
Calvin’s Two Favourite Images of God 
 
Introduction 
The popular misconception of Calvin’s God - as a remote, terrible 
and inexorable tyrant (Erich Fromm) and cosmic sadist (C. S. 
Lewis before his conversion) - is completely overthrown by the 
portrait that emerges from a study of the Reformer’s own writings. 
 
A. Father 
It may come as a great surprise to Calvin haters to learn that one of 
his favourite images of God is the exact opposite of this: that of an 
almighty, bountiful father. A passage near the opening of his 
Institutes shows just how foundational this image is for the 
Reformer. He says, ‘Until people sense that they owe everything to 
God, that they are cherished by his fatherly care, that he is the 
author of their every good, so that they should ask for nothing 
apart from him, they will never bow to him in willing 
reverence.’(1) This description of God as father, not in reference to 
the first person of the Godhead, but to God himself in his 
relationship to us, appears throughout Calvin’s writings, always 
bearing not only the connotation of authority and power, but also 
of devoted, affectionate care. God ‘names himself our father,’ 
Calvin reminds us appreciatively, ‘and that is how he wants to be 
called by us. He takes away all our mistrust by the utter 
winsomeness of this name, since a more loving disposition could 
not be found anywhere else than in a father.’(2) Calvin’s frequent 
use of the father-child metaphor, therefore, fully justifies 
Warfield’s assessment, that of all the Reformation divines Calvin 
was pre-eminently the theologian of the ‘Divine Fatherhood.’(3) 
 
This is, of course, the language of the redeemed. Nevertheless, 
Calvin employs this image to stress our knowledge of God as 
Creator and Sustainer as well as Redeemer. If we ask why God at 
first created everything, Calvin replies that it was out of his sheer 
fatherly goodness. This, he adds, is ‘more than enough to draw us 
gently to his love, for there is no creature on which his compassion 



has not been poured out.’(4) And it is with the same loving care 
that he now continues to tend the world by his providence.(5) 
What a ground of security to the redeemed this truth is, Calvin 
does not fail to observe. ‘Their comfort, I say, is understanding 
that the heavenly father so holds everything in his power, so rules 
by his authority and command, so governs by his wisdom, that 
nothing falls out unless by his design.’(6) 
 
It is important for a right understanding of Calvin to mark that 
while only the redeemed appreciate this fatherly relationship, it is 
not confined to them. The whole human race receives the father’s 
bountiful care. ‘By adorning us with such excellence,’ Calvin 
reminds us, ‘he proves he is our father.’(7) Indeed, ‘God’s fatherly 
love to humanity’ is seen in the very order of creation. ‘He did not 
create Adam until he had enriched the world with full abundance 
of good things.’ By choosing this order, God took on himself the 
responsibility of a ‘prudent and conscientious head of the 
family.’(8) 
 
Scriptural 
The primary question for us, however, is whether Calvin’s paternal 
image of God is a faithful reflection of the teaching of Scripture. 
For reply, Scripture itself gives us more than a few bare hints. The 
fatherhood of God is a theme that recurs throughout its pages, yet 
in two crucially different senses. 
 
Mankind in General 
To mankind in general, God is a father both by creation and provi-
dence. Paul seizes on this fact, as expressed in the natural theology 
of the pagan poets Aratus and Cleanthes, as a basis for 
evangelizing the Athenians.(9) James, too, grounds on it his 
encouragement to pray, signifying by the term ‘father of lights’ not 
merely that God is ‘the father of the universe’, but that he is also 
‘the father of all good.’(10) And it is those he describes as ‘evil’ 
that our Lord himself directs to their ‘heavenly father.’(11) 
‘Though perverse and lovers of themselves,’ comments Calvin on 
a similar passage in Isaiah, ‘ men and women take care of their 



children. What of God, who is goodness itself? Will he be able to 
cast aside his fatherly affection? By no means.’(12) 
 
The Redeemed in Particular 
To the redeemed in particular, God promises to be a father in a far 
more exalted and wonderful way. In taking on this relationship to 
us, he begets us to new life, adopts us into his redeemed family, 
makes us partakers of his own nature, meets all our needs, heals all 
our ills, guides and guards us on our path through life, bequeaths 
us an inheritance in heaven and brings us at last to enjoy him in 
perfect holiness for ever.(13) How affectionate and caring he is, 
the Lord Jesus repeatedly confirms in his Sermon on the Mount, 
the Lord’s Prayer and in his Upper Room and Ascension 
Addresses.(14) Even the Old Testament prophets, with their far 
less developed awareness of the relationship, make use of it both 
to comfort and reprove God’s people.(15) Calvin’s image of God 
as father therefore fully echoes that of God himself speaking in 
Scripture. 
 
