
John Calvin and the School of God 
 
Introduction 
The Reformer John Calvin believed that, because God is infinitely 
above us, yet desires to reveal Himself to us, He deliberately 
accommodates Himself to our weak capacity. (Institutes I.17.13) 
Not only in the Incarnation, when He became one of us, but also in 
His written Word, where He addresses us in human language, He 
adapts Himself to our finite understanding. The Calvin scholar 
Ford Lewis Battles recognized this gracious condescension of God 
in an essay of 1977. (Interpretation 31. 19-38) So did William 
Bouwsma in his John Calvin: A Sixteenth Century Portrait (1988). 
 
Calvin’s belief in divine accommodation is drawn from Scripture 
itself. The Lord Jesus Christ couches much of His teaching in 
parables, similes and metaphors, suited to His hearers’ capacity, as 
do His apostles and prophets. 
 
Because he held God’s revelation of Himself in Scripture to be the 
only reliable source of our saving knowledge of Him, Calvin made 
His accommodating Himself a major feature of his teaching and 
preaching method. If we are to grasp and retain what God is 
willing to teach us, he believed, we must hear it in terms we can 
understand. As a highly gifted teacher himself, he saw word 
pictures as a most suitable means to this end. It is no surprise, 
then, that he conceives of God addressing us much as a teacher 
addresses pupils in his school. In his efforts to make God’s lessons 
clear to us, Calvin employs four interlinked word pictures: the 
School, the Teacher, the Pupils and the Lessons. 
 
1. The School 
“Scripture is the school of the Holy Spirit.” (Institutes 3.21.3) In 
this succinct statement, Calvin introduces us to the concept of 
learning from God. Not that the Father and the Son do not teach 
us, but special prominence is given to the Spirit’s experiential 
training in sound doctrine and practical Christian living. It is He in 



particular who applies the power of divine truth to His pupils’ 
hearts, so that they may live in holiness before God. 
 
To carry the imagery further, we add that no entrance examination 
has to be passed, nor have tuition fees to be paid, nor is the school 
open only to those living in an immediate catchment area.  
 
The only entrance requirement is that pupils must be sinners; that 
is, “those who are all asleep and content in their sins, without any 
desire of righteousness.” (Institutes III.20.10) 
 
There are no tuition fees, because the Gospel is free, “without 
money and without price.” The only preparation we need is thirst; 
for those who “do not feel thirst of soul will not receive Christ, 
because they have no relish for spiritual grace.” Full of “their own 
righteousness” and “puffed up with pride,” they will not come to 
Christ to learn of Him. Yet this thirst is not the price they must 
bring as an entrance qualification; admission is free. “The way is 
open for them to come to Christ” just as they are. They must come 
with “nothing;” for “He kindly invites us” in order to “bestow 
everything without any recompense.” (Commentary on Isa 55.1) 
 
Nor is enrolment dependent on living near the school [being Jews 
or Gentile church-goers?] God “calls all men to Himself, without a 
single exception,” and “invites all indiscriminately to salvation 
through the Gospel.” The school “gate . . . is set open to all men;” 
nothing “keeps us back from entering in save only our own 
unbelief.” Indeed, the very “end and design of public teaching” in 
God’s school is “that all in common should be called.” (Isa 
III.295; Harmony of the Gospels I.116; Acts I.92; Joel-Obad 252)  
 
The whole world is invited to enrol, “because the Heavenly Father 
loves the human race.” This is why He employs “the universal 
term ‘whosoever,’ “to invite all” and “to cut off every excuse from 
unbelievers.” (Commentary on John 3.16) This, too, is why we 
find the Lord Jesus in the crowded temple inviting   “not . . . one or 
two persons only . . . but . . . all.” (Commentary on John 7.37)  



Should anyone imagine it is only a school for the good, God offers 
His mercy to “the worst of men.” (Four Last Books of Moses 
III.240)  
 
