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part of Calvin’s gospel sermons, we expect to find a strong Christological emphasis as
was the case in the sermons on the temptations of Christ in the desert. Calvin shows this
emphasis by making it clear that this is not simply a miracle story about a demoniac
being cured but rather is linked with Christological doctrines.”*® What Calvin has in
mind by doctrine in this case is that the story speaks not so much about the miracle but
proclaims the office of Christ. If Christ were simply to cure the demoniac there would be
little point or value in the story. The story has much more impact and points to Christ
when Christ uses his office as prophet and teacher given to him by God.”*® As Calvin
points out, at the end of the pericope we are told that the people were amazed at his
doctrine. The passage is not only about the miracle but is a confirmation of the gospel.
The whole world would know who had sent Jesus. Here we see, from the first few
sentences of this sermon, Calvin’s emphasis on God providing the means for our
salvation. The passage speaks of the gospel and confirms the gospel, which is God’s
manner of self-revelation made flesh in Jesus Christ. As if to stress this point, Calvin

displays a remarkable lack of interest in the details and fury of the possession.

Calvin did not ignore the devil but he never presented the devil apart from God’s grace and election.
Calvin was not interested in the terrors of the devil, apart from how the Christian is to be aware of them
and how to resist the temptations. Even in this sermon, as we shall see, the devil’s terrors are
minimized to get to what Calvin understands to be the point of the sermon, namely, an illustration of
the grace of God.

7 Calvin did not question diabolical possession and wrote one letter to Viret in 1546 about it. In this
letter he recounts the story of a man who was a blasphemer and a rogue who while mortally ill did not
confess his sins. The story claimed that the man was taken away in the night by demons and carried off
to a field. Try as they might, no trace of the body was found. Calvin notes that he sees no reason to
discount this story. CO 12, 413.

7% CO 46, 734. In particular the doctrines that concern themselves with the offices of Christ.

7" Thus, even in the case of miracles Calvin stressed that God’s purpose was always that which was useful
for our salvation.
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After stating the purpose of the passage, which is to show Christ, Calvin begins
his analysis in the sermon by looking at the words of the devil. The devil’s words or
confession shows that the devils are constrained to pay homage to and worship God even
though they do not willingly do s0.”?® This constraint and confession on the part of the
devils has as its purpose to show that they are under the command "*'and control of God
"2and can do nothing without the permission of God.”> The devils are forced to confess
to God. The devils are forced to confess and pay homage in the same way that a prisoner
who has nothing but contempt for law and order is forced to come before the judge and
pay respect to the judge.”®* Here again we see Calvin’s emphasis on God, in this case his
Christological emphasis.”® Even the devils are forced to confess that Jesus is the Holy

One of God.

0 O 46, 735.
2 Co 46, 735.

™2 Calvin’s wife died on April 7, 1549, an event that marked Calvin with sadness and caused him to push
himself into his work with renewed vigour. Calvin’s insistence on the control of God, while part of his
theology, may be seen in part, at least, as his way of coping with his wife’s death.

This point was stressed again and again in the sermons on Job. See Chapter 4 above.
CO 46, 736.

Calvin’s stress on the sovereignty of God can be understood as a caveat against dualism. The emphasis
makes dualism an unviable option. One cannot say that the devil and evil are in some way willed by
God since they stand against God and are the enemies of God. When the devil is understood as subject
to the will of God then he may be taken seriously as a tempter, as we have seen. It is only in this way
that we realize that we cannot battle the devil on our own terms as we lack the power. Rather, God
battles the devil as the devil is subject to God. God does not directly will the devil’s actions but instead
permits it. Calvin understood that God controlled the devil but allowed the devil, within limits, to
excercise his own will. As Karl Barth noted, this is a doctrine of hope as “if we did not know that even
in the midst of sin and death we were utterly in his hands and at his disposal, how could we hope to be
obedient and blessed?” Dogmatics, 2:1,595. Barth goes on to give an eloquent summary of the whys of
evil which, I think, to a large extent is within the spirit of Calvin’s understanding.

¥

B

“To this our only answer is that God’s supreme and truest good for creation, and therefore the
good determined for and promised to creation is revealed in its full splendour only when its
obedience and blessedness are not simply by nature, the self-evident fulfillment of its existence,
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The devils knew that Jesus was the Holy One of God and as such they attested to
God’s honour and glory. It is interesting to note that in Calvin’s mind this attestation of
Jesus was very important, not just because it was a faulty or incomplete confession, but
because Jesus’ identity must be demonstrated by attestation or witness. Jesus
commissioned the disciples to tell the world about Him and who he was, but the devils

were not commissioned and thus their ‘confession’ was silenced.

The devils fell by their own choice, in the same way we did, the only difference
being that God took pity on us and wishes that we be reconciled to him.”?® The devils

may have confessed who Jesus was, but are irredeemable.”’

Et cela est pour nous faire tant plus estimer la bonte inestimable de Dieu, voyant
que ceux qu’il avoit creez pour estre ses Anges, sont demeurez en leur perdition
et ruine: et que la main nous est tendue, afin de nous ramener i la vie, laquelle
nous estions comme bannis.’?®

its inevitable uses but when they are salvation from the edge of an abyss, when in its obedience
and blessedness creation is constantly reminded of its creation out of nothing and its preservation
from nothingness by the menacing proximity of the Kingdom of darkness, when its obedience and
blessedness are therefore grace and salvation.” Barth, Dogmatics, 2:1: 595

What Barth is saying is that evil exists to teach us not only humility but to make us aware of the grace
and providence of God as a means to deepen our obedience and grasp of salvation. This understanding
is only possible if one asserts that God is sovereign.

% CO 46, 735. The implication here is that the nature of the devil is a mirror of our own nature. The
malice and hatred of the devil towards God is what we are apart from God’s reconciling purpose for
humanity.

" Calvin stresses this point. There is no redemption or reconciliation to God possible apart from God’s
gracious intervention. As we shall see in later sermons, such as the sermons on chapter three of
Genesis, Calvin keeps to the notion that the devils are beyond redemption. Unlike us, who were
predestined to be saved through Christ, there was no such provision made for the fallen angels or the
devils.

28 CO 46, 735.
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Not only does Calvin use the fall of the devil and the fate of the devils as a
reflection of our own state, but goes on to say that this is a reflection of the goodness of
God. The fate of the devils would be our fate were it not for the free’? intervention of
God.”° The state of the devils is our state apart from the mercy and love of God. Since
the devils have no hope of redemption or salvation, they can only assume that God has

come to destroy them.

The devils give a partial confession and ask if Jesus is come to destroy them.
Calvin notes this partial confession is to show that Jesus had come to bring holiness into
the world and that the kingdom of the devils would come to an end.”! There is no
reconciliation possible between the kingdom of the devils and that of God since the two
are polar opposites. This partial confession in a way shows how the kingdom of God is
at war with that of the devil and, in this way, the partial confession shows the glory of

God as one who is superior to and at odds with the devil.

Calvin notes that the devils were given the special knowledge that Jesus was
indeed the Holy One or the Redeemer. Yet the knowledge of the devils was defective

insofar as the confession was concerned only with who Jesus was and not what kind of a

™9 1 use the word ‘free’ to denote that God freely chose not to save the devils but freely chose to send
Jesus so that we could be reconciled to Him.

7% We see here that Calvin uses the idea of reprobation to mean the natural state of all who have fallen (all
of humanity and part of the angels) as the dark side of election. Those whom God did not elect or
extend his hand towards will remain in the darkness and state of perdition. The fate of the devils, rather
than being a means to instill terror and fear into the hearts of the parishioners, as it clearly was in the
literature of Dante and the popular preaching of the time, is a way in which we see the glory and
mercy of God. This is an example of the way in which Calvin never writes of the devil or evil apart
from the mercy and love of God.

Bl Co 46, 736.
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God he is. In other words, it is not enough to know that Jesus is God, or that God is
sovereign, creator and ruler. This is what the devils know as well.”>? One must also
know and act upon the fact that God has chosen to redeem us through Jesus Christ and is
a Deus pro nobis. This deeper, experiential > knowledge of the love and mercy of God
is not found in the devils’ confession, nor can it be, as the devil is the enemy of God. The
knowledge of the devil is not based on a deep trust or love of God but is rooted in fear. A

deeper confession can be found only in one who loves and obeys God.

The key for Calvin seems to revolve around the term ‘obedience’. What was
remarkable about Jesus was his utter obedience and submission to the will of God. In
that obedience, Jesus is a model for us. A true confession and a true understanding of
who God is not possible apart from this obedience. Calvin’s understanding of the nature
of confession can be seen to have links with his understanding of the function and use of
the law. In its most basic level, the law terrifies us and we ‘obey’ for fear of reprisal. The

second use of the law is to bring us to confession and repentance, where in this instance

2 Itis by means of faith that we come to know that God is merciful and loving. Calvin attacks the
“Papistry” for their claims that faith is but a cognition of God. Calvin notes that faith must be more
than cognition. It must be that we know God is our Father and that Jesus has come to unite us with
God in everlasting life, and as such we are delivered from the everlasting death. Faith, apart from a
relationship with God, is worthless. The devil has cognition but does not have a loving relationship
with God and thus his confession is defective.

3 Calvin places great emphasis on the fact that our knowledge of God must not only be a knowledge of
the attributes or the nature of God but must be a relationship in which we come to know, via =
experience, of the love and mercy of God. This is seen, among other places, in Calvin’s letters to the
French Protestants held in prisons in France. His letters are touching and speak of the love and mercy
of God as something which they are to experience and grow in. The love and mercy of God is not
something they are to wait for in the afterlife (as most of them met their deaths via execution and
torture), but a love to be experienced and tasted during their lives. I use the term experiential here to
connote that this type of knowledge does not have its basis in academic or factual knowledge, is not
faith by assensus, but is a knowledge of God tested by the daily experience of God’s mercy and love.
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we obey the law and God since we are deeply sorry for what we have done. The third use
of the law is to bring us closer to God. True confession follows much the same pattern.
The devils feared God for the possibility of God destroying them. Thus they trembled.
Yet the devils are not capable of a deeper confession of God, since they do not and will

not obey nor submit willingly to God.

There is a great difference in the type of confession shown by the devils and our
confession of God. The difference is like the confession of a God by those who have not
been illumined by the Holy Spirit (the unelect) and the confession of those whose eyes
have been opened by God.”** The confession of the non-elect, or for that matter the
devils, will be one that is based on superstition and fear. A true confession of God is one
that is born out of the lived faith experience and rooted in the mercy and love of God.
Once more, true knowledge of God, can only occur when God takes the prior initiative
and illumines us.”** Yet the devil, Calvin adds in a polemical twist, has a deeper
confession than many non-religious people’*® who may acknowledge a God but who

mock his teachings and service.

4 Miracles and marvels do not cause true confession. Although Jesus’ identity was shown by what be did
and the witness and attestations of the apostles, Calvin understood that only the enlightenment of the
Holy Spirit and thus God’s prior action made it possible for a true confession that Jesus was the Holy
One of God.

5 CO 46, 738.

"® Calvin no doubt has both the Roman Catholics and the “Libertines” in mind. In 1545 he wrote the
treatise Contre la Secte des Libertins, the full title being: Contre la secte phantastique et furieuse des
Libertins, qui se nomment spirituelz in which he wrote against the Libertines or Quintinsts, as they
followed the teachings of Quintus. Among their claims, as Calvin understood them, was the idea of le
diable, le monde, le peché pour une imagination qui n’est rien.” CO 7, 181. Even though the
Libertines of this tract were a Dutch sect, with a small following, the fact that Calvin preaches about the
devil in such a way as to stress his reality may indicate that Calvin felt there were those in his
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There is no possibility of reconciliation between the realm of the devil and that of
God. The devil knows that this is the case and thus the more God wishes to show his

goodness in the world, the greater the efforts of the devil to destroy and cause harm.”’

Yet the devil does not restrict himself to possession. The devil shows his anger
by blinding people to the truth. Blinding is far more deadly than possession as it can
separate us from God. When we are blinded, we can no longer search for the true God.”®
The spiritual blindness of some is a judgment of God on those who have rejected God’s
word.”® “Mais voyla comme le diable est possedé de furie telle, qu’en cognoissant, il ne

cognoist pas. Ce que nous voyons aussi bien en tous incredules.”’°

Calvin goes on to consider the meaning of the phrase the Holy One of God”.
The phrase clearly shows a separation of Christ from the rest of us. He is special. We
have a certain sainctete but this is imputed to us by God. Unlike our sainctete, Jesus’
sainctete is from nature since he was born without sin.”*! As Calvin points out, Jesus’

holiness’** was not only for himself but also for us.

congregation, the Genevan Libertines, who he felt, understood the devil in a similar fashion to that of
the Quintinists.

BT Co 46, 738.
8 Instir. 1541, 1.5.13, CO 3, 79-89.

% The devil seeks to blind and to destroy the faithful. Calvin also wrote of idolaters as being blinded, “for
they [idolaters] do not find that ‘middle place’ that they are in search of, but Satan straight way presents
himself to them, as an object of adoration, whenever they turn their backs upon the true God.” Comm. 1
Cor. 10:19-23.

0 o0 46, 739.

7! As in the temptation sermons, Calvin shows the contrast between our nature and that of Christ. CO 46,
740.

2 1 have translated sainctete as holiness.
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Voyla donc les richesses de nostre Seigneur Iesus Christ qui sont pour remedier
et subvenir 4 nostre povrete et disette, d’autant que nous sommes vuides de tous
biens.”*

Yet if we know this, or believe that Christ was filled with holiness for our
benefit, our confession still is no better than that of the devils. We must go further. At
this point, Calvin uses the incident to launch into a discussion about the nature of our
knowledge of God as Redeemer. Christ was sanctified in order that our sins be purged
and we be regenerated and reconciled into God’s service. A true confession of Jesus as
the Holy One requires an acknowledgment of Jesus’ purging of our sins.”** Thus, the
devil’s confession was silenced, as the devil does not repent and wishes only that we

worship him (the devil) rather than God. Jesus came to abolish lies, injustices and

darkness.”®

The devil was also silenced because he tried to imply that he has some means to
approach Jesus. This is to insult or belittle the gospel. Although the devil claimed that he
knew Jesus was the Holy One, the devil has no secret insights746 or means to access God.

The gospel proclaims only Jesus Christ. Yet, although the gospel claims that we have

3 C0O 46, 741.

" There are many parallels with the uses of the law at this point. The Christian use of the law is to bring
one to a closer relationship with God, but this is only possible after one repents and turns around. Here
again we see that true knowledge of God as Redeemer requires an acknowledgment and recognition of
our sins. It is only after this point that we can come to know God as Redeemer.

"5 co 46, 742.

6 Calvin’s 1549 work against predicative astrology speaks of the same idea. Calvin’s main reason for
banning astrological practices was that people sought their fortune in the stars and consulted the stars
for secret hidden knowledge of the future and of their fate. In this sermon, the devil makes the same
claim that somehow he had hidden knowledge. Calvin was well aware of how deadly the trap of hidden
knowledge was and so took pains in the sermon to point out that the devil has no secret insights or
means to access God.
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access to God only by means of Christ’s righteousness, there exist many frivolities and
pretenses that claim to bring us to God.”*” The devil, who has nothing in common with
Christ, seeks to introduce lies. Since the devil cannot simply overturn Scriptures, he
seeks to do so by subtle means.”® The devil encourages nonsense and lies like the books
that deal with the childhood "*° of Jesus. By adding false elements to the gospels, such as
false ceremonies or works that tell of the childhood of J esus, the devil appears to honour

Jesus but in fact is trying to discredit’*° the gospel message.”! If the devil had his way,

™7 Here we see Calvin’s idea that was expressed, among other places, in his reply to Sadoleto, that the
‘true’ worship of God consists in worshipping God and obedience to God as He declares Himself in
Scripture and not to add to that any man-made notions or ceremonies. Calvin felt such accretions were
unnecessary and were the lies and tricks of Satan to turn us away from the Word of God. Jean Calvin, A
Reformation Debate; Sadoleto’s Letter to the Genevans and Calvin’s Reply by John Calvin and
Jacopo Sadoleto. With an Appendix on the Justification Controversy, ed. John C. Olin (New York:
Harper Torchbooks, 1966).

8 o 46, 742.

7 In the sixteenth-century there was considerable fascination with stories about the childhood of Jesus. In
this sermon, Calvin refers to “books that deal with the childhood of Jesus.” In Calvin’s time there was
one known apocryphal work called the Protoevangelium of James. The Protoevangelium had achieved
a measure of fame in the Middle Ages and was republished in 1531. It was a very popular book. It
speaks of Jesus being born in a cave and of Mary weaving the temple curtain, among other things.
From the phrase “books that deal with the childhood of Jesus,” we cannot say with any certainty
whether Calvin was speaking of the book Protoevangelium or simply speaking of the general interest in
any book that dealt with the childhood of Jesus. The sixteenth-century fascination with the childhood of
Jesus did not end with the Protoevangelicum. In 1564 an important text on the apocryphal literature
connected with Christ’s childhood was published in Basel: Apocrypha, hoc est narrationes de Christo,
Maria, Joseph, cognatione et familia Christi, extra Biblia est. Calvin died in 1564 and it is highly
unlikely that he was aware of this work, but the work is important as it alludes to the interest in the
apocryphal childhood narratives. The publisher responded to a demand. This makes it quite likely that
when Calvin preached about the “books that deal with the childhood of Jesus,” he was both referring to
the Protoevangelium and responding to the curiosity about such texts in the minds of his parishioners.
The reader is referred to E. Hennecke’s book for a fine overview and a little of the history of the New
Testament apocrypha. E. Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha, vol. 1,ed. W. Schneemelcher, trans.
R. Mcl Wilson (London: Lutterworth Press, 1963-1965)

™ Itis a common artifice of Satan to trouble men’s consciences under a false pretext of the gospel
that the truth of the gospel may be brought into confusion.” Comm. Col. 1:23.

51 co 46, 743.
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we would no longer be able to discern truth from fiction in the gospel.”? We could not

discern what is essential from the fashion of the day.

Et voyla comme obliquement et sous terre Satan a voulu abolir |’ authorité qui est
en I’Evangile, afin que les hommes demourassent 13 en suspens, et qu’ils ne
sceussent 4 quoy se tenir. Autant en est-il des miracles qu’ils on 14 escrits, qui
sont autant les bastelleries qu’ils attribuent a nostre Seigneur Iesus Christ.”*

The devil’s biblical** ruses are very clever’ as the fake gospels are often
attributed to Mark or Luke and the lies are often mixed with the truth. The confused

people, instead of knowing Jesus as the truth, life and the way, will adore”® various

32 In terms of fiction, 1549 was the year in which Calvin published his advertissement contre ! ‘astrologie
qu’on appelle hudiciare, et autres curiositez qui regnent aujourd’huy au monde (Geneva, 1549) CO
7,509-542. In this work, Calvin wrote against the superstitions that claimed that the stars could predict
future events. The work had its roots in the 1546 work, Advertissements sur les jugemens d ‘astrologie
d une studiuese damoyselle (Mellin de Saint Eclair) which appeared in Lyons, France. This work
advocated a return to astrology. Calvin’s 1549 work notes that it is God who governs our lives.
Evidently Calvin was aware of the 1546 work since from 1546-1549 he tried to persuade the Council to
get rid of the almanacs that carried traces of the old superstitions and astrology. Calvin’s polemics here
against fictions and false doctrines can be seen in the same light. Calvin was adamant that one can only
worship God by means of the Scripture and not by using artificial doctrines or ceremonies. Astrology

was yet another scheme to entice people away from a reliance upon God.
3 €O 46, 743.

> As we have seen in the sermons that deal with the temptation of Jesus in the desert, the idea of Sola
Scriptura was more than an abstract theory. It is only by means of the Scripture that one can know God
and only by means of God that one can battle the devil. The Scriptures or Word of God (Calvin uses
the two terms, indicative of his understanding that Scripture is the self-revelation of God), not only
teach us of God in a detached or theoretical fashion, but are a resource allowing us in a sense to
develop a relationship with God as we come to know more and more. In terms of the devil, our
knowledge of God is put to the test, since we use our faith and trust in God to battle the devil. The
Scriptures are necessary for our faith is not blind, but founded upon God Himself. When the devil
twists the Scriptures, the devil is disarming the faithful and seeking to make them utterly defenseless
before him.