God our Father only in Christ 
It must be stressed, however, that no-one can either enjoy the 
father’s spiritual blessings or derive comfort from his fatherly care 
without access to him through our Lord Jesus Christ. Of this truth 
Calvin speaks in no uncertain terms. For salvation, he asserts,’ 
God has never manifested himself to men except by his Son.’(16) 

And though the Saviour himself ‘sighed and wept over the evils 
that befell others,(17) even the Jerusalemites who crucified him, he 
by no means comforted them till they were first reconciled to God 
through him. Accordingly, we should read the Scriptures ‘with the 
express design of finding Christ in them,’(18) for all merely 
natural knowledge of God leads only to condemnation.(19) 
Because such knowledge does not pass from God to us through 
Christ the mediator, it cannot produce true godliness, which is 
Calvin’s chief concern.(20) 
 
Another passage near the opening of the Institutes makes this 
abundantly clear: ‘Though no-one, in that ruin and desolation of 



the human race, ever thought that God was father to him, or even 
saviour or propitiator, till Christ came between to pacify him 
towards us, it is one thing to be told that God as our creator not 
only sustains us by his virtue, rules us by his providence, maintains 
and nourishes us by his bounty, and continues all kinds of 
blessings towards us; and another thing . . .to receive and embrace 
the grace of reconciliation as he offers it to us in Christ.’(21) 
Consequently, Wendel’s verdict that ‘Calvin’s Christo-centrism . . 
. is as definite and as clearly expressed as that of Luther,’ is 
just.(22) To be united to Christ by faith is indispensable to a 
saving, sanctifying knowledge of God as our father. 
 
From our brief study of Calvin’s favourite image of God, a few 
practical conclusions may be drawn. 
1. First, we should seek to appreciate just how kind God is in 
allowing such sinful creatures as we are to think of him in such 
familiar terms as that of father. While he wishes us to stand in awe 
of him by revealing himself metaphysically, as almighty, holy, 
wise, spiritual, etc., he no less wants us to relate to him personally, 
as our father. As Calvin himself says somewhere, God lisps to us 
in childish language, so that we may understand him - not as he is 
in himself, but as he is to us. Such kindness should both restrain us 
from all philosophical speculations about God, and constrain us to 
concentrate on our filial relationship and grateful duty to him. 
 
2. Second, an enlarged knowledge of God as father should help us 
avoid that form of perverted Pietism which has no time for natural 
theology. Grace does not deny nature; it builds on it. Those who 
reject Aquinas’s attempt to link nature and grace without having 
read a word of him should re-consider their position. Even Luther 
charges him with making Scripture give way to Aristotle.(23) 
More often than not, however, Aquinas quotes Aristotle in a way 
that confirms Scripture.(24) The whole of revelation, epitomized 
in Psalm 19, demonstrates the inseparability of nature and grace. 
Grace is given us to separate nature from sin. Paul’s recognition of 
this, both on Mars’ Hill and in his Letter to the Romans, forms the 
basis of his evangelistic preaching, and serves to point us to God’s 



easy access to man’s created but sin-warped mind.(25) In all our 
evangelism, this should be a great encouragement to us. 
 
3. Third, let us read Calvin in the light of Scripture, not through 
the black-tinted spectacles of his detractors. It is not the divine 
despot, however benevolent, but the heavenly father, which is 
Calvin’s chief image of God. As Doumergue says: although the 
term ‘almighty father’ has been forgotten (we might add 
‘suppressed’) in connection with Calvin, he in fact insisted on 
God’s ‘paternity’ with distinctive energy.(26) This is not, of 
course, to identify Calvin’s God with that of 19th century Liberals, 
who made Christ as propitiator redundant. Calvin’s God is our 
father not by creation and providence alone, nor by redemption 
alone, but by all three together. 
 
