The Structure of Calvin’s Theology

* Yang Ho Lee *

Canvin scholars have been puzzled by the problems involved in identifying the structure of Calvin’s
theorlogy. Some Calvin scholars have attempted to find his governing intention in the construction of his
theology. Others have tried to find the structure of Calvin’s theology by analyzing his Institutes of the
Christian Religion.

To Emst Troeltsch, the central doctrine of Calvin’s theology is the idea of the predestination of
God. *“The first distinctive feature of Calvinism, and the most important one, is the idea of predestination,
the famous central doctrine of Calvinism.”1 In the idea of predestination Calvin is “trying to express the
character of God as absolute sovereign will.”2 For Calvin “the chief point is not the self-centered personal
salvation of the creature, and the universality of the Divine Will of Love, but it is the Glory of God.”3 In
short, to Troeltsch Calvin was a theocentric thinker who emphasized the predestination, sovereign will,
and glory of God.

On the other hand, Wilhelm Niesel regards Calvin as a Christo-centric thinker. “In every aspect of
doctrine Calvin is concerned only about one thing: namely, the God revealed in flesh.™ He goes on to
say, “Jesus Christ controls not only the content but also the form of Calvinistic thought.”>

Differently again, Benjamin B. Warfield regards Calvin as “the theologian of the Holy Spirit.”6
“But in the same sense in which we may say that the doctrine of satisfaction from Anselm, the doctrine
of justification by faith from Luther, —we must say that the doctrine of the work of the Holy Spirit is a
gift from Calvin to the Church.”’ He also says, “In his hands, for the first time in the history of the
Church, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit comes to its rights.... But, above everything else, it is the sense of
the sovereign working of salvation by the almighty power of the Holy Spirit which characterizes all
Calvin’s thought ot God. And above everything else he deserves, therefore, the great name of the theolo-
gian of the Holy Spirit.”8

Here one comes to ask whether Calvin is a theocentric thinker, or a Christocentric thinker , ora
Pneumato-centric thinker. If one investigates the writings of Calvin, one learns that the above-mentioned
interpretations are all possible. As Calvin himself says, “When, therefore, we treat of the merit of Christ,
we do not place the beginning in him, but we go back to God’s ordination, which is the primary cause:

10 Certainly, these expres-

229 “Christ, apart from God’s good pleasure, could not merit anything: ...
sions show that Christ is subordinated to the sovereign will of God. On the other hand, Calvin says

in the Commentary on the Gospel of John, “from the beginning of the world all the patriarchs drew what-
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ever gifts they had from Christ.”11 And in the Institutes he says, “through him alone we escape the impu-
tation of our sins to us."!?2 But, at the same time, the work of the Holy Spirit i1s much emphasized 1n the
theological system of Calvin. It s the Holy Spint who gave mspiration to the writers of the Scriptures, and
gives inner testimony to the readers of the Scriptures, and gives us graces through the sacraments. By the
secret efficacy of the Spirit, “We come to enjoy Christ and all his blessings.”B

If we consider these passages, we have to say that God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit are all empha-
sized in the theology of Calvin. In other words, the central theme of Calvin’s theology is the triune God.

For instance, God. Christ, and Hely Spirit are all mentioned in the following short definition of faith.

Now we shall have a right definition of faith if we say that 1t is a firm and certain knowledge
of the divine benevolence toward us, founded upon the truth of the free promise in Christ,
both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the Holy Spirit.14

We can find many such trinitarian schemes in the writings of Calvin. Calvin thinks that this trimitaran
scheme roughly agrees with the four causes of Arstotle. In our salvation, the efficient cause is God the
Father, the material cause Christ, the formal or instrumental cause faith, and the final cause the glory of
God.15 Also in the Commentary on the Acts he says, “Therefore when we treat of the remission of sins,
we must look for no other originator of it than the Heavenly Father; we must imagine no other material
cause than the blood of Christ. But when it comes to the formal cause, the Holy Spirit indeed plays the
16

leading role, but an nferor instrument is added, the preaching of the Gospel and baptism 1tsel

Generally speaking, Calvin thinks that God is the efficient cause, Christ the material cause, and the work

of the Holy Spirt the formal cause. In the casc of the final cause, however, Calvin does not mention it 1in
the commentary on the Acts 22.16. Theiefore, it seems that though Calvin thought that his trinitanan
scheme roughly agreed with the four causes of Aristotle, he did not try to make the four causes the
fundamental basis of his doctrine. They merely furnish him with a subsidiary argument.

