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The SBJT Forum
Editor’s Note: Readers should be aware of the forum’s format. Thomas J. Nettles, Marvin Olasky, David 
W. Hall, Stephen J. Nichols and Michael Lawrence have been asked specific questions to which they 
have provided written responses. These writers are not responding to one another. Their answers  
are presented in an order that hopefully makes the forum read as much like a unified presentation as 
possible.

SBJT: Of w h at va lue is the work of John 
Calvin to evangelicals in general and Southern 
Baptists in particular? 

Thomas J. Nettles: I count it a privilege to 
answer this question because it leads to a dis-
cussion on the most vital aspects of Christian 

ministry and preaching. Before 
stating the important aspects of 
Calvin’s contribution that should 
be embraced and implemented 
with the hopes of creating a purer, 
more God-honoring church in the 
present, we must insist on some 
serious caveats. One major point 
of disagreement w ith Calv in 
comes at the point of his view of 
baptism. While some evangelicals 
would affirm Calvin’s understand-
ing, I find it most unevangelical 
and inconsistent with the thrust of 
his other powerful insights in the 

nature of the gospel.
In his Antidote to the Council of Trent, Calvin, in 

rejecting the sacrament of confirmation asserted 
“that the whole guilt of sin is taken away in bap-
tism, so that the remains of sin still existing are 
not imputed.” He wrote of the “two-fold grace 
in baptism” in which, for “both remission of sins 
and regeneration are offered to us.” He affirmed 
that “full remission is made, but that regenera-
tion is only begun and goes on making progress 
during the whole of life.” Baptism can be given 
to infants, he claimed because in the promise of 
Gen 17:7, “the children of believers, before they 
were begotten, were adopted by the Lord.” With 
a confidence unwarranted by its foundation, Cal-
vin assured his readers “that in this promise the 
Baptism of Infants is included is absolutely cer-
tain.” Moreover, not only does the promise war-
rant baptism, but “the offspring of believers are 
born holy, because their children, while yet in the 
womb, before they breathe the vital air, have been 
adopted into the covenant of eternal life.” In fact, 
they are brought into the Church by baptism on no 
other ground than “because they belonged to the 
body of the church before they were born.” This 
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view does not match the usually incisive exegetical 
argument Calvin produced and is a complete non-
sequitur to his discussions of justification by faith, 
conversion, the operation of the Holy Spirit in 
effectual calling, and the unity of word and Spirit 
in the production of saving knowledge.

A second caveat must apply to Calvin’s failure 
to rise above his age on the use of physical punish-
ment and the civil power in the defense of ortho-
dox doctrine. Though historical circumstances 
may be argued to mitigate the opprobrium placed 
on Calvin for his part in the burning of the heretic 
Servetus, no amount of argument can justify his 
viewpoint or make the physical punishment or 
civil disability for religious convictions consistent 
with the provisions of the new covenant.

Given that necessary dissent, still much that 
is positive remains. To Calvin, more than to any 
of his contemporaries, we owe the sealing of the 
success of the Reformation. In at least five areas he 
contributed to its enduring viability in the face of a 
hostile Roman Catholicism. 

First, Calvin presented the most coherent 
and comprehensive systematization of Protestant 
thought on an exegetical foundation during the 
Reformation period. Luther, though an astute 
theologian. was not a systematician. His Bondage 
of the Will is a powerful synthesis of Scripture and 
doctrine, assuming the truthfulness of a much 
larger field of theological ideas, but he was at his 
best in focusing on the one idea at a time. Both 
Melancthon and Zwingli made stabs at a system-
atic presentation, but are pale when set beside the 
robust spectrum of theological beauty of Calvin’s 
Institutes. 

Second, more than even Bucer, Calvin univer-
salized the Reformation. His participation at col-
loquies, synods, and diets in Worms, Ratisbon, 
and Speyer, his fervent work on the Consensus 
Tigurinus in which he wrote, “I judge that I am 
doing nothing untimely in urging that some pub-
lic testimony should be provided of the agree-
ment that exists between us” [Register 116], his 
accepting and training of exiles from persecuting 

situations, as well as his over 4000 letters writ-
ten to further the impact of the Reformation and 
encourage faithfulness unto death helped seal the 
continued inf luence of Reformed Christianity. 
To the Protestant preachers imprisoned in Lyons 
Calvin wrote, “Since it pleases Him to employ 
you to the death in maintaining His quarrel, He 
will strengthen your hands in the fight, and will 
not suffer a single drop of your blood to be spent 
in vain.” Calvin’s missionary encouragement and 
zeal for expansion of the gospel led to the founding 
of literally thousands of churches in France, other 
countries of Europe, and to an attempt to send the 
gospel to Brazil.