4. Fourth, our knowledge of God as father should stir us up to 
promote and defend his honour. ‘If I am a father, he asks in 
Malachi, ‘where then is my honour?’(27) Notes Warfield, ‘It was 
precisely because Calvin conceived of God not only as Lord, but 
also as Father, and gave him not merely his obedience but his love, 
that he burned with such jealousy for his honour. Everything that 
tended to rob God of the honour due him was accordingly 
peculiarly abhorrent to him.’(28) This abhorrence found 
expression in the most vehement protests against all that was 
pagan in doctrine, worship and conduct. This is the effect Gods 
fatherhood should have on us. 
 
5. Lastly, Calvin’s Scriptural image of God as father should 
greatly encourage us to draw near to him through our Lord Jesus 
Christ. He who has opened the way of access to us which since the 
Fall has been barred by sins almost smothers us with tender 
reminders that his eternal Father by nature is now our Father by 
grace.(30) Let us take Christ at his word, and confide in our 
heavenly father as children should. And as by grace we are 
enabled to do so, let us exclaim with a sense of wonder, ‘How 
great is his goodness! How great is his beauty!’(31) 
 



B. Fountain 
The knowledge of God Calvin seeks to promote is the knowledge 
according to godliness. Accordingly, he presents us not with 
abstract and abstruse ideas about God, but with homely images of 
Him. Aiming to draw us into filial trust and reverence, he lays 
great emphasis on God’s role as Father, in creation, providence 
and redemption. As he dwells on God’s sheer goodness towards 
us, he turns to a further image, calculated to make us feel our 
complete dependence on Him. It is that of the fountain. 
 
In the very first paragraph of the Institutes, Calvin reminds us that 
God is the source of all our blessings: “By these good things, shed 
upon us drop by drop from heaven, we are led, as if by rivulets, to 
the fountain.”(32) Since these blessings are in themselves good, 
the Reformer extends this image of God into that of the fountain of 
all good. “It is not enough,” he asserts, “simply to hold that God is 
one who should be worshipped and adored by all, unless we are 
persuaded also that he is the fountain of all good.” The very 
placing of these two passages marks the image as regulative of all 
that follows in Calvin’s thoughts of God. “Not one drop of wisdom 
and light,” he continues, “or justice, or power, or uprightness, or 
genuine truth, will be found that does not flow from Him.”(33) 

Correspondingly, the kind of godliness that such a knowledge 
should produce in us is, negatively, “that we should seek nothing 
anywhere else but in Him,” and positively, that “we should learn to 
look for, and ask for, all these things from Him, and when we 
receive them, to ascribe them thankfully to Him.”(34) Thus, 
reverence and dependence, coupled with love and gratitude, 
constitutes the only right attitude towards the God tour life. 
 
This description of God recurs often in Calvin’s writings,(35) and 
is stated in such a way as to convey the message that total 
dependence on God is not only the test of true religion, but also the 
sum and substance of all true religion. Conversely, the only true 
and living God is the One from whom all blessings flow. All 
others are idols. 
 



Others’ Use of the Fountain Image 
Augustine 
We must not imagine that Calvin’s image of God as fountain is 
original. It is fundamental in the thought of the Church Father 
Augustine, who eloquently attaches a whole chain of references to 
it. “There is no life which is not of God,” he reminds us, ‘because 
God is the supreme life, and the fountain of life.”(36) Indeed, He 
pours Himself forth into all the vessels in the universe. Whatever 
we are and have, therefore, except sin, is from Him. “All are gifts 
of my God,” he confesses lovingly, “it was not I who gave them 
me; and good they are. Good, then, is He who made me, and He is 
my good.” “Hence all our happiness is to be sought in Him.” It is, 
he adds sadly, “by forsaking this fountain of life” and being “taken 
up by this transitory world” that “the soul . . . dies.” Indeed, he 
confesses, “it was my sin, that not in Him, but in His creatures - 
myself and others - I sought pleasures, sublimities, truths, and so 
fell headlong into sorrows, confusions, errors.” Yet in His 
abounding mercy, God brings the fountain to us when we will not 
go to it, and bids us drink. In His written Word, which itself is “the 
fountain of eternal life”(37), he shows us Christ, who is also “the 
fountain of life.” “He came to you in the flesh,” Augustine 
expounds tenderly, “that He might bedew your thirsty lips.”(38) 

