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INTRODUCTION 

In a day and age when Scripture was largely marginalized, the radical challenge 

put forth by the Reformers to stand solely on the Word of God drastically altered the 

course of Christianity.  The impact of this movement continues to the present day.  

Undoubtedly, one of the figures who contributed most to the Reformation was John 

Calvin.  For many people today, his name is considered synonymous with that period of 

church history.  Critics still recognize him as a man who passionately exalted the Bible.
1
  

The Institutes of Christian Religion, perhaps his most famous work, pull directly from the 

very pages of Scripture.  Within this jewel of theological doctrine, Calvin explains how 

the knowledge of God is conveyed and received by mankind.  The term “knowledge of 

God” is a very broad topic ranging from what scholars call “general revelation” to the 

more pointed “special revelation”.  This paper will seek to focus even more narrowly on 

one aspect of special revelation as promoted by Calvin. 

Thesis Statement 

    A true knowledge of God is only accomplished through the testimony of 

Scripture and the revealing work of the Holy Spirit.  

                                                 

1. John Piper calls Calvin a man whose ministry was enveloped in “seeing the 

majesty of God in Scripture.”  See: John Piper, The Legacy of Sovereign Joy: God's 

Triumphant Grace in the Lives of Augustine, Luther, and Calvin (Wheaton: Crossway 

Books, 2000), 138. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THESIS STATEMENT EXPANDED  

At first glance this thesis statement seems very general, broad, and relatively 

straight forward.  However, the terminology must fully be understood in order to 

comprehend the true impact of this claim.   

Terminology Defined 

A “true knowledge of God” is not merely a mental assent to the existence of a god 

or even The God.  In theological terms, a true knowledge of God is tantamount to special 

revelation.  To have an accurate understanding of the Creator of the Universe is to fall at 

His feet in complete submission.  Calvin aptly observed that, “all men promiscuously do 

homage to God, but very few truly reverence him.”
2
  As used in this paper, a true 

knowledge is one that compels a total reverence.  While the bulk of this paper will focus 

on unpacking the terms “testimony of Scripture” and “revealing work of the Holy Spirit”, 

it is very important to highlight the word between those two phrases – and.  As the title of 

the paper suggests, this is a logical statement requiring both sides of the coin in order to 

hold.  Consequently both Scripture and the Holy Spirit are essential for any true 

knowledge of God to exist.  Without one or the other, special revelation is unattainable. 

                                                 

2. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge 

(Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 1997), I, ii, 2. 
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Historical Circumstances 

The history surrounding John Calvin must be acknowledged in order to fully 

appreciate the weight of his statements concerning the necessity of Scripture and the 

Holy Spirit.  Like most of the reformers, Calvin’s initial desire was to spur revival from 

within the Roman Catholic Church rather than to confront it directly.
3
  The Reformation 

was a period in which church power was rampantly abused.  The Church as an institution 

was seen as having more authority than Scripture itself.  Out of these tumultuous times, 

Calvin rose on the strength of Scripture alone.
4
  As already noted, he wrote The Institutes 

of Christian Religion “with a glowing enthusiasm for the pure Gospel of Christ, which 

had been obscured and deprived of its effect by human traditions…He [Calvin] plants 

himself firmly on the immovable rock of the Word of God…”
5
  Thus, the claim by 

Calvin for the necessity of Scripture and the inner regenerating work of the Holy Spirit 

flew in the face of the present day teaching.  The Church was upheld as the only apt 

interpreter of the Bible and traditions were elevated to an unprecedented level.  Calvin’s 

statements within his Institutes shocked the world and outraged the Roman Catholic 

community.  Seen in this light, his words carry far more weight than they do in the 

modern, protestant culture that is heavily saturated with and sculpted by Reformed 

theology. 

                                                 

3. Philip Schaff and David Schley Schaff, "John Calvin And His Work - From 

France To Switzerland," in History of the Christian Church (New York: Charles 

Scribner's Sons, 1910), 312. 

4. Norman L. Geisler and William E. Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, 

revised and expanded (Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), 127-128. 

5. Schaff, 330. 
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 CHAPTER 2 

 

THE NECESSITY OF SCRIPTURE 

“If true religion is to beam upon us, our principle must be, that it is necessary to 

begin with heavenly teaching, and that it is impossible for any man to obtain even the 

minutest portion of right and sound doctrine without being a disciple of Scripture.”
6
  

Undoubtedly, Calvin was an ardent proponent of the Word of God.  He uplifted the 

necessity of Scripture and saw it as indispensable to a true knowledge of God.  Edward 

Dowey, Jr., critic of Calvin, notes that for Calvin, “The special revelation of God the 

Creator, then, was given by inspiration of God [Scripture].”
7
   

God deemed fit to reveal all necessary knowledge of Himself within the pages of 

the Bible.  While this is an entirely sufficient revelation, on its own it is unable to bring 

sight to blind eyes.  Yet, without it, it is impossible to truly understand and know God.
8
  

Scripture itself contains the revelation of God’s plan for redeeming the souls of mankind.   

