter 8 however bears a qualification illustrating 

their purely secondary status: 'Qu'il y a des assez 

certaines, en tant que la raison humaine le porte, pour rendre 

l'Ecriture indubitable'. The testimony of the Spirit thus retains 

its priority in the authentication of Scripture, but now other 

con:fi.rmatory proof can be added. In effect, Calvin is now stating 

explicitly what in chapter 6 was mostly latent in his account of 

Scripture; there exist in the ·written, Word .certain qualities 'which 

cannot create a proper belief in its divine origin, but which spring 

from its diVine origin, and serve to confirm that belief: 

'••• comment Dieu a en elle bien dispose et ordonne la 

dispen3ation de sa sagesse ••• combien sa doctrine se montre 

partout ••• combien il y a une bonne convenance entre 

les parties, et les autres choses qui sont propres pour donner 

autorite a quelques ecrits'. (ch. 8:1). 

To expound further these 'autres choses', Calvin next concentrates, 

as one might expect of a humanist scholar of his generation and 

standing, upon the literary and historical qualities of the Bible. 

The simplicity of its language; he says, he needs no artifice of 

rhetoric to persuade men; it surpasses the thought and writings of 

antiquity: 

'Car la est example de tout doute, puisque sans autres 

• A I ( ) aides, elle est de suffisante pour se soutenir • ch. 8:1 • 

The eloquent language of certain parts of Scripture (8:2), its 

antiquity (8:3; cp. Comm. Rom. 1:2), the veracity of the books of Moses 




































































































































































