Even now, He bids us go to Him and drink, assuring us that “the 
fountain will not forsake us if we do not forsake the fountain.” 
And when we have drunk, we begin to be fountains ourselves, out 
of whom flows kindness to others.(39) 
 
Zwingli and Luther 
If the fountain image is not original to Calvin, neither is it 
distinctive. His fellow-Reformer Zwingli also finds God “the 
spring and fountain of all good.”(40) Indeed, he adds, God is the 
highest good, for His goodness is underived, while all other 
goodness is borrowed.(41) Luther, too, energetically employs the 
same metaphor: “God . . . is an eternal fountain overflowing with 
sheer goodness; from Him pours forth all that is good and is called 
good.”(42) True godliness is therefore “to believe in Him, to 



reckon Him true, wise, righteous, merciful, almighty; in sum, to 
acknowledge Him as the author and giver of all good.”(43) 
 
Plato and Seneca 
Calvin’s favourite heathen authors, Plato and Seneca, speak in a 
similar way, though without both his gracious relationship to God 
and his pursuit of practical godliness. It is not God Himself that 
they seek, but some ethical notion of goodness. Calvin, on the 
contrary, insists that both our chief end and our chief good are to 
know and glorify Him. So true is this that “the greatest 
unhappiness” that can ever befall us “is not to live to God.”(44) 
Nevertheless, Calvin argues, since all truth is from the Holy Spirit, 
we are justified along with Paul in quoting heathen authors.(45) As 
“the most religious of all the philosophers”(46), Plato dimly 
perceives God’s goodness in his famous allegory of the cave. Yet 
this is only a poor analogy of faith’s enlightenment by the 
“radiance” of God.(47) Seneca, on whose treatise On Clemency 
Calvin commented shortly after his conversion, echoes Plato and is 
echoed by Calvin in tracing the cause of creation to the sheer 
goodness of God.(48) All three strongly imply the fountain image. 
 
Holy Scripture 
Yet it is neither from Augustine, nor from Luther and Zwingli, nor 
from Plato and Seneca, that Calvin derives his image of God as the 
fountain of all good. It is from Scripture. The sweet Psalmist of 
Israel, prostrated before God in prayer, humbly acknowledges as 
the ground of his hope of blessedness that with God is the fountain 
of life. Calvin explains that “by this he means that there is not a 
drop of life to be found without Him, or which flows not from His 
grace.”(49) In a very different context, Jeremiah reproves God’s 
professing people for forsaking Him, “the fountain of living 
waters.” That is, comments Calvin, “we cannot possibly be free 
from guilt when we leave the only true God, as in Him is found for 
us a fullness of all blessings, and from Him we may draw what 
may fully satisfy us.”(50) 
 



That God is the fountain of all good is implied by our Lord in 
addressing a certain young man: “There is none good but one, that 
is, God.” He says this, notes Calvin, because neither men nor 
angels deserve to be called good, “since they have not a drop of 
goodness in themselves”; it is all “borrowed from God.” Christ 
therefore “directs the young man to God.”(51) 
 
It is on the basis of His all-sufficient fulness that God calls us to 
seek His face and drink from His supply: “Seek ye my face . . . 
Thy face, Lord, will I seek”; “O God, thou art my God; early will I 
seek thee: my soul thirsteth for thee, my flesh longeth for thee in a 
dry and thirsty land, where no water is; to see thy power and thy 
glory”; “thou shalt make them drink of the river of thy pleasures”; 
“If any man thirst, let him come unto me and  drink.”(52) 
Commenting on the first of these metaphors, Calvin beautifully 
says, “The voice of God therefore ought to resound in our hearts 
like an echo in hollow places, that from this mutual concord there 
may spring confidence to call upon Him.”(53) In his spiritual 
dehydration, thirsting in the desert, David “simply . . . desired 
God.” From Him alone flows “a complete and perfect fullness” or 
“oveflowing abundance.”(54) 
 