Paul clearly recognized the critical role of the Bible.  In 2 Timothy 3:15, he 

admonished Timothy to remain a man of God’s Word since it is “the sacred writings, 

which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.”
9
  Here, Paul 

                                                 

6. Calvin, I, vi, 2. 

7. Edward A. Dowey, The Knowledge of God in Calvin's Theology, expanded 

edition (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1994), 105. 

8. Calvin himself spends significant time developing the sufficiency of general 

revelation as given apart from Scripture.  However, he goes on to claim that depraved 

humans are unable to properly comprehend the proof of God as given in nature, hence the 

indispensable need for Scripture in special revelation.  See Calvin, I, v, 14-15 and I, vi. 

9. Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references are taken from The Holy Bible: 

English Standard Version (Wheaton: Standard Bible Society, 2001). 
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directly connects salvation with the Scriptures.  In his famed passage on missions in 

Romans 9:13-17, Paul tied together the requirement for calling upon the name of the 

Lord with receiving the Word of God.  Expounding upon this, the New American 

Commentary notes that “apart from hearing the message no one can believe.”
10

  This 

message is contained and revealed Sola Scriptura (by Scripture alone). 

Paul serves as an exemplary model on this point.  His frequent evangelistic 

endeavors pulled from the Bible.  Either he directly quoted Scripture, as in the Mars Hill 

discourse (Acts 17:22-34), or he referred back to something only revealed in Scripture, as 

when he told the Philippian jailor to “believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved…” 

(Acts 16:31).  Paul proclaimed in 1 Corinthians 2:2, that he desired to “know nothing 

among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”  The details surrounding Christ and 

his crucifixion are solely unveiled and testified in the pages of the Bible.
11

 

Only Gospel, through the means of faith, is able to save.  For this reason Paul 

stated in Romans 1:16 that “it [the Gospel] is the power of God for salvation to everyone 

who believes…”  Charles Hodges pointed out that “there is no salvation without the 

knowledge of Christ and faith in him.”
12

  Only the Bible presents an understanding of 

Christ.  Hence, in the absence of Scripture it is impossible to attain a true knowledge of 

God.  Salvific knowledge requires the testimony of God as presented in the Bible. 

                                                 

10. Robert H. Mounce, The New American Commentary, vol. 27, Romans, 

(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995), Romans 10:14-15. 

11. Incidentally Paul also points this out in 1 Corinthians 15:3-6 where he states, 

multiple times, that the death and resurrection of Christ were revealed in Scripture.   

12. Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 

Inc, 1997), 30. 
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 CHAPTER 3 

 

THE NECESSITY OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

Calvin purposefully introduces God’s Word prior to discussing the Holy Spirit.  

Scripture is essential to understanding God.  However, it is incomprehensible apart from 

the inner working of the Holy Spirit.  Calvin stated, “For as God alone can properly bear 

witness to his own words, so these words will not obtain full credit in the hearts of men, 

until they are sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit.”
13

  Concerning this, Hodges 

advances the claim that it is “hopeless” for those individuals without the Holy Spirit.
14

 

Indeed, the Bible itself testifies to the utter need of the Holy Spirit for one to 

grasp what is written.  Paul stated in 1 Corinthians 2:11, that “no one comprehends the 

thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.”  God’s thoughts are conveyed throughout the 

pages of Scriptures.  Thus, the logical conclusion that Paul was guiding his readers 

toward is that the Bible is unintelligible to the one lacking the Spirit.  God gave the same 

message in Isaiah 6:9, when He commanded Isaiah to “…say to this people: ‘keep on 

hearing, but do not understand; keep on seeing, but do not perceive.’”  The issue was not 

an absence of the Word of God, but rather an inability to comprehend it.   

This truth led John MacArthur to proclaim that, “fallen man is dead to the things 

of God (Eph. 2:1), the Spirit must remove his limitation and impart an understanding of 

saving spiritual truth.”
15

  There is no insight into the Bible unless the Spirit act as the lens 

                                                 

13. Calvin, I, vii, 4. 

14. Hodge, 270. 

15. John MacArthur, Rediscovering Expository Preaching (Dallas: Word 

Publishing, 1992), 109. 
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through which what is plainly written becomes spiritually legible.  Calvin moves from 

establishing the necessity of Scripture to discussing the only able interpreter of Scripture 

– the Spirit.  The Spirit is a non-negotiable when it comes to a true understanding of God.    

