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I ntroducing the | nstitutes

The title of Calvin’s book i¢nstitutes of the Christian ReligioklVe are so used to talking about
Calvin’s Institutes that it sounds right to us, but if you stop amdk for a moment, it does sound like a
strange name for a boolnstitutes The singular, Latin form of the worthtitutio, was used in the
1536 edition of thénstitutes It was the first edition. We will talk about tleedifferent editions. The
translation has almost always been plural and Eng#o rather than calling it “Institute of the Shian
Religion,” we call itinstitutes of the Christian Religioithe Latin word does not exactly mean what the
word “institute” means today. Today, an institigeischool or perhaps a seminar or somethingHikie t
It is related to that, but the word simply meamsstiuction”—instruction in the Christian religiolt.
could mean “the manual of Christian doctrine.” Thedieval term that was almost always used was
“summa Summa Theologics Thomas Aquinas’ summary of theology. Calvinaugee word Summa
in his text, but he does not use it for his tiflae title is simply, “Instruction in Christian Datte or in
Christianity.” If we were trying to modernize th#dd, we would say something like “Basic Instructio
in the Christian Faith.” However, we are usedinstitutes of the Christian Religipso that is what we
will use.

Let us talk about the importance of thetitutes | am teaching a Sunday school class at my chiirch.
started this Sunday school class a couple of wagésThese are lay people studyingltistitutes

They are using a nice abridged edition that DoMd&im has come out with. It does not get everything
in, of course, but it does include the major maltesf thelnstitutes | began the class two weeks ago on
a very cold morning with this question: why woultyaody want to get up and be at church at 8:00 in
the morning to study a book written in Latin 50@sseago? That is what they were doing, and that is
what you are doing as well, in a sense. So, | bagive an answer to that question.

| have two thoughts as an answer to that questibese are two quotations on the importance of the
Institutes The first is from John T. McNeil, who is the extior our version of thinstitutes McNell
says, “Calvin’s book holds a place in the shottdisbooks that have notably affected the course of
history.” That is true, and I think you can makeaae for that. Then one reason to study Calvin’s
Institutesis because you are studying one of the most irapbliooks in history. There are not many
books like this. So, to be an educated persomaavksomething about history, and to be able to talk
about one of the most important books that hawectdtl the course of history, we need to read the
book. That is one answer explaining why it is waittiie to do this.

The second reason comes from a quotation from Bt@genent, an historian at Harvard University. He
says, “It is the Reformation’s most eloquent, tbgatal statement.” So, not only has it affected the
course of history, but it is also the most eloquerdst important, most complete statement of thggolo
from the sixteenth century, the century of the Refation. It is not the only theology from the siem¢h
century, but Steven Osment says it is the mosiueloij and | would add that it is the most important

Luther, as you know, did not write a systematiotbgy. Luther wrote a lot, but Luther’s writings kee
never organized systematically. His colleague amdhy friend, Philip Melanchthon, did write
systematic theology. It is called theci Communeswhich is a medieval Latin term that was oftenduse
for books like that. We would translate it as “CoomPlaces.” Melanchthon wrote that in 1521, which
was 15 years before the first edition of Calvimstitutes Calvin was not even a Protestant in 1521. In
fact, he was just a little boy in 1521. He was biord509, so he was part of the next generation of
Reformers.
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Melanchthon’d.oci Communess a significant work. It summarizes and embodiather’s theological
thinking. Luther loved it. He said it should belumabed in the canon. (Luther was kind of weak on
canonicity.) He said, “Maybe it should not be ie ttanon, but if it is not Saint Paul, it is nexSaint
Paul.” That was because Melanchthon was puttiriy fauther’s theology in theoci Communes
Compared to Calvin'tnstitutes Melanchthon’d.oci Communess so far inferior. It is not well
organized, and it does not really have the pow&al¥in’s Institutes

Zwingli did not write a systematic theology. He dvwdte a commentary on true and false religion,ibut
does not have the breadth of Calvin’'s work. It camein 1525. The closest thing that we have to a
systematic theology on the Reformed side that wpatallel Melanchthon’&oci Communess the
Somaye(The Summary of Theology) written by Calvin’s fragrWilliam Farel, which also came out in
1525. Farel was a lay preacher and a dynamic @Ghrisvangelist. He was sometimes called a “hot
gospeler.” He was not gifted with Calvin’s giftsedterday in chapel, Dr. Chapell, the president of
Covenant Seminary, was talking about differentsgiftthe church and how we rejoice in that. We
rejoice in Farel's ability, but we also rejoice@alvin’s ability (and Farel did that). Later, wh€alvin’'s
Institutescame out, Farel wrote his friends and said, “Doreatl my book anymore. Read Calvin’s.
This is a book you need to read.” Farel could bietgls done. He planted a church and stirred uplpeop
However, Calvin had to come alongside him and glevhe organization, stability, and theology that
we see irinstitutes of the Christian Religion.