Even the self-righteous Jews are welcome. Though they are “stout-
hearted and far from righteousness,” and in their “pride and 
insolence” “shut the door” against His proffered help, the Lord 
nevertheless assures them that ‘His righteousness is near,’ and that 
He can easily exercise His power for their deliverance. Even 
Jerusalem, for all her wickedness, “cannot be deprived” of the 
benefit of His salvation when He sends it in its appointed time. 
(Commentary on Isa 46.12-13) 
 
In His love and mercy towards them, He gave them a 
‘schoolmaster’ (Authorised Version). In the ancient world, this 
was a kind of grammarian who trained young boys in the 
rudiments before handing them over to another for more advanced 
tuition. So, explains Calvin, “the Law was the grammar of 
theology, which, after carrying its scholars a short way, handed 
them over to faith” in order to complete their education. “Thus 
Paul compares the Jews to children, and us to advanced youth.”  
 
What was the specific purpose of this schoolmaster’s instruction? 
enquires Calvin further. To show the Jews in the mirror of God’s 
commandments just “how far distant they were from true 
righteousness,” and that they could not “obtain life through 
works.” For however much they desired and strove after it, they 
always fell short. The Law, along with its threats to all who 
disobeyed it, “gave them no rest till they were constrained to seek 
the grace of Christ.” Indeed, “Moses had no other intention than to 
invite all men to go straight to Christ.” (John I.217) 
 
This, then, is why Paul says that the Law was their schoolmaster 
unto Christ. Once Christ reigned in their hearts, “there is no longer 
any childhood” needing “to be placed under a schoolmaster.” 
Believers, both Jew and Gentile, are no longer under the Law, but 
under grace. (Commentary on Galatians 3.24,25)  



Lastly, pupils in God’s school do not need to buy special ‘school 
uniform.’ God Himself has already provided it for them. “God 
determined that His own Son should be stripped of His raiment 
that we” who believe might be “clothed with His righteousness.” 
(Harmony of the Gospels III.298) Faith replaces all Law 
righteousness “when we, who are destitute of a righteousness of 
our own, are clothed by it with the righteousness of Christ.” 
(Commentary on Gal 3.24) 
 
2. The Teacher 
In His school of free grace, the teacher is God Himself. Calvin 
pays particular attention to this fact in his comments on Isaiah 
54.13 – “All thy children shall be taught of the Lord.” Here, he 
explains, the prophet speaks of “the spiritual building of the 
Church.” With sound doctrine as its foundation, the building 
proceeds “by assembling men together, and reducing them to a 
state of obedience to God.” Our attention is drawn especially to the 
truth that all the Church’s teaching “proceeds from no other source 
than from the grace of God.” Consequently, it “does not proceed 
from nature.” 
 
Guarding this truth from both spurious spirituality and mere 
human reason, Calvin goes on to explain that “there are two ways 
in which the Lord teaches us: by external preaching and by the 
secret revelation of the Holy Spirit.” The Lord Jesus Himself 
clarifies their combined object when He quotes this passage (John 
6.4-5): not all who hear the Gospel believe; for “many oppose, 
others openly scorn, and others are hypocrites.” Only those “‘who 
have been foreordained to life’ (Acts 13.48) are sincerely 
teachable, and are entitled to be ranked among the disciples. The 
Gospel is preached indiscriminately to the elect and the reprobate; 
but the elect alone come to Christ, because they have been ‘taught 
by God.’” (Commentary on Isaiah 54.13) 
 
Calvin also makes a special point of reminding us that God teaches 
us in three ways: “instructing us by His Word, enlightening our 



minds by the Spirit, and engraving instructions on our hearts.” 
(Psalms V.256, 257) 
 
As His students or scholars, we are to “give ear to the Word” He 
speaks, for “it is impossible . . . to retain  even  the minutest part of  
 . . . sound doctrine without being a disciple of Scripture.” 
(Institutes I.6.2)  
 
Yet “reading or hearing” the Word “is not enough, unless God 
impart to us inward light by His Spirit.” (Commentary on Psalm 
86.11) 
 
Even then, enlightenment of the mind must be accompanied by a 
change of heart before we will hate sin and love righteousness. 
(Jer IV. 102) 
 
Having planned the entire curriculum, and decided on the pupils to 
admit, all three divine persons choose to be our Teachers. 
 