In 1917 Louis Goumaz attempted such an interpretation in his La Doctrine du salut d’aprés les
commentaires de Jean Calvin sur le Nouveau Testament. According to him, God the Father is the efficient
cause of the salvation, Christ the material cause of the salvation, the action of the Holy Spirit the formal

17 As we mentioned, how-

cause of the salvation, and the glory of God the final cause of the salvation.
ever, Calvin did not try to base his doctrine on the four causes of Aristotle, as Goumaz tries to do in his
book. In spite of this defect, 1t 1s unfortunate that Calvin scholars have not sufficiently noted the work of
Goumaz.

In this connection, we can observe some defects in the studies of Calvin. Troeltsch misunderstood
the efficient cause as if it were the whole of Calvin’s theology. Niesel exaggerated the matenal cause as 1f

it were the central theme of Calvin. Warfield overestimated the formal cause and therefore called Calvin

“the theologian of the Holy Spirit.”” They emphasized only one aspect of Calvin’s thought. Calvin, how-
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ever, emphasized all three.

Recently, Benjamin Charles Milner, Jr. insisted that the unifying principle in Calvin’s theology is the
absolute correlation of the Spirit and the Word.!8 He argues that by the *‘theological” and the “‘christolo-
gical” interpretation of Calvin “the work of the Holy Spirit is neither fully nor accurately gauged.”1 ? He
is right when he emphasizes both the Spirit and the Word. However, lus failure is that he does not fully
consider the predestination and sovereign will of God the Father.

As mentioned earher, some Calvin scholars have tried to find the structure of Calvin’s theology by
analyzing his Institutes. The editors of the Geneva edition of Calvin's works interpret the Institutesas

follows :

The author has a two-fold aim -scopus duplex - this Instirutio Christiana : the former the
knowledge of God, by which we arrive at blessed immortality; the latter the knowledge of
ourselves, determined to that former. For this purpose he makes use of the form of the
Apostles’ Creed, as being the most familiar to all Christians. For just as the Creed is in four
parts (i.c. the first on God the Father, the second on the Son, the third on the Holy Spint,
and the fourth on the church), so also our author has divided his Institutio into four books
so as to accomplish both parts of the scope that we mentioned.20

i

This interpretation has been generally accepted. In 1868, however, J. Kdstlin insisted that the Insti-
tutes could be divided into two parts, and 1n the present century, E. A. Dowey developed further the
opinion of K¥8stlin. According to K¥stlin and Dowey, the 1559 edition of the Institutes is arranged in the

following way in accordance with the duplex cognitio Domini.

1. The doctrines of God the Father, Son, and Spint, and his creation and world govern-
ment jn general, apart from sin and the redemptive revelation and redemptive acti-
vity that sin makes necessary -- and similarly of mankind, apar_t"wf;c;;r'{ s'iﬁ_a;ld
the necessity for salvation. (Book 1).
The historical revelation and activity of God for the salvation of the sinner, as follows:
a. The establishing of salvation through the incarnate Son, for which preparation had
already been made under the Old Covenant. (Book 1).
b. The application through the Holy Spirit of the salvation given in Christ, as follows:
(1) The process of salvation which 1s realized inwardly by the Spirit in individuals,
extending until the perfection of these persons in the resurrection.
(Book I11).
(2) The outer means which God uses in this activity of the Spirit. (Book 1V).21

2

. o
Frangois Wendel also says that the Institutes consists of two main parts."2

The first is constituted by Book I, and is concerned with the doctrine of God (Trinity, Crea-
tor, Providence), the scriptural revelation and man (independently of sin and of the need for
salvation). The second part extends over the other three books, and deals with the historic
revelation and the plan of salvation. This in its turn 1s subdivided into two parts: firstly,
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preparation for the work of salvation, under the old covenant, and its accomplishment in
the incarnation of the Son of God (Book II); and secondly, the attribution and application
of salvation by the Holy Spirit, (a) by the intimate operation of the Holy Spirit within the
believer, even to its completion in the future tife (Book HI); and (b) by the external means
that the Holy Spirit employs to complete this operation and bring 1t to its right end (Book
1v).23

The following analysis of A. Dakin is not very different from the analyses of Dowey and Wendel.

A. THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD AS CREATOR.
1. From Nature
II. From the Scriptures

B. THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD AS REDEEMER.
I. How Christ 1s exhibited to us,
II. How Christ 1s received by us.
[II. How we are retained tn the fellowship. 24

However, since T. H. L. Parker thinks that the Institutes consists of four parts in accordance with
the four parts of the Apostles’ Creed, he criticizes the division of Dowey. “Such a reordering of the mate-
rial must be regarded as illegitimate textual criticism because in assessing the nature of the subject, it does
not take the order itself into account (...) but imposes upon the order what 1s 1n fact a }:oresupposition.’’25
As Charles Partee points out, 26 however, Parker himself, in hus Calvin’s Doctrine of the Knowledge of
God, uses the same division as “Part One, The Knowledge of the Creator,” and *Part Two, The Know-
ledge of the Redeemer.”

In short, although the final edition of the Institutes consists of four books, it can be divided into
two parts: the knowledge of God the Creator and the knowledge of God the Redeemer. This point is

mentioned several times 1n the final edition of the Institu tes,27 and the locus classicus of it is the follow-

ing.

Since, therefore, the Lord first appears, as much in the fashioning of the world as in the
general doctrine of Scripture, simply as the Creator, and afterwards as the Redeemer in the
face of Christ: hence arises a twofold knowledge of him: of which the former is now to be
considered, and the other will follow in its order.28

Recently, however, Calvin scholars object to the opinion that the final edition of the Insti-
tutes was written according to the duplex cognitio Domini. Milner says in the above-mentioned

book.

Now I would like to suggest that it is not the duplex cognitio Domini which
underlies the final organization of the Institutes, but Calvin’s conception of order as

that is structured in the correlation of the Spirit and the Word. Thus, Book I describes
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the original order of creation, i.e., the doctrines of God and man apart from sin;
Book ILi-v the disruption of that order in the fall; and Books II. vi-IV the restoration
of order, i.e., the Word (Book II) brought to us by the Spirit (Book III) through the
external means (Book IV) 2

In this interpretation, the church as an institution for the restoration of order stands in the center. *“...
this understanding ... confirms ... the centrality of Calvin’s doctrine of the church for his theology as a
whole; since the church is the restoration of order in the world, not only Book IV, but Books II. vi-IV
must be understood as its exposition, wﬁh Book 1 (the conception of order), and Book ILi-v (the disrup-
tion of order), serving as its presupposition.”30

However, in this thesis, God who is creating even now is overlooked, and only God who is redeem-
ing is emphasized. In the thought of Calvin, since creation includes preservation, creation is not simply
a past event. Calvin himself says, “Moreover, to make God a momentary Creator, who once for all finished
his work, would be cold and barren; and we must differ from profane men especially in that we see the

presence of divine power shining not less in the perpetual state of the world than in its first creation.”31

In short, for Calvin God not only redeems us through the church, but also continues to create in the
wor 1d. Therefore, the linear scheme of Milner's interpretation, the creation of order, followed by the

disrup tion of order, followed in turn by the restoration of order, does not correspond to Calvin's
scheme.

On the other hand, E. David Willis suggests the possibility of another interpretation, though he

does not reject the duplex cognitio scheme,

... there is “De Cognitione Dei Creatoris” and’De Cognitione Dei Redemptoris,”” but
no “De Cognitione Spiritus Sancti.” Even if it be decided that the duplex cognitio
scheme and not the three articles of the Creed provides the primary instrument for
structuring the final edition of the Institutes, still the subject of books Il and IV is
generally the work of the Holy Spirit, as the subject of Book I is generally God the
Creator and of Book II generally the Redeemer.3 2

Willis rightly recognizes that Calvin’s duplex cognitio Dei is not creatoris et Christibut creatoris et redemp-
toris.33 This is so “because for Calvin Christ is not only the redemptive Word of God but also the creative
Word of God.”3% Since Christ also participates in creation, that is to say, since Christ is also creator,
Willis rightly says that the two facets of our knowledge of God are not creatoris et Christi but creatoris et
redemptoris. Unfortunately, however, Willis does not see that the knowledge of God the F ather is includ-

ed in “De Cognitione Dei Redemptoris,” just as the knowledge of Christ in included in “De Cognitione

Dei Creatoris,” because he does not realize that Book II of the I7stifutes is “Decognitione Dej Redemp

toris,” not “De Cognitione Christi.”” Moreover, even though Willis rightly says that “for Calvin Christ
is not only the redemptive Word of God but also the creative Word of God, just as the Spirit is not
only regenerative but also creative,”35 he needs “De Cognitione Spiritus Sancti,” because he does not
comprehend that the knowledge of God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spintis included in both
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“De Cognitione Dei Creatons” and “"De Cognitione Dei Redemptors.™