Yet the great need of our thirsty souls will never be met till we 
drink of the water of life that is brought to us from God by Christ. 
This is why He stood and cried on the last great day of the feast, 
“If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink.” This 
gracious invitation, says Calvin, was not whispered to only one or 
two hearers, but is a doctrine to be “proclaimed to all.” Being 
“poor and destitute of every blessing”, we need the Spirit of God 
to rouse us before we can actually drink in Christ. But when by 
grace we do so, we shall find Him “not a dry and worn-out cistern, 
but an inexhaustible fountain.”(55) 
 
From such extracts as these, it may be seen that the source of 
Calvin’s fountain image is Scripture itself. While its regulative 
importance in Calvin’s thought has not received the attention it 



deserves, his image of God as fountain is sufficiently foundational 
to yield several practical lessons. 
 
1. First, we should be grateful to God for everything. As Adam 
ascribed his original well-being “to the extra-ordinary gifts of his 
Maker”(56), so believers should give all the glory to God for their 
well-being. And the more blessings we have received, the more 
grateful we should be. 
 
2. Second, we should never be anxious about our needs. He who 
fills heaven and earth with His goodness, clothes the flowers and 
feeds the birds, will never see His people destitute. God’s infinite 
goodness so orders our affairs that what glorifies Him will always 
benefit us.(57) 
 
3. Third, on the same basis we may warrantably expect in eternity 
a far better life than this one. At God’s right hand are pleasures for 
evermore.(58) He who is the source of all our good on earth will 
surely be so in heaven. 
 
4. Fourth, all who suffer misery, dissatisfaction and yearning for 
fulfilment should turn immediately to God in Christ. All the 
broken cisterns the world offers us can never satisfy our deepest 
needs, for they do not hold the water of life. Let us then turn 
unfilled to God, and expect a full supply. 
 
5. Lastly, the more we drink from His fulness, the more we shall 
trust Him, call on Him in need, seek our supply from Him, and 
“acknowledge Him with both heart and mouth as the only author 
of all good things.”(59) This, says Calvin, is true godliness. 
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Calvin on Reality, Knowledge 
And Conduct 

Introduction 
In a highly technical article entitled Philosophic Calvinism (Living 
for God’s Glory ed. J. R. Beeke. Reformation Trust. 2008. 150-
159) James Grier argues (using Abraham Kuyper’s Stone Lectures 
as his starting point) that John Calvin had a unified world view. 
This view was in principle comprehensive: it embraced theology, 
philosophy, culture, science and art. “The liberal arts and all the 
sciences,” said Calvin, “are gifts of God.” (Corinthians I. 145) 
From the many areas of life which Calvin touched, Grier selects 
three: reality, knowledge and conduct. These areas concern the 
perennially relevant questions: “What is real?” “How may we 
know what is real?” and “What should I do once I know what is 
real?”  
In this article we shall simplify and supplement (with referenced 
extracts from Calvin and students of Calvin) Grier’s answers to 
these questions. 
Reality 
While some thinkers deny the possibility of ever discovering 
reality, and others offer their own solutions, which amount to 
nothing more than “a corruption of spiritual doctrine” (Colossians 
181), Calvin “provides a rich understanding of what is real.” 
Foundational to all other reality is the fact of God, the “uncreated 
reality.” He is “the triune God of Scripture,” and there is no other 
able to “interdict His will or actions.” “This self-existing God is 
sovereign, has foreordained whatsoever comes to pass, and has 
revealed Himself in nature, in His Son, and in Scripture.” 
In His wisdom, He chose to create. This act of His brought into 
being “the second level of reality,” namely, “created reality.” This 
includes heaven, earth, and everything else that exists.  
Because God “sustains all things by the Word of His power,” 
created reality depends on its Creator for its maintenance as well 
as for its existence. “Everything in nature depends upon the will of 
God, and . . . the whole course of nature is only the prompt 
carrying into effect of His orders.” (Psalms V. 301) 