God the Father teaches us all we need to know, for “in truth, all 
the knowledge that is in the world is but as a drop from His own 
inexhaustible fullness.” (Commentary on Psalm 94.10)  
 
When He teaches, we are truly blessed, for then we learn, 
especially in the school of suffering, what it is to receive “a 
blessed peace in the mutual cultivation of truth and righteousness.” 
Not only does He separate His pupils “from the rest of the world” 
by this means, He also grants us the “wisdom” that will “bear us 
onward to the end, with an inward peace and courage under long-
continued trouble.” His chastening and instructing us out of His 
Law means specifically “that it is only in the Lord’s school we can 
ever learn to maintain composure of mind, and a posture of patient 
expectation and trust under the pressure of distress.” (Commentary 
on Psalm 94.12) 
 
God the Son is also our Teacher. Even the proud Pharisee 
Nicodemus acknowledged this when he came to Jesus by night. He 



realized that the Lord Jesus Christ was “sent by God to perform the 
office of a Master.” (Commentary on John 3.2) He, too, teaches us 
everything we need to know, both of the Law (in the Sermon on 
the Mount) and of the Gospel. In the latter especially, we find 
“everything that is profitable for us . . . very fully explained.” 
(Commentary on Isaiah 48.17)  
 
Calvin devotes a lengthy chapter of his Institutes to Christ’s 
instruction in ‘the Lord’s Prayer.’ When He teaches us to pray, He 
not only directs us to “what ought to be the object of all our wishes 
and prayers;” He also fashions our hearts and lips to pray 
spiritually. From this truth Calvin deduces a mighty principle: “No 
man will pray aright unless his lips and heart shall be directed by 
the Heavenly Master.” (Commentary on Matthew 6.9) 
 
But it is the Holy Spirit in particular who applies divine lessons to 
our hearts and lives. The Son of God Himself “testifies” that while 
the Word of God remains a sealed book to unbelievers, “it is the 
peculiar office of the Holy Spirit to teach the apostles what they 
had already learned from His mouth.” Consequently, all “outward 
preaching will be vain and useless if it be not accompanied by the 
teaching of the Spirit.”  
 
So, Calvin reminds us again: “God has . . . two ways of teaching: 
for first He sounds in our ears by the mouth of men; and secondly 
He addresses us inwardly by His Spirit.” He does this “as He 
thinks fit.” (Commentary on John 14.26) 
 
Calvin’s understanding of the ‘anointing’ mentioned by the apostle 
John also relates specifically to the Spirit’s instruction. In 
acknowledging that his readers were already “the scholars of 
Christ,” he nevertheless urges them to depend on the Spirit to 
“strengthen their faith,” for He alone can seal true doctrine upon 
our hearts, in such a way that “we may certainly know that God 
speaks” to us in His Word. (Commentary on 1 John 2.27) 
 



Thus, when God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – teaches us, He 
always teaches us “to profit.” That is, His teaching is conducted in 
such a way as to keep us “safe and sound,” if only we would “rest 
upon it.” For “the Lord ‘teaches,’ not for His own sake, but in 
order to promote our salvation; for what profit could we yield to 
Him?” Having been instructed by Him, we shall enjoy true 
spiritual prosperity. (Commentary on Isaiah 48.17) 
 
God would have us remember continually that He “is the only 
Teacher of His Church, on whose lips we ought to hang” for 
every piece of instruction.” In claiming this “power and authority 
for God alone, Isaiah “justly . . . shuts the mouths of all mortals.” 
Indeed, he continues, “the office of teaching is committed to 
pastors for no other purpose than that God alone may be heard 
there.” This truth, he concludes solemnly, should rule every 
minister. (Commentary on Isaiah 2.3) 
 
3. The Pupils 
All who would learn anything of God, Calvin insists, must become 
His pupils. If ever we are to profit from His teaching, we need 
certain qualifications, even as we enter the lowest class.  
 