55 Comm. Gal 5.9.

¢ In the late Middle Ages, there was a great deal of veneration of the saints. The veneration of saints and
holy relics were part of the pious mindset of the late Middle Ages and Renaissance, Louis IX, the saint
King born in 1224, was known for his collections of relics and conversations with holy mystics. In the
later Middle Ages, the artistic depiction of the saints was that the saints were very much part of
ordinary life. The veneration of these familiar figures served not so much a religious function, but acted
as a buffer between the known and comfortable of earth and the unfamiliar realms of heaven and hell.
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saints, statues’>’ and images.—'58 Moreover, the people will be so charmed by the stories
about the childhood of Jesus that they will not pay enough attention to what is contained
in the Scriptures. Although the priests preach free will, claims Calvin, they speak of
intercessions and other devotions in order to go to heaven. This is what the devil wants.
The devil has always sought to make some claims to have access to God and adds
intercessions and other confusions and poisons to cloud the path to God. The devil’s aim

is to create such confusion "*° that one would no longer be able to distinguish truth from

In some ways, the veneration of the saints bridled the imagination of the Middle Ages by offering a
half-way zone between heaven and earth. This may explain why it was only when there was a waning in
the veneration of the saints, that we find fantastic visions of the divine. By the time of the Reformation,
despite Calvin’s remarks, the veneration of the saints as it had once been was all but dead. It was a
vestige of itself and the saints were ali too familiar. The familiarity was what caused their demise.
Once the saints were gone in all but name, the road was opened to the imagination. Huizinga suggests
that one of the reasons for the fascination with the devil and the witch in the Renaissance and
lateMiddle Ages was because, without the saints and their buffering abilities, the imagination could run
without checks or balances. In some ways, the devil served the function of the saints. In Germany the
devil was a popular figure in plays as he terrorized nuns and greedy characters to the delight of the
audience. The witch too served as a mysterious half-way figure. The witch was human and yet her (it
was often a her) pact or contract with the devil meant that the witch served the devil and in this way
was connected to the shadowy realms of heaven and hell. Perhaps without the saints, who could
intercede and cure diseases and find lost items, the popular imagination turned to the witch, who by her
intercessions was able to create storms, cause cattle to die, or the plague to recur. In Calvin’s time,there
were those whom he referred to as having a Manichaean understanding of the devil insofar as they
ascribed all evil acts and bad luck to the direct work of the devil. Johan Huizinga, The Autumn of the
Middle Ages, trans. Rodney Payton and Ulrich Mammitzsch (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1996), 202.

™7 And doubtless we see Satan almost in all ages has been endeavoring to make the bodies of God’s
saints idols to foolish men.” Comm. Jude 5:9.

¥ Calvin saw the veneration of the saints, the stress on apocryphal gospels, and other stories as not only

frivolous but a plot on the part of the devil to lead people away from the gospel and the truth. His
polemics against it are interesting because Calvin asserted that unless enlightened by God one cannot
worship God but instead worships idols. It is clear that for Calvin, the unregenerate, or unelect, simply
worship the devil and are blind. Calvin’s contrast and polemics, therefore, cannot be seen as a criticism
but must be understood in the light of election. That is to say, when one is elect one has to see the
actions of the blind, the veneration of the saints, and statues, and extra gospels in order to give thanks
to God for having one’s eyes open to worship God. The polemics in this case, and I think in all
cases,can only be understood from the standpoint of Calvin’s preaching to the elect.

" As Calvin notes, For they [idolaters] do not find that middle place that they are in search of but Satan
straightway presents himself to them, as an object of adoration, whenever they turn their back on the
true God.” Comm. 1 Cor 10:19-23.



260

falsehood. The remedy for such confusion is to know that Jesus is the son of God and to
be aware of why he was sent to earth as our only master.”® We must close our eyes and
ears to other doctrines or falsehoods, as such doctrinal confusion is part of the devil’s

plan.”®!

Calvin’%? goes on to say that the devil, who is such a ferocious enemy of God and
of the truth, is in fact a mirror of what we were when we were unredeemed and slaves to
the devil.”®® The possessed man is like us as we wers before redemption. The confession
of the possessed man was faulty, reflecting only on facts. Likewise, our confessions of
God when we are unredeemed are equally, if not even more, lacking. The devil was
violent with the man when expelled and this too is a reflection of our fate when we
rebuff the devil.”* The devil will be violent in his attacks against us when we repel him.
Our task in life is not to listen to the lies and whispers brought about by Satan. We must
renounce ourselves and our pride in order to be reconciled to God. Although this is a

great trial and lifelong combat,765 it is the lot of the Christian.”¢®

60 Comm. Gal 3:1.

71 CO 46, 744. The devil is seen as not only the mortal enemy of God but one who is calculating and has
a plan for the destruction of the faithful. The devil is far more than a caricature with a pitchfork, but a
cunning and deadly enemy who not only attacks the faithful on a personal level but is engaged in larger
plots to confuse the truth and obscure the gospel itself.

762 Calvin describes the devil not in order to terrify his congregation or for theatrical effect but as as an
enemy of God and a mirror of our unredeemed state.

73 Calvin was not interested in the exotica surrounding the devil and did not describe the powers of the
devil or the works of the devil to any great extent.

64 CO 46, 744.

75 Calvin invariably combines action with the Christian life. For Calvin, the Christian life was not one of
contemplation and passive meditation. It was a life of full engagment and headlong battle with the devil
and the forces of evil.



261

Calvin leaves this line of pursuit to consider the fact that the people were
astonished at the doctrine. The people had some apprehension "®’of God, enough to

d.”®8 The point to be stressed was that they were

know that the miracle was of Go
astonished at the doctrine, not the miracle. Calvin argues that miracles are not as
important as the Scriptures.769 Although they were astonished, this was not enough to
know God. The doctrine presented was not really a new doctrine but Jesus Christ was at
its heart. The newness was that the gospel must not be separated from the law. It is an
agreement in substance and doctrine. The newness was the arrival of Jesus Christ and the
restoration of the Church. Calvin closes his sermon with a reiteration of the fact that the

doctrine is both new and old and to announce that Msr. R. Merlin will preach next

Sunday.’”®

Summary

The devil, as illustrated in this sermon, seems to serve two functions. The first is
that he is clearly the enemy of God and of humans and, since we resist the devil, he will
torment us, as was the case of the possessed man. We have seen this was a minor point

in this sermon. The major point pertaining to the devil is that he deceives.

6 CO 46, 744-745.

757 This apprehension is our natural knowledge of God which is not enough for salvation but is enough to
leave us without an excuse and condemn us before God. Instit. 1541 1.3.3, CO 3, 50.

78 CO 46, 746. As Calvin wryly notes, their apprehension was greater than that of “Papistry” of his time.

% This is what we would expect. A miracle, while spectacular, does not teach us anything about the
nature of God. God may choose to enact miracles, but chose Scripture as his mode of self-revelation.

™ CO 46, 748.
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In his office of liar and trickster, the devil seeks to distort the Scriptures, in this
case, by adding new doctrines and ideas to blind people to the message of the
Scriptures.””" The devil seeks to focus our attention on miracles and stories of Jesus’
infancy in order that we stay away from the Scriptures. Yet, what is fascinating in
Calvin’s sermon is that he does not just leave it at this point and warn the faithful to stay
away from the new doctrines and practices. Rather, he uses this as a vehicle to launch
into what he considers the true meaning of the pericope which is about a true confession

of God.

The devil’s faulty confession was an illustration of how not to confess or know
God. A true confession or knowledge of God is more than noetic. A true confession or
knowledge of God must be one that is rooted in obedience to God, humility and our daily
experience of God as Redeemer and Saviour. Once again, we see that the devil is used to
bring the faithful into a fuller knowledge of God but, unlike in the case of any of the
other sermons, the devil does not prod us into a full confession of God by means of his
torments.”’? In the present case the devil’s confession forces us to consider our own

confessions.

™ One of the things that fascinates me about this period, and about Calvin in particular, is his insistence
on the true plain meaning of the text. Yet when Castellio (Sebastien Castellio was a colleague of John
Calvin’s whom Calvin had hired at the Genevan college) offered a different interpretation, this was not
accepted. It may be that for Calvin, the devil was so powerful and subtle that it was all too easy to
distort the Scriptures, a fact that would lead to the inevitable dissolution of the church and Kingdom of
God.

"2 The idea of torment is not at the forefront of this sermon. The devil torments us and this does cause us
to reflect on the love of God, but this is not the central issue here.
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In addition to causing us to reflect on the nature of our confession, the devil also
enables us to reflect on the mercy of God. There is no redemption for the devils. They
will always be the enemies and condemned by God. Ultimately, they will be destroyed
by God. This state, Calvin reminds us, was our state prior to our redemption and
Justification through Christ. Like the devils, we too were hated by God and at odds with
God. This aspect of the devil makes us not only reflect on the mercy of God but also on
the state of our own hearts, perhaps causing us to repent and to think a little more deeply

about our relationship with God and the state of our souls.

Sermon on 1 Sam. 28:7-18, August 8, 1561
On August 8 1561, Calvin preached on 1 Samuel. This sermon deals with 1 Sam.
28:7-18, which considers the witch at Endor and the apparition of the prophet Samuel.

The sermon is preserved in Latin although it is certain that Calvin preached it in French.

The devil uses tricks to deceive men. He twists the truth, Diabolus vero
corruptionem.” "* The claim that one can speak with the deceased is but a trick of the
devil.””* The ghost of Samuel was of course not a real ghost but a false Samuel, a
pseudo-Samuel, a trick of the devil. God would never allow his prophet to be so used.’””
However, God allowed the devil to conjure such a fraud,”’® and the ° ghost’ was able to

tell some events accurately. Calvin notes that the devil is not able to know the future.

™ CO 30, 644.
™ Comm. Acts 7:5 and Acts 23:11 where Satan, we are told apes, the powers of God.

™ co 30, 650, “ Spectrum, inquam,siquidem certum est non JSuisse verum Samuelem, neque enim
unquam Deus permisisset suum prophetam talibus diabolicus coniurationibus subiici.”

7% CO 30, 645, 650.
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What the devil knows is by means of fraud.””’ It is God who gave the ‘ghost’ the ability
to speak of the future and it is God who gives the devil some knowledge of the future

events.

Saul was attracted to the witch because he imagined the witch would give him
some special insights and knowledge. People are attracted to the so-called hidden
knowledge of the spirits. This knowledge acts like a drug on people, it stupefies the
senses, and, in the end, people will no longer have a sense of good and evil. People are
drawn by their insatiable curiosity.”’® The witch at Endor was totally taken in by the
illusions and falsehoods of Satan. ’ In contrast to the witch, we are to have no trade
with the devil. The devil attempts to trick people with promises of hidden knowledge.
The danger of such illicit knowledge is that we are not to seek what God does not require
us to know, or what God has not revealed to us.”®° Our curiosity after hidden knowledge,

is surely a trick of the devil who uses such mysteries as a bait to trap us.

Summary
The main issue, in terms of the office of the devil, in the Samuel sermons, is that

of the devil as trickster. The devil is shown as one who can g0 to great lengths in order to

™ CO 30, 652.

7% CO 30, 645. Yet even if the devil has certain knowledge, his knowledge is full of lies and fraud. “multa
Jraude habere.” We should not desire more than what God has decided for us to know in terms of our
salvation. Inde ergo discamus non appetere nisi quod bonum est et licitum, et nullas rationes quaerere
nisi quas Deus dederit et verbo suo approbaret.” CO 30, 645.

" Once more one has the idea of the witch as one who willingly gives herself to Satan.

" €O 30, 640, We are urged to keep to the Word of God and not deflect to the left or the right. This is
healthy advice. Dignum sane considertaione exemplum, ex quo discamus rectam semper viam
insistere, quae nobis verbo Dei praescributur, et numquam ab ipsa vel ad dextram, vel ad laevam
deflectere.”
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deceive. But there is also the smaller theme of the ‘hidden’ knowledge of the devil. How

much does the devil know? Can the devil predict or does the devil know the future?

Calvin’s answer was that the devil can know and do only what God permits. The
devil has no ‘special insights’. In this sermon, the parishioners are warned not to try to
circumvent God and seek “special’ knowledge. The sermon is among other things a
caveat to the overly curious. As Calvin notes in his 1559 Institutes “What was God
doing before the Creation?” Answer, “Creating Hell for the curious.”’®! This sermon is a
warning to parishioners to be content with the knowledge that God has ordained for

them, and not attempt to contact spirits or other ‘illicit’ means.”®?

Concluding Remarks and Some Elements Contained in Calvin’s
Miscellaneous Sermons on the Devil
The following will be a combination of a further summary of what Calvin has
said in the miscellaneous sermons about the devil as well as an inquiry into some

possible ramifications. The first point that can be made is the relationship between

predestination or election and the devil.
The Devil and the Preservation of the Saints

Within these sermons, the devil is portrayed as a trickster and clearly as the one

who tries to get the faithful to turn away from God. In the sermons on Genesis, it seems

Bl mstit. 1.14.1.

82 Astrological predictions were probably what Calvin had on his mind.
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that the devil wins and the temptation works. While Calvin adds in these sermons that
we have the weapons to deal with and repel the devil, he also notes that at times we
abandon the weapons and willingly listen to Satan. Thus, the question must be asked,
What is the relationship between the devil and his temptations and the preservation of
the saints?

The traditional understanding, fortified by the Institutes, is that once elected always
elected. God will never lose you because you were chosen from before the foundation of

time. This doctrine later became enshrined as the ‘preservation of the saints’.”®?

Calvin felt that predestination was a complex issue, incomprehensible, a
labyrinth and an abyss.”®* God’s secret election was not only a mystery but Calvin
thought it a terrible decree and lamented that only a few out of an incalculable multitude
should obtain salvation.”® Predestination can only be understood from within the

context of faith. Once that is the case, as Calvin said, “no doctrine is more useful.”’%°

78 1 use the word enshrined because it was one of the five points of the so-called Tulip theology put forth
at the Dutch Synod of Dort, which tended to ossify Presbyterianism for many years. The P in the
TULIP acronymn referred to the preservation of the saints.

78 Sermon 40 on Job, CO 35, 502; Sermon 44 on Deut., CO 26, 410.

5 Comm. Rom 9:27.

76 Calvin’s views of predestination are often compared to those of Saint Augustine. While it is not my
intention in this thesis to go into a long discussion of Augustine’s understanding of predestination, I
will make a few notes. It is well known that Calvir borrowed much of his understanding of
predestination from Augustine, even ascribing to Augustine the idea of double predestination. It is clear
that at the end of his life, Augustine had to propose double predestination. What is not so well
understood is how Calvin and Augustine differed on the matter of predestination. Mark Vanderschaaf
in his fine article “Predestination and Certainty of Salvation in Augustine and Calvin,” Reformed
Review 30 (1976): 1-9, makes the case that there is a fundamental difference in the use of
predestination in the theologies of Calvin and Augustine. While I cannot comment on Vanderschaaf’s
understanding of Augustine in any depth, he is correct in saying that for Calvin the doctrine of
predestination and double predestination had as its purpose or telos that of offering comfort and a
certainty of salvation to the faithful. Calvin understood predestination as a form of assurance.
Vanderschaaf makes the point that in the case of Augustine this assurance was not present. For
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Among other things it teaches us to glorify God. In the earlier Institutes (1536, 1539) the
doctrine of predestination is contained within the doctrine of providence but later, in
1559, Calvin shifts his discussion to the doctrine of the Christian life. I think this is in
keeping with his understanding that the doctrine was useful and perhaps not to be
understood so much from the point of view of Divine decree but of the Christian life and
our daily struggle between doubt, the devil and the love and mercy of God’s free

election.

On the surface, the answer to the question of the devil and the preservation of the
saints seems obvious. God is sovereign and the devil his subject. Since the devil is the
subject of God, he stands no chance to win and, in the end, is always beaten. I believe
that the issue, as we have seen in the sermons, is not so cut and dried. The devil is not

presented simply as a ‘straw man’ that is raised up but is always defeated.

In the Job sermons as well as those on the temptations of Jesus in the desert, as
we have seen, Calvin notes that the devil did not tempt the soul of Job or of Jesus, lest
they fall. In these sermons, we see that Calvin understood the soul to be made of a will
and an intellect. It is clear that the devil tempts the intellect insofar as he twists
Scriptures and, as we have seen with Eve in the Genesis sermons, causes people to doubt

the veracity of the Word of God. The intellect is clearly challenged by the subterfuges

Augustine, after the fall of humanity, God elected some to be saved. God’s actions are posterior to the
fall of humanity. In the case of Calvin, the actions of God were prior to the fall. The elect were elected
before the foundations of the earth. Calvin is infralapsarian in his understanding. Calvin’s God is in
control, the elect are elected not as a reaction to the fall, but before the foundations of the earth. Thus
the difference is between an infra and a supra lapsarian view of the fall.
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and tricks of the devil. The devil, as we have seen, attempts to blind us to the truth. Yet

not only the intellect, but the will is also challenged by the devil.

As we have seen, the devil tempts us by making use of our very nature against us.
The temptations that we experience are not foreign or artificial but stem from our
unredeemed or carnal nature. The devil merely fans the flames of our desire. Like Eve,
we willingly listen to the devil and, in so doing, we make the devil our prince. In the
sermons on Jeremiah, we were told that Satan uses our vanity to whisper to us that we
are not all that bad. Our nature prefers lies and is naturally at war with God.”®” In fact,
there are those who willingly give themselves over to the lies of the devil. Paul likens
these people to witches, insofar as they freely gave themselves to the devil.”®® It is clear
that Calvin is referring to the elect at this point. The unelect do not willingly give
themselves to Satan because they cannot discern God and thus their choice to follow
Satan is not free. As we have seen, Calvin even speaks of those who become so hardened
against God by willingly giving themselves to the devil, that, as a stone cannot absorb

water, these people are immune to God.”®® Has the devil ‘won’?

It seems to me that insofar as the devil is able to tempt both our intellect and our
will, he tempts our soul. Since the devil is able to tempt our soul it is possible for us to
freely fall. This does not contradict the assertion that God will not give us over to Satan,

but it does say that we can freely give ourselves to Satan and declare him our prince and

7 CO 53, 329,333.
8 CO 51,341.
7 Sermon on Genesis 3: 4 Oct. 1559, fol.. 61(a), p. 4.



269-

leader. This may explain why in Calvin’s sermons he is very insistent upon urging the
Genevans to hold fast to God, to pray and to humbly submit and to battle the devil lest
they fall. If the battle were all pre-determined, then there would be little point in such a
stress on the vigilance. After all, our greatest battle, Calvin argued, “is against ourselves

and against our vices; this is where we must exert ourselves.””’??
The Devil and the Knowledge of God

In these sermons the devil can be seen to reveal God both as Creator and
Redeemer. What was discussed in the close of the Job sermons is also applicable here in
part, yet, unlike in those sermons, here the devil does not reveal God mainly by terror.
That is, we do not run to God or have recourse to God because we are fleeing from the
devil. In these sermons, it can be argued that there is another way wherein the devil
reveals to us God as Creator and Redeemer. We first turn our attention to the knowledge

of God as Creator.

God as Creator

In my discussion of Calvin’s sermons on Job as well as the temptations of Jesus
in the desert, I discussed how God is revealed as Creator mainly by the fact that God is
sovereign and, since the devil is part of God’s creation, he is subject to God. But I think
that the idea of election or predestination, so key in the miscellaneous sermons, also
speaks of God as Creator in terms of a witness to God’s affirmation of Creation. As Karl

Barth in a similar vein would say,

" Sermon 54 on Job, CO 33, 679.
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In our teaching concerning the election we must always bring in the fact,
definitely and basically and as the meaning and substance of all our assertions,
that of and from Himself God has decided for this loftiest and most radical
movement towards His creation, ordaining and constituting Himself its Friend
and Benefactor.”!

The fact that God chose to elect us means that God has moved towards Creation
and has made the ultimate step as Deus pro nobis. Our election therefore makes us think
about God as Creator by means of His move towards an affirmation of Creation. The
devil, in his temptations and attempts to make us doubt the veracity of God’s word and
ultimately the truth of our election when he seeks to get us to despair, causes us to reflect
upon our election in Jesus. The devil’s temptations make us use the weapons that God
gave us to combat him, namely, the Word of God which has its ultimate expression in
Jesus. Yet it is our election that reveals God as Creator and also as one who moves
towards His Creation as Friend. Insofar as the devil’s tactics cause us to pray and seek
comfort in God when they attempt to get us to despair and doubt, the devil makes us
reflect on our election and strengthens our understanding of our life as elect and,

therefore, the devil enables us to gain a deeper knowledge of God’s move towards his

Creation and, hence, of God as Creator.

The Knowledge of God as Redeemer
The same doctrine of election, when pushed into our consciousness by the antics
of the devil, can also make us more aware of God as Redeemer. This is accomplished by

the fact that, when the devil tempts us, we require the assistance of God to help combat

! Barth, Dogmatics 11.2.26.
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the devil. We seek God’s help by means of prayer and humility, but of course none of

this would be possible were it not for the fact that God elected us to salvation.

Thus, the temptations of the devil, which cause us to oscillate between doubt and
despair, enable us to think in gratitude on the fact that we are no longer hated by God but
that God has elected us. This makes it possible for us to battle the devil and to gain a

deeper understanding of what it means to say that God is our Redeemer.
The Devil and the Knowledge of the Self

The sermons that we have treated in this chapter speak clearly of our unredeemed
nature and how easy it is for us to listen to the lies and treachery of Satan. The
knowledge of self that is gained by means of the devil’s work is surely that of the self as
in need of Divine mercy. This knowledge of self, in turn, leads us to a deeper knowledge
of God both as Creator and Redeemer. Calvin linked the knowledge of God with the
knowledge of self, as we cannot know God unless we realize that we are sinners and in
need of God. The devil assists us in our understanding of ourselves by tempting us,
which makes us aware of our weaknesses and our need for divine help. The devil shows
us our weaknesses. The devil also acts as a mirror for us. The devil is a natural enemy of
God and hates God. The devil wants to usurp God and thwart God at every occasion.
The character of the devil is a mirror of our own unredeemed nature. Like the devil, our

unredeemed nature hates God and all that God stands for.
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The Devil and Scriptural Interpretation

A particularly interesting point in these sermons is the emphasis on false
doctrines and twisted understandings of the Scriptures. The devil’s tricks in subverting
the Scriptures and twisting them or in causing us to doubt them are aimed to blind us so
that we can no longer have recourse to the ‘true’ God who, as Calvin understood, was
revealed to us chiefly by means of Scripture and the witness of Christ. Calvin
emphasized the ‘plain’ sense of the text and felt that, with the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit, God could clearly be seen by means of the Scriptures. Of course, by this Calvin
did not only refer to reading the Scriptures but he meant a prayerful and obedient

application of what was contained therein.