Thus the Creator-creature distinction is a fundamental aspect of 
reality. We live in God’s universe and our times are in His hands. 
We are responsible for ourselves and are accountable to Him at the 
Last Day. 
Calvin also taught that the whole of created reality, “including 
man, was greatly affected by sin.” This is its present condition, 
which we can know only by the light of Scripture, where the 
Creator Himself reveals it. For, said Calvin, quoting Hilary of 
Poitiers, “God alone is a competent witness for Himself.” 
(Institutes I. 13. 21) 
Calvin further taught that created reality is to be reconciled to God 
“in the consummation.” This reconciliation springs from “the 
redemptive victory of Christ,” and includes “a new heaven and 
new earth wherein dwell righteousness.” Like the present 
corruption under which it groans, created reality’s “complete 
renovation” can be known only from Scripture. 
Comment 
Calvin’s teaching on reality is wholly relevant to the situation 
prevailing in the present-day. Having gained unprecedented 
control over material and technical resources, man now has power 
to destroy large populations of his fellow men, or to manipulate 
them without actually killing them. He has developed a ‘culture’ 
that excludes God from the public conscience and places every 
decision in the hands of his own ‘free choice,’ usually assessed by 
its immediate consequences rather than by a fixed divine standard. 
This attempt to manage human affairs without God has led to ever 
greater isolation from reality. And so he lives on in a fictional 
dream world from which he will not awake until either God 
converts him or he is hauled before Him in judgment. This is how 
serious and dangerous our present plight is in our largely godless 
society. Only by coming face to face with God, the ultimate 
reality, and with sin, our present reality, shall we be able to see our 
need of salvation into a new reality created by God in our Lord 
Jesus Christ. 
Knowledge 
Grier now moves into the realm of knowledge in his exposition of 
the Reformer’s teaching. The question here is how reality may be 



known. Calvin, he observes, often insists on the huge gap 
“between God’s exhaustive knowledge and our finite knowledge.” 
This gap, however, does not prevent us knowing truly, though it 
severely limits our knowledge; God always knows infinitely more 
than we do. This means that we can know anything only insofar as 
God reveals it to us. God Himself is the sole source of our 
knowledge of everything.  
While “creation is a reality that declares the glory of God,” and 
while “the incarnate Son is the full, personal revelation of God to 
man,” Calvin held that “the revelation of God in Scripture is the 
primary source of our knowledge.” Indeed, “no doctrine is to be 
allowed except what He has Himself revealed.” (Zechariah-
Malachi. 532) Calvin is so firm on this point that he declares, “the 
Lord does not shine upon us except when we take His Word as our 
light . . . Without the Word, nothing is left for men but darkness.” 
(General Epistles. 388) 
It is only by the Word that we are brought to realize that both we 
and the rest of creation have been radically affected by sin. When 
he studied the Biblical teaching on the Fall, Calvin came to the 
conclusion that Adam’s “detestable crime” (Institutes II. 1.4) 
polluted both mankind and the entire cosmos.  
From such passages as John 3.3 and 6, Romans 8.6-7, and 
Ephesians 4.17-20, he concluded that “man’s fallen nature” is now 
“wholly corrupted.” (Piety’s Wisdom – J. Mark Beach. 
Reformation Heritage Books. 2010. 97) 
Not only so, all creation groans under the curse that Adam’s 
rebellion procured. “No part of the world” remains untouched by 
“a sense of its present misery . . . being now subject to corruption.” 
(Commentary on Romans 8.19-22) “It is evident to all who can 
see, that the world is inundated with more than an ocean of evils, 
that it is overrun with numerous destructive pests, that everything 
is fast verging to ruin.” (Institutes. The Dedication) 
Because this corruption dwells principally in man’s soul, and since 
“no part is immune from sin” (Institutes II.1.9), our knowledge is 
clouded and confused in a way that it was not before sin entered.  
This is why we need both Scripture (in order to know anything 
aright) and the Holy Spirit (who alone can remove our blindness). 