Third, Calvin stayed active in the controversies 
that constantly swirled in the sixteenth century 
and gave exhaustive answers in polemical situa-
tions. When an immediate response to Catholic 
action was needed, Calvin responded both with an 
answer and a positive presentation of the Protes-
tant alternative. His reply to Jacopo Sadoleto, his 
engagement with the theologian Pighius, his inter-
action with the theological publications issuing 
from the Council of Trent, his broadside lampoons 
of the ridiculous and corrupting practices that 
made Christianity another religion of idolatry, his 
analysis of the errors of several radical groups kept 
the development of Reformation theology focused 
on its bibliocentric and christocentric soteriology. 
On the Necessity of Reforming the Church cut to the 
quick of Reformation thought vis-à-vis Catholic 
sacramentalism, tradition, and concepts of wor-
ship revealing the flow of the life-blood of Prot-
estantism at the very points where Catholicism 
had a mortifying effect on the eternal interests of 
souls. In 1548 Calvin wrote The True Method of 
Giving Peace to Christendom as a response to the 
Interim, or declaration of Religion, of Charles V. 
Not only did this again set forth key doctrines of 
the Reformation, especially justification by faith 
in Christ’s blood and righteousness, but was a fer-
vent reminder that when Christ calls “all who are 
touched with any feeling of piety may remember 
that God is with outstretched hand, calling them 
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to die.” In closing a poignant reveille to courage, 
he closed, “For myself, conscious as I am of my 
own weakness, still, by the help of God, I trust, 
that when the occasion demands it, I shall be able 
to shew how firmly I have believed, and do believe, 
that ‘blessed are the dead that die in the Lord.’” 

Fourth, Calvin’s model of biblical exposition 
as set forth in his commentaries as well as his 
exegetical/expository style of preaching provided 
an extended model of the Protestant principle of 
sola scriptura. In his first commentary, Romans, 
Calvin described his task by observing that “lucid 
brevity constituted the particular virtue of an 
interpreter.” He added that one should “not only 
study to be comprehensible, but also try not to 
detain his readers too much with long and wordy 
commentaries.” His reason for taking on Romans 
as his first task highlighted the priority of Scrip-
ture and the health of the church. He explained, 
“If we understand this Epistle, we have a passage 
opened to us to the understanding of the whole 
of scripture” and claimed that he had been led to 
“undertake it for no other reason than the com-
mon good of the Church.”

Fifth and finally, Calvin absolutized the gospel 
as the means through which God calls His elect. 
Calvin argued convincingly that the biblical view 

of humanity is that all are without 
excuse, thus justly condemned. 
God is merciful to save and does so 
by a decree that is consistent with 
his nature. This decree involves 
not only the justification of the 
ungodly by a forensic activity in 
which God can be just and yet jus-
tify the sinner, but also involves 
the transformation of mind in our 
understanding of ourselves and of 

God. This transformation necessitates the intru-
sion of special revelation, and the consequen-
tial and accompanying illuminating work of the 
Spirit. The preaching of the gospel, therefore, is 
the ordained means for the calling of the elect. If 
we share his passion that the glory of God in the 

gospel be known by all creatures, our missionary 
and evangelistic labors will be more zealous, more 
consistent, more biblical, more God-centered, 
more sanctifying to us and others, and more dura-
ble in that day when God tries all things by his 
judgmental fire.

SBJT: How did Calvin’s thought change 
understandings of politics and government?

Marvin Olasky: The famous five-point TULIP 
summarized a theological revolution, but five 
points John Calvin made concerning government 
brought about a political revolution.