Yet despite what Calvin understood to be the plain sense, there were those like
Sebastien Castellio who arrived at different conclusions when looking at the same piece
of Scripture. Who was right and who was wrong? Was it possible for a Christian to
arrive at a different interpretation of the same passage? I think that Calvin would have to
say that it was not possible for this to happen. Such differences are the work of the
heretic and the devil who seeks to confuse our understanding of Scripture and cast doubt
on it. Note that Calvin was working against the criticisms from the Roman Catholic
Church, which had accused the reformers of making a nose of wax out of Scripture when

they attempted to apply the principle of sola Scriptura.

The devil exposes the heretics and the many false interpretations. When we

prayerfully obey God’s commands, the heretic and the false interpretations and man-
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made accretions will be exposed for what they are, namely, dangerous subversive
attempts by Satan to overthrow the Kingdom of God. As such, the heretic must be
silenced. The devil acts as a hermeneutical key insofar as it is the devil who fuels the
false interpretations and the misguided understandings. The false interpretations are
important since they enable us more carefully to reflect on Scripture and thus, once

again, we grow closer to God.

The devil’s work in fueling heresies enables us to work harder at discerning truth
from fiction and this in turn leads us once more to God. The devil, therefore, acts as a
hermeneutical key enabling us to engage in a deeper reflection upon Scripture in order to

refute the lies that are produced.

I have found this theme of the devil leading us closer to God throughout the
sermons that we have looked at in this thesis. This should not come as a surprise. Brian
Armstrong has demonstrated, among other things, that Calvin’s theology was practical
and that its real goal was to edify the saints and bring them closer to God.”? With such a
theology, it should come as no surprise that even the devil would have a use in edifying

the saints and bringing them closer to God.

7 Brian Armstrong, “Duplex cognitio Dei or The Purpose and Relation of Structure, Form and Purpose in
Calvin’s Theology,” in Probing the Reformed Tradition, Historical Studies in honour of Edward J.
Dowey Jr., eds. Brian Armstrong and Elsie Anne McKee ( Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1989),
135-153.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE DEVIL IN RELATION TO CALVIN’S THOUGHT

Introduction

While the previous chapters have focused closely on an analysis of the sermons
that deal with the devil, this chapter will gather together the results and suggest some
ways of arriving at a more ordered, systematic understanding of Calvin’s preaching on
the devil. As with all attempts at systematization, one must bear in mind that the
systematization that will be suggested may or may not have been present in Calvin’s
mind. The parallels that I will draw are I believe, helpful in coming to a deeper
appreciation of his thought on the devil. However, before we can discuss further

implications and systematizations, we need to look briefly at Calvin’s audience.
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Calvin’s Audience

In order to approach the subject of Calvin’s audience, or those to whom Calvin
was speaking when he preached, it is necessary to ask why Calvin put so much stress on
the evil nature of the devil. This begs a question. The devil was not an unknown quantity
in sixteenth-century Geneva. One way to measure the notoriety or the presence of the
devil, is to consider the witch hunts. Where there are more witch hunts there will be
more talk of the devil. While William Monter’>> has shown that the witch hunts were not
as wide spread nor as malicious in Switzerland as they were in other countries (notably
France), they did exist. Since the devil was not an obscure figure in the sixteenth century
and it was already generally understood that he was evil, why did Calvin stress the evil

nature of the devil so much?

There are several ways to approach this question. The first way is to understand
the difference between a Catholic and a Protestant understanding of the devil. As we
have seen, Geneva was reformed but, in practice, many of the people still prayed to
saints and had a Catholic understanding of ritual and services. It can generally be said

that the Protestant concern for the devil was greater than the Catholic.”®* This is strange,

93 Witchcraft in France, Switzerland and the Borderlands During the Reformation (Ithaca: New York
University Press, 1976); also, William Monter, “Witchcraft in Geneva, 1537-1662, ”* Journal of
Modern History 43 (1971): 197-204.

% There is a caveat to this statement. Because of the Protestant insistence on sola Scriptura and mediated
experience, there were no Protestant mystics who fought with the devil. Luther battled the devil
throughout his life but generally such themes are absent from most of the Protestant reformers. Thus,
among the Protestant reformers one does not find the experiences of Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) who
fought with the devil and felt that the devil would present terrifying visions and physically attack her.
For more on such experiences, the reader is referred to J. B. Russell, The Prince of Darkness: Radical
Evil and the Power of Good in History (Ithaca, NY; Cornell Press, 1988) esp. 172-177.
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as the Protestants did not create a diabology but merely borrowed theirs from the
Catholic church. The Protestant concern for the devil can be understood as arising out of
the idea of sola Scriptura and also as a consequence of the general abandonment of
many church rituals. The insistence on the primacy of the Scriptures or sola Scriptura
meant that Protestants were forced to reckon with the texts that spoke of the devil. In the
more liturgical Roman church it was possible to ignore passages if they did not fit a feast
day or fit with the liturgical calendar. The Protestants did away with exorcism rituals and
house blessings, which were the chief way in which people thought the devil could be
controlled, expelled and contained. Hence, to a largely Catholic populace, the Protestant
insistence on sola Scriptura and the expunging of many of the church rituals surrounding
the devil implied that the devil had either vanished, since one no longer needed rituals,
or that the devil was more powerful than ever, since he was being preached about.
Calvin’s stress in his sermons on the evil nature of the devil would indicate that he
believed that some people of Geneva thought the devil had been vanquished and was no

longer a force to be reckoned with.

I am not convinced that Calvin appreciated the power of rituals. On the one hand,
his stress on sola Scriptura led him to reply to Sadoleto that one had to be very careful
not to introduce artificial elements within worship because this not only pollutes the
service but is the worshipping of an idol. Calvin did not think that one worshipped an
idol such as a plaster and gilt statue but, rather, that once one strayed away from God’s
chosen means of self-revelation, namely, the Scriptures, the floodgates were open and

one strayed away from God and found an idol, that is something from our imagination
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instead. As we have seen, one of the main offices of the devil, according to Calvin’s
preaching, is to pervert and twist Scripture so that the people no longer come to know
God. On the other hand, the people of Geneva, as one sees within the records of the
Consistoire, were reformed in name only. The implications of sola Scriptura were lost
on many of the people, who looked for ritual and comfort within a church service.
Somehow, I imagine that sola Scriptura must not have seemed enough. Calvin had
preached that our defence against the devil consisted in a sound knowledge of Scripture
and its attendant humility before God, and yet the people still prayed to St. Felix for
protection or kept statues of saints (Calvin called them marmousettes) in their homes for
good measure. The Genevan religious Reformation must have been a shock to many
people. The priests and the bishops were expelled and services of preaching and Bible
studies were put in the place of the elaborate Roman liturgies. By getting rid of the
rituals that were linked with the expulsion of the devil, I think that there were many
people in Geneva who were simply afraid or at least confused. How were they sure that
the devil was contained or could be expelled? Perhaps one reason that Calvin stressed
the idea of the devil being tenu en bride is that for many of his parishioners the devil
seemed to be on the loose once more. The devil was no longer contained by the
comfortable rituals of the Catholics and expelled by ceremony. One could no longer even
rely on the protection of the saints. The parishioners had to be assured that this
malevolent force was not rampant but held in tight check by God Himself. Calvin seems
to make this point in all the sermons that I have studied that deal with the devil. The fact

that this point, of the devil being in check, is present in one form or another in all of
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Calvin’s sermons that deal with the devil attests to its importance in Calvin’s theology.
As Calvin preaches in one of many places; “Or Satan est aussi subjet 4 Dieu, d’autant
qu’il ne faut point imaginer que Satan ait aucune principauté que celle qui luy est

donnee de Dieu.”’

Lest I give the impression that all rituals connected with the devil were
abandoned, it will be useful to recall that, oddly enough, one is asked to renounce the
devil in the baptismal rite of both Presbyterian and Lutheran services today. While we
have so far garnered some reasons why, for Protestants, the devil was a subject of great
concern, our question still remains. If the devil was known to people, and there was little
doubt that the devil bore only ill will, why did Calvin have to emphasize the evil nature,
power and reality of the devil so much? The fact that Calvin was a Protestant and
abandoned rituals and applied sola Scriptura only partially answers the question.

Another, deeper answer lies in a consideration of his audience at the time.

In 1545 Calvin addressed the Libertines, who felt that the devil was not an entity
at all, and hence it would be meaningless to speak of a nature of the devil. The devil was
merely a result of our own misplaced wishes or ideas. No doubt, making reference to the
Libertine understanding, which he understood to be prevalent in one form or another in

Geneva throughout his ministry, Calvin writes in his 1559 Institutes:

Having above refuted that nugatory philosophy concerning the holy angels,
which teaches that they are nothing but good notions or inspirations which God
excites in the minds of men, we must here likewise refute those who foolishly

5 Sermon on Job 1:6-8, CO 33, 60.
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allege that devils are nothing but bad affections or perturbations suggested by our

carnal nature.’””®

As mentioned, the Libertines felt that the devil was a creation of our imaginations
apart from which he did not exist. While the sect that Calvin referred to and criticized
was called the Quintinists, there is little doubt that the early supporters of Calvin and the
reformed movement in Geneva were sympathetic to some of the ideas of the followers of
Quintin. Whether or not they even knew Quintin or had read any of his works does not
matter. It is clear from what Calvin preached on the devil that he believed there were
some who did not take the devil seriously and who may have understood the devil to be

no more than a bad affection or perturbation of the mind.

Why was this so dangerous? In Calvin’s view, as expressed in the sermons, such
a view would have undermined our need for the protection of God. If the devil were not
real, but just a bad notion, then we would not need the Scriptures to battle the devil.
Since there would be nothing to battle or to struggle against, we would never grow
spiritually. Calvin’s emphasis on these items in his sermons can be understood as

partially the result of his speaking to the Libertines in the congregation.”®” Calvin

™S Instir. 1.14.19. The reader may be surprised that in this chapter I refer to the Instirutes whereas I have
analyzed the sermons. I did this to show that the sermons flesh out the remarks made in the Institutes.
Our reading of the Institutes is enriched when we read the sermons. I also use the Institutes at this point
to demonstrate that Calvin was a consistent thinker and that his remarks on the devil made in the
sermons are also found in his Institutes and Commentaries. Within Calvin scholarship it has been the
custom, until recently, to privilege the Institutes over all of Calvin’s other writings. I use the Institutes
at this point to illustrate that Calvin’s Insititutes can not be fully appreciated unless one approaches
them by means of the sermons.

7 When Calvin wrote his treatise against the Libertines in 1545, he did not have the Genevans in mind
but rather the French and in particular the French speaking regions of the Netherlands. Because the
names are the same, there is sometimes confusion. Williston Walker, for example, in JoAn Calvin,
Organizer of Reformed Protestantism (1509-1564) (New York: Schocken, 1969) 293-215, makes this
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stressed the evil nature of the devil no doubt as a warning to those who felt ghat this was

not needed.

On the other hand, as Calvin wrote in his Institutes of 1559, there were those for

whom the devil was all too real and who were fascinated by the surrounding; exotica.”®

These people fell into two camps, those who were fascinated by the diabolic-al and saw

the work of the devil everywhere, and those who understood that the devil wras in control

798

mistake. However much Calvin had the Netherlands in mind and sought to warn them ag=ainst this
dangerous sect, the Genevan Libertines perhaps did share some points with it. Why else -would Calvin
stress the reality of the devil, and even say that some think the devil a bad idea, if those i.deas were not
current in Geneva? Moreover, why would Calvin emphasise the power of the devil unles.s there were
those who ascribed no power to the devil? If Calvin were not refuting ideas that he felt to be current in
Geneva, there is no way he would have stressed those points about the devil since his emaphasis goes
beyond what would be necessary in order to make a point. From the sermons it is clear thiat there are
those whom Calvin preaches to, who imagine the devil not to be a force to be contended with. Either
these people were content to banish the devil with song and ritual or, as indicated in the M559 Institutes,
they did not really think the devil was worth bothering about.

In the Middle Ages there was a fascinating genre of vision literature where a visionary weould see and
enter the gates of hell, and live to tell the story. Such visionary literature inspired the illusminated
manuscripts telling of the visit to hell of King Tondale, but it was also part of the general fascination
with hell and the devil. In Calvin’s time the Maileus Maleficarum had already undergone: multiple
editions and although the witch hunts were less severe in Geneva than in other parts of Euarope, the
witch, hell and the devil were very much on people’s minds. Perhaps one of the reasons fwor this can be
found in the form of persecution. Servetus was executed for heresy by the state. In general, the state
prosecuted heretics but if one counts the number of legal state killings of heretics in the 1.500’s, the
number is very few. William Monter makes the point that there is a linkage between heresy trials and
witchcraft trials. For example, the witches’ sabbath was an obscure idea in the Malleus brat was largely
accepted. Monter notes that this idea arose from the heresy trials. Monter’s point is that wsorks like the
Malleus perhaps had less of an effect than was commonly understood. The Malleus was mot reprinted
from 1520 to 1585. Many common notions in the witchhunts came from the heresy trials. The witch
hunts were more deadly as they were not state matters and witches were tried by special witch tribunals.
I think Monter is correct. Heresy trials captured the imagination and fueled many of the ideas that
followed into witch hunts. The witch was first and formost a heretic, and only after that w=as the witch
considered capable of changing elements, flying or causing evil. Thus while early witch hrunts
concentrated on the witch being a heretic, later witchhunts were more imaginative. Montex’s ideas help
my point. If the interest in the witches and the devil was fueled only by works such as the _Malleus it
would be hard to understand why the devil was such a hot topic. The Malleus did not enjosy a wide
readership and was out of print during the time of Calvin. On the other hand it may be the case that the
heresy trials were responsible for bringing the devil into play. After all, the devil fuels the heretic. The
devil twists the Scriptures and it is the devil who brings the heretic to the faithful in the fir-st place!
William Monter, “Heresy Executions in Reformation Europe, 1520-1565,” in Tolerance aznd
intolerance in the European Reformation, eds. Peter Grell and Bob Scribner (Cambridge: University of
Cambridge Press, 1996) 48-65.
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of all the evil and violent things in nature. The latter separated God and the devil and
granted the devil autonomy over the world, storms and violent acts. Calvin calls these
the Manichees.”®® Unlike the Libertines, in whose respect Calvin had a specific man and
a specific group in mind, although he used this to attack those who had similar
understandings, the same was not true with regard to the Manicheans. There are no
specific Manichees, but Calvin speaks of the Manichean tendency that he finds in

Geneva.

It was against this melange of Catholic practices, Libertine attitudes and
Manichean tendencies that Calvin preached and stressed the nature of the devil. To those
who prayed to saints for protection against the dangers of the devil, Calvin preached that
the devil is evil and so powerful that we on our own stand no chance against him. To
those of the Libertine persuasion, Calvin’s message was that there is a devil whose
nature is malicious and whose intent is to destroy us. To the Manichees, the devil’s
nature was utterly malicious and Calvin supported this idea.3% Our best weapons are
useless. Given Calvin’s audience at the time, it makes sense that Calvin stressed more

than one aspect of the nature and work of the devil in his sermons.

The devil was well known in the sixteenth century and it is fair to say that, like
the saints, the devil had become an object of familiarity. The morality plays nearly

always included the devil and his minions. This well-known devil was, in the plays,

™ Actually these were in turn influenced by the Cathars of 1140, who had ascribed great power to Satan.
There are sporadic references to the Manichees in Calvin’s 1559 Institutes 1.14.3.

0 With the nuance that the devil was under the control of God and not an autonomous entity.
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easily tricked and frightened by simple rituals or holy water. When the Protestant
Reformation took root in Geneva, the people lost many of the familiar rituals. The plays
were banned unless approved by the Council. The devil was no longer a comic figure.
Moreover, the saints, to whom many of the Genevans had prayed for protection against
the devil, were no longer in evidence, as the Protestants actively discouraged devotion to

the saints

In the late mediaeval mind, the devil, along with the saints, was part of an
intermediate step before God. It was simpler to fight the devil in morality plays or by
rituals than it was to appeal to God for help. This is one reason why Calvin felt it was of
the utmost importance that people be instructed about the nature of the true God as
revealed in the Scriptures. The devil had become so familiar that the people were at risk
of trivializing him or becoming so worried by his power as to be terrified into inaction.
Thus Calvin stressed, in his sermons, the nature and work of the devil but always in
conjunction with the love and providence of God as, I think, he sought a balance
between the two extremes of either dismissing the devil or ascribing too much to the
devil. In his sermons Calvin tried to show that God is not an unknown figure of terror,
but always a God for us who protects us from the devil and who guides us in our lives. It
is at this point that we can proceed to discuss further the nature and work of the devil as

Calvin preached about it.



The Nature and Work of the Devil

The Nature of the Devil

In asking questions concerning the nature of the devil, we are asking questions
that deal with the essence and character of the devil. It is clear that in Calvin’s sermons
the devil is a malevolent being who freely chooses to act this way and is thus culpable
for his actions.®*®' “Voila donc les diables qui ont esté maudits d’eux mesmes, et ce qu’ils

sont cruels, pleins de rebellion, pleins de mensonge, pleins de meschanceté ” ¥

In his preaching, as we have seen, Calvin stresses the fact that the devil seeks only to

destroy.

Voici Dieu qui nous declare que Satan est un lyon bruyant, qui a tousiours la
gueule ouverte pour nous engloutir....Ainsi donc voila pourquoy I’Escriture nous
dit que le Diable est prince du monde, voire afin de nous humilier en premier
lieu, et puis de nous instruire a crainte et sollicitude, que nous invoquions Dieu,
le prians qu’il ne permette point que nous tombions entre les lags de Satan .5

The nature of the devil, as described in Calvin’s sermons, is to be as an enemy, a
liar®*** and trickster and a tempter®® and one who is totally corrupt of his own making.

Even his name means enemy,8°6 one who seeks to nous navrer, and whose blows are

801 «Wherefore, without controversy, we must conclude, that the principle of evil with which Satan was

endowed was not from nature, but from defection; because he had departed from God, the fountain of
justice and of all rectitude.” Comm. Gen. 3.1.

%2 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 61.

*® Sermons on Job, CO 33, 62. In this quote we have the terms diable and Satan used without distinction.
%4 Truth he assails with lies, light he obscures with darkness.” Instir. 1.15.15.

%5 Comm. John 8:44.

¥ Sermons on Job, CO 33, 609.



deadly. The devil has an infinite number of tricks in his bag to tempt us.®’ The devil is
described as an enemy both of God and of the believer. We now turn our attention to the

description of the devil as enemy of God and of the believer.

The Devil as an Enemy of God and the Believer
Calvin makes it very clear that the devil is our enemy. There is no way in which

we can appease the devil 5%

...le diable est tousiours apres nous pour nous ruiner, s’il peut: que quand nous
luy serons eschappez d’un costé, il suscitera incontinent une autre tentation
nouvelle.®®

There is no possibility of negotiation with the devil for he is a deadly and
relentless enemy. Calvin preached that the devil is our mortal enemy whose blows are

not trifling but lethal. In the Institutes of 1559, Calvin remarks that the devil is a soldier

who is indefatigable and implacable:

Being forewarned of the constant presence of an enemy the most daring, the most
powerful, the most crafty, the most indefatigable, the most completely equipped
with all the engines, and the most expert in the science of war.3!°

Moreover, as Calvin preached, we are to give no quarter to such an enemy.

%7 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 68.

%08 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 62. It is interesting to observe that God’s providence and protection extends to
the individual and is not restricted to an abstract idea of God holding Satan back. Here Calvin shows to
his people that God will intervene with us as individuals and give us the means to resist and to fight
Satan.

8% Sermons on Job, CO 33, 68.
810 rnstit. 1.15.13.
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Il ne faut point que nous luy ouvrions la porte, ne qu’il ayt abbatu toutes les
murailles, mais si tost qu’il aura un petit pertuis, le voila entré. D’autant plus
donc debvons nous tenir bon et nous remparer au double de Ia parole de Dieu,
sachant que se sont noz vrayes armes: c’est nostre glaive, c’est nostre heaulme,
c’est nostre bouclier, c’est nostre hallecret, brief c’est tout nostre harnoix, dont
nous serons bien equippez pour sustenir toutes les alarmes de Sathan, et pour les
repoulser, moienant que nous aions la parole de Dieu, Or il nous y faut estre
tellement excercer que le diable ne treuve nulle ouverture.®!!

The devil is the enemy of the believer®'? and God®'? but, unlike any ordinary
enemy, he is immensely clever and powerful, so much so that we would not have any
chance against him if it were not for the fact that the devil is tenu en bride.®'* This means
that Satan’s power against us is held back by God and that the devil cannot utterly

destroy us.