CHAPTER 4 

 

THE DANGERS OF EITHER/OR 

Too often, Calvin’s both/and is sacrificed for an either/or – either Scripture or the 

Spirit are necessary, but not both.  There are dangers and traps to both fallacies.  Those 

who affirm, outright or subtly, that Scripture alone is necessary tend to blitz through the 

world seeking to secure verbal assent from all those around them.  Praying the words of a 

salvific prayer becomes the all-important item.  Calvin combats this mindset when he 

states, “if at any time, then we are troubled at the small number of those who believe, let 

us, on the other hand, call to mind, that none comprehend the mysteries of God save 

those to whom it is given.”
16

  Apart from the inner work of the Holy Spirit, all the prayers 

in the world are uttered in vain.  Verbal assent is not equal to spiritual understanding. 

On the other hand, those who emphasize the Spirit at the expense or exclusion of 

Scripture also greatly err.  History is full of examples of cults which wandered far into 

the mystical realm.
17

  Because of this, Paul admonished his audience in Philippians 2:16 

                                                 

16. Calvin, I, vii, 5. 

17. Dan Story, Engaging the Closed Minded: Presenting Your Faith to the 

Confirmed Unbeliever (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1999), 53-54. 
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to continue by “holding fast to the word of life, so that in the day of Christ I may be 

proud that I did not run in vain or labor in vain.”  Calvin firmly believed that anything 

less than Scripture was not to be tolerated from the servant of God.
18

 

CONCLUSION 

A true understanding of God comes from the truth revealed in Scripture as 

unveiled to us through the work of the Holy Spirit.  The absence of one or the other will 

leave religious, but spiritually dead individuals.  The ramifications of Calvin’s both/and 

should impact the approach taken in ministry and missions.  The Christian is called to 

arm himself with the Word of God, all the while leaving the victory up to the Spirit.  

Failure to utilize Scripture will quickly unravel into false teaching and errant doctrine.  

This is similar to teaching someone how to put together a complicated piece of machinery 

without using or reading the instruction manual.  It is bound to end in disaster and 

something far different than the desired result.  Conversely, a Spirit-less approach results 

in mental converts who remain spiritually dead.  True knowledge cannot be attained 

unless God’s Word and the Holy Spirit are clearly present.  Calvin masterfully illustrates, 

both from Scripture and logic, that a saving, true understanding of God is only possible 

through The Word of God and the inner working of the Holy Spirit. 

 

                                                 

18. Burk Parsons, ed., John Calvin: A Heart for Devotion, Doctrine, and 

Doxology (Orlando: Reformation Trust Publishing, 2008), 72-73.  See also Piper, 137-

140. 



  

 9 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Berkhof, Louis. Systematic Theology. East Peoria: Versa Press, Inc, 1958. 

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Translated by Henry Beveridge. 

Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 1997. 

Dowey, Edward A.. The Knowledge of God in Calvin's Theology. Expanded Edition. 

Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1994. 

Geisler, Norman L., and William E. Nix. A General Introduction to the Bible. Revised 

and Expanded. Chicago: Moody Press, 1986. 

Grudem, Wayne. Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine. Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1994. 

Hodge, Charles. Systematic Theology. Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, Inc, 1997. 

Lloyd-Jones, David Martyn. God the Holy Spirit. Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1997. 

MacArthur, John. Rediscovering Expository Preaching. Dallas: Word Publishing, 1992. 

Mounce, Robert H.. The New American Commentary. Vol. 27, Romans. Nashville: 

Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1995. Romans 10:14-15. 

Parsons, Burk, ed. John Calvin: A Heart for Devotion, Doctrine, and Doxology. Orlando: 

Reformation Trust Publishing, 2008. 

Piper, John. The Legacy of Sovereign Joy: God's Triumphant Grace in the Lives of 

Augustine, Luther, and Calvin. Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2000. 

Reymond, Robert L.. A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith. Revised and 

Updated. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, Inc, 1998. 

Schaff, Philip, and David Schley Schaff. "John Calvin And His Work - From France To 

Switzerland." In History of the Christian Church. New York: Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 1910. 

Sproul, R. C.. Essential Truths of the Christian Faith. Carol Stream: Tyndale House 

Publishers, Inc, 1992. 

Story, Dan. Engaging the Closed Minded: Presenting Your Faith to the Confirmed 

Unbeliever. Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1999. 

  