The first of these is humility. With this grace in our hearts, even 
“the most simple and ignorant” of us will make progress, whereas 
the pride that presumes to know everything will only leave us in 
the dark. (Sermons on Psalm 119. 1996. 334) Yet this humble and 
teachable spirit is not merely a willingness to learn: it “annihilates” 
ourselves, abandons all “lofty pretensions,” and understands that 
“whatever excellence we possess comes from the grace of God 
alone.” (Harmony of the Gospels II.165) 
 
Nor can we drum up this docile spirit by ourselves. The Spirit 
Himself must give us a true sense of our ignorance and sin. 
(Psalms I.133) “Where” He “does not reign, there is no humility,” 
but only the swelling of “inward pride,” and therefore no true 
learning. (Hab-Hag 52) So then, “there must be docility, in order 



that God’s Word may obtain credit, authority and favour among 
us.” (Jer III.211) 
 
With a view to God’s pupils becoming teachers themselves, Calvin 
wisely stipulates: “no-one will ever be a good teacher who does 
not show himself to be teachable,” and “who has not been a 
disciple of the Son of God.” Only after being “rightly instructed in 
His school” are we qualified to be “a fit teacher in the Church.” 
(Cor I.462; Gen Ep 158) 
 
A further requirement in God’s school is eagerness to learn. An 
ardent diligence will make us long to receive everything God is 
willing to teach us. Like eager schoolboys thirsting for knowledge, 
we should even “beseech God to instruct us.” If David was so 
zealous that he languished with longing for divine instruction, how 
much should we be “inflamed” with a “vehement desire” for Him 
to teach us from the Word. “We need more than cold prayer.” We 
must be carried “out of ourselves” if we are not to remain “like 
beasts,” “dull and blockish.” (Sermons on Psalm 119 335, 54, 322, 
75)  
 
Yet if we love our Teacher, we shall certainly improve in His 
school. (Harmony of the Gospels III.58)  
 
It was not school meals that flitted across Calvin’s mind, but 
wholesome, solid learning, when he added that God will give us 
“the taste of His heavenly doctrine” only “on the express condition 
that we feed on it abundantly from day to day.” (Harmony of the 
Gospels II.105) 
 
As our God is no ordinary Teacher, but one full of 
“incomprehensible majesty,” we need reverence for Him and His 
Word when we enrol in His school. This reverence, or godly fear, 
does not make us cringe before Him, or rob us of boldness in 
seeking instruction from Him. On the contrary, it knows Him as 
our “merciful Father,” always ready to receive us.  
 



Calvin bemoans the lack of reverence for God among those who 
wait on His Word. “How reverently” do we listen to Him when He 
addresses us from the pulpit? He asks. About as much as we 
respond to “the very peel of an onion!” (Sermons on Psalm 119 
309, 325)  
 
Exclusive attendance and obedience are also required from us. 
Some pupils supplement their school education with private 
lessons. Such extra-curricula studies meet only with Calvin’s stern 
disapproval. “Christ has no disciples where He is not reckoned the 
only Master.” (Acts II. 260) Furthermore, in His school, we must 
resolve to obey Him at all times, for “obedience to God goes 
before understanding.” In fact, “our whole happiness” at school 
“lies in obeying the Word of God.” (Isa III. 270; IV. 159) 
 
Since we are by nature “more ready to receive error and vanity” 
than “the Word of God,” we need spiritual perception. 
Discernment is a sine qua non in the school of God. (Jer III. 362) 
Without it, we shall only “invent various kinds of trifles” and 
imbibe “the fallacies of the devil,” mistaking them for the pure 
truth of God. (Amos-Obad 289; Jer III. 423) Even “the smallest 
departure” from the Word will entangle us “in strange labyrinths.” 
(Isa III. 212) Therefore, if we want to acquire any wisdom at all in 
God’s school, we must carry around with us a keen sense of our 
own foolishness, flee from all conceit of our own wisdom, and “be 
willing to be taught of God.” (Zech-Mal 109) 
 
At this point, Calvin adds a curious word picture to those already 
mentioned. Even when the Holy Spirit has opened our eyes to see 
something of God, through remaining short-sightedness we need 
spectacles to see Him more distinctly. These spectacles are the 
Scriptures! With these firmly fixed before our eyes, our confusion 
and blurred vision disappears! (Institutes I.5.14; 6.1) 
 