Without Scripture, “we would not know creation, history, present 
reality, and the future.” Without the Holy Spirit, we would remain 
unable to see what God has clearly revealed.  
The Spirit and the Word are thus inseparable. In an oft-quoted 
axiom, Calvin reminds us that “God does not bestow the Spirit on 
His people in order to set aside the use of His Word, but rather to 
render it fruitful.” (Gospel Synopsis III. 375) God joins His Spirit 
with the Word because without His efficacy, the Gospel would 
prove ineffective. Similarly, the Word must never be separated 
from the Spirit, because without its sure guidance we shall join the 
“fanatics . . . who, despising the Word, glory in the name of the 
Spirit, and swell with vain confidence in their own imaginations.” 
(Isaiah IV. 271) 
Scripture is therefore the standard by which all truth claims must 
be tested. Calvin’s reverence for the authority of Holy Scripture is 
so great that he does not hesitate to call it “the infallible rule” of all 
things; therefore our whole wisdom consists in “embracing with 
gentle docility, and without any exception, all that is delivered in 
the sacred Scriptures.” (Institutes I. 18.4) 
Consequently, our knowledge is true only when it corresponds 
with what God knows and has revealed about the objects of our 
knowledge. This axiom is applicable to every sphere of 
knowledge, “since God has interpreted every aspect of creation” 
for us. Because “all truth coheres in the mind of God, we can test 
truth claims” to see if they correspond with God’s knowledge as 
revealed in Scripture. When they do, we can accept them; when 
they do not, we must reject them. 
Furthermore, when we read God’s creation as He explains it in His 
written Word, we realize that it is “a cosmos and not a chaos.” 
Calvin’s admiration of the works of God in creation, including 
man, was unbounded, even when he recognized their vitiation by 
sin. He terms the universe “that beautiful theatre” and “this most 
ample and beautiful machine.” (Isaiah III. 225. Footnote; Institutes 
I.5.1) Its unity, beauty and order should evoke from us thoughtful 
gratitude, especially when “God has destined all things for our 
good and salvation” and has bestowed such “great benefits” on us. 



So, we should “bestir ourselves to trust, invoke, praise and love 
Him.” (Institutes I. 14.22) 
Grier concludes this section of his study by cautioning us that 
though “everything that God has revealed is knowable,” we must 
not pry into what He has concealed from us. There is a vast 
unknown containing the “secret things” that “belong to Him” 
alone. (Deuteronomy 29.29) Consequently, we should be “content 
with the measure of revelation” He has been pleased to make, and 
“willingly to be ignorant of what is deeper than this.” (Four Last 
Books of Moses. III. 377) Even when we reach the limits of our 
knowledge, it is never so unclouded but that “some dimness or 
obscurity” still “hangs over” our spiritual sight. (Ephesians 212) 
But we do not need to know the things God has hidden from us. 
Enough for us that He has revealed “some things truly,” though 
not exhaustively. So we must continue to think God’s thoughts 
after Him and bring every thought into subjection to Jesus Christ, 
the incarnate Word of God. 
Comment 
Calvin’s teaching on knowledge is no less relevant to our present 
plight than his teaching on reality. Unless we are brought to view 
everything through the lens of Holy Scripture (Calvin calls the 
Bible our spectacles) we shall never view anything as it really is. 
We shall be left to perish in our own purblind notions. Lord, open 
Thou our eyes, and show us the wondrous things in Thy Law. 
Conduct 
In the light of what is real and what is knowable, Grier closes his 
discussion of these issues with the Reformer’s teaching on what 
we should do. “For Calvin, divine command constitutes the 
essence of man’s moral obligation.” Some commands God gave in 
Scripture were obligatory only for a time; others are binding 
forever. Of the former were the Old Testament sacrifices; even the 
“New covenant commands such as baptism, witnessing and 
prayer” will not be obligatory on the new earth. By contrast, the 
thread of unity for the perpetually binding commands runs through 
all Scripture, from the creation ordinances of Genesis, through the 
teaching of the Sermon on the Mount, into the fabric of the 