First, many Christians throughout medieval 
times had heard that work in a church or life in 
a monastery was the best way to follow God’s 
will. But Calvin wrote in his Institutes, book four, 
chapter 20 (other quotations also come from there 
unless otherwise noted) that “No one ought to 
doubt that civil authority is a calling not only holy 
and lawful before God, but also the most sacred 
and by far the most honorable of all callings in the 
whole life of mortal men.” Such thinking led many 
of the founders of the American republic to enter 
politics rather than the ministry.

Second, many Christians throughout medieval 
times had heard that they should not go to court. 
One result was that the weak had little redress 
against the powerful. Submission to church and 
state authority was a Christian duty. Any talkback 
in court or otherwise was rebellion against God. 
But Calvin wrote, “As for those who strictly con-
demn all legal contentions, let them realize that 
they therewith repudiate God’s holy ordinance, 
and one of the class of gifts that can be clean to the 
clean…. The Christian endures insults, but with 
amity and equity defends the public interest… [he 
will use] the help of the magistrate in preserving 
their own possessions.” Such thinking led Ameri-
cans to push for a government of laws, not of men.

Third, many Christians throughout medieval 
times had heard that rulers and magistrates could 
do virtually whatever they want. The powerful 
were bound only by their own power, and their 
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edicts were not to be challenged by Scripture. Cal-
vin, though, wrote that “kings should not multiply 
horses for themselves; nor set their mind upon 
avarice…. [Princes] should remember that their 
revenues are not so much their private chests as 
the treasuries of the entire people which can-
not be squandered or despoiled without manifest 
injustice.” He argued, “If [note the if] kings want 
to be considered legitimate and as servants of 
God, they need to show that they are real fathers 
to their nation.” Such thinking led Americans in 
the 1760s and 1770s to argue that taxation with-
out representation was tyranny, because they had 
a right to decide how their taxes should be levied 
and spent.

Fourth, Christians throughout medieval times 
had almost never been able to vote for leaders, 
but Calvin in exegeting Deut 1:14-16 stated that 
“those who were to preside in judgment were not 
appointed only by the will of Moses, but elected 
by the votes of the people. And this is the most 
desirable kind of liberty, that we should not be 
compelled to obey every person who may be 
tyrannically put over our heads; but which allows 
of election, so that no one should rule except he 
be approved by us. And this is further confirmed 
in the next verse, wherein Moses recounts that he 
awaited the consent of the people, and that noth-
ing was attempted which did not please them all.”

Calvin also argued, in his commentary on 
Micah, that it is “the best condition of the people, 
when they can choose, by common consent, their 
own shepherds … when men become kings by 
hereditary right, it seems not consistent with lib-
erty.” In commenting on Acts, Calvin wrote that 
“It is tyrannous if any one man appoint or make 
ministers at his pleasure.” Such thinking led the 
American founders to establish a republic: They 
knew that, given sin, few kings could resist rob-
bing and even killing to get what they wanted.

Fifth, many Christians throughout medieval 
times had heard that it would be unbiblical to 
rebel against those said to rule by divine right. But 
Calvin, while arguing against private individuals 

taking the law into their own hands, wrote about 
“magistrates of the people, appointed to restrain 
the willfulness of kings.” He wrote that such mag-
istrates must not “wink at kings who violently 
fall upon and assault the lowly common folk.” 
He wrote that a refusal to oppose monarchs in 
such situations is “nefarious perfidy, because they 
dishonestly betray the freedom of the people, of 
which they know that they have been appointed 
protectors by God’s ordinance.”

Calvin in his writing did not stretch out that 
doctrine. His most notable defense of rebellion 
concerned one of the greatest aggressions in 
history, Pharoah’s order that all Hebrew babies 
be killed. Calvin in his commentary on Exodus 
defended the Hebrew midwives who disobeyed: 
He wrote that obedience in this situation was 
“preposterously unwise.” He argued that those 
who obeyed were attempting to “gratify the tran-
sitory kings of earth” while taking “no account of 
God.” Calvin largely defended rebellion to pre-
serve life.

His disciples, facing a murderous monarch, 
went further. Roman Catholic aggression had 
its major sixteenth century manifestation in the 
St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre, which began 
on August 23, 1572, and ended with the murder 
by governmental decree of anywhere from 5,000 
to 60,000 Huguenots (estimates vary widely). 
That tragedy precipitated new declarations of 
the right to oppose kings. One Calvin disciple in 
1579 wrote Vindiciae Contra Tyranos (“Vindica-
tion Against Tyrants”), which contended that 
even military revolt might be necessary to defend 
God’s law against kings who give orders contrary 
to it.