Inevitably, throughout our entire ‘school career,’ we must cast 
ourselves completely on God for everything we learn; for as the 
psalmist acknowledges: “In thy light shall we see light.” (Psalm 



36.9) “The metaphor of ‘light,’” comments Calvin, “ . . . is tacitly 
most emphatic, denoting that men are altogether destitute of light 
except insofar as the Lord shines upon them.” (Psa II. 562) We 
depend on Him for everything we learn. 
 
4. The Lessons 
In teaching us, God omits “nothing . . . that is necessary and useful 
to know,” and teaches only “what is expedient to know.” 
Therefore, if He deems something important enough to include it 
in the curriculum, who are we to ignore or neglect it, even though 
it is the deep matter of predestination? (Institutes 3.21.3) 
 
Calvin’s Institutes alone form a compendium of God’s syllabus. In 
them He teaches us in a structured and integrated way everything 
we need to know concerning God our Creator, our Redeemer in 
Christ, the Way in which we receive the Grace of Christ, and the 
Means by which God invites us into His Church. His Sermons and 
Commentaries complement the Institutes by formulating the same 
teaching through Biblical exegesis. Certain Tracts ward us off 
false teachers, such as Papists, Anabaptists and Libertines, and 
castigate the timid who dare not oppose error and are afraid of 
suffering persecution; while his Letters reveal a man on fire for 
personal godliness and international reform. His writings on 
Church Order and the Lord’s Supper leave no stone unturned in 
his concern to ensure that everything in the Church of God is done 
“decently and in order.” Nothing of significance is omitted: 
through His faithful apostle Paul, God insists only on “the most 
important matters,” especially “the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, the 
sum of salvation, and the inestimable treasures of Christ.” 
(Commentary on 1 Corinthians 2.13) 
 
Of the numerous lessons we may learn in the school of God, we 
select only a few. 
 
Perhaps the first lesson God teaches His students is how to live by 
faith. For Calvin, faith is “a sure and steadfast knowledge” of 
God’s fatherly goodwill towards us, “as He declares in the Gospel 



that for the sake of Christ He will be our Father and Saviour.” 
(Tracts II.53) This faith is not wrought up by us, but “is the fruit of 
spiritual regeneration.” (John I.43) Its three main ingredients are 
knowledge, assent and trust. (Institutes III.2.7; 2.8; 2.29) 
 
Grounded thoroughly in His written Word, especially His 
commands and promises, it fixes on the will of God for our 
salvation revealed in Christ. (Institutes III.2.6; Tracts III.250) 
Being the peculiar gift of God, produced in the elect by the Spirit 
through the Word, it exudes the fragrance of humility. Backed by 
God’s power, it shows itself in good works. (Harmony of the 
Gospels II.193; Gen I.357; I.511; Psa IV.366) 
 
Throughout our life, it is repeatedly tested and tried, yet it 
continues to hope, and prayerfully waits till God grants it victory. 
(Gen II.189; Heb 146; Jer IV.68; Heb 305) God tries His pupils’ 
faith especially with afflictions. “The disciples of Christ must walk 
among thorns, and march to the cross amidst uninterrupted 
afflictions.” These “afflictions prepare us for receiving the grace of 
God,” particularly repentance, faith and patience. They gain their 
end when they make us “raise our eyes to” our “eternal 
happiness.” (Harmony of the Gospels I.388; Isa II.333; III.107; 
Four Last Books of Moses 357; Isa IV.141) 
 
Not the least of the lessons we need to learn in God’s school is 
how to worship God. A most revealing statement of Calvin’s 
places worship above the salvation of souls in God’s priorities. 
The whole substance of the Christian religion, he claims, consists 
in two things. These not only “occupy the principal place,” they 
also contain all the rest. They are “first, a knowledge of the mode 
in which God is duly worshipped; and secondly, [knowledge of] 
the source from which salvation is to be obtained.” (On the 
Necessity of Reforming the Church. Selected Works of John 
Calvin. 1983. I.126)  
 
Calvin’s order is highly significant. Men are converted in order to 
worship the true and living God, not idols, whether ancient or 



modern. Therefore, instruction on the doctrine of public worship is 
incumbent on all church teachers, for the Lord wishes us to realize 
that He “cannot be worshipped aright until we have been 
enlightened by doctrine.” 
 