Il n’y a donc nul ordre que nous puissons prendre courage, si ceste doctrine nous
estoit ainsi proposée simplement, ce seroit pour nous rendre confus, tellement
que nous serions vaincus, devant que Satan approchast, et la seule apprehension
de nostre foiblesse et de la force que Satan a ga et 1a a I’opposite, comme il est
nommeé un lyon bruyant qui cerche sa proie toutes pars, et comme nous sommes
sa proye a la verité, que cela seroit pour nous faire escouler comme eau.Et ainsi
que nous soions consolez de ceste promesse pour esperer en Dieu, qu’il aura

811 Sermons on Gen. fol. 53(a), p. 12.
812 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 62.

83 This much, therefore, he has of himself, and his own iniquity, that he eagerly, and of set purpose
opposes God, aiming at those things which he deems most contrary to the will of God.” Instit 1.15.17.
See also Sermons on Job, CO 33,59 and Comm. Genesis 3:1-3.

814 As we have seen in our discussion of the trials of Job, this is perhaps one of Calvin’s favourite terms
about the devil. It was a doctrine of comfort and support in the face of trials and temptations. In
speaking about this doctrine in his Institutes, Calvin notes:

“How do we have confidence in the face of trials when they call to mind that the devil, and the
whole train of the ungodly, are in all directions held in by the hand of God as if with a bridle, so
that they can neither conceive any mischief nor plan what they have conceived, nor how much-
soever they may have planned, move a single finger to perpetrate, unless in so far as he permits,
nay, unless insofar as he commands, they are not only bound by his fetters, but are even forced to
do him service - when the godly think of all these things they have ample sources of consolation.”
1.17.11.
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encores pitié de nous et que, selon la misericorde, il nous retira de I’abisme de
perdition auquel nous sommes tresbuchez.®'’

As a consequence of being held in check by God,?!6 the devil may appear before
the throne of God, not because he is a willing servant of God, but because the devil is
forced to obey. In speaking of the fact that not only the angels but the devils are before

the throne of God, Calvin notes:

mais aussi les diables d’enfer, qui lui sont ennemis et rebelles tant qu’il leur est
possible, qui taschent de ruiner sa maiesté, qui machinent a brouiller tout: qu’il
faut que ceux-la (en despit de leurs dents) soyent suiets a Dieu, et qu’ils lui

rendent conte de tout ce qu’ils font, et qu’ils ne puissent rien attenter sans sa

permission et son congé.3'™

The devil carries out the judgments of God in the same way that an executioner
carries out the sentence of the judge. *'® Satan is the ‘minister’ of the wrath of God.%"°
The devil is like a prisoner in a box forced to sit in the presence of a judge and
lawgivers.®*® The devil chafes at the authority of God and unwillingly obeys God
because he is forced to obey God who is sovereign. The devil can do nothing without the

permission of God. While it is true that the devil is under the control of God and has no

%13 Sermon on Gen. 3, fol. 84(a), p. 7.

*1° God controls the wicked and overrules even the devil himself. Instir. 1.17.7.
817 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 58.

$1% Sermons on Job, CO 33, 107.

819 rnstit 2.4.3, 1.14.18, Comm. 2 Cor. 12:17, Comm. Matt. 12:29. Also from Calvin’s Job sermons, CO
33, 110,

“Ainsi donc combiens que nous ne voyons pas les diables 4 ’entour de nous, combien aussi que
nous ne voyons pas les Anges, si faut-il que nous ayons ceci pour conclu, que Dieu envoye et les
uns et les autres, voir pour nous maintenir d’un costé,et pour nous affliger de I’autre.”

820 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 109.
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power other than what God grants to the devil, it is also the case that the Christian
should be ready to battle with the devil. This means that the Christian must be aware of
the astuce and ruses and tricks of Satan. The question of the tricks of Satan leads us

naturally into a discussion of the devil as trickster.

The Devil as Liar and Trickster

The devil is described as a liar who lies of his own choice.

His being a liar does not arise from his nature always having been against the
truth, but from his defection by a voluntary fall. This description of Satan is very
useful to us, so that everyone may take care to beware of his snares and also to
repel his power and force ‘For he goeth about as a roaring lion, seeking whom he
may devour.” (1Pet. 5.8) and is furnished with a thousand tricks to deceive. So
much the more should believers be armed with spiritual weapons for the fight,
and so much the more earnestly should they watch with vigilance and prudence...
And it is not surprising that Satan tries so hard to extinguish the light of truth, for
it is the only life of the soul. Hence the chief and most deadly weapon for killing
the soul is falsehood.??!

It is part of the character of the devil to be a liar. In addition to being an enemy
who never tires of his goal to destroy, Calvin also preaches of the character of the devil
as liar and trickster. The devil, “tasche des tous costez a nous abysmer, et quand il voit
qu’il n’a rien gaigné, par un point, il invent et machine une autre ruse nouvelle 82 In
terms of ruses the devil is indeed creative, “il a des cautelles infini, qui se forgent en sa

boutique.”*>

! Comm. John 8:44 from Calvin’s Commentaries, the Gospel According to Saint John, eds., David and
Thomas Torrance, trans. T.H.L. Parker (Grand Rapids, ML.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1959) 228.

2 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 68.
#3 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 68.



288

Christians are advised to be well aware of the tricks and devices that the devil

uses so that they are prepared.

Advisons donc de bien cognoistre ses astuces, comme saint Paul aussi dit que
c’est la sagesse des chrestiens de savoir de quel artifice le diable use 3%

Or voici Satan qui est notre ennemi, il a des cautelles, et des astuces plus

dangereuses, et plus meschantes que tous les ennemis du monde, il demande a

precipiter tout en ruine: nous savons la puissance qu’il a comme desia il a esté
-2 825

traitte.

The tricks can be broken into twoe different types or, better, methods: the internal
and the external. The first temptation of Jesus in the desert can be said to involve an
external temptation as the devil was an external agent, in this case using bread to tempt.
The second temptation of Jesus in the desert, the temptation to throw himself from a
pinnacle, can also be said to involve an external method as the Scriptures were the agent

of temptation. Thus an external source was used, in this case the Scriptures, to bring

Jesus to the point of disobedience. 82°

The devil used Scripture and twisted it by leaving out crucial phrases or by
adding some in order to deceive and to tempt. In the case of Saul’s visit with the witch at
Endor, the same external method was used. In this case, the devil conjured a pseudo-
Samuel in order to bring Saul to the point of despair. In both cases the devil lied and

deceived. Another such trick is found in Calvin’s sermons that deal with the temptation

** Sermons on Genesis 3, fol. 53(a), p. 9.
¥25 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 64.
826 Sermons on the temptations of Jesus in the desert. CO 46, 621.
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of Eve in the garden of Eden. The devil uses Scriptures against her, making her doubt the
very Word of God. The devil sowed doubt in her mind by changing the Scriptures.’?’
Calvin notes that the impulse to question the wisdom of God is but diabolical wisdom,
for the devil seeks always to sow doubt into our minds and rebellion against God.5%8
Satan also never ceases to tell us to doubt the Word of God, even though that word is
more tested than gold or silver.??® The devil’s plan was to get Eve to turn away from God

and believe the lies of the devil.

Satan, par la bouche du serpent, la veut destourner de Dieu, elle[Eve] est la

comme i I’eschole de tromperie et de mensonge; et ce pendant, la verité de Dieu

est comme foul€e au pied, et elle s’accorde a ces blasphemes. I y a eu donc une

privauté trop grande et maudite.33°

But the devil does not need Scriptures or external agents to tempt us. He can use
our very nature against us. As Calvin puts it, the devil fans the flames of our desires. The
devil’s nature is akin to our unredeemed nature and he is very clever at finding out where
we are weakest. Thus we are incited to rebel against God or despair of the love of God
by virtue of our very nature. These internal temptations are far more dangerous than

external temptations and Calvin notes the need for us to be keenly aware of our own

nature and weakness in order to combat the devil.#*! This was seen in the Job sermons.

%% Sermons on Gen. 3, fol. 53(a), p. 7.

$28 Sermon Gen. 3, fol. 53(a), p. 6.

#2 Sermons on Gen. 3, fol. 53(a), p. 7.

% Sermon on Gen. 3, fol. 84(a), p. 4.

¥! Once more, the knowledge of self is always a factor in our spiritual growth.
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The aim of the devil was to drive Job mad with despair.®*’Job was tempted to despair of

the love of God in the face of afflictions, yet Job did not succumb.

Calvin’s references to the lies and the tricks of the devil are not just a matter of
dry information. Calvin points out that once we are aware that the devil is a liar and a
trickster we can be on our guard. Since the tricks of the devil are not trifling but deadly

blows, it is all the more imperative that we be prepared and able to defend ourselves.

While being aware of the tricks of the devil necessitates the battle-readiness of
the Christian, the devil as liar, trickster and enemy of God and others is also revealing of
our own nature. Like the devil, we are also naturally enemies of God and in the sermons
on the temptations of Jesus in the desert Calvin goes as far as to say that we are hated of
God. Apart from God’s grace, there is no hope for any relationship with God. We are
enemies and hated of God. When Calvin speaks of the nature of the devil, he has a two-
fold reason: to disabuse his parishioners of the idea that the devil trifles with us; and to
enable parishioners to see their true (unredeemed) nature. The devil’s enmity with God is

consequently also revealing of our own unredeemed nature.?*

In Calvin’s preaching on the devil there is always a two-fold purpose. First
Calvin speaks of the devil and then uses Biblical references to the nature of the devil to
show us that the devil is a mirror of our unredeemed state. Unlike the devils, for whom

God shows no mercy, God has been merciful to us. Our souls are so tainted and so

82 Instit. 1.18.1.

%3 Since Calvin had such a high regard for Augustine and since he often agreed with him, one can guess
that Calvin’s emphasis on sinful human nature was influenced by Augustine
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corrupted that only God’s mercy can help us.®** We are so tainted that our anredeemed

nature causes us to actually turn away from God and go towards Satan.

Et ce n’est point sans cause que Dieu nous hait: mais c’est d’autant «qque son

image a este comme effacee en nous, et que Satan nous a imprimé ses marques:

et d’autant que Dieu est iuste, il faut qu’il haysse iniquité.?3’

The hateful and destructive actions of the devils are in fact what we are apart
from God’s grace and election. The two-fold stress makes the faithful realize that they

need God to protect them from such an enemy, and they are eternally thankfful for being

elected and called out of the wicked darkness that is the nature of the devil.

The idea that our nature is the same as the devil’s apart from grace raises the
question of whether there is salvation for the devil.®*® Calvin answers a firm: no. The
devils, unlike us, are not called into a relationship with God, and the sacrificce of Christ
did not extend to them. The devils are condemned to remain enemies of God and live in
their wickedness. They chose their path of their own volition. Calvin is very careful
when he speaks of the volition or the will of the devil. The devils cannot do :all that they
wish, as they are under the control of God. The devil himself, or Satan, execumtes the
commands of God. The devil is used to punish the wicked and to chastize amd test, but
he is never given full freedom. The devil is always held in control or in check. Since the

devil is not fully autonomous, to what extent can we say that he is guilty of Inis actions?

¥4 C0 46,592.
%3 Sermons on the temptations of Jesus in the desert. CO 46,592.
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The fact that the question of demonic culpability is dealt with in the sermons, and
it is not specifically addressed in the biblical text, indicates that Calvin had in mind those
who perhaps with some limited understanding of predestination would argue that the
devil is not really guilty of his actions as he was predestined to fall. By extension, we
may claim that we are not really guilty of our sins and wrongdoing as we have fallen
natures. Calvin answers this question in his sermons on Job. The bandits who destroyed
Job’s children were acting of their own volition, as does the devil when he tempts and
seeks to destroy us. Likewise when we do evil, we do so of our own volition and are

culpable.

Calvin distinguishes between actions done under coercion and actions that are
free. We are responsible for all actions done freely, that is, all actions not under coercion
or an action that has no determining antecedents. Insofar as the devil is not forced or
constrained to do evil, he is guilty. Calvin’s view can best be described as that of a
compatibilist. God is in control and all events are governed by the counsel of God. While
the devil is ‘free’ to exercise his free will, the devil, like everything else, is under the
control of God who has the ends determined.?*” The end result is always within the will
of God. The devil will always do evil. In fact the devil can do nothing except that which

is evil or in Calvin’s words, the devil is by his fall so far alienated from communion

%36 I use the term devil in the singular to mean Satan, but Satan is part of the collection of beings called the
devils. Therefore, when we discuss if there is salvation for the devils, we discuss at the same time if
there is salvation for the devil himself, or Satan.

87 Calvin believed that God was omniscient and when God had a plan, God knew what the result would
be. The end result is known by God.
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with all that is good, that he can do nothing but what is evil.”®*® God’s will is

accomplished by Satan since Satan is under the control of God and tenu en bride.

God often actuated the reprobate by the interposition of Satan; but in such a
manner that Satan himself acts his part by Divine impulse, and proceeds to the
extent of the Divine appointment.5*

Like the devil, Calvin held us responsible for all actions that were free, that is,

free of determining antecedents or coercion. Although by virtue of the fall we are more

likely to choose evil, and usually do, we are still culpable for all our actions that are free.

To recapitulate, the devil is by his very nature, namely, in his essence and
character, evil. The devil is not coerced into being our enemy, nor is he forced in his
attempts to destroy us and God. The devil freely chooses this course of action. Thus, one

can say that the very nature of the devil is depraved and corrupt.
The Work of the Devil

A discussion of the nature of the devil leads us naturally into a consideration of
his work and office. The nature of the devil concerns itself with questions of what the
devil is like apart from what he does. Perhaps a more modern term would be character.
The work of the devil concerns itself with what the devil does, or how he manifests
himself to us. Once the nature of the devil is clearly established, and it is worthwhile to

note that Calvin invariably begins with the nature of the devil when he describes him in

838 Instit. 1.17.8.
89 Instit. 1.18.1-2.
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his sermons, he moves on to the work of the devil. Calvin discusses the nature of the
devil in his sermons before proceeding to the work of the devil in order then to show his
parishioners that the devil tempts and attempts to destroy, not due to any external
coercion or pressure but from the devil’s own nature. This answers the question of why
the devil works as he does. After a discussion of why, Calvin moves on to what he
considers the more useful discussion of how the devil acts or, as [ have called it, the

work of the devil.

In understanding the work of the devil, it is important to note not only what he
does but also why and how the devil does the things that he does. This shows Calvin’s
ongoing concern with usefulness. While it is important to understand that the devil
tempts and is our enemy of his own volition and not coerced by God or any external
agent to act in this manner, understanding how the devil works is important so that we
can be on our guard against him. Calvin spoke of the work of the devil in the following
areas: 1 as tempter; 2) as ‘director’ of our experiences; 3) as revealer of hidden sins; 4)

as agent or servant of God; 5) as a hermeneutical tool to interpret Scriptures.

The Devil as Tempter

The work of the devil is to destroy us and to destroy God, since he is the mortal
and indefatigable enemy of both. Yet it is not enough to state this. The devil’s works are
not random acts of terrorism but planned attacks. The devil, as Calvin points out, is
always ready to find the weakness in our armour and as such, in order to mount his

attacks, must know our weakness and nature. To show this point, in his sermons Calvin
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often describes the human condition and shows how the devil uses our very natures as
weapons against us to tempt us. This can be seen in many instances such as, for example,

when Calvin describes human pride in his sermons on the Book of Job:

Ainsi donc ordinairement quand Dieu permet a Satan de tenter ses fideles, c’est
pour leur faire servir le tout comme de medecine. Et en ceci voyons nous une
bonté merveilleuse de Dieu, qu’il convertit le mal en bien: car qu’est-ce que peut
apporter Satan sinon tout venin, et poison? car nous savons qu’il n’a que mort en
luy: car il en est appellé le prince. Ainsi donc tout ce que Satan pourra produire
tend a la ruine des hommes, et pour les abismer. Or cependant Dieu trouvera le
moyen, que le mal qui est en Satan nous sera converti a salut. Et voyla comme S.
Paul a esté mediciné, comme il le confesse, apres avoir parlé des revelations si
hautes, qu’elles luy estoyent donnees. Dieu (dit-il) a prouveu que je ne
m’eslevasse point par trop (2. Cor. 12,8). Voila une bonnne provision, et bien
utile pour S. Paul, car nous savons que I’orgeuil est pour nous precipiter aux
abysmes, qu’il n’y a rien qui irrite plus Dieu: car il faut qu’il se declare tousiours
ennemi des orgueilleux...

The devil is aware of our condition and character, which permits him to fan the
flames of our desires. Calvin paints images of our nature or human condition and shows
to his listeners that the devil will use these points to attack us. The devil is shown in
Calvin’s sermons to have a keen understanding of human nature. In the Genesis sermons
the devil is portrayed as sowing doubt, knowing that Eve would succumb to curiosity

! In the sermons on Saul and the witch at Endor Calvin points

and self-improvement.
out that we are insatiably curious and will seek all sorts of ways to get secret knowledge.
This is the work of the devil, who knows we are curious and sets up traps such as

witches and illusions to make us believe that some secret knowledge can be attained in

#0 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 78.

#1 Or, as Calvin puts it, science.
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this way. Or, as we have seen, the devil tries to use our nature so that we will fall into
either the abyss or despair of God. The devil uses our impatience with God’s help to

tempt us into acting on our own.

The work of the devil is never presented in isolation from our human nature. I
believe that Calvin had a purpose in doing this. For him, the devil was not a random
tempter, but his temptations were useful. When our human nature is presented as
tempted by the devil, one can detect a bifold revelation of both our own characters and
that of the devil. The devil’s temptations succeed in making us miserable and are
difficult to surmount. This is because the devil has a keen knowledge of our weakness
and flaws. We often give in to temptations and listen to the lies of Satan. It is a struggle
not to listen to Satan. Calvin calls our ears windows to allow Satan to enter.® The fact
that we find the temptations of Satan so difficult is not only a testimony to the prowess

of Satan but is also a reflection of our human nature.

Our nature, which apart from God’s grace Calvin understood to be miserable, is
shown in the light of the malicious nature of the devil in order to highlight the fact that
we are, like the devil, enemies of God. Calvin preaches that the devil is prince of the
world because we have given in willingly to his lies and his domination. It is we who
crown the devil as our leader. The ease with which we listen to the devil testifies to the
fact that our natural condition or state is that of an enemy of God. The devil is clearly

God’s enemy but Calvin often, if not always, mentions our nature after he describes the

%2 Calvin ascribes this metaphor to Bernard of Clairveaux. Instiz. 2.1.4.
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devil’s nature. Calvin does this to highlight the grace of God. Calvin is showing his
parishioners in a theatrical way that the nature of the devil is not so strange or foreign. It
is true the devil is the sworn and indefatigable enemy of God, but so are we. Our nature

is like that of the devil. We listen willingly to the devil who is often our spiritual father.

In contrast to those who felt that the devil was the master of ill weather (the
Germans burned witches who were felt to have caused calamity in the weather) or of
events in nature, Calvin presents the work of the devil in conjunction with our nature.
The devil is our enemy and seeks to destroy, but does not do so randomly. Rather, the
devil has a keen knowledge of us and uses this knowledge to tempt us. The main office
of the devil is as tempter. The devil seeks to tempt us where we are the weakest. In the
case of the temptation of Job, the devil sought to bring the weakened Job to despair so
that he would curse God and die. In the case of Jesus in the desert, the temptations were
to get Jesus to use his power to help himself and thus disobey God’s commands. In each
case, the devil tried to get Job and Jesus to give in to their human nature. Job was

tempted to despair and Jesus was tempted to use his powers to help himself.

The devil tempts by using our own natures against us and by sowing doubt in our
mind about the love and providence of God. The devil often tries to bring us to either the
pole of despair, where we believe that God has forsaken us and salvation and help is up
to us, or that of pride, where we think that salvation and help can be best accomplished
through our own methods and means. To make matters worse, the devil plants doubts in

our mind about the weapons that we have against him. The chief weapon that we have is
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God. If the devil can cause us to doubt the love and providence of God by getting us to

act in despair or pride against God, then the devil has won.

Similarly, if the devil can cause us to lose interest in the sword of Scripture, then
we cannot counterattack him. Thus the devil will try to twist Scripture and make us
doubt God and our faith and lose hope altogether. The temptations of the devil are never
random, as what will tempt one person will have no effect on another. The temptations
are always deadly and geared towards the individual. In the case of the temptations and
trials of Job, the temptations and tribulations caused Job to reflect on his relationship

with God and on himself causing a deepening of both.

The temptation to despair, Calvin notes, is the most deadly of all the temptations
of the devil. It is insidious and appeals to our nature and Calvin stresses that we should
always be on guard against it. In order to be on guard against the temptations of the
devil, it is necessary that we know both ourselves and God. This was the opening remark
in Calvin’s 1559 Institutes, that true knowledge consists of the knowledge of God and of
the self. In order to be ready for the attacks of the devil, we must be aware of the love
and providence of God and also of our own nature. Upon election and redemption and by
the action of the Holy Spirit, we become aware of ourselves in relation to God. For the
first time, we are able to perceive the attacks of Satan that always try to separate us from
God. The unelect are blind and driven by their nature and by Satan and yet do not know
what is happening. Calvin comments that the elect see the temptations and the tests of

Satan and are aware of all the dangers that surround us. We realize that we would be



299

destroyed 1000 times a day, if God did not protect us. This leads us to the second work

of the devil, although this second work is unintentional.