This was a huge change. The author of Vindiciae 
argued that fundamental law comes from God, so 
obeying the law means obeying God, not neces-
sarily the state. Rebellion against an unlawful 
state act, led by “lesser magistrates” such as local 
leaders, was thus a justifiable maintenance of true 
law. As generation after generation of Calvinists 
read Vindiciae or other works that emphasized 
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the limitations of power, the idea of government-
almost-like-God diminished.

SBJT: John Calvin is primarily known for 
his theology. What is often forgotten is how 
Calvin affected political reform. What were 
some of his main contributions in this area?

David W. Hall: Many of John Calvin’s (b. 
1509) contributions have been extolled with 
excellence during this Calvin Quincentenary. 
Most are familiar with Calvin’s robust theology, 
his spirituality that exceeded the era’s standard 
piety, his impact on education and business, his 
resulting worldview, and his influence on culture 
and art in general. Notwithstanding, I think that 
besides his advocacy for the gospel itself (which 
changed lives for centuries to come), perhaps Cal-
vin’s largest contribution was to the area of politi-
cal reform.

While never holding elective office, Calvin 
articulated ideas that were both radical for his day 
and also that would alter the political landscape 
thereafter. Below are four governmental givens that 
changed the political landscape because of Cal-
vin’s influence.

(1) Rulers became accountable. Prior to Calvin, 
rulers—whether by tribal tradition or monar-

chical authority—were viewed as 
above correction. Of course, that 
is not to suggest that previous citi-
zens could not recognize a tyrant 
when they saw one, but there were 
few ideological rationales for hold-
ing a ruler accountable, much less 
deposing him. While to some, Cal-
vin was vexingly moderate in this 
regard, after him (particularly fol-
lowing the 1572 Bartholomew’s 
Day Massacre), Calvinists dared 

to suggest that a magistrate who went beyond 
the law of God could be resisted. Resistance to 
magistrates, which was not considered viable prior 
to Calvin’s time—say, as in the words of Tyndale 
(“God hath made the king in every realm judge 

over all, and over him there is no judge. He that 
judgeth the king judgeth God, and he that layeth 
hand on the king layeth hand on God.”)—could 
occur in good faith after Calvin. His exegetical 
key, which was buttressed by his disciple Theo-
dore Beza, was that a hierarchy of morals was 
biblically revealed. If the ruler ever commanded 
one to transgress God’s law, that ruler exceeded 
his authority and could be resisted.

By 1751, in a formative sermon at the Ameri-
can republic’s founding, Jonathan Mayhew would 
preach “A Discourse Concerning Unlimited 
Submission and Non-Resistance to the Higher 
Powers.” One of Benjamin Franklin’s constitu-
tional convention colleagues, John Adams (like 
numerous others), believed Mayhew’s sermon 
drew a line in the sand, arguing that if Parliament 
could tax the Colonies, it could then finance and 
appoint a bishop. Americans, who grew increas-
ingly allergic to ecclesiastical hierarchy, saw the 
logical connection and would not willingly submit 
to what they perceived as ecclesiastical tyranny 
or civil taxation without consent. Interestingly, 
one dogma (the ecclesiastical) led to another (the 
civil). That may help explain why Samuel Adams 
thought he was reviving the Scottish League and 
Covenant. 

(2) Political power, once the magistrate was not 
seen as incorrigible, was distributed to the people, 
and dispersed power structures had God’s blessings. 
If kings did not possess inalienable power, then 
it was lodged elsewhere than in their royal per-
sons. Calvin’s exegesis of passages showed that he 
believed the Scriptures taught concepts such as 
popular election (Deut 1:13-16; Micah 5:5), that 
no governor should have power except by the con-
sent of the governed (Exod 18:21), and that the 
citizens adopted a covenant that kept a national 
union together. Colonial American and British 
Puritan sermons often reprised these themes, 
further providing a megaphone for Calvin’s politi-
cal ideals. 