We need not enlarge on Calvin’s repeated stress on personal 
godliness. He insists on it everywhere. King David is an example 
for us, when he begs God to teach him “the rule of a holy and 
righteous life.” This entails keeping him firmly persuaded of 
“God’s truth and faithfulness in the promises of His Word,” and 
not allowing him to “turn aside to the right hand or to the left.” 
This is the only way for us to “live in peace before Him.” 
(Commentary on Psalm 25.4) Realizing that God is “good and 
upright,” we shall cry ardently to Him to teach us transgressors 
“His way.” He will guide us, as long as we exercise “docility” 
towards Him, and remain “humbled and subdued.” (Commentary 
on Psalm 25.8-9) From Psalm 32, a ‘psalm of instruction,’ we find 
Calvin claiming for this title “the whole scope and subject matter” 
of what we can learn when each of us “applies it particularly to 
himself.” (Commentary on Psalm 32.8) 
 
In this connection, among the countless lessons God will teach us 
in answer to our requests is how to “number our days,” 
particularly “that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom.” This last 
clause, Calvin believes, “is worthy of special notice.” “By it He 
teaches us that we then truly apply our hearts to wisdom when we 
comprehend the shortness of human life.” What greater proof of 
madness can there be, he exclaims, than to “ramble about” without 
pursuing our chief end? Only “true believers” know the difference 
between “this transitory state and a blessed eternity.” No man, 
then, will regulate his life aright until he sets before himself and 
aspires after “the prize of the heavenly calling.” (Commentary on 
Psalm 90.2) 
 
Lastly, the lesson we most need to learn is the Gospel of Christ, 
“the glad and delightful message of grace exhibited to us in 
Christ.” (John I.20) It may sound simple when related in such 



passages as 1 Corinthians 15.1-3, but it is such “a heavenly 
mystery” that even “the most learned and talented among men” 
cannot comprehend it. (Dan I.155) “The Gospel can be understood 
by faith alone – not by reason” or “the perspicacity of the human 
understanding.” (Phil-Col 174) 
 
Why does God make the Gospel the sum and substance of His 
school curriculum? Because by fulfilling His promises, more than 
anything else it makes “the glory of God . . . visible” on earth. (Isa 
III.296) His Son’s pure doctrine, divine miracles and atoning death 
have made God known as the One who sent the “Redeemer to the 
world.” (Commentary on John 17.1,3,4) He therefore deserves to 
be glorified as the Author of our eternal salvation. After all, His 
glory is “the very end of our existence.” (Psa IV.358)  
 
Conclusion 
With such man-humbling and God-exalting views of our spiritual 
and moral education before us, we should reckon it our highest 
privilege to be enrolled in God’s school, and to learn of Him who 
is “meek and lowly in heart.” Perhaps, too, the warning from one 
who was known at school as ‘the negative particle’ may also prove 
a blessing to us: “All who are not taught in the school of God are 
infected with deceit and hypocrisy.” (Psalms V.40) 
 
May we join Calvin in a prayer pouring from the heart of one who 
learnt more than most as he passed through this élite school for the 
children of God: “Grant, Almighty God, as Thou dost daily and 
familiarly deign to grant us the light of heavenly doctrine, that we 
may come to Thy school with true humility and modesty. May our 
docility be really apparent; may we receive with reverence 
whatever proceeds from Thy lips, and may Thy majesty be 
conspicuous among us. May we taste of that goodness that Thou 
dost manifest to us in Thy Word . . . and meanwhile, may we feed 
upon its sweetness, until we arrive at that full satiety that is laid up 
for us in heaven through Christ our Lord. Amen.” (Dan II. Prayer 
for Lecture 55) 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 