The Devil as ‘Director’ of Our Experiences

Calvin has sometimes been accused of being a theologian who had little use for
human experience. He is misunderstood as one for whom Christian life is subjection to a
sovereign God with little or no place for our experience. Yet Calvin was a pastor who
tried to show the use of doctrines to the Christian life. Théodore Béze, in his life of
Calvin, writes that Calvin’s sole object was to show that the gospel he preached did not
consist in mere speculation, but in Christian practice.”*** Recently, some scholars like
David Demson and William Balke®*** have been drawing attention to the role of
experience in Calvin’s theology. Their work, mainly concentrated on the Institutes,
concludes that Calvin uses experience in tandem with the role of the Holy Spirit and
Scripture. That is to say, the Holy Spirit move us to a deeper understanding and
appreciation of Scripture. By experience, Demson and Balke understand Calvin to mean
the experience of the Holy Spirit in one’s life as a guiding hand. As we have seen in our
review of the sermons, Calvin was not interested in discussing the devil or God on their
own but, rather, in relation to us. In the sermons where he deals with the devil, one sees

that Calvin was speaking of the Christian life, of the experience of being Christian.

83 «yr evangelium quod annunciabat ostenderet non in speculatione quadam, sed in ipsa christiana vita
positum esse.” Theodori Bezae, Vita Calvini, CO 21, 139.

84 David Demson, “The Image of Calvin in Recent Research,” Papers from the 1986 International Calvin
Symposium, William Balke, “The Word of God and Experientia According to Calvin,” Calvinius
Ecclesiae Doctor, ed. W. H. Neuser (Kampen: Kok, 1978)



300

Calvin is not exactly clear what he means by experience.®** On the one hand,
experience teaches: with experience as our teacher, we find God just as he declares
himself in his word.”®*¢ Even the stupid are taught by experience. Experientiam esse
magistram stultorum.*” But Calvin had no use for unmediated or naked experience.
“Faith cannot arise from a naked experience of things but must have its origin in the
Word of God.”**® Calvin was a little more sure of the role of experience when speaking
about the goodness of God The goodness of God will always be in doubt unless we
really feel and experience its sweetness ourselves.”®*° We must experience God as a

faithful teacher.®%°

We can come to know by faith as well as by experience. Calvin goes so far as to
say there is a knowledge associated with faith. Commenting on the prophet Joel and

experience, Calvin notes:

e Experience is a difficult if not impossible term to define. It would be a mistake to try to locate the type
of philosophical discussion that is found in Hans George Gadamer in Calvin’s work. Calvin’s definition
of experience is a working one. For Calvin, our experience was our reflections on our activities or
events that occurred to us. We experience x insofar as we come to recognize x as an entity and reflect
on it. Our experiential knowledge of God is composed of our reflections on our life experiences and
upon Scripture. Calvin understood the relationship between God and humanity to be one-sided with the
ontological priority given to God. When we experience an event, our reflections on this event in terms
of our knowledge of God are useless, unless the reflections are tested by means of Scripture, or God’s
self-revelation. In this way, our life experiences lead us towards God insofar as they are reflections
upon a prior action of God towards us.

846 Instir 1.10.2.

%7 Calvin, Comm. Psalm 49, CO 31, 486. Calvin understood that it was in the Psalms that one could find
the most information and discussion of experience.

88 Comm. John 20:29.
89 Instit. 3.2.15.
80 Comm. John 6.37.



301

There is a two-fold knowledge: the knowledge of faith which is received from
the word alone and the knowledge of experience, as we say, which depends on its
effect. Therefore the faithful always acknowledge that salvation for them rests in
God: but sometimes they stagger and suffer grievous torments in their minds, and
are tossed here and there. However it may be, they certainly do NOT FEEL
[emphasis mine] God to be their Father. Therefore, the prophet now treats of real
knowledge when he says that they shall know they have a God. How are they to
know this? Of course by experience!5>!

Yet at other moments Calvin notes that the knowledge of faith is superior to
experience.®* It is clear that, for Calvin, Christian experience was the reflected life of a
Christian in the light of the Holy Spirit. Here is the child’s answer from Calvin’s
Catechism of the Genevan Church:. The minister has asked how we know that our faith

in God is real. The child replies:

Child: Experience teaches us that faith is a special gift of the Holy Spirit.
Experience also shows this.

Minister: How?

Child: Our mind is too simple and frail to be able to grasp the spiritual wisdom of
God which is revealed to us through faith: and our hearts are too prone to distrust
or to have perverse confidence in ourselves or other creatures. But the Holy Spirit
by his illumination makes us capable of understanding those things which would
otherwise be incomprehensible to us, and fortifies us with certitude and seals and
imprints the promise of salvation in our hearts.?>*

For Calvin, experience is such an integral part of our life before God that one

cannot find a section that deals with experience in his theology. Nonetheless, while it is

81 Comm. Joel 3.17.
82 Comm. Isa. 14.1.

3 Le Catechisme de Genéve, C0. 6,45 (translation mine).
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not the purpose of the present study to discuss Calvin’s understanding of experience in

detail, some points will be helpful.

The first point is that experience is useful to understand the Scriptures. This can
be seen in Calvin’s introduction to his cormmentary on the Psalms where he claimed that
he felt qualified to write a commentary on the Psalms since he had himself experienced
the struggles of the Psalmist.®** Our own experience allows us to reflect upon what is in
the Scriptures. Calvin had no place for unmediated experience, as we have noted. Our
own experiences, when seen in the light of the Scriptures, cause us to identify more with
the Scriptures and perhaps understand them a little more and, in consequence,
understand God’s providence and message for us. The movement was always from
experience to Scripture and back again. It is when we meditate on our experiences in the
light of Scripture that we grow. In terms of our own struggles, Calvin found it very
strange that while God is providential and loving we do not feel this and feel rather sad
and abandoned at times. When we are despondent, we are helped only by remembering
and calling on the promises of God.?>® It is the promise in the Gospel that gives us the
strength to go on. Yet at times, this seems insufficient. The same Scriptures can have
different effects on us. The same Scriptural passage that shows us the mercy of God can

also show us that we have not lived up to our faith.

How is our soul healed? Calvin understood that this happens though faith in God

and in the promises of God even when outw-ardly we cannot see evidence of God’s hand

#¢ Calvin’s Preface to the readers of his commentary on the Psalms, CO 31, 15-19.
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or help. This is especially true in the times when we are tempted by the devil. Outwardly,
it appears that God has abandoned us utterly. The cure for our anxiety is to listen to the
word.®*® The Scriptures once more are a key to the interpretation of our experiences. In
times when we are severely tested, our reading of the Scriptures confirms that we are
supported and protected by God. Thus, we experience an event as either bad or good and
reflect on it in the light of the promises of God.*” It is important to bear in mind that
Calvin gives priority to the Word. The experiences that lead us towards God are a
posteriori reflections seen through the lenses of Scripture. As Balke notes, Experience
is a phenomenon alongside the Word. The whole point is truth and reality. Truth leads to
reality. The scripture is true, we shall experience it to be so. That fills knowledge of faith
with eschatological power.” **® Balke also reminds us that Christian experience is
essentially guided by the Holy Spirit. It is the sealing of the Spirit that enables us to view
the Scriptures and promises of the mercy of God as true. It is the Holy Spirit who enables

the Scriptures to become efficacious and take root in our hearts.®%°

From the above, it can be said that Calvin considers the devil in relation to our
experience in the following ways. We experience trials and temptations, that is, they
happen to us and we reflect on them. But the devil, who knows our nature and character,

tempts us where we are the weakest. Then, in the light of our reflections and the devil’s

85 Comm. on Psalm 56, CO 31, 548.

86 Sermons on Job, CO 32, 194.

857 Comm. Psalm 60, CO 31, 577.

** Balke, “The Word of God and Experientia According to Calvin,” 26.

89 Instit. 3.6.4.
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temptations, the Holy Spirit illumines us so that when we reflect on the temptations we
do not just ascribe them to bad luck or fate but recognize the source which, in this case,
is the devil. The Holy Spirit here is essential because of Calvin’s understanding of the
role of reason in matters of faith. The unelect can experience trials and troubles but they
will never arrive at the next step because their faculty of reason is utterly blind in
spiritual matters. The elect, and we can presume that Calvin assumed he was preaching
to the elect, are enlightened by virtue of the Holy Spirit and God’s grace. As such, they
can understand the true nature of the temptations and the terror wrought by the devil.
This leads them not only to an appreciation of the goodness and protection of God, but
also to a much greater spiritual awareness of themselves. In this sense, one can say that
the devil leads or directs the faithful towards a greater knowledge of God. My findings
do not contradict what Demson and Balke have ascertained from the Institutes, but add
to them. As we go through life, the Holy Spirit does guide us. The devil’s temptations
act as a spur to our reflections. Were we to go through life without any temptation, then
it is doubtful whether we would ever appreciate and come to experience the goodness of

God in our lives.

One result of the individualism of the Renaissance was that issues of self-
awareness became important and the point of one’s personal sin was emphasized. Prior
to the Reformation one could pray for the souls of the departed and there was an
understanding of the cooperative nature of salvation. Sinners were never left alone with
their sins. Even after their death, they could be helped and prayed for. Questions of

feeling the love of God in the light of diabolical temptation would have never occurred
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to a mediaeval thinker. At that time, the individual did not battle the demons alone but
could call upon Michael the Archangel and his angels for help as well as the pantheon of
saints. With the stress on sola Scriptura as well as the triumph of nominalist ideas, one
could no longer count on the angels for such protection. While Calvin does say that
indeed the angels are encamped around us or we would be utterly destroyed, the
individual was very much alone in his or her battle with temptation. The believer had to
know about the attacks of the devil and be ready and vigilant at all times. Thus Calvin

stressed what was ‘useful’ for us to know about the devil in this particular context.

The devil’s temptations act as channels through which our seemingly random
experiences become focused and we see them in the light of a providential and loving
God. It is as if the temptations shine a light on all the obstacles to which we were
hitherto blind. The devil, in this sense, although unwittingly, directs our human
experiences towards a deeper knowledge of God that is rooted in our experience of
God’s providential care. In this way, experience can teach us about God, since the
experience is not random but directed by God for the purpose of leading us closer to
God. It can be said that the devil himself acts as a hermeneutical key in our knowledge of
God. The devil’s temptations are, as Calvin repeatedly preached, not random but directed
and ordained by God. God is aware of our trials and temptations. The temptations, in
turn, since they are directed at our weaknesses, force us to reflect on God’s providence
and whether or not we will be delivered from the trials we experience. In this way, the
devil acts as a key whereby we can come to grasp in an experiential manner the grace

and providence of God.
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The Devil as Revealer of Hidden Sin

We have seen that, by virtue of the fact that God is in control of the devil and his
temptations, the temptations are not random acts of terror but lead the believer to a
deeper awareness of self and God. In addition, temptations and trials can act to root out
hidden sins that would otherwise be undetected. The sins are undetected, for they do not
respond to the ordinary means of detecting a sin. In Calvin’s understanding, it was the
law that convicted us of sin. The law has three functions or ofﬁces,860 but it is in the first
and the second that we are convicted of our sins and realize our great need for God’s
mercy. Yet although Scripture does show us how we have fallen short of the mark, the
sin of hypocrisy is one that is untouched by reflection upon Scripture alone. The sin of
hypocrisy can only be brought to the light by the lived experience of temptation, testing

and deliverance.

This was seen in the temptations of Job. The sin of pride, “does Job serve you for
naught,” could never have been brought to light were it not for the temptations and trials.
As Calvin argued, the deeply rooted sin of pride could never have been brought to light
apart from the temptations. The devil is used by God in order that this sin be exposed

and purged.

Notons doncs qu’icy le diable monstre une maladie, de laquelle nous sommes
tous entachez, iusques a tant que Dieu nous en ait gueris par sa grace, c’est qu’en
temps de prosperité nous pourrons benir Dieu, mais s’il nous afflige, que nous
changeons de propos, et alors commengons 4 murmurer contre lui, et oublions

80 Calvin understood that the law, as expressed in the decalogue among other places, had three functions.
We will discuss Calvin’s use of the law in the section on the devil and the law of this chapter.
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tout ce que nous avions attribué de louange, cependant qu’il nous traitoit selon
nostre souhait.%%
Calvin argues that one’s dedication to God can only be tested by means of

temptations and trials. God tests us and tries us. In fact, God is like an umpire.

But to calm all the impulses of passion, the most useful consideration is, that God
arms the devil, as well as all the wicked, for conflict and sits as an umpire, that
he may exercise our patience.3%?

Likewise, Jesus was tempted to use pride and turn stones into bread. The devil is

used as an instrument of God to uncover hidden sins and our true nature.

The Devil as Tenu en Bride and Servant of God
As Calvin stresses in the Job sermons, the most useful thing to know about the
devil, in fact the most useful doctrine all around, is that the devil is tenu en bride or held

in check by God.*®

Ainsi donc c’est I’un des articles le plus necessaire que nous ayons, de savoir que
le diable est tenu en bride, et quelque chose qu’il soit enrage contre nostre
salut,que neantmoins il ne peut rien faire sinon d’autant qu’il luy est permis
d’enhaut %

Not only is the devil held in check by God, but God actually uses Satan as his

servant to accomplish his will. Thus the devil is the instrument of God and is used to

chastize the wicked or enact God’s judgment on the wicked. The devil is also used to

%! Sermons on Job, CO. 33, 69.
82 Instit. 1.17.8.
¥3 The idea of the devil being held in check is also to be found in Calvin’s Genevan Catechism, CO 6, 17.
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exercise the faithful in battle. The devil is portrayed as a kind of spiritual sparring
partner for the faithful who, by trials and temptations, will be made stronger. The devil is
God’s headsman and God’s servant. He executes the judgments of God. He is also used
to protect God from the charge of evil. As Calvin argues in the Job sermons, when we
are tempted and afflicted it is the hand of Satan, not that of God, that actually assaults us.
The devil exercises his free will in tempting and assaulting the faithful. Although the
devil is used by God to punish the wicked or test the faithful, when trials come it is the
devil, not God, who does the actual tempting. Calvin argues this way by making use of

his compatibilist view of freedom.

The doctrine of the devil being tenu en bride is useful because it shows the
sovereignty of God. At a time when there were reports of terrible persecutions of the
Huguenots and threats of invasion, it was important to be assured that God was in
control even of the devil, who seemed rampant in Calvin’s Geneva. Calvin’s emphasis
on the devil being controlled or held back can also be understood as a polemic against
both the Manichees and those who held to a folk faith where the devil was feared. Folk
tales of the devil abducting people abounded. The fact that the devil was fenu en bride,
meant that God was in charge and did not allow the devil to destroy. It was also a
demonstration of the love of God who chose to fill the world with temptations to
exercise our faith. Since the devil is tenu en bride, the temptations themselves are under

the control of God and thus useful training exercises for the faithful.

84 Sermons on Job, CO 33, 61.
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The Devil as a Hermeneutical Tool to Interpret Scripture

One of the chief functions of the devil, as Calvin preached, is to lie and to twist
the Scriptures. Calvin was very adamant that the faithful know the Scriptures so that they
would not be tricked by the subtle changes that Satan introduces. Heresies and heretics
are rampant because of the work of the devil. The devil always seeks to destroy or at
least corrupt the Scriptures. Calvin was not tolerant of heretics. He understood that they

destroyed the faithful by twisting Scripture and, in this sense, were no better than devils.

Stephan Zweig®® argues that Calvin’s intolerance and persecutions arose from
his almost insane desire for absolute control. In a less partisan study, Timothy
Wadkins®*® traces out the roots of Calvin’s intolerance by making references to specific
doctrines. His choices are the Church, the conception of God and the use of Scripture. It
is clear that one can find reasons for Calvin’s intolerance towards heretics by making an
appeal to various doctrines, like the church or predestination, yet one can pick almost
any of his doctrines and argue a case. While doctrine cannot be overlooked, such a
method misses the essential element in intolerance. A heretic was not put to death
because he or she had a different view of the church than the magistrate, but because the
‘heretic’ proposed a different set of truth claims. The heretic argued that there were

different truths that were essential to salvation. Hence, any study that claims to consider

d Stephan Zweig, Castellion Contre Calvin, ou Conscience contre violence, trans. A. Hella (Paris: B.
Grosset, 1946).

%6 Timothy H. Wadkins, “A Recipe for Intolerance: A Study of the Reasons Behind John Calvin’s
Approval for the Punishment of Heresy,” Journal of Evangelical Theology 26/4 (December 1983):
431441.
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tolerance cannot overlook the notion of truth. The battle, then as now, was with

conflicting truth claims.

In John Calvin’s mind the heretic was one who perverted the truth of God and,
hence, was in league with the devil. This was no small matter. It was high treason against
God Himself.*’ Heresy is sedition against God.**® Once God’s honour has been so
tarnished, it is the task of the faithful, the elect, to restore the honour of God. Calvin
understood the faithful to be the lieutenants of God, responsible for the vindication of
His honour.*® God’s honour is so important that our personal feelings should be

suppressed.

The heretic is the enemy of God and of the faithful. They are Satan’s
emissaries.’”® Much of Calvin’s thought on the treatment of heretics is found in his work
An Christianis Judicibus Haereticos Punire Liceat, which was written as part of his
explanation of the errors of Servetus. In this work Calvin notes that no one is opposed to
capital punishment for the incorrigible criminal.®”! The heretic belongs in the same

category. In fact there are two reasons why heretics should be killed. The first is when

%7 Sermon on Deut. 26, CO 28, 245; also, Sermon on Deut. 13, CO 27, 245.
88 Comm. Deut. 13, CO 24, 362.

¥ Sermon on Sam. 11, CO 29, 647; Letter from the prisoners at Chambeéry to the pastors of Geneva, July
1555, CO 15, 696; Calvin’s letter to Cranmer, April 1552, CO 14, 313.

870 Calvin to Viret, April 1542, CO 11,439; Calvin to Frellon, February 1546, CO 12, 281-282.

1 1tis interesting that in this same document, An Christianis Judicibus Haereticos Punire Liceat, Calvin
begins to argue by saying that no one opposes the death penalty for noxious criminals. Why then,
should it be different for the unrepentant heretic who obscures the true church, confuses the faithful and
insults the honour of God.
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they are stubborn to the point of being blocked and refuse to listen, and the second is

when they are reprobate and persist in detestable errors.5”2

Lest this give the impression that Calvin declared open season on heretics, each
was to repress and expose the heretic according to their station in life. The magistrates®”
were to repress heresy by means of the sword,®”* the minister with preaching. The idea of
not punishing the heretic was deemed fanatical. Not to punish or at least to recognize
error is to obscure the true church, the vera ecclesia. A mark of the vera ecclesia is
sound doctrine.®”> Calvin had no use for magistrates who did not take their task as

defenders of the truth seriously. In speaking of the Donatists and Castellio, he noted:

Such is that dog Castalio®”%and his companions, and all like him such also were
the Donatists; and hence, as I have mentioned, Augustine cites this testimony in
many places, and shows how ashamed Christian princes ought to be of their
slothfulness, if they are indulgent to heretics and blasphemers, and do not
vindicate God’s glory by lawful punishments...If this be so, it follows that kings
are bound to defend the worship of God, and to execute vengeance on those who
profanely despise it, and on those who endeavour to reduce it to nothing, or to

72 In Calvin’s opinion, Servetus satisfied both these conditions and thus it was justifiable to put him to
death.

“Tam si quis hominen tam pestiferum fuisse non putat ut tollendus fuerit e medio, hoc qouque errore
sobrios et dociles brevites expediam. Duas esse causas sani omnes concedent, cur puniendis
falsorum dogmatum autoribus maior adhibenda sit severitas: si idomita sit eorum contumacia, ut
reprobi et a se ipsis damnati nocere pergant: deinde, si detestanda sit ac minime tolerabilis errorum
impietas. Nunc, an in Servetum utriusque criminis poena iure competat, videndum. ” CO 8, 480-481.

¥ Comm. Dan. 4:1-3; Comm. Acts 5:34.
874 Heresy was a capital offence punishable by death. This was in the Justinian code.

¥ co8 gives some fascinating insights as to why Calvin thought heretics should be punished.

“Prodit alter fanaticus ex suo antro, qui Servetum vocat optimum suum fratrem: et ideo puniendos
esse negat haereticos, quia sacris oraculis sensum quisque suo arbitrio affingati ut certa veritas quasi
nubibus obvoluta lateat. Ita bonus interpres fidem ex hominum cordibus delere mavult, quam poenis
subiierce qui eam labefactant. Qualis enim exstabit religio, quibus notis descernetur vera ecclesia,
quid denique erit Christus ispse, si incerta sit ac suspensa pietatis doctrina?’ CO 8, 464

§76 Calvin called Castellio “Castalio’ in his writings.
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adulterate the true doctrine by their errors, and so dissipate the unity of the faith

and disturb the Church’s peace.”’