(3) The third governmental given that changed 
after Calvin was that people ruled through elected 
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representatives, not strictly via a direct democracy. 
Calvin had the prudence and the balance to be as 
suspicious of a vox populi, pure democracy as he 
was of a divine-right-of-king-monarchy. He pri-
oritized the biblical institution of elders (akin to 
senators in the civil realm) as key intermediating 
magistrates, ruling as a representative body. Cal-
vin, agreeing with Aquinas and Aristotle, warned 
against the excesses of corrupt forms of govern-
ment (exhibited in their extremes as hierarchies 
or anarchies) and commended as the better solu-
tion to have representatives (elders or aldermen) 
who would bring their godly wisdom together and 
make decisions collegially. This avoided the Scylla 
of democratism (realizing that fallen masses could 
make mistakes long before Reinhold Niebuhr 
reminded us of such) and the Charybdis of hier-
archical oppression.

(4) After Calvin, government also became to 
be seen as limited by an inherent set of mandates. 
Government was not authorized nor intended to 
mitigate any other God-given liberty or sector. If 
God assigned responsibility to individuals, fami-
lies, or churches, the civil government was not to 
interfere with those divine assignments. Subse-
quent history shows the wisdom of that—further 
corroborated by the murky trail of the unintended 
consequences of statism and by the astronomical 
debts incurred by over-eager governments, even if 
well-intentioned. 

Prior to Calvin, most of Christendom believed 
that (1) rulers were free to reason to their own 
charters; (2) hierarchies were jus divinum based 
on a non-contextual reading of various submis-
sion passages (e.g., Rom. 13); (3) unqualified sub-
mission to authorities, both in church and in state, 
thus was a Christian duty; and (4) autonomy in 
the scope of government permitted unchecked 
political power. That consensus changed after 
Calvin’s impact; by the early seventeenth century, 
a new tradition was congealing. 

A summary by Dartmouth historian Herbert 
Foster noted the following as hallmarks of Calvin’s 
political legacy,1 and most are exhibited by the 

works of his closest disciples: 

(1) The absolute sovereignty of God entailed that 
universal human rights (or Beza’s “fundamental 
law”) should be protected and must not be sur-
rendered to the whim of tyranny. 
(2) These fundamental laws, which were always 
compatible with God’s law, are the basis of what-
ever public liberties we enjoy. 
(3) Mutual covenants, as taught by Beza, Hot-
man, and the Vindiciae, between rulers and God 
and between rulers and subjects were binding 
and necessary. 
(4) As Ponet, Knox, and Goodman taught, the 
sovereignty of the people flows logically from the 
mutual obligations of the covenants above. 
(5) The representatives of the people, not the 
people themselves, are the first line of defense 
against tyranny.2 

For these and other reasons, Emory University 
legal scholar John Witte has characterized the 
Protestant Reformation as a human rights move-
ment. Witte notes that the work of Calvin and 
others began with efforts to gain liberty for the 
church but eventually overflowed into all areas of 
human endeavor. Calvin’s work led to “freedom 
of the individual conscience from intrusive canon 
laws and clerical controls,” freedom from ecclesi-
astical control, freedom of ministers from central-
ized rule, be it papal or monarchical. Witte further 
notes, “‘Freedom of the Christian’ became the ral-
lying cry of the early Reformation. It drove theo-
logians and jurists, clergy and laity, princes and 
peasants alike to … urge radical constitutional 
reforms.”3 In his recent Law and Protestantism, 
Witte confirms that “Calvin developed arresting 
new teachings on authority and liberty, duties 
and rights, and church and state that have had an 
enduring influence on Protestant lands.” More-
over, Calvinist exemplars revised and extended 
Calvin’s principles to create impressive political 
and legal alterations in the public consciousness. 
Thus, he concludes: “A number of our bedrock 
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Western understandings of civil and political 
rights, social and confessional pluralism, federal-
ism and social contract, and more owe a great deal 
to Calvinist theological and political reforms.”4 

As this quincentenary wanes, many of us can 
concur with Abraham Kuyper who summarized 
Calvinism’s impact on politics as protesting 
“against State-omnipotence; against the horrible 
conception that no right exists above and beyond 
existing laws; and against the pride of absolutism, 
which recognizes no constitutional rights, except 
as the result of princely favor.” Calvinism, he 
noted, “built a dam across the absolutistic stream, 
not by appealing to popular force, nor to the hal-
lucination of human greatness, but by deducing 
those rights and liberties of social life from the 
same source from which the high authority of 
government flows—even the absolute sovereignty 
of God.”5 Calvin’s contributions to political liberty 
made that much difference; that view of rights 
fully deserves celebration.
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SBJT: In your study of Calvin, what has sur-
prised you the most about the man?

