
 

Calvin and the 
Categorical Imperative 

 
Men love to extol their own self-styled wisdom. Thus philosophers 
claim Immanuel Kant as the originator of the categorical 
imperative; that is, the adoption of moral law as the basis of codes 
of conduct. We know, however, that it was imposed on man in 
Eden: “thou mayest . . . thou shalt not” (Genesis 2.16-17) and that 
our obligation to it is graven on every heart (Romans 2.14-15,17). 
 
No one since the closing of the canon of Scripture, we believe, had 
a keener sense of our duty to obey the categorical imperative than 
John Calvin. Its obligations crop up everywhere in his writings, 
and they apply to every detail of our lives. He was so enamoured 
of it himself that he wrote: “Only those are worthy students of the 
law who . . . are so delighted with its instruction as to account 
nothing more desirable or delicious than to make progress 
therein.” Like all true Reformed teachers, he rested believers’ law-
keeping on Gospel motives, to show us that grace does not destroy 
our obligations to it, but enables us in part to meet them. That is, 
though we can never be justified by keeping the law, we should 
adopt it as the rule of life. This principle is thoroughly Biblical. 
 
Here are a few samples of Calvin’s application of it: 
 
We ought to distinguish between God’s words and the words of 
those who falsely assume His name. 
 
We ought to obey God implicitly, and to comply wholly with His 
good pleasure. 
 
We ought to remember that God’s fatherly-kindness towards us is 
in the person of Christ. 
 



We ought to hold the person of man sacred, if we would not 
violate the image of God. 
 
We ought to be one among ourselves, since the communion of 
saints is a preparation for eternal life. 
 
We ought to call on God whenever stumbling-blocks come in our 
way. 
 
We ought in praying to really feel our needs, and have a sincere 
and ardent desire to have them met. 
 
We ought to derive from the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6, Luke 11) a 
profitable admonition, since He prescribes to us its words. 
 
We ought to go forward courageously when the Lord holds His 
lamp before us. 
 
We ought, in order to enjoy His presence and peacefully honour 
our King [the Lord Jesus Christ] to contend vigorously against 
fear. 
 
We ought to be prepared to endure very heavy afflictions. 
 
We ought to use the gifts of God with moderation. 
 
We ought to ascribe all our distresses to our sins. 
 
We ought to take care that we are not deaf to the many threats of 
Scripture (Matthew 7.2; Proverbs 21.13) 
 
We ought to seek Christ in heaven. 
 
We ought to ask all blessings from Christ alone. 
 
In view of these reminders, let us lay to heart B. B. Warfield’s 
dictum: “What we OUGHT to do, we ought to DO.”  



 
 
 