Let us go on to the general characteristics ofriegtutes | have some words to summarize the
Institutes It is biblical, and you can see the priority @fi@ture throughout it. As you read and study
this book, you will see that the Bible is at thesfoont. In fact, the other day in Sunday schoalak
lecturing on the knowledge of God in Calvin, ane a@fthe women said, “This sounds like the book of
Romans to me.” And | said, “Well, that is whatst’iCalvin based his thinking on Scripture. As Dr.
Battles says, “Calvin is a scriptural theologiastfand a user of philosophy, logic, rhetoric, afid
human tools of organization only second.”

Sometimes people get the idea that this is a \ogigal, ironclad system—that everything is forcetbi
a logical framework. However, that idea really nmdarstands what Calvin is doing. He is really
attempting to use Scripture to set forth a theolbgy would be organized and systematic but bdgical
scriptural. His use of Scripture is astounding.réhere almost 7000 references to Scripture in the
Institutes In the back of Volume I, there is a biblicalesfnces index. So, you might note that there are
a number of indices that help us in various wafygoli thumb through it, you will see those 7000
references in thimstitutes In our introduction, John T. McNeil says that @als readiness in bringing
Scripture passages to bear upon each point of anglisiastounding and has perhaps never been
surpassed. | have a quote from one of my favoniteerg on Calvin—the old southern Presbyterian
theologian R. C. Reed. Reed taught at the old Colar@eminary in South Carolina. He wrote a book
calledThe Gospel as Taught by Calvidr. Reed said, “Calvin was a wholesale plagiarstf Moses
and David, Isaiah and Ezekiel, Jesus and John;, &adePaul.” Calvin's plagiarism came from all of
Scripture.

It is amazing how adept he was in the Old Testaragntell as the New Testament, in the prophets as
well as the poetical books, and in the epistleselbas the Gospels. He has a working canon, wisich
as big as the Bible itself. Most of us tend to f@elre at home in one part of the Bible. We may gea
more on certain sections of the Bible. We do neelthe breadth of Calvin in being able to handld we
the entire Bible. So, Calvin was concerned withgherity of Scripture, the use of Scripture, ahd t
exegesis of Scripture.
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Sometimes | have read books on theology or on dongein which the writer will make a point and
then have about 15 Bible quotations in parenthast®e end of the sentence. After a while, | get th
feeling that the author is just trying to impresesgbody. | do not get that feeling with Calvin. Vihe
Calvin uses a Scripture text, he uses it appragyigand he uses it well. He is not just buildinmaulot
of texts in order to cause people to think thaishgeing biblical in his teaching. We not only need
add text, but we also need to know what those tagsand we need to be able to exegete them
appropriately as well. That is what Calvin doese Beripture texts are not decorative. They arafor
real purpose.

Warfield says that Calvin was the creator of a gemexegesis. For that reason, his commentaries are
valuable even today. If you read commentaries fnoadieval theologians and even some from the
Reformation era, you will find them stilted, oldsfaoned, and not very useful. However, that istna

of Calvin.

Some people think that Calvin became such a masttégete of the texts of Scripture because h#er
completed his study at the Sorbonne, which resutteddegree in the liberal arts, he then stuchedih
two universities in France—at Orleans and Bourgés. study of law, at this time, was more advanced
in terms of understanding and setting forth the mmeaning of the text than was the study of thgolog
So Calvin learned from his law professors to apghaatext directly, to interpret it within the liaigtic
and historical parameters of its context, and fyajp. That is what we need to do with Scriptuaad
that is what Calvin did with Scripture. One of thest recent biographies of Calvin by the French
historian, Cottret, says, “Calvin had a French jpestor clarity reinforced by his legal educatiohdo
not know about French passion for clarity, but @btsays that the French have it, so | will actkat.
We can thank God for that legal education in Cédviifie because it prepared him for the kind of iwor
that he did with the text of Scripture.