Stephen J. Nichols: It is precisely when you 
think you know someone well that the person sur-
prises you the most. I first came to know Calvin 
reading his sermons on Ephesians as a freshman 

in college. Later, especially during seminary days, 
came The Institutes, the tracts and treatises, and 
the raft of secondary literature. I wrote briefly on 
Calvin, sending me even deeper into his writings 
and the literature. I thought I knew Calvin well.

Then I came across a line in Calvin that seemed 
to set much of what I knew of him in a whole new 
light. Calvin gets rather typically portrayed as a 
reluctant Reformer, reluctant pastor. Calvin, as 
this line of interpretation goes, much preferred 
the cool closets of academia. I’ve said something 
to this effect myself. Then I came across the line 
in a letter from Calvin to Heinrich Bullinger on 
February 21, 1538. 

 Calvin sets up the line by informing Bullinger, 
“Were I to describe to you at length the full nar-
rative of our most wretched condition, a long 
history must be unfolded by me.” Calvin here 
references the conflict between him and the coun-
cils that ruled the city of Geneva. This contro-
versy dogged Calvin throughout his first pastoral 
charge, which began in 1536 and which Calvin 
undertook most reluctantly. By February of 1538 
the conflict reached a tipping point, prompting 
the letter from Calvin. Sparing Bullinger a lengthy 
narrative—in part because it was painful for Cal-
vin to tell—Calvin put the matter directly, “The 
generality of men are more ready to acknowledge 
us as preachers than as pastors” (John Calvin to 
Heinrich Bullinger, February 21, 1538, Selected 
Works of Calvin, Volume 4, 66).

Geneva, like most European cities up until the 
Reformation, had grown rather accustomed to 
having preachers who delivered occasional homi-
lies and performed the mass. Pastoral care was 
largely proscribed to the confines of the confes-
sional, to which parishioners returned again and 
again in preparation for taking the sacrament. 

When Geneva voted to become a Reformed 
city, the members of the four councils that ruled, 
as well as many of the citizens and residents, failed 
to grasp the full implications of the vote. Calvin, 
conversely, saw the full implications rather clearly. 
Calvin was not concerned with maintaining some 
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sense of the church service as performance. Nei-
ther was he concerned with proscribing the pas-
toral role to merely preaching. He understood the 
pastoral charge to entail pastoring, to be engaged 
in the lives of people. Calvin understood the pas-
toral role to be such because he understood the 
gospel to have a transformative effect. The gospel 
is to take root deep within our lives, transforming 
us. Paul reminds the Thessalonians that the word 
of God, which they had heard and had accepted, 
was “at work” in them and would transform them, 
making them imitators of Christ (1 Thess 2:13-
14). Calvin likewise understood the gospel to be at 
work in those who accepted it. The gospel forms, 
shapes, and transforms those who confess it truly.

This line of Calvin’s, concerning being a pas-
tor and not merely a preacher, along with all that 
it entails, sheds much light on the thrust of the 
life and thought of Calvin. Many have declared 
Calvin to be first and foremost a theologian of 
the church. That is most certainly true. What 
is equally true is that Calvin was committed to 
the church not only from the time of his first 
pastoral charge at Geneva, 1536-1538, but that 
he remained committed to it even after his first 
pastoral charge ended in his unequivocal, un-
ceremonial dismissal. What Calvin expressed in 
his letter to Bullinger in the throes of controversy 
remained a guiding principle throughout his life. 
He sought to be a pastor. 

It also deserves notice that he sought to be a 
pastor early on in his career. Having been con-
verted in 1534, Calvin took up a pastoral charge 
only two years later. And, as is well-known, he 
took the pastoral charge at Geneva under a rather 
strange form of coercion, Guillame Farel’s infa-
mous curse. Calvin was anything but supersti-
tious, which means that something far greater 
than the curse compelled him to stay. One con-
clusion, among others, may be that if Calvin was 
a reluctant pastor, his reluctance was neither long 
nor strong. Even after Calvin made it to Strasburg, 
after being expelled from Geneva’s pulpit, he took 
up another pastoral charge. Most others would 

have gone running from the ministry after such a 
blistering experience. 

