
 

    John Calvin (1509-1564): The Testimony of Scripture 
 
John Calvin was born at Noyon in France on 10 July 1509. His father originally 

intended his son for the priesthood, and at the age of twelve he received the 
tonsure. The young Calvin spent the next five years at the Collège de Montaigu in 
Paris, before switching to law at the University of Orleans in 1528-9. Calvin worked 
hard, to the detriment of his health.   
On All Saints’ Day in 1533 the rector of the Louvre University, Nicolas Cop, 
preached an evangelical sermon. Calvin clearly sensed danger. After the affair of 
the Placards denouncing the mass, he fled to Basel in January 1535. By March 1536 
his magisterial Institutes of the Christian Religion had been published.  

When was Calvin converted to the evangelical faith? Calvin rarely spoke of 
himself, but in the Preface to his Commentary on the Psalms (1557) he declared 
that ‘God by a sudden conversion subdued and brought my mind to a teachable 
frame’. This probably took place between August 1533 when Calvin was at the 
general Chapter in Noyon and May 1534.  

Calvin’s desires were simple: ‘Being of a rather unsociable and shy disposition, 
I have always loved retirement and peace. So I began to look for some hideout 
where I could escape from people. My aim was always to live in private without 
being known’. However, Guillaume Farel persuaded him to stay in Geneva.  

The council at Geneva had abolished the mass, and issued coins inscribed post 
tenebras lux (‘after darkness, light’). In January 1537 Farel and Calvin laid before 
the Council their Articles on the Organization of the Church and its Worship at 
Geneva. Calvin sought that the Lord’s Supper be held monthly, and that the power 
of excommunication be the preserve of the Church, not the state. However, 
Calvin's reforms were resented by many, and he, Farel and another minister were 
expelled. He left Geneva, thinking that he would go to Basel to study, but Martin 
Bucer prevailed upon him to preach in Strasbourg. 

At Strasbourg Calvin published the second edition of the Institutes, in 1539, his 
first commentary on the Bible (Romans), his Short Treatise on the Lord's Supper, 
and his noteworthy Reply  to Cardinal Sadoleto. In 1540 he also married Idelette 

de Bure, the widow of an Anabaptist who had converted to the Reformed faith. 
Calvin knew tragedy, however, for his wife died within a decade, and he had no 
surviving children. Calvin cared for her two children by her first marriage. His 
brother Antoine also lived with Calvin with his own eight children for many years. 

Meanwhile, Geneva continued to experience troubles, so many in fact that in 
October 1540 Perrin was sent to Strasbourg to retrieve Calvin. For a year Calvin 
agonised over the decision, but finally returned, not knowing that it would be for 
the rest of his life. Characteristically, he preached on his first Sunday in September 
1541 from where he had left off three years previously. 

For the rest of his life Calvin sought to teach and apply the Bible as the Word of 
God. He preached about 260 sermons a year, all delivered without notes. He had 
many opponents, although as Protestant refugees from Catholic persecution 
poured into Geneva, they tended to favour Calvin. On 27 October 1553, Michael 
Servetus, who denied the Trinity, was executed for heresy after fleeing from a 
death sentence passed by the Roman Catholic authorities at Vienne.  

Theodore Beza says that Calvin’s opponents called their dogs ‘Calvin’, Calvin 
once complaining to Heinrich Bullinger: ‘If I simply said it was daytime at high noon, 
they would begin to doubt it’. Throughout his life Calvin seems to have suffered 
from many medical conditions. After 1555 the body of pastors won the right to 
excommunicate, a contrast to the situation in Zurich under both Zwingli and 
Bullinger where the magistrates, not the clergy, handled excommunications.   

In 1559 Theodore Beza was placed at the head of the newly-founded College 
(the Genevan Academy), and Calvin finally took out Genevan citizenship. John Knox 
famously referred to the city as ‘the most perfect school of Christ that ever was on 
earth’. As he lay dying, Calvin wrote to Farel: ‘It is enough that I live and die for 
Christ, who is to all his followers a gain both in life and in death’. 

Calvin wanted a return to the Bible as the authoritative and sufficient Word of 
God. In his commentary on 2 Timothy 3:16, Calvin set forth the Reformed, and 
biblical, view: 'This is the principle which distinguishes our religion from all others, 
that we know that God has spoken to us, and are fully convinced that the prophets 
did not speak at their own suggestion, but that, being organs of the Holy Spirit, 
they only uttered what they had been commissioned from heaven to declare’.  He 
once said of 2 Timothy: ‘As for me, I know that this epistle has profited me more 
than any other book in Scripture – and still profits me every day.’ Calvin lived to 
preach, teach, and apply the Word of God. 

   (Peter Barnes, used with permission, slightly abridged) 