Calvin does not always get textural criticism rigetause he is sixteenth century and we are twenty-
first century. Textural criticism has advanced ¢desably since Calvin’s time. But, for his time, Wwas

a pretty able textural critic. He knew the good omsamipts from the not-so-good manuscripts. He was
able to argue which word was the best in a padrdgixt or sentence. We almost always (if not akyay
trust him. | feel fairly certain that Calvin is g to come out on the right side of an issue aiutek
criticism.

| want to also say a word about Calvin’s commeetari have already said that they are valuable and
useful to us today. Calvin wrote the first editimitheInstitutesin 1536. He wrote it with the purpose to
have it mainly serve as an introduction to hisibddlcommentaries. So, in one sense, he felt tisdifé
work would be to write commentaries on all of tlemks of the Bible. He did not complete that work.
He did not do some of the smaller New Testamenk&awor did he complete several Old Testament
books. He was writing on Ezekiel when he diedinkthe got to chapter 22. He was very, very ill. He
was only 55, but he was very ill most of his life.

Calvin suffered from all kinds of physical probleni® read his letters to his doctors is a hairingis
experience. Calvin described his symptoms in paohdtail and, of course, doctors in those daysdid
know what to do about almost anything. Calvin wgisd and suffering greatly. He had his friends help
him sit up in his bed, and he carried on with heglgel commentary. Some of those friends thougt th
he was overdoing it and said, “You need to resalv®’s reply was, “What? Would you have the Lord
come and find me idle?” Well, maybe Calvin shouddd rested. He was a workaholic; although, it is
inspiring to think of Calvin writing to the very énin fact, an unfinished sentence in that Ezekiel
commentary marked almost the last day of Calvifies Commentaries were important to him.
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Calvin’s goal in all of his commentaries was conmamesive brevity. When you look at the whole shelf
full of Calvin’s commentaries, you wonder about brevity. But, the Bible is a big book. When you
start reading those commentaries, you realizeGhltin was successful in what he did. In fact,atiy
compare his work to others, you see that point m@dévin’s commentary on Genesis is one volume.
Admittedly, it is a very large volume, but Lutherote eight volumes on Genesis. Calvin has a single
commentary on Romans. His friend, Martin Bucer,terfour volumes on Romans. When Calvin was
writing his commentary on Romans, he introducdayisaying, “Bucer is too long to be read in haste
and too high to be easily understood by the lowtaAnde who do not consider things too closely.” So,
Bucer is fine—if you have a lot of time and if yate smart. But, Calvin said, “My commentary is
briefer, and you can read it more quickly. Anddaiuyare not the kind of person who can follow things
too closely, you are better off with me.” Calvirtesf made the point that it is good to be brief.fdbgo
on too long about things. A few years ago, one piktndents made a bookmark for me with a quotation
from Calvin’sinstitutesthat says, “By nature, | love brevity.” Well, thatinteresting, but when you
discover that the quote is found on page 685 ofrtkitutes,you begin to wonder about the brevity of
Calvin. | keep that bookmark to remind me that @atliought he was being brief.

Another word | would use to describe tinstitutesis “theological.” Allison McGrath talks about the
Institutesas highly systemized and structured theology. Soealty have to add the word “theological”
to the word “biblical.” Calvin wanted to produce arderly arrangement of biblical themes. He
struggled with that. How do you put together thesgagie of the Bible? In fact, Calvin began in 1536
with his first edition. Then, he went through vaisarevisions but did not find himself satisfiedilint
1559. He said, “At last, | figured it out!"—as toWw to arrange the material. It was not that thasde
were changing or the theology was changing, buathengement was changing.

Some people have spent a lot of time trying toatisdf Calvin had a central theme. Some have
suggested the sovereignty of God or the decre€mdf Others have suggested Christ or union with
Christ or something else as the central themeedht$titutes However, | think Calvin scholars now
agree that we do not have to look for a centraheCalvin did not have one central theme that &g w
putting forth. It was not even the covenant, asartgnt as it was to Calvin. We will get into thatdr.
Was he a covenant theologian or not? He did net ¢ale idea and say, “This is how | am going to
structure theology.” He actually started by sayi#dmost all of our wisdom is composed of two parts
knowledge of God and knowledge of ourselves.” Tsait exactly a central theme, but that is the kin
of overarching theme that Calvin set out to ddmlnstitutes

Dr. Dowey, in one of his books on Calvirkrowledge of God and the Theology of Calviatks about
clarity of individual themes and the incompreheitigjoof their interrelations. | think that captue

pretty well what we find here. Calvin was very cered to be very clear about themes of the Bihle, b
he was not concerned to always explain how themmélk can interrelate. In fact, sometimes he just
stopped and said he could not go any further becaeshought the Bible did not go any further. In
those moments, | say he sang the doxology. Hequtd@®d for the wisdom of God. His judgments are
past finding out because he really did not fortefahese themes together. He was very clear and
comprehensive in developing the themes, but hevatidthem to stand side-by-side even if he could not
totally reconcile, for example, human responsipéihd divine sovereignty.