In short, for Calvin God, the Father, the Son. and the Holy Spirnt, that is, the triune God, 1s inctud-
ed in “De Cogmtione Dei Creatoris 7 As well, God, the F ather, the Son, and the Holy Spinit. that is,
the triune God, is included 1n “De Cogmutione Der Redemptoris.” In other words, Book 1 of the Institutes
deals with the triune God as Creator, and Books -1V deal with the triune God as Redeemer That is to
say, the subject of the Institutes 15 the work of the creation and redemption of the tniune God And we
may say that the subject of Calvin’s theology is the work of the creanon and redemption of the triune

God, because the Institutes 15 the most comprehensive and svstematic wotk of Calvin

What, then, 1s the relation between tie triune God as Creator and the tune God as Redeemer” in
other words, what 1s the 1elation between the creation of the triune God and the redemption of the triune

God? In this connection, we must deal with the thests of Hermann Bauke. According to Bauke. the distin-

guishing features of Calvin’s theology are “the formal-dwlecucal rationalism™°

»37

and “‘the complexio

on the basis of “‘the b1bhclsm.”38 And so Bauke regards Calvin as “a dialectician rather
+39 .

oppostterum
than a systematizer, or at best a dialectic systematizer. The single fundamental elements of dogmatic
stand side by side and are bound rogether dialectically, not deductively deduced from one or two tunda-
mental principlesf‘"’o

Whilst Bauke argued that Calvin was not a systematic theologian who deductively deduced his
theology from ore or two tfundamental principles, Niesel attempted to find the one fundamental principle

and he insisted that this fundamental principle 15 Clinst, as we have noted 4Lon the contrary, Dowey
arguesthat the relation of the knowledge of God the Creator to the knowledge of God the Redeemer

1emains 4 dialectic one 42 On the other hand, Karl Barth says. “It is true that. according to Calvin, the
knowledge of God m Chrst mcludes a real knowledge of true God 1in creation. Includes! This means that it

does not, as Brunner seems to think, bring forth a second, relatively independent kind of knowledge,

so that thecircle would become an ellips(e) after all .. ”430“ the contrary,according to Emile Doumergue,

44 4nd “the thought of Calvin 1s an ellipse with

the method and systemt  of Calvin is a contradiction,
two foc1f’45 Alsv, whereas Raymond K. Anderson says, “we have tound relatively little support in the

present study for the common caricature of his work as an eclectic or dialectic combination of

46 47

diverse principles., Alexandre Ganoczy speaks of “the dizlectical structure of the thought of Calvin.”

Is the thought form of Calvin an ellipse (according to Doumergue), or not (according to Barth)? Is 1t
dialectic (according to Dowey), or deductive (according to Niesel)? In this connection, we do well to
consider the so-called Extra Calvinisticum. Calvin says, “Marvelously, the Son of God descended from
heaven, yet without leaving heaven: marvelously. he willed to be born in the Virgin's womb, to hve on the

earth, and to hang upon the cross, and yet always filled the world as from the beginning.”48 Even though

Niesel says, “it might be obiected that it is false to regard the Extra Calvinisticum as the most essential
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feature of Calvinistic Chnstology,”49 the Extra Calvinisticum is very important in Calvin’s theology, as
Heiko A. Obermann points out.SO The Extra Calvinisticum, that is, the teaching that even when ‘Christ in
the flesh’ was crucified for our redemption, ‘Christ who was also beyond the flesh’ continued to rule the
world, influences Calvin’s theology as a whole. According to Calvin, though there are people of God

no1 Though there is a special grace of

within the church, there are people of God even outside the churc
the Spirit which is related to redemption, there is also common grace which is not related to redemp-
tion.52 Though Calvin emphasizes the fleavenly things, he does not denounce the earthly things,53 and
though he emphasizes the future life, he does not neglect the present life 54

The thought form of Calvin in the so-called Extra Calvinisticum is neither an ellipse with two foci
nor a circle with one centre, but two concentric circles in which two different objects are related as core
and shell.

What , then, is the structure of Calvin’s theology? The subject of Calvin’s theology is the work of
the creation and redemption of the triune God, and the relation between the creation of the triune God
and the redemption of the triune God is a relation of concentric circles, that is, a relation of core and

shell.
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