Not all differences of opinion merited the name ‘heresy’. Calvin was tolerant in
matters of worship. For example, it did not matter to Calvin whether the minister prayed
by using fixed prayers or prayed ex tempore from the pulpit.*"® In his letters he
complains to Bullinger that he lets many things slide past him, or else he would spend all

his time refuting errors.

Such small matters were matters of indifference. Matters of indifference were
matters that were not clearly noted in Scripture and did not affect our salvation. In this
list were ethical®’ and ceremonial matters.®° Sometimes, as Calvin remarked to
Sadoleto, it is “best not to fight if you disagree with someone who otherwise knows
Christ and his word but to hold open.”%®! Calvin was well aware that it was not always

possible for there to be full agreement.?%?

Yet in those matters that were essential to salvation, as Calvin defined them, he

was anything but tolerant. What is the difference between heretics and those who hold a

87 Comm. Dan. 4:1-3.

¥% John Jansen, “Calvin on a Fixed Form of Worship - a Note in Textual Criticism,” Scottish Journal of
Theology 15/ 1 (February 1962): 282-287. Jansen argues that based on a letter Calvin wrote to
Somerset on October 22, 1548, the arguments that supported Calvin’s use of a fixed form of prayer or
liturgy are not as clear as was first supposed.

57 “Ethical’ referred to whether or not one should eat meat on Fridays, how to dress, how to observe
holidays. The ceremonial referred to the liturgy, what the pastor should tell the people and how it
should be done.

80 Instit. 3.19.7; 4.10.22.
881 Calvin, Letter to Sadolerto, OS 1, 478.
882 Instit. 4.1.12.
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minor difference of opinion or schism? “The former corrupt the purity of the faith by
false dogmas, whereas the latter sometimes, even while holding the same faith, break the
bond! of union.”** How does Calvin decide what is a false dogma? This brings usto a

consi:deration of his understanding of truth.

In Calvin’s mind there clearly was a truth. Indeed, nothing is less tolerable than
when: God’s truth is turned into a lie.”®* Calvin thought that it was possible to
distimguish truth from error. A preconceived conviction of God’s truth is the foundation
of faiwth.*** The Lord is truth,®*® and the truth flows from God. The church is to keep this
truth nd to defend it.8” Even the theologian has a role to play. The task of the

theologian is “to strengthen consciences by teaching things true, sure and profitable.”%58

Calvin does not offer a list of false dogmas, but does define what he calls the
“propeer principles of religion”: 1) God is one; 2) Christ is God and the Son of God; 3)

our sa:lvation rests on the mercy of God; 4) and the like 3%

The phrase ‘and the like’ is unusual for Calvin. It would seem that he was certain
in his ~own mind as to what the essential truths were and perhaps thought them so self-

evidemt that they were not worth expounding. So we might conclude that Calvin defined

883 Instir. 4.2.5.

884 Comam. Eze. 13:19.

85 Instit. 3.2.6.

%86 Instt. 2.8.31, Instit. 1.2.1
587 Instir. 4.1.10.

8 Instizz. 1.14.4.

% Instiz. 4.1.12.
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heresy in terms of a violation of these four principles. Calvin understood the main
principles of religion to be clearly understood and unquestioned by all. One could
imagine that the clearest definition of heresy and false dogmas would be found in
Calvin’s polemics. In terms of his polemics, according to Charles Partee, 3%° yet another
‘list’ emerges, that of his belief in the 1) precedence of the Word over Church, 2) faith

over love, 3) the continuing humanity (flesh) of the risen Christ.

The lists are different. Calvin’s essentials of the faith are not the same as the list
he defines based on his polemical writings, yet this can be accounted for as follows:
Calvin’s polemics are always directed at a single issue, whereas in the Institutes he is

considering the entire dogmatic tradition.

Calvin’s phrase ‘and the like’, gives us a clue as to how he understood the truths
that were essential for salvation. The ‘and the like’ means that Calvin thought it was
obvious. The Creed was a list of articles of faith that was accepted by most of the
Reformers. Calvin accepted the Apostles Creed without question. It is within the Creed
that the articles of faith are presented. The Creed, “gives in clear and succinct order, a
full statement of our faith, and in everything which it contains is sanctioned by
Scriptures.”®' This may explain the ‘and the like’. For Calvin the essentials are to be

found within the Creed which he accepts. The doctrines presented in the Creed are “the

80 This is from a paper delivered by Prof. Partee in Edinburgh, October 1994 at the international Calvin
Congress.

81 Instir. 2.16.18.



315

leading articles of redemption in a few words.”*? Calvin’s understanding of the Creed as
that which contains salvific truths may help to explain why he noted that Servetus

persisted in detestable errors, since Servetus was anti-Trinitarian.

We must now ask ourselves how Calvin’s ideas of truth led him to his position of
intolerance vis-a-vis heretics. Calvin, as we have seen, argued that there was a clear truth
and that heretics pollute the truth. Calvin understood that these basic truths were put

forth in the Creed. Thus the heretic is one who goes against these basic truths.

The devil makes us aware of the heretic. But the devil does not only produce
heretics and twist the Scriptures. We are warned that the devil seeks to destroy the
Scriptures at all costs. Thus, the devil serves to keep the faithful alert and attentive to the

Scriptures.

One can also understand the work of the devil from the stand point of Calvin the
exegete. Calvin considered the task of interpreting Scripture to be one which stayed
close to what he called the plain sense of the text.®** One was not to add any other
doctrines or comment more than the text demanded. Calvin thought that an overly
curious mind was a trap of the devil and that we are keen to add other doctrines or

rituals, since we do not wish to serve God. The exegete was not to contravene the basic

82 Instit. 2.16.18.

** I have argued that the plain sense equals Calvin’s sense of the text. Calvin was well versed in the
critical tools of his day, and used them to get back to what he understood was the text before the
accretions and layers of interpretation had, in his mind, corrupted the author’s intention. Calvin
believed that given a “pure’ text, that is a text that is as close to possible to the original text, and the
Holy Spirit which guided the hand of the exegete, one really could be true to the intention of the author.
The Holy Spirit has been called the Achilles heel of Protestantism and one can see why.
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truths and yet, as shown with Calvin’s dispute with Sebastian Castellio over, among
other things, the interpretation of Solomon’s Song of Songs, there is more to being an
exegete than following the plain sense and the basic truths. It is here that the devil shows

himself to be a hermeneutical tool for the exegete.

The devil not only shows the exegete the heretic, but also warns the exegete to
beware of the his/her own unredeemed nature and voice that would encourage
misinterpretation of Scriptures.’** As Calvin often preached, we are so easily tempted by
the devil because the devil is our father and we share his nature. Thus the exegete is
warned, through the temptations of the devil, to be careful. Insofar as the devil is a
warning against not only the heretic but ourselves in the interpretation of Scripture, the

devil can be understood as a hermeneutical key.

One may well ask: what is the role and function of the Holy Spirit at this point?
Surely the Holy Spirit would act as a gnide against such errors. This was the Protestant
understanding at the time of Calvin and has been referred to as the Achilles heel of
Protestantism. While Calvin understood that the role of the Holy Spirit was to enlighten
and to guide us, he was not naive enough to assume that this guidance was a safeguard
against errors and idolatry, insofar as we often worship a god of our own image. Calvin
would answer that, while the Holy Spirit does inspire and guide us and is responsible for
our ability to decipher the Scriptures, we have free will and can choose either to listen to

our own nature and the temptations of Satan, or to follow God.

84 1 owe this insight to Prof. John Van Den Hengel of Saint Paul University in Ottawa.
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The Devil and Calvin’s Doctrines, or the Use of the Devil

Having discussed the nature and the work of the devil as shown in Calvin’s
sermons, I shall now proceed to systematize Calvin’s views of the devil in two ways.
The first is to consider the structure of Calvin’s sermons that deal with the devil in order
to show that the structure of those sermons is useful in ascertaining his understanding of
the use of the devil. The second is to consider the devil in relation to some of Calvin’s
key doctrines, notably the understanding of the knowledge of God to which Calvin

himself so often refers in his preaching on the devil.
The Structure of Calvin’s Sermons on the Devil

The structure of Calvin’s sermons is very revealing of what he is trying to teach.
Calvin’s sermons can not be understood from content alone, but one must also pay
attention to the order in which he says things, the structure of his work. This is true of
the Institutes as well as the sermons. The structure of the Instituzes breaks down the
treatment of the knowledge of God into first, the knowledge of God as Creator and
Redeemer and then, the Christian life. His Institutes (after 1536) were arranged
following the Creed, but were deliberately structured in this manner. The structure tells
us something of Calvin’s thought. Likewise, one can see a structure within the sermons
that Calvin preached on the devil. In the Institutes, he notes that he will speak of the
devil only insofar as it is useful for our salvation. This stress on utility is maintained in
sermons dealing with the devil. Nowhere does Calvin dwell on exotica or on points that

he deemed were neither relevant nor useful for salvation. With this point in mind, we can
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understand Calvin’s sermonic structure. When Calvin speaks of the devil in a sermon, he
generally begins with his terrors and presents him as both a deadly and treacherous
enemy. Invariably, in the same passage, he shows his parishioners that we would be like
lambs led to the slaughter were it not for the fact that the devil is held in check or
controlled by God. This structure within Calvin’s sermons is, I think, deliberate. It is as
if Calvin were presenting the devil as one who is deadly but under the control of a loving

God who protects us. Calvin thus moves from the terror of the devil to the love of God.

There is a deeper level of structure that can be discerned from the sermons. After
demonstrating that our daily experience shows that we are not destroyed by the devil,
Calvin notes that it also proves the existence of a loving God. He also, within the same
sermon, often moves from a theoretical level, where Scriptures are cited to prove the
devil is under the control of God, to an experiential level, where he points out that our

daily experience bears witness to divine protection and providence.

This is indicative of the way in which Calvin views Christian experience in the
Institutes. Christian experience must always be evaluated in the light of Scripture or
doctrine. On its own, unmediated experience is useless but, when reflected upon in the
light of Scripture, it becomes a tool to teach. Here we see that very structure. Calvin
starts with Scripture and shows that the devil is wicked and malicious. Then he uses
Scripture to show that the devil is under God’s control before moving to the experience
of the believer who is not destroyed 1000 times a day but sustained. The experience of

being sustained, when reflected on in the light of what Calvin spoke about in the
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Scriptures, shows the faithful the love and mercy of God. Within his sermons, Calvin is
demonstrating his theology or understanding of Christian experience, which is that it

teaches when mediated by Scripture.

The devil plays a key role in bringing the Christian towards a deeper knowledge
of God. In the next section I will address some of the more traditional elements in
Calvin’s understanding of the knowledge of God in order to show how the devil is an

important factor in it.
The Knowledge of God

Calvin opens his 1559 Institutes with the remark that all knowledge consists of
two parts, the knowledge of ourselves and the knowledge of God. The Institutes then
proceed to discuss the knowledge of God the Redeemer and Creator, ending with a large
section on the Christian life. Since it is not the mandate of this thesis to describe in detail
the understanding of Calvin’s theory of the knowledge of God, I will restrict myself to
some summary remarks as a background against which we can see how the devil is an

important tool in the development of that knowledge.

The knowledge of God is one of the major themes in Calvin’s theology. While
there are many ways to look at Calvin’s understanding this knowledge, I will consider it
in the following ways: 1) all knowledge of God is accommodated, that is, we cannot
perceive God at all apart from God’s prior initiative and accommodation to our senses;
2) knowledge of God is practical, that is, it is salvific; 3) knowledge of God is broken

into knowledge of God the Redeemer and of God the Creator; 4) knowledge of God
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involves a knowledge of self as well as of God. These points will be treated in the

following series of five remarks.

The Epistemological Underpinnings of Calvin’s Notion of Accommodation

Calvin was steeped®® in the idea of abstractive versus intuitive knowledge.
Intuitive knowledge or perception arises from the direct experience of that object.
Abstractive knowledge is something gained by an abstraction from its existence, since
we cannot directly experience the object. In Paris, the theologians who taught Calvin
were steeped in Ockham and Duns Scotus. According to Ockham, as he is commonly
understood,®* it was not possible to have direct intuitive knowledge of God. The
statements that we make using intuitive knowledge are meaningful because our words
signify the object independently of our words or statements. On the other hand, when we
make statements based on abstractive knowledge, our statements are meaningful by
virtue of their logical relation one to another, that is, they have an oblique meaning. The
first type of meaning is called signification, where our statements and terms stand for the
object, and the second type is called supposition, where the meaning of the terms comes
from the fact that the terms act as substitutes for the things signified”. For example, the
meaning of the statement God is like a “mother”, is that the term “mother” can stand in
for God. It is a component in the proposition “God is like”... Ockham added one more

refinement in his understanding of how we speak about God, that of first and second

%95 By virtue of the fact that he was a student at the University of Paris and taught by John Major.

86 1 say ‘commonly understood’ since much of Ockham’s thought is being revisited. His thought is far
more subtle than many had previously thought, but his influence may not have been as widespread as
was once believed.



321

intentions. A first intention is an act of the mind that is made in response to an external
fact. Such an act has a subjective and an objective part. The objective part is the thing
that is signified, and the subjective part refers to the state of our soul or how we feel.
Ockham believed that we are more sure of the subjective or aesthetic than the objective.
In addition, there are second intentions which do not signify anything at all, but are signs

of signs. These have meanings only in their grammatical structures.

Ockham’s claim that one could not have any intuitive but only abstractive
knowledge of God, meant that the knowledge of God and our speech about him was to
be understood by means of terms and propositions. In the late fifteenth and the sixteenth
centuries, the task of theology was seen to be one of defining the terms and propositions

about God (terminist logic).%%”

In this, two paths were followed. One was to consider theology in terms of
language and knowledge with the idea that the language and the terms used would lead
to a deeper understanding of the objects themselves, or God. The second approach, of
literary humanists like Erasmus, %% was to consider the other pole, the subjective, and to

note that the meaning of the term signified, or God, may not be sought in the grammar or

%97 This is not meant to be an exhaustive discussion of Ockham. His influence on Calvin is a hotly debated
topic. Some scholars, notably Heiko Oberman, maintain that Ockham had a great influence on Calvin,
but more recent work as shown in the 1998 International Calvin Congress, questions this assumption.
For a more complete explanation of Ockham’s philosophy, the reader is referred to Frederick
Copleston, A History of Philosophy, vol IIl Ockham to Suarez, (New York : Paulist Press, 1983), 43-
111.

¥% Erasmus’ main interest was with the language itself and, thus, while he was interested in first intentions
his main focus seemed to be with the primacy of second intentions or how terms stand for terms and
oblique meaning.
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the logic of the terms, but rather by a consideration of the intention of the author of the

Scriptures.’

Calvin, on the other hand, believed that we have direct intuitive knowledge of
God by virtue of His Word. In the Word of God we can directly intuit or encounter God.
It is not a matter of how we felt or what terms we used. Rather, in the Word we come to
experience God and what the Word tells us about God in a direct and objective manner.
Now, Calvin’s idea of accommodation can be understood from this background in the
following way. While we can directly experience God by His Word, the movement must
always be from God in order that God retain his freedom and objectivity. Calvin was
clear that any attempt to speak of God, or have knowledge of Him on our part leads only

to errors and idols.

Even though one can have direct intuitive knowledge of God, there remains the
problem of our separation from God by means of our sinful nature. Calvin noted that in
this state it is impossible for us to reach or even worship God. Once again, our only hope
is via God’s prior initiative, or our election and justification. Calvin’s idea differed from
that of St. Thomas, who, to say it in a very general and simple way, understood that our
real knowledge of God can be derived through sense experience of the natural world.
Ockham’s idea of placing the knowledge of God within the realm of abstractive
knowledge meant, in the end, that one could never come to know God in his being but

only through terms and significations. Calvin understood that we are directly

*»° The mind of the author was to be sought in the subjective pole.
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encountered by God and God speaks to us as if face to face. The knowledge of God is
determined by God’s being and nature. Since this is the case, there is the problem of our
senses being unable to handle the glory and the Being of God. Thus Calvin used the idea
of accommodated knowledge. The Word*® is God’s accommodation to our sense, it is
God’s being or essence speaking to us in a way in which we can understand. We
encounter God, but the knowledge is accommodated to our senses so that we can
understand. Thus although we have direct intuitive knowledge of God, the way in which

God deals with us is by means of accommodation.

Knowledge of God as Practical

What did Calvin mean by practical? He was always keen to stress that what was
to be taught in theology had to be useful to our salvation. When he discusses the devil in
the Institutes, for example, he does not £0 on to speculate about diabology but, after a
few remarks, says that this is enough to put the faithful on their guard. The same was
true for his presentations in his sermons. In his one sermon about possession, Calvin did
not go into great details about its horrors. His remarks are sparing and he always has in
mind the salvific intent of what he says. Since we cannot come to know God on our own
apart from God’s prior initiative, our knowledge of God is limited to what God wishes
us to know, and this kind of knowledge is useful for our salvation. The kind of

knowledge that we obtain of God is not arid or speculative. We do not know so much

%0 Calvin was not entirely clear as to what he meant by the Word. The Word is not simply the Scriptures,
nor is it Jesus Christ, but can best be understood as the entity of the Scriptures enlivened by God’s
Holy Spirit. The work of the Holy Spirit is what makes it possible for us to hear the voice of God
through the Scriptures.
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what God is as what kind of God deals with us. All true knowledge of God issues in
worship and obedience. The devil’s confession that Christ was Lord was true enough but
it was, as Calvin preached, a faulty confession in that the devil did not wish to worship
or honour God. It was merely factual. Likewise, our knowledge of God, if it consists
only in facts or doctrines or ideas, is as faulty as that of the devil. Our knowledge of God
must lead us to piety and worship. Calvin believed that the purpose of preaching was to
bring people to God, the church being where God is rightly worshipped and the gospel
preached. Our knowledge of God always takes place within the context of a relationship
with Him. One of the main doctrinal roots of this position can be found in a
consideration of Calvin’s understanding of the imago Dei. In that understanding, our
faculty of reasoning, when it comes to matters of the divine, is totally corrupt and, while
some vestige of the imago Dei remains in us after the fall of humanity, it is a horrible
deformity that cannot lead us to God but serves only to condemn us if we plead total
ignorance of God. Calvin made it very clear that we are enemies of God apart from
God’s grace towards us. This we have seen in the sermons on the temptations of Christ
in the desert as well as in the numerous references in the sermons that speak of our

natural unredeemed nature as children of Satan.

The practical nature of the knowledge of God can also be linked with the so-
called two-fold theory of the knowledge of God, that is, the knowledge of God as

Creator and as Redeemer. The created order itself is a theatre’®! and a mirror of the

9! Instit. 1.5.5.
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Creator himself.*”> God makes himself known by means of the visible creation or theater
of God. Yet this knowledge is not a true knowledge but akin to a dim awareness of
something divine. Our knowledge of God through creation is seriously flawed as a result

of the Fall and the gap between us and God still widened by human sin.

It is to alleviate this condition that God introduces Scripture, a form of
accommodation to us. As Calvin puts it, The knowledge of God, which is more clearly
shown in the ordering of the world and in all creatures, is still more clearly and
familiarly explained in the word.”*® Yet Scripture would remain to us just a book unless
it were sealed in our hearts, as Calvin would say, by the testimony of the Holy Spirit. It is
the work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts that enables the record of God’s works to

become the Word of God.

In Jesus Christ God showed Himself as Redeemer. The knowledge of God the
Redeemer is known only through Christ. It is perhaps in God as Redeemer that the
practical aspects of the knowledge of God are most evident. In Book 3 of the Institutes
Calvin discusses the benefits of Christ and how we participate in them. All of the
benefits of Christ, namely the fact that He mediates between us and God to allow the

breach to be healed, are useless unless we become united with Christ.”**

%2 Instit. 1.5.11.

3 Instit. 1.10.1 As Alister McGrath notes “The content of Scripture is divine but the form in which that
content is embodied as human. Scripture is the verbum Dei not the verba Dei, the record of the Word,
not the Word itself.” A Life of John Calvin (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 154. Scripture represents God’s
persona or essence mediated through the person and actions of the human Jesus and in the stories of the
Scriptures. Scripture represents how God is known. It is God’s chosen form of accommodation.

%4 Instit. 3.1.1.
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Yet the knowledge of God the Redeemer is useless and of no benefit to us unless
we act as believers in faith and become united with Christ. Calvin defines faith as a
steady and certain knowledge of the Divine good will towards us, which, being
grounded upon the truth of the gracious promise in Christ, is both revealed to our minds

and sealed in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.”%%

Faith concerns itself with the reflection of God’s good will towards us. It is
rather, a reflection on what God is.>®® As such, faith is a means rather than an end. Its
value is that it enables the faithful to have the imago Dei gradually restored within them.
It enables the process of sanctification.”®” The knowledge of God, Calvin stresses, does
not rest in doctrines or propositions or dogma but is founded on Christ and is made
powerful by contemplation of the good will of God towards us. In fact, the whole goal of
theology is to restore the doctrine of Christ. Without Christ, all of our doctrines and

searching are simply in vain.