Another point that | would like to make about therd/ “theological” is what Battles calls “antithedic
structuring.” By that, Battles means that as Catleals with different topics, he would say, “Trs i
what the Bible teaches. This is what we shouldebeli” Then, he would oppose that with, “This is wha
we should not believe. This is wrong. This is fdl&o, there is antithetical structuring in timstitutes
that Battles deals with in some detail in his asiglyln other words, Calvin would contrast theltiras
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he saw it, with Roman Catholic teaching or Analsggaching or with Osiander or with somebody
else. That means that thestitutesis a polemical document. Even though that is tweealso find

Calvin saying something like this: “It ought to @eough simply to state the truth and move onto
something else.” That is what Calvin loved to dat, lee said, “Because of false teaching, we canoot d
that.” So, he found himself required to not onlgtstthe truth but to also attack false teachindvi@as
polemical, but he did not rejoice in polemics. He ot enjoy it as much as he enjoyed setting ftréh
truth positively. He believed that in order to ldliful, Christians had to say not only “This ight” but
also “This is wrong.” Yesterday, | was reading exgan by Dr. Gresham Machem on Paul in Galatians.
It was called “The Man Who Could Say No.” Paul was man who could say, “No, something is
wrong in Galatia.” So we need to say yes, but sadyalso sometimes need to say no, and we get that
in thelnstitutes

Another word to describe Calvinisstitutesis “restraint.” Calvin did not answer all of thaegtions.
Sometimes people who think thestitutesis a book of great theological logic are disappednvhen

they actually begin to read it because things theyght would be answered are not answered. Warfiel
said, “Whither the Bible took him, thither he wewhere scriptural declarations failed him, there he
stopped short.” Perhaps the best place to findi€alpressing this in his own words is in Book I,
chapter 21, part 4 where he said, “We should natstigate what the Lord has left hidden.” There are
some things we do not know about because God hahaosen to tell us about them. So, we should not
pry into those things. But, we should not neglecat\He has brought into the open. We need to go as
far a Scripture goes and then stop. Calvin warde/bid excessive ingratitude—that is, we can be
ungrateful if we do not go as far as the Bible gétswanted to go as far as the Bible goes. Calidn

not necessarily think he had the last word on tHeswould, at times, urge his readers to go furiher
their understanding of the Bible than he went. Wheralked about the Eucharist, the Lord’s Supper,
said, “l urge my readers not to confine their memti@rests within these too-narrow limits...” Now,
after we read Calvin for 100 pages of the Lord’pg3ar, we wonder if anything else could have pogsibl
been said about it. But, he said, “Do not confinargelf within these too-narrow limits, but stritee

rise much higher than | can lead you.” His goal waisto say, “Here it is—this is the last word,tbu
“This is the best | could do, and if you can gadlier in the Scripture then you must go further.] So
avoid excessive ingratitude. We do not use whahawe so we cannot be grateful to God for it.

Also, avoid excessive curiosity. Calvin hated csitya Somewhere, we will see him bring up that
famous story from Augustine. When a student askealdiman what God was doing before He created
the heavens and the earth, the old man said, “Hemeking hell for the curious.” Augustine reallgdi
not like that answer, but Calvin was sympathetwai@ that answer. He did not really like theologica
curiosity. He said, “That is to get into a labyhina maze.” You get into these questions thatuste |
curious questions that we do not have any way sivanng, and you get into this maze. You get Iost i
there. So, avoid excessive curiosity. The labyrifdhhim, was a picture of human attempts to dearc
out God beyond the Word. Calvin advocated whatdllea “a learned ignorance.” Notice both words:
learned ignorance. It was not an ignorant ignordnutea learned ignorance. It is where we come out
after we have done everything that we can. | amesiomes rather astounded to think that we give
students a degree that says, “Master of Divinitytiink, “Masterof Divinity?” Maybe we should
change it to M.L..—Master of Learned Ignoranceaflivould be more in keeping with Calvin’s
thought. Calvin did not answer all the questions.tikes us as far as he can and then he stops in
wonder before the mystery. There are examplesabfiithBook |, chapter 5, section 9 related to the
doctrine of God, in Book Ill, chapter 21, sectiorelated to the doctrine of election, in Book WMapter
17, section 7 related to the Lord’s Supper, andynmdiner places where Calvin said, “This is as faf a
can go. What we need to do now is worship and ngivar questions that we cannot answer.”
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Calvin’s theological treatment is orderly, it istiimetical, it shows proper restraint, and it alfgstrates