There are other things we may learn from this 
little line regarding Calvin’s commitment to being 
a pastor, as well. This line of interpretation, the 
pastoral Calvin, offers the best route to grasping 
his theology. Calvin worked out his theology in 
the context of the burgeoning “new learning,” 
a context replete with epistemological discus-
sions that tended toward the abstract and the 
speculative. Such was especially true of the dis-
cussions orbiting the knowledge of God. Read 
later medieval theology for proof. Calvin set out 
in his Institutes to mark off a divergent trajectory. 
(I have been influenced here by the work of Paul 
Helm and Edward A Dowey’s The 
Knowledge of God in Calvin’s The-
ology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1994].)

This pastoral-theological ap-
proach in Calvin may be seen right 
in the beginning of The Institutes, 
evidenced in lines such as this: 

What help is it in short to know 
a God with whom we have noth-
ing to do? Rather our knowledge 
should teach us fear and reverence; 
secondly, with it as our guide and 
teacher, we should learn to seek 
every good from Him and, hav-
ing received it, to credit it to his 
account (Institutes, I, ii, 2.).

Calvin reminds all of us—whether 
we are pastors, theologians, aca-
demics, or laity—that the knowledge of God is 
not about speculative abstractions, but about 
being driven back to God, to fearing him and 
reverencing him and then being grateful to him.

It is when we think we know people the most 
that they surprise us the most. Just when I thought 
I knew Calvin the theologian, I met Calvin the 
pastor and Calvin the pastoral-theologian.
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SBJT: Was Calvin’s view of a plurality of 
elders similar to a Baptist view of plurality?

Michael Lawrence:Let’s start by acknowl-
edging that not all Baptists believe in a plurality 
of elders. I was raised in several churches across 
South Carolina and Tennessee with a single elder, 
the pastor, who preached God’s Word, and a board 
of deacons, who led the congregation in governing 
the affairs of the church. In some respects, Calvin 
would recognize this organizational model, which 
has been very common among Baptist churches, 
and even approved of it. In other respects, he 
would be critical, perhaps even scandalized, by 
the way Baptists put it into practice.

On the one hand, inside the single office of 
elder, or pastor, or bishop (three words which he 
admitted refer to the same person) Calvin thought 

that Scripture established a dis-
tinction. Some elders were primar-
ily gifted and called to preach and 
teach God’s word. He referred to 
these elders as “ministers.” It was 
their task to “minister spiritual 
food to us, whereby our souls are 
nourished.” Other elders, however, 
had a different calling. Their task 
was to govern the affairs of the 
church, especially the behavior of 
the congregation, rather than to 
preach God’s word. They estab-
lished policy, conducted disci-
pline, exercised oversight, “as men 
appointed in the behoof (viz., to 
the benefit) of the whole church” 
(Sermons on 1 Timothy 5). Both 

sets of men were elders, but some were teaching 
elders and others were ruling elders.

Calvin found this distinction in his exegesis of 
1 Tim 5:17: 

We may learn from this, that there were at 
that time two kinds of elders; for all were not 
ordained to teach.… And, indeed, there were 
chosen from among the people men of worth and 

of good character, who, united with the pastors in 
a common council and authority, administered 
the discipline of the Church, and were a kind of 
censors for the correction of morality (Commen-
tary on 1 Timothy).
 
This division of labor among elders between 

teaching and ruling became characteristic of Pres-
byterian and Reformed churches on the Conti-
nent and in Britain during the Reformation, and 
was carried to America by the Puritans. It remains 
a hallmark of Presbyterian polity today. Ironically, 
it resembles well the traditional division of labor 
between the pastor and deacons in many Baptist 
churches today. If Calvin happened to drop in on 
a deacons’ meeting at First Baptist Geneva, Ala-
bama, he would recognize and approve of what 
he saw.

But the approval wouldn’t last. Despite the 
familiar division of labor, Calvin would have been 
appalled at seeing deacons exercise the function 
and authority of elders. As he read 1 Tim 3:8-13, 
the office of deacon did not “denote presbyters 
who are inferior to the bishop” (Commentary). 
Instead, the office of deacon was a separate office 
altogether, one of service rather than authority. 
They were to minister to the poor and sick. 