apostolic epistles and the life of the Church. They are the standards 
by which we shall all be judged at the Last Day. 
In a practical passage of great spiritual power, Calvin shows us our 
duty in the light of our redemption by Christ. As he urges us to be 
wholly consecrated to God in the light of His mercies in Christ, he 
writes: “All we think, speak, plan and do should be for His glory . . 
. We are not our own: let not reason and will therefore determine 
our plans or the things we need to do. We are not our own: let us 
therefore look beyond what the flesh suggests is good for us. We 
are not our own: let us therefore forget ourselves as much as we 
can – ourselves and everything around us . . . we are the Lord’s: let 
us then live and die for Him. We are the Lord’s: let His will and 
wisdom govern all we do. We are the Lord’s: let every part of our 
lives be directed to Him as their sole end.” (A Guide to Christian 
Living. Banner of Truth. 2009. 18-19; translated from Institutes. 
III. 7.1) 
At this point a “biblical theory of values comes into play,” for 
seeking the Lord’s will in all we do raises the question of values. 
The value of anything, Calvin believed, is based on what God 
stipulates as good for us. Because “God has declared what is good 
in His revelation . . . we are not free to place whatever value we 
wish” on anything. Our values should be taken from God’s 
evaluation, whether of “people, groups of people, objects,” or 
“events,” for He “has given value to all things He has created.”  
As Grier draws his study to a close, he reflects that one of the 
beauties of a Calvinistic world view is that it correlates reality, 
obligation and value. It does not value according to personal or 
group preference, but according to God’s evaluation. Some things 
are intrinsically valuable, because God has set a high value on 
them. His glory and kingdom belong to this class, because they are 
ends in themselves, and not means to higher ends. Other things are 
extrinsically valuable. These derive their value from their 
productivity and benefit to mankind. They are not ends in 
themselves, but means to higher ends. 
In order to evaluate everything as God does, we must deny 
ourselves whatever worldly folk value, leaving ourselves “no place 
at all first either to pride, or arrogance, or ostentation; then either 



to avarice, or desire, or lasciviousness, or effeminacy, or to other 
evils that our self-love spawns.” On the contrary, our conduct 
before God and men should show godliness, righteousness and 
sobriety. (Institutes III. 7.2) In this spirit we should value God 
above all and our neighbour as ourselves, and prepare ourselves 
for cross-bearing with patience. (Institutes III. 7.8; 7.4; 8.10, 11) 
One of the most prominent roles Calvin gives to God’s people in 
this world is to display that part of the image of our Maker in a life 
of order, lived “in response to divine grace and in dependence on 
divine provision.” This was the law for man in Eden, and forms a 
major part of his restoration through Christ. Every believer must 
therefore exhibit a life of the utmost “rectitude and integrity.” 
(Nelson D. Kloosterman, in Calvin For Today. Reformation 
Heritage Books. 2009. 197) 
Lastly, Grier stresses the importance of the motives that impel us 
to choose the right and the good in our daily conduct. “Many 
motives have been proposed, but the most promising are gratitude 
for undeserved grace, fear of God, and faith as allegiance or 
loyalty to Christ.” May these be a threefold cord to bind us to true 
godliness.  
Comment 
The bewildering and chaotic conduct, both of the world’s leaders 
and of the nations, calls loudly to us to turn a deaf ear to the ideal 
of a worldwide confederacy of nations, and to turn back to our 
forsaken heritage, grounded in the morality of Scripture. (See 
Isaiah 8.12-13, 20) When world leaders act without any reference 
to this perfect guide, they clearly show their contempt for the 
social and cultural roots that lie in the depths of God’s own 
character. If every moral decision is to be taken detached from 
these roots, what kind of fruit can we expect but ‘the law of the 
jungle’? Man will continue to suppress the image of God in which 
he was made and degrade himself to the level of the brute. Is it not 
evident that notions of evolution upwards inevitably thrust man 
downwards? Help, Lord, for vain is the help of man. 
Conclusion 
Grier’s summary of Calvin’s teaching on reality, knowledge and 
conduct, is a great help to understanding the world’s present crisis 



and the only way out of it. How we need a mighty movement of 
His Holy Spirit to cause us to return to Him whom we have so 
guiltily forsaken, and to proclaim His glories to all and sundry, 
whether they hear or forbear! Such an outpouring would herald the 
time when “the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of the 
glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.” (Habakkuk 2.14) 
The summary also indicates, without a shadow of doubt, that the 
only resting-place for the feet of our souls is the solid bedrock of 
God’s inerrant Word. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