For how comes it that we are carried about with so many doctrines, but because
the power of Christ is not perceived by us? For Christ alone makes all other
things suddenly disappear. Hence there is nothing that Satan tries so hard to do as
to raise up mists to obscure Christ; for he knows that by this means the way is
opened up for every kind of falsehood. Therefore, the sole means of retaining as
well as restoring pure doctrine is to set Christ before our eyes, just as He is with
all His blessings, that His power may be truly perceived.’®®

95 Instit. 3.2.7.
%06 Instit. 3.2.6

%97 Calvin linked justification and sanctification by arguing that once we are justified by God’s love the
process of sanctification follows immediately.

%8 Comm. Col. 1:12, CO 52, 82-83.
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Our knowledge of God, particularly as God the Redeemer, is founded on the benefits of

Christ, which become useful to us by means of faith.

Calvin’s great contribution was to link faith with the action of God towards us
and to stress the practical nature of the knowledge of God, thus saving it from doctrines
and dogma that would deal with the essence of God. Yet, while the knowledge of God is
grounded in faith, it is also linked with Scripture, as it is only by means of God’s record
that one can know God. The danger is that this could deteriorate into a form of
bibliolatry, where one’s daily experiences in faith become lost or bent to conform to

what is felt to be contained in Scripture.’®

We feel the presence of God by our experiences in the Christian life. The
knowledge of God the Creator is an a posteriori reflection upon the Creation after we
come to know God as Redeemer. Yet the knowledge of God the Creator should be more
than a passive reflection. Calvin adds that with the inspiration of the Holy Spirit we see
more clearly and yet, while such reflection is important, it is evident that our knowledge
of God the Creator must be somehow grounded within our experience. It is not enough
to deduce God as Creator, we must experience this fact as well and act on it. Calvin

himself was aware of this problem. He was aware that although the Lord may have made

%09 Something of this was seen in Presbyterian churches at the turn of the century in Canada, where there
was an application of the notion of ‘fencing’ the table for the Lord’s Supper. This meant that the
minister would read out a list of what qualities it would take to be a worthy recipient of the Eucharist.
The procedure was designed to make people reflect and not to take the Eucharist lightly but, as the list
was read out, there were some instances where no one in the congregation would take the sacrament.
Here is a case, in my opinion, of the subjugation of faithful reflection and daily experiences of the
benefit of Christ to the Scriptures. The practical element can often be lost.
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himself evident in the Creation, it is crucial to feel the presence of God and not just

deduce it from God’s works.

The Lord is manifested by his perfections. When we feel their power within us,
and are conscious of their benefits, the knowledge must impress us much more
vividly than if we merely imagined a God whose presence we never felt. Hence,
it is obvious that, in seeking God, the most direct path and the fittest method is
not to attempt with presumptuous curiosity to pry into his essence, which is
rather to be adored than minutely discussed, but to contemplate him in his works,
by which he draws near, becomes familiar and in a manner communicates
himself to us.**°

It is interesting to note that Calvin’s discussion of the devil in his 1559 Institutes
is placed within his doctrine of the knowledge of God the Creator. After his brief
discussion of the devil, he concludes with the words: “Meanwhile, having been placed in

this most beautiful theatre, let us not decline to take pious delight in the clear and

manifest works of God.””*!!

Calvin’s manner of situating the discussion of the devil gives us a clue as to how
he understood the devil to function within this doctrine. This situating not only indicates
that the devil is part of creation, but also that we come to know God as Creator by our
experiences and, in particular, by our experience of the devil. We do not know the devil
by contemplation, but because of his works and temptations. The fact that his
presentation of the devil is contained within the doctrine of the knowledge of God the
Creator may suggest that, for Calvin,our experiences with the devil could lead us to

know God as Creator. Each day, Calvin reminds us in his sermons, we are surrounded by

910 Instir. 1.5.9.
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innumerable dangers and troubles and pitfalls of the devil. The fact that we are not
destroyed points to the all-important idea that the devil is fenu en bride. This idea, as
Calvin so often preached, refers to the fact that God is not only sovereign but a God of
mercy and providence. Our daily victory over death and deadly trials leads us to
understand God as sovereign and hence as Creator, not merely a passive Creator or an
unmoved mover, but one who has chosen to interact with creation by caring for us. In

this way our experiences with the devil lead us to reflect upon God as Redeemer.

Our knowledge of God as Redeemer involves our being aware of our sinful
nature and need of salvation. Once we are elect and our eyes are open, we become aware
of our sinful nature and repent. Calvin ascribes this to the work of the Holy Spirit. We
become convicted of our sin through the Law. Yet, as we have seen with Calvin’s
sermons on Job, there can remain the hidden sin of hypocrisy which is not detected by
means of the Law and perhaps not even by the Holy Spirit, whose guidance we may not
follow. The sin of hypocrisy would prevent us from true service to God and true
repentance. Likewise, the poles of pride and despair, as we have seen in the sermons on
the temptations of Jesus in the desert, act as a barrier, since we feel that we have no
Redeemer and that God has abandoned us, or, that we can take the matter of our
salvation on our own shoulders. The Law may condemn us, but we need a motivation

from beyond ourselves to enable us to come to the point of repentance.

N Instit. 1.14.20.
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In addition, there is the problem of ‘knowing’ God as our Redeemer. It is perhaps
one thing to acknowledge that through Jesus’ death and life our sins are forgiven and we
have access to God, but this is exterior to ourselves. To truly know God as Redeemer it

is necessary to experience our redemption every day in saving acts of God.

The devil and his actions address both of these concerns. To the first, namely, the
problem of hypocrisy, we have seen from the sermons on the Book of Job that the work
of the devil is to highlight and make possible the rooting out of this sin of hypocrisy by
trials and temptations. In order to arrive at a knowledge of God it is necessary to come to
a point of awareness of the self as sinner in need of God’s grace. The sin of hypocrisy,
which is the most deadly sin, is the one that hinders us from this realization. The
temptation that we do not need God and that we are not altogether bad and in need of
salvation is the one flaw that would hinder, if not stifle, our Christian journey. So deep
and hidden is this sin that ordinary means cannot reveal it. Ordinarily we are convicted
of our sinful nature when we read the law and the Scriptures. In them we see ourselves
for the first time as in a mirror and realize our shortcomings before God. Yet the sin of
hypocrisy would prevent us from a realization of what we are. Thus J ob was tested for
this hidden sin in order to see whether he served God for naught. The devil was called to
test Job and, by adversity, was able to find out that Job was indeed righteous. It seems
that only the devil was able to do this. Ordinary methods did not work and the question
of Job’s true intentions remained a mystery. The devil, using his tricks and his

knowledge of Job, was able to test so that if he had any hypocrisy it would have surfaced
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as rebellion. The aim of the devil is to drive a wedge between the faithful and God by

means of disobedience and rebellion.

Thus it can be said that the devil is needed by Calvin in his doctrine of the
knowledge of God in order to facilitate our experiential awareness of God’s love. In a
similar way, the devil’s trials act as caveats to our tendency towards pride and despair. If
we inflate ourselves with pride, we must be aware that the hateful nature of the devil is
in fact our own nature. If this were not the case, then we would not find it so easy to
listen to the devil. If we despair, we must be aware of the fact that we are protected from
such a deadly and evil enemy. God not only protects us but gives us the means to combat
the devil. Hence the devil leads us towards a realization that God is our Redeemer. Since
we combat the devil daily, we experience God as Redeemer daily, and not just as

Redeemer of the world, but in a very personal way as a God for us as individuals.

Knowledge of God as it is Linked with a Knowledge of the Self

The opening statement in Calvin’s 1559 Institutes is that all true knowledge is
knowledge of God and knowledge of the self. As has been indicated in the earlier
sections, one can have a perception of God through the created works or by knowing
facts about God as shown in the Scriptures, but a true knowledge of God, which entails a
reception and participation in the benefits of Christ, involves faith. Moreover, in order to
participate in the benefits of Christ one must repent and allow the process of
sanctification to occur. In his sermons Calvin stressed our true unredeemed nature as

enemies of God, unwilling and unable to change from our path of destruction.
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Repentance flows from faith. Calvin notes thata man cannot seriously engage in
repentance unless he knows that he is of God. But no man is truly persuaded that he is of
God until he has embraced his offered favour.”'? The knowledge of God as Creator and
especially as Redeemer also means that we come to know ourselves as sinners, unworthy
and in need of both the grace and mercy of God and of repentance. The knowledge of
self, in conjunction with the knowledge of God, refers to the self in relation to God.
Calvin always linked the two: one can never have a knowledge of God without a
knowledge of the self both as sinner and as one in need of grace and redemption. Calvin

surms it as follows:

When reflecting on what God gave us at our creation, and still continues
graciously to give, we perceive how great the excellence of our nature would
have been had its integrity remained, and, at the same time, remember that we
have nothing of our own, but depend entirely on God, from whom we hold at
pleasure whatever he has seen it meet to bestow; secondly, When viewing our
own miserable condition since Adam’s fall, all confidence and boasting are
overthrown, we blush for shame, and feel truly humble.’

As Calvin writes, most of mankind agrees with the idea that the second part of wisdom is
knowledge of self, yet this self-knowledge is different. The self-knowledge that we
attain, when we relate it to God, is not confident or boastful but rather humble and

contrite.”!* Yet there are obstacles to our self-knowledge, as Calvin notes in his 1537

Catechism:

12 rnstit. 3.3.2.
N3 Instit. 2.1.1.
M4 nstit.2.1.3.
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Being sinners from our mothers’ wombs, we are all born subject to the wrath and
retribution of God. And, having grown up, we pile upon ourselves an even
heavier judgment of God.What can we expect in the face of God, we miserable
ones who are oppressed by such a great load of sins and soiled by an infinite filth,
except a very certain confusion as his indignation brings? Though it fill man with
terror and crushes him with despair, yet this thought is necessary for us in order
that, being divested of our own righteousness, having given up faith in our own
power...we may learn from the understanding of our own poverty, misery and
infamy to prostrate ourselves before the Lord, and, by the acknowledgment of our
iniquity, powerlessness and utter ruin, give him all the glory of holiness, might,
and deliverance.”'®

The keywords here are knowledge of self and profound humility before God.
Yet, as Calvin goes on to say, in this same Catechism:

If this knowledge of ourself, which shows us our nothingness, consciously enters

into our hearts, an easy access of having the true knowledge of God is made to

us. Or rather, God himself has opened to us, as it were, a first door to his

kingdom when he has destroyed these two worse pests, which are self-assurance

in front of his retribution and false confidence in ourselves.®'¢

The problem is, how does God overcome these pests? We can be so blinded to
our own sins that we no longer reflect on ourselves in the face of God. Calvin
understood that we come to a greater self-awareness by means of the law. Our

conscience will never be pricked unless it is compared to the glory of God. Only in this

way will we become aware of ourselves in relation to God.

The process by which we attain knowledge of the self is linked with that of

regeneration. We see ourselves in relation to God and in relation to God’s glory once we

15 0s. 1, 382.
916 0s. 1, 382.
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have been called to turn to God. Thus, seeing how far short of the glory of God we are,
we become contrite and humble. Calvin, as I shall point out below in the section on the
uses of the law, understands the place of the law in this process but the problem of self-
knowledge remains. As we have seen in our review of the sermons on the trials of Job, it
is possible for us to have a hidden sin of pride and be so blinded as never to arrive at a

self-realization of this at all.

The Role of the Devil in the Knowledge of God
Having discussed some of the more traditional elements in Calvin’s
understanding of the knowledge of God, I will now proceed to consider in a more

specific way the use of the devil in the knowledge of God.

The Devil in Terms of the Practical Nature of the Knowledge of God

It is here in regard to the practical nature of the knowledge of God that the role of
the devil is very clear. While the knowledge of God is practical in that it does not rely on
propositions and is concentrated more on what God does for us or in relationship to us,
the Christian must use the Scriptures to reflect and to come to understand God’s actions.

Yet, the devil and his temptations add a far more practical aspect to our reflection.

The devil’s temptations and trials are part of our daily Christian experience. The
devil fans the flames of our desire and makes us aware of what we are. This constant
attack on us makes us more deeply aware in a practical and experienced way of the
saving hand of God. As Calvin puts it, the most useful doctrine to know is that the devil

is tenu en bride. Were it not for this, we would be destroyed. The fact that we are
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preserved and live to battle another day is experiential proof of the saving power of God
in our lives. For Calvin it was so important for the Christian to feel the love of God. The
temptations of the devil and consequent saving by God are a very concrete way to

accomplish this.

The devil assists us in our knowledge of self in two ways. The first way is by
comparison of ourselves with the devil. The devil acts as a mirror and his actions and
hatred strike a chord with us and we realize our unredeemed nature. Thus, our
conscience condemns us. The second way in which the devil assists in our self-
knowledge is by means of his temptations and trials. Such trials force us to see ourselves
for what we are in relation to God. The trials force us to see ourselves as sinners in need
of the grace and mercy and protection of God. In this way, we will come to hear the

voice of the Redeemer.

Max Engammare®'” has identified what he calls levels or voices of conscience in
Calvin’s sermons on Genesis, Chapter 3. By this, Engammare means levels that Calvin
identified the sinner as going through. There are four levels. First, when we commit an
act that is condemned by God and before others. This act is the lowest or first level. It is
the lowest level because we avoid actions simply because they are condemned by God
and by others. We have no sense in ourselves that the action is wrong, but we are well
aware that it is not condoned. In this case, we are judged by the community. The second

level is when we judge an act by means of conscience and Jjudge it to be either good or

7 Max Engammare, “Le paradis 3 Genéve” Etudes thevlogiques et religieuses 69 (1994/3): 329-347.
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bad. Unlike the first level, the second level involves some measure of self-awareness.
The third level is when an action is condemned by God’s words and Scriptures and our
actions are declared as evil. While the first two levels of conscience can be ascribed to
the unelect, this third level is exterior to us. In the third level, we are condemned not
only by our own conscience or by the community but by the Scriptures. The fourth level
is when we hear the voice of the Saviour and find grace. At this level, it is not a matter of
refraining from actions because they are condemned but acting in harmony with the will

and voice of God.The fourth level of conscience can only happen after repentance.

Engammare notes that Calvin uses these four levels within his sermons on the
third chapter of Genesis. In the sermons, Engammare finds a progression where,
eventually, we hear the voice of the Saviour after having passed through other steps
towards repentance. The problem is that, although these levels are present, there is
nothing to force us to pass from one level to another. Indeed, we could have such a
callous conscience that we never condemn our actions at all. It is at this point that the
devil acts as a spur to push us towards the voice of the Saviour. By means of trials and
tests, the devil shakes us out of our complacency. It is easy for us to imagine that all is
well when there are no troubles but, once the devil begins to make himself felt in our
lives, we are forced to listen to our conscience, or our own voice. Since we are being
tempted and are at the edge of an abyss, it is clear that we will search elsewhere for
comfort or answers. It is at this point that the elect will seek God, whom Calvin
understood to be revealed in Scripture. Upon reading the Scriptures, we will come to

realize that our actions and our lives fall short of the glory of God and indeed God
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condemns us. We come to see the terror of the devil. At the same time we are not
destroyed but given the means to overcome the devil. The Scriptures, as we have seen,
are our chief weapon and defence against the devil. This merciful action of God leads us
to repent and brings us to the point where we can hear the voice of the Saviour or come

to the fourth level of conscience.

The Devil as a Form of Accommodation

The devil is used by God to test and in some cases to chastise us. The devil is
also used to deliver the wrath of God to the wicked. Calvin was schooled in rhetoric and
it has been well demonstrated that the roots of Calvin’s use of rhetoric can be traced
back to the ancient orators of Greece and Rome. The accommodation on the part of God
was not merely to bridge the gap between the human and God by virtue of our ignorance
and defaced image of God, but also to persuade and to overcome our natural defiance
and enmity with God. Thus, the accommodating®'® work of God can be said to include

not only Scripture but the entire creation itself which, as the Opera Dei, points to the

?!® Calvin was not the first Christian apologist to use accommodation. The term was known and used by
the Church fathers. For example, in Origen accommodation is at work through the allegorical sense of
Scripture. It can either make the Scriptures clear or confuse the ungodly. Origen understood that
Scriptural language is a way in which God makes himself known to us.

“Just as when we are talking to very small children we do not assume as the object of our
instruction any strong understanding in them, but say what we have to say accommodating it to
the small understanding of those whom we have before us, and even do what seems useful for the
education and bringing up of children, realizing that they are children; so the Word of God seems
to have disposed the things which were written, adapting the suitable parts of the message to the
capacity of the hearers and to their ultimate proof.” Origen, Contra Celsium 4.71, 5.16, as quoted
by R.P.C. Hanson, Allegory and Event (Richmond, Va.: John Knox Press, 1959) 226.

Origen used the word ‘accommodation’ to refer to the fact that God changes his language depending on
his audience. As he notes in cases like this, Or is it allowable for the sake of accommodation, when we
are associating with a child not to talk the language of older mature people, but to talk in a child’s
language?” Hanson, p. 227, quoting Origen Homilies on Jeremiah 18:6.
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Creator. Calvin uses the idea of accommodation throughout his works. The first and
most obvious ways are the instances where he used accommodation to explain a
Scripture.’™® Calvin refutes here, among others, the Anthropomorphites who would
claim that God has hands, feet and ears since these are terms that are used in Scripture.

This, notes Calvin, is easily refuted:

For who is so devoid of intellect as to not understand that God, in so speaking,
lisps with us as nurses are wont to do with little children? Such modes of
expression, therefore, do not so much express what kind of a being God is, as
accommodate the knowledge of him to our feebleness.’?°

In addition to the linguistic accommodation, God uses other avenues of
accommodation. Calvin was fond of noting that creation itself was a form of God’s
accommodation to us, insofar as creation reflected us back to the Creator. But perhaps
more than a teaching or rhetorical tool, Calvin understood that when God accommodated
to us the purpose was always salvific. Accommodation is but a bridge across the chasm
between humanity and God. It is in this way that we can understand the role of the devil
as part of God’s accommodation to us. Although we are told in Scripture and inwardly
taught by the Holy Spirit as to its truth,’! as well as all about the saving acts of God and
the providence and love of God, we often do not feel that God is so providential. While

God may bless us and save us daily, we still do not see the truth. The devil is introduced

M Instit. 1.13.1.
920 mnstit. 1.13.1.
2! Instit. 1.7.5.
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at this point to tempt us and to introduce adversity in our lives. This causes us to reflect

on our own character and the nature and love of God.

The Devil as a Bridge Between God and Humanity

One of the burning questions of sixteenth-century theology was the knowledge of
God. How does one know God and what language can be used to speak of God? The
devil, in Calvin’s understanding, was not some autonomous malevolent being, but an
agent of God, used by God to effect divine will. As such, the devil is a form of God’s
accommodation towards us insofar as he points to God. Furthermore, the devil is able to
cause us to reflect on our experience and feel the love of God in a personal way. The
devil, it would seem, acts as a bridge between God and our experiences. The devil can
force us, and Calvin thinks only the devil can do this, to reflect on the hidden sin of

hypocrisy which would act as a barrier towards our continual regeneration in Christ.

The main shortcoming in Calvin’s understanding of the knowledge of God is the
problem of assurance. How are we sure that God is for us? What are the proofs? While
Calvin answers this question by making reference to the inner testimony of the Holy
Spirit and the witness of Scripture, there still would remain some anxiety about God’s
purpose. This would be especially evident in times of affliction. Christ calls us, Calvin

notes, to take up our cross. Adversity teaches.

This Paul teaches, when he says that tribulation worketh patience, and patience
experience. God having promised that he will be with believers in tribulation,
they feel the truth of the promise; while supported by his hand, they endure
patiently....Patience, therefore, gives the saints an experimental proof that God in
reality furnishes the aid which he has promised whenever there is need. Hence
also their faith is confirmed, for it were very ungrateful not to expect that in
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future the truth of God will be, as they have already found it, firm and

constant.”?

Another reason why we are afflicted is so that our faith be made more valuable
through testing and tribulation. We are trained in obedience and this obedience is
necessary lest we revert to our old carnal natures and rebel against God.” Calvin

believes that our faith journey is one of constant testing and training in obedience.

We will be afflicted, and in these afflictions it is not Jjust a matter of resigning
ourselves to them, but rather to enter into the process. Whether poverty, or exile,
or imprisonment, or contumely, or disease, or bereavement, or any such evil
affects us, we must think that none of them happens except by the will and
providence of God; moreover, that everything he does is in the most perfect
order.”**
We know by the fact that we are sustained in times of trouble that God is for us.
We know also that God is for us from the fact that our faith and patience are tested. Yet,
to imagine that God on the one hand provides troubles for us, then rescues us in order
that we grow in faith and understanding, is disconcerting because it would imply that
God is the author of evil. Calvin refutes this in the Institutes and the sermons by arguing
that the devil and the wicked are always under the control of God such that they cannot

lift one finger apart from his consent and will.’* Calvin spares God from the charges of

being the author of evil by noting that the wicked and Satan follow their own desires

2 Instir. 3.8.1.
3 Instit. 3.3.4.
9% [Instit. 3.8.3.
5 [Instit. 1.7.11.
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when acting in evil ways. God merely holds them in check and directs their fury. Hence,

when we are afflicted, it is the hand of Satan and not of God that strikes us.