More to the point, the distinction between 
elder and deacon should not be treated as simply 
a matter of semantics. Calvin understood that 
Scripture gave to one office, and not the other, the 
responsibility to teach and the authority to gov-
ern. Putting deacons in the place of elders means 
that “we cannot brag that we have a church well 
ordered, and after the doctrine of the gospel, but a 
confused thing and a hodgepodge.” What’s worse, 
the enemies of the gospel could justly say that 
“they follow not the order appointed by our Lord 
Jesus Christ” (Sermons on 1 Timothy 3).

But how does Calvin’s view on plurality of 
elders compare with the Baptist view that also 
affirms a plurality of elders? Once again there is 
similarity and difference. The similarity consists 
in the agreement that the local church should have 
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a plurality of elders. But while Calvin had a legiti-
mate criticism of the Baptists who put deacons 
in the place of elders, these other Baptists rightly 
critique Calvin.

First, the Baptist understanding of plurality 
rejects Calvin’s distinctions among different types 
of elders as unbiblical. As we’ve seen in his ser-
mons on 1 Timothy, Calvin focused on two types 
of elders: teaching and ruling. But in both his 
draft Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 1541 and the 
final version of the Institutes, Calvin admitted 
three divisions of elder: the pastor (who held all 
the functions of an elder), the teaching elder or 
“doctor” (who taught but did not administer the 
ordinances or exercise discipline), and the ruling 
elder (who exercised government and discipline, 
but did not teach or administer the ordinances).

In contrast, Baptists read Paul’s instructions 
in 1 Tim 3:1-7 and Titus 1:6-9 as pertaining not 
only to the office in general, but also to each elder 
in particular. Every elder should be “able to teach” 
(1 Tim 3:2); every elder’s management of his per-
sonal life should obviously qualify him to “take 
care of God’s church” (1 Tim 3: 5). This doesn’t 
mean that every elder should be able to preach on 
Sunday morning. Some elders’ teaching will more 
naturally be exercised in other settings. But every 
elder should be known in the church as a man 
who “can encourage others by sound doctrine 
and refute those who oppose it” (Titus 1:9). The 
category of an elder who rules but doesn’t teach, 
or who teaches but doesn’t govern, flies in the face 
of Paul’s instructions. It would seem that in this 
matter, it is Calvin who is not following “the order 
appointed by our Lord Jesus Christ”! The Lord 
Jesus made provision for a plurality of elders in the 
church. Some may be called to the work full-time, 
but vocational or lay, every elder should be teach-
ing and every elder should be giving oversight to 
the flock that Christ bought with his blood.

Even more significant than the criticism over 
types of elders, though, is how Baptists critique 
the authority that Calvin gave to the elders. As 
we’ve already seen, meeting together in council, 

called the consistory, Calvin understood that the 
teaching and ruling elders had final authority in 
matters of doctrine and discipline. Together they 
literally ruled the church. But Baptists, including 
those who affirm a plurality of elders, understand 
that final authority for doctrine and discipline is 
given not to the elders, but to the congregation 
assembled. In Matt 18:17, Jesus says that the final 
step of church discipline is to be exercised by 
the ecclesia, the church. In 1 Corinthians 5, Paul 
doesn’t tell the Corinthians to call an elders’ meet-
ing to deal with the immoral man in their fellow-
ship but to deal with it when they are “assembled 
in the name of our Lord Jesus” (v. 4). And in Gala-
tians 1, Paul doesn’t rebuke the elders for tolerat-
ing a false gospel; he holds the entire congregation 
responsible (vv. 6-9).

What then does a plurality of elders do in the 
context of congregational government? They 
lead, they teach, they rebuke and admonish, they 
encourage, they shepherd. As Paul says in Eph 
4:12-13, they work so that “the body of Christ 
might be built up until we all reach unity in the 
faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and 
become mature, attaining to the whole measure 
of the fullness of Christ.” As Calvin rightly recog-
nized, this isn’t the work of deacons or of a single 
pastor. This is the work of elders. But as Baptists 
have rightly seen, it is the work of all the elders. 
May Christ strengthen us to be faithful to such a 
high and holy calling.