the principle of accommodation. Accommodation isdea that appeared before Calvin, but Calvin
picked up on it and used it. It is the concept thatl accommodates Himself in His Word to the |efel
our understanding. He goes back as far as origirsaggests that God faced much the same problem in
addressing sinful humanity as a human father oramumother would face in trying to communicate to
a small child. It is a challenge. My daughter, sofiaw, and their one-year-old baby, lan, visitedlast
weekend. They live in Chicago. We had lan’s birthbdare. It was fascinating to see John and Isabel
trying to communicate to lan, who is just one yeldr, things that he should not do. Trying to get
through to him was not easy. So, God is commumgét us, and He accommodates Himself to human
capacity. If you want an article on that, Dr. Badtlwrote one called “God was Accommodating Himself
to Human Capacity: Discussing this Point in Johtvi@d

Many examples in thmstituteshave given some references in which God accomrasddimself or, as
we will see when we come to Calvin’s doctrine ofigtare, God lisps when He speaks to us. We could
translate that by saying, “God talks baby talk.eTBible is God’s baby talk. God could have given a
book that we could not have possibly begun to wstdad. The baby talk is hard enough! Some come to
seminary and learn Greek, Hebrew, and exegesigatallearn how to interpret the baby talk.
However, it could have been impossible. It is dlehge now, but at least it is possible. So, we sak
Calvin frequently using this principle of accommubda in hisInstitutes Calvin said that it really goes
beyond coming down to us to our level in ordergeak to us in stories, poems, and parables—things
that we can grasp. But, we must (this is not inltiséitutesbut in Calvin’s commentary on Romans)
consider what questions each is able to bear aswhanodate our doctrine to the capacity of the
individual. That is an application in homileticsal@n said, “Just as God accommodated Himself to ou
level, we accommodate ourselves to the level optaple we are called to teach.” It is very possibr

a seminary graduate to go out and preach and sathobody will have the slightest idea what yau ar
talking about unless you learn to accommodate whatearn to the level of the people whom you are
to serve.

Calvin’s work is rhetorical and devotional. By rbetal we mean this: Calvin does not embrace the
scholastic form of presentation. If you want to Wnohat that is like, just read the first few pagés
Thomas Aquinas iSumma Theologicd here you get scholastic, scientific theologylvidais much
more in the mode of humanist rhetoric. He can byg gatical of the scholastics. We find Calvin hietfs
using the principles of humanism. That is not modsecular humanism, but that is sixteenth-century
literary, rhetorical humanism. The word “rhetorichaére means that language is to be used in a naty t
will move and persuade. In other words, it is nodwggh just to set forth the truth. It must be setifin

a powerful, moving, and eloquent way.

We will find passages of great eloquence inlttstituteswhere Calvin is using his rhetorical skills from
his humanist training in the arts and in law ineartb persuade. He is not just showing off or d@igiplg

his ability. He wanted words to come alive and Ioee@owerful and mighty in their use. Let me read a
few sentences from his prefatory address foundage A3 of Institutes: “For what is more consonant
with faith than to recognize that we are nakedllofigue in order to be clothed by God, that we ar
empty of all good to be filled by Him, that we &taves of sin to be freed by Him, blind to be ilined

by Him, lame to be made straight by Him, weak tsbstained by Him? Take away from us all
occasion for glory that He alone may stand fortirigusly, and we glory in Him.” You get the forceé o
those words, do you not? He could say that in ahnmogre pedantic way, but he builds up the power of
his utterance by the beauty and power of his wd@dsiebody has said that Calvin invented the short
sentence. Calvin did write, comparatively speaking crisp, modern form with not a lot of subomti®
clauses. His sentences move on nicely. They am séatences. They might look long to us, but they
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are not nearly as long as the paragraph-long seedehat you will find in his contemporaries. Calvi
valued figurative language and illustrations. Heigd anything that he could use in order to sehfor
the truth as powerfully and as clearly as he could.

We will have to stop there. We still have the wtaldvotional” to look at and the purpose of the
Institutes
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