Thus for Calvin the devil is a very important element in our experiential
understanding of the providence and love of God. We are surrounded on all sides by
enemies. God is not to be understood like an ancient Greek god who directed the fates,
but as one who does preserve and rescue us from innumerable dangers. The devil is
necessary in Calvin’s understanding of the knowledge of God inasmuch as it is only by
means of the devil that we can be afflicted and tested and it is only through such

affliction that we come to an experiential knowledge of the providence and love of God .

In order to gain a knowledge of God both as Creator and Redeemer, the

experiential is needed, but there are other steps.
The Devil and Hope

I'have noted how the devil can be understood in terms of Calvin’s doctrine of the
knowledge of God, but of course there are other avenues that are possible. One
fascinating issue is the relation of the devil to hope. Calvin lived and preached in a
context of uncertainty and violence. His own city of Geneva had no army and was at the
mercy of its diplomatic efforts. (The Perrinists spared no efforts in attempting to appease
the Bernese with the aim of joining the Swiss confederacy.) The French refugees were

streaming in to avoid the persecutions of the increasingly hostile French kings, the
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population was exploding, the infrastructure rewritten as a result of the reform.%26
Calvin, as we have seen, was not unaware of the plight of the French churches and at
times brought the situation to the Genevan counsel. The letters were more than just
sporadic encouragements to people who were being persecuted. Calvin was keenly
interested in the Huguenot cause. The edict of Saint Germain was passed in France on
January 17, 1562, allowing the Protestants to hold services, provided they were nct held
in cities. The edict did not settle the matter. The powerful Guise®?’ family under Frangois
de Guise were trying to divide the Protestants by inciting the German Lutheran princes
against the Huguenots.’”® On March 1, 1562, while Frangois de Guise was on a mission

to visit the German prince Duke Christoph in Wourttemburg, Guise and his troops came

%25 The Roman Catholic Bishop of Geneva, deposed in 1534, had a full court with all the lawyers and civil
service. The French Protestant refugees were by and large well trained in the legal profession and
gradually took over what was once the province of the Church court in Geneva. The process took some
time and was not without its problems as the records of the city counsel attest.

2 The Guise family was powerful at court. The reason was that Catherine de Medicis was Queen regent
since her husband Henry II had died. The King of Navarre Antoine de Bourbon, whose wife Jeanne
D’ Albret was very sympathetic to Calvin and whose brother, Louis de Conde, was a known
evangelical, had led Calvin to hope for much support from the King of Navarre. Calvin was upset that
the King of Navarre did not take the chance to influence the French court, feeling that if this were the
case much trouble could have been avoided. The Guise family sympathized with the Spanish and with
Rome and were so unsympathetic to the French Evangelicals that in 1559 the French Protestants
devised a plot to get rid of Duke Fran¢ois. The conspiracy of Amboise was lead by Jean De Barry de
La Renaudie. Calvin was asked his opinion and he commented that he was against it. He understood
that kings, whether bad or good, were put in that place by God and that one had no right to lead or
instigate an insurrection. In his 1559 Institutes, there is a very reluctant admittance by Calvin that, in
the case of a very bad king who openly went against the gospel and all the teachings of God, one had a
right to lead an insurrection, as in this case one would be doing the work of God. While many have
criticised Calvin for his reluctance to approve revolutions and revolts, one has to bear in mind that
Calvin’s time was one of instability, persecution and wars. Calvin witnessed all too often the bloody
aftermath of revolutions and revolts. La Renaudie visited Calvin in December 1559 and Calvin’s
reaction is recorded in a letter to Jean Strum, March 23, 1560, CO 18,38-39, and in a letter dated May
11,1560 to Vermigli, CO 18,81, also to Bullinger, CO 18,83-85, and April 16, 1561 to Admiral
Coligny himself, CO 18, 425-31. On March 15, 1560 the plot failed and the Guise family became more
intent on ridding France of the Huguenots.

%28 The German connection was established by Francis I, who, in an attempt to stabilize his realm,
promised the German Lutheran princes that the Lutherans in France would be tolerated.
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upon French Protestants holding a service near Vassy. His soldiers killed 60 of the 1,200
and wounded some 250. Calvin’s efforts with the French were often diplomatic as when
he would plead with the King of Navarre, who had become a Protf:stant:,929 to become
more effective in the French court and to intervene against the Guise family on behalf of
the Protestants.”*® Some of Calvin’s most touching letters are those he wrote to the
women in a Paris jail after they had been arrested for going to a religious service.!
Three of them were burned on September 27, 1557. His reaction to the torments was

both pastoral and compassionate.

In all of this, Calvin does not give up hope. The persecutions are terrible and yet
there is always hope. God does not abandon us. Calvin’s sermons on the devil show that
the Christian must not give up in resisting evil, but be active. Our battle with Satan is
never over and the devil finds new ways to tempt us every day. Calvin had some very

useful points to make regarding the Christian and evil.
The Devil and Predestination

I'touched on the issue of whether or not one could fall and argued that, based on
Calvin’s sermons on the devil and his understanding of free will, one could. This idea

has ramifications for Calvin’s doctrine of predestination, more particularly for the

% To the King of Navarre, Dec. 14, 1557, LC 3,384-389.

%9 Calvin had high hopes for the King of Navarre and sent Theodore de Beze as an envoy. Yet as he wrote
to Sturm on November 5, 1560, he considered Henri to be apathetic and sluggish. The mission as he
wrote on the December 4, 1560, in a letter to Bullinger, was a failure. To Strum, 5 Nov. 1560, LC
4,146-147. To Bullinger, Dec. 4, 1560, LC 4, 148-149.

%31 Calvin letters, CO 16, 632-634.



traditional understanding of predestination as was expounded in the synod of Dort,
namely, that once one is elect one can never fall. Does this mean a reworking or a
rethinking of all the ideas of predestination? Can we “fall’? I think what my work has
shown is that Calvin was a pastor and that the contradictions that we find in his work
should not surprise us. The rigid systems that we impose upon Calvin’s thinking are of
our own creation. At times, we impose far too much rigour and doctrinal exactitude on
him. If anything, my findings should be a warning to any theologian who tries to make a

systematic theologian out of John Calvin.
The Devil and the Holy Spirit

The Holy Spirit guides us but it is unclear in Calvin’s theology how this is
accomplished. Perhaps he thought this to be an idle question. While the Word was
important for Calvin, the Word was ineffectual without the work of the Holy Spirit. As

Calvin writes:

A simple manifestation of the word ought to be amply sufficient to produce
faith, did not our blindness and perverseness prevent. But such is the proneness
of our mind to vanity, that it can never adhere to the truth of God, and such its
dullness, that it is always blind even in his light. Hence without the illumination
of the Spirit the word has no effect; and hence also it is obvious that faith is
something higher than human understanding. Nor were it sufficient for the mind
to be illumined by the Spirit of God unless the heart were also strengthened and
supported by his power. Here the Schoolmen go completely astray, dwelling
entirely in their consideration of faith, on the bare simple assent of the
understanding, and altogether overlooking confidence and security of heart.**?

932 Instit. 3.2.33
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The Spirit is always linked to the Word, insofar as one is never guided in a
direction that would be contrary to the Word which can act as a sound ‘test’ of the
spirits.”*> The Holy Spirit seemed to have the role of leading, or regenerating. God
regenerates and governs his own people by the influence of the Holy Spirit.”*** More
directly, The Lord by his Spirit, directs, bends and governs our heart and reigns in it as
his possession.”*** The Holy Spirit also acts to protect us from error and enable us in the
process of sanctification and regeneration, leading us towards God. The Spirit is

invaluable in faith building.

The devil, it seems, has many of the same functions as the Holy Spirit. The devil
clearly leads people towards God by making them reflect on their own natures and turn
towards God as Redeemer. In addition, as we have seen, God uses the devil to lead and
chastise us, sometimes by bending us in the direction that he wants us to go. The devil,
like the Holy Spirit, leads and guides us towards God. The reader is reminded that the
devil does not lead us to God voluntarily. The devil assists us despite his will to destroy
us. The trials of the devil also are invaluable in faith building. As a result of fighting the
attacks of the devil, our faith is transformed from mere assent to a faith full of
confidence and security. This is transformation is only accomplished when our faith is

tested in the furnace of the devil’s trials. Calvin seems to have a functional

933 Instit. 1.9.3.

934 Comm. 2 Cor. 5:16, CO 50,69
955 Instit. 2.3.10.



understanding of the Holy Spirit.”*® It would seen that Calvin was less interested in the
person of the Holy Spirit or in the person of the devil than he was in their functions in
relation to us. This stress on functionality or relations can be seen throughout Calvin’s
theology.”®’ I have only touched the surface of Calvin’s understanding of the Holy Spirit

in order to highlight some aspects of Calvin’s understanding of the devil.”®

The Devil and the Law

Calvin’s understanding of the uses of the devil, can be shown to have remarkable
parallels with Calvin’s understanding of the use and function of the law %>’ Calvin
understood that there were three main offices or functions of the law: the Law asa
mirror, or usus elenchticus; the law as political, or usus politicus; and, finally, the
normative use of the law, or usus renatis. We turn now to the first use of the law, or the

usus elenchticus.

936 By functional I mean that I have found Calvin never speaks of the Holy Spirit as the third person of the
Trinity in abstraction from what the Holy Spirit does. The Holy Spirit is not passive.

%37 This notion is being discovered by theologians. At the Seventh International Calvin Congress in Seoul,
Korea, August 22-26, 1998, Michael Beitner presented a paper on Calvin and Relationes in which he
described the many instances throughout Calvin’s theology where ideas are presented in relation to
another, rather than on their own. We see this with Calvin’s understanding of the devil.

%% Lucien Richard wrote a fine work that speaks of how Calvin understood the Spirit in relation to the
Christian life. Lucien Richard, The Spirituality of John Calvin (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1974).
Richard stresses the point that Calvin’s understanding of the Spirit can never be understood apart from
the Word of God and the Christian life.

%% One of the best, if not the best work concerning Calvin and the law, is by L. John Hesselink, Calvin’s
Concept of the Law (Allison Park, Penn.: Pickwick Pub, 1992). In this work, Hesselink shows that the
principal use of the law for Calvin was its third use. He shows that in fact all of Calvin’s thinking
concerning the law is coloured by his understanding that the law serves to bring Christians closer to
God.
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The first use of the law works like a mirror. The law of God, as expressed in the
decalogue and the gospels, condemns us and unmasks and exposes our sinful natures. In

the law, Calvin preaches that there is a ‘mirror of perfect righteousness.’940

mais quand la Loy vient en avant, alors le peché se cognoit, et faut qu’un chacun,
en despit qu’il en ait, s’humilie devant Dieu, ou bien qu’il grince les dents
comme rebelle: mais tant y a que Dieu nous reveille bien par la Loy et nous
ameine en cognoissance de nostre malediction: bref, c’est comme si quelqu’un
avoit le visage tout maschuré, chacun se pourra mocquer de luy, mais il n’y verra
goutte: si on luy apporte un miroir, il a honte de soy, il s’en va cacher et se laver
quand il se void ainsi estre defiguré d’ordure: ou s’il y a telle deformité, qu’un
homme face peur de son regard: quant i luy, il ne pensera point que ce vice-la
procede de sa personne, iusques a ce que le miroir luy soit presenté devant les

yeux. 9!

The self-recognition is a crucial step. As Calvin observes, this use of the law,
which is to show us what we are, functions both with the believer or elect and the non-
believer. For the latter, the law serves merely to condemn and to leave them without
excuse. They cannot claim that they did not know the law existed.®*? For believers, the

law serves to guide or lead them towards God by teaching them humility.’*

This means that dismissing the stupid opinion of their own strength, they (the
children of God) come to realize that they stand and are upheld by God’s hand
alone; that naked and empty handed, they flee to his mercy, repose entirely in it,
hide deep within it, and seize upon it alone for righteousness and merit. For
God’s mercy is revealed in Christ to all who seek and wait upon it in true faith. In
the precepts of the law, God is but the rewarder of perfect righteousness, which
all of us lack, and conversely, the severe judge of evil deeds. But in Christ his

0 Sermon on Gal. 3:19, CO 50, 535.
! Sermon on Gal. 3:19, CO 50, 535.
%2 Comm. Rom. 3:3.

3 Instit. 2.7. 8-9, Instit. 2.5.10.
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sinners.

The devil, as we have seen, has a similar office. The devil’s hateful nature is
certainly a mirror of our own nature. Qur propensity to listen to the devil and the ease
with which we are tempted is an attestation to this fact. Thus, we cannot claim ignorance
of our own nature, due to the fact that we see it reflected in all of the actions and terrors
of the devil. The face of the devil serves to leave us without the excuse that we are

ignorant of the true darkness of our nature.

For the faithful, however, as we have seen, the very hateful nature of the devil
leads us to a great humility and awe before God. The hateful nature of the devil enables
us to see that, apart from the love and mercy of God, we would be the slaves and the
children of Satan. This is a profoundly humiliating recognition. The second use of the

law, to which we will now turn, enables us to reflect in another way.
The second use of the law is primarily the law as restraint. In Calvin’s words,

At least by fear of punishment to restrain certain men who are untouched by any
care for what is just and right unless compelled by hearing the dire threats of the
law. But they are restrained, not because their inner mind is stirred or affected,
but because, being bridled, so to speak, they keep their hands from outward
activity, and hold inside the depravity that otherwise they would have wantonly
indulged. Consequently, they are neither better nor more righteous before God.***

%44 Instit. 2.7.8.
%45 Instit. 2.7.10.
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This use of the law is mainly to keep social order. The people follow the law not
because of any inner love or affection but because they are afraid of punishment. Like
the devil, they are bridled by the law and obey it begrudgingly. The second function of
the law serves mainly for unbelievers. For believers, such fears may be the initial

concern but then they are moved towards serving the law with love and affection.

The devil is used by God to punish the wicked and to chastise the faithful. For
the unbeliever, the terrors of the devil and the fear of hellfire may keep them on the
‘straight and narrow’. Thus the devil serves as a restraint for these people. Likewise, for
the believer the devil’s temptations and terrors act as a deterrent since they are told they
will be chastised by Satan. However, the trials of the devil lead the believer into a more
profound understanding of the love of God. Believers serve God not because they are

afraid of being given to the devil but because they realise that God protects and loves

them.

The third use of the law”*® only functions for the believers or the elect. The third
use of the law finds its place among believers in whose hearts the Spirit of God already

lives and reigns.”*’

Calvin understood the Christian life to have two parts. The first is repentance,

where the Christian puts off the old Adam; and the second is the regeneration of the

#SThe third use of the law is unique to Calvin, although he may have gotten the idea from Martin Bucer.
Martin Luther only had two uses of the law. Calvin’s third use of the law, and the emphasis that he
places upon it as the normative use of the law, serves to stress that Calvin understood the Christian
life as dynamic involving an active God of mercy and a receptive, growing community of faith. It also
shows Calvin’s emphasis on sanctification.
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imago Dei, sanctification. As we have seen in Calvin’s sermons, the process of
sanctification involved battling with the devil and constant vigilance. We find this

confirmed in his 1559 Institutes:

We confess that while through the intercession of Christ’s righteousness God
reconciles us to himself, and by free remission of sins accounts us righteous, his
beneficence is at the same time joined with such a mercy that through his Holy
Spirit he dwells in us and by his power the lusts of our flesh are each day more
and more mortified; we are indeed sanctified, that is, consecrated to the Lord in
true purity of life, with our hearts formed to the obedience to the law.*®
Thus, the third use of the law is when the law becomes such a part of the
Christian life, that the law is no longer obeyed out of fear or compulsion. It is when the
law is served in love. The only true obedience to God, as Calvin understood it, was a
joyous and free obedience. As we saw in the Job sermons, the devil obeys God because
he is forced to. This third use of the law corresponds to Engammare’s “fourth voice” that

he found in the sermons on Genesis. The third use of the law brings believers closer to

God enabling them to hear the voice of the Redeemer.

The main function of the devil, I have argued, is to bring the faithful into a more
meaningful relationship with God. While the devil has other offices, namely, to punish
the wicked and chastize the faithful, in his sermons Calvin emphasized the positive use
of the devil to bring the faithful into a deeper relationship with and understanding of
God. This function of the devil, like the third use of the law, is only applicable to the

faithful.

937 Instit. 2.7.12.
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Thus one could say that, in parallel with the law, the devil has three offices, the
chief or principal of which is to lead the believer into a deeper relationship with God.
While the devil does not take the place of the law, it is interesting to note the parallels
between the function of the law and the function of the devil. Perhaps the close parallels
are a reflection on Calvin’s emphasis on sanctification and utility. Calvin could not
envision a devil who tempted without reason and whose work would not lead the elect
into a deeper understanding of God. This is because the devil is under the control of God
who freely chose to be a Deus pro nobis. Whether or not Calvin was aware of the

parallels when he spoke of the devil is unclear.

The Christian and Evil, or What Calvin Has to Offer the Church

and the Christian Today

One of the greatest difficulties facing us today is the problem or the question of
evil. Do we admit there is evil, or are bad events simply misfortunes? How do we speak
of tragedy? What language do we use to describe atrocities such as mass murder or
torture? It is clear that the language of psychology has failed us in many instances. To
explain a mass killing as a psychological aberration does not satisfy many of us. The
horrific case of Paul Teal (Bernado) flaunts the inadequacies of our psychological

models. Are those who perpetrate evil acts mad? It is tellingly clear that there are

98 Instir. 3.14.9.
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individuals like Paul Teal or Ted Bundy who function ‘normally’ in all respects save

one: they enjoy killing.949

Moreover, there are events such as Bosnia, Rwanda or the Pol Pot massacres
which defy all attempts to explain or even to understand what happened. The
contemporary mainstream Christian has all but abandoned talk of the devil or reflections
on the rule of the devil. To most mainstream Christians such reflection is best left in the
archives or is the domain of fringe groups. As we have seen from Calvin’s sermons on
the devil, Calvin had a nuanced, subtle approach to the devil which I think can offer us
much today. Calvin did not hesitate to acknowledge that there is a devil and that the
devil is simply evil and bent on destroying us. While no one would use Calvin’s ‘plain

text’ method today, I believe that his conclusions are valid.**°

Many attempts are made today to discuss terrible events without recourse to an
entity like the devil. Thus evil is sought within the consciences and hearts of individuals.
Since most of us believe that we are essentially good, evil must be a deviation from the
norm and, hence, reasons for the behaviour are sought within one’s background,
schooling, life experiences and so forth. We look for something which would have made
an otherwise good individual go wrong. Calvin, of course, understood that human nature

is essentially evil and at war with God. While to some this seems like a very dark view

9 It is not the purpose of this thesis to go into long reflections on madness or normalcy, I am making
these points to show that Calvin’s comments on the devil have a ot to offer to the dialogue on evil.

*® This is not to say that I am uncritical of Calvin. Calvin was a product of his time. He was intolerant of
heretics, “Papists”, anabaptists, Manichees, sophists, Libertines and others. Yet Calvin’s
conclusion that we do not suffer outside of the love of God is something which I think has much to
offer us.
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of the human soul, I believe there is much truth in this assertion. When Calvin says that
we are at war with God, he means that we simply do not want to be ruled by God or by
anyone else, and that in our hearts we are anarchists. Suppose for a moment we
abandoned the axiom that all humans are essentially good and began with Calvin’s idea
that human nature is corrupt and depraved.From this assumption, or axiom, we need no
longer look for an aberration to account for evil; it is simply part of our human nature.
But we cannot simply say that we are born this way and have no choice in the matter. We
are still culpable for our actions, notes Calvin, in the same way that the devil is culpable
for his actions. What makes us therefore give in to evil so much? Calvin maintains that
there is a malevolent being, created by God, who willingly rebelled and is bent on our

destruction, namely the devil.

Far from being a red-tailed character with a pitchfork, as we have seen, the devil
that Calvin envisaged is a clever, evil creature who knows exactly how to tempt and
destroy us. The devil is the prince of the world for the reason that we have willingly
given in and listened to him. Now it does not take much imagination to see that much of
our world is indeed ruled by what Calvin would understand to be the devil. While one
can attempt to explain mass destructions, suicidal environmental actions and
unparalleled greed in other ways, to explain it as our willingly listening to the devil is

equally plausible.

Yet Calvin does not leave us to mire in darkness and despair. This is where his

greatest insight vis-a-vis the devil lies. Calvin did not leave the battle with the devil in
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the heavens, but placed the battle on earth. It is the task of the Christian to battle with the
devil by first being aware of his existence and of his works. This is why Calvin was so
insistent that the listeners know how the devil worked. For the devil works not only with
individuals, but also within institutions and countries. The devil is the prince of the

world.

Armed with the knowledge of the devil and his actions, the first task for the
Christian is to recognize evil for what it is, the work of Satan, and then we are called to
fight it. How do we do so? Calvin gives his listeners the weapon of choice which is
Scripture. It is in Scripture and in the message of joy and love of Scripture that the lies
and tricks of Satan are exposed and revealed for what they are, namely, attempts to
destroy. Thus, the first task for éhristians is to be conversant and steeped in Scripture so
that they can recognize systems as evil or, indeed, individual actions as evil. The first
step in our battle plan is to expose the enemy. Yet Calvin preached that Scripture not
only exposes the enemy, it repels him. One can think here of the many examples where
the words of Scripture have galvanized individuals and communities into action against
evil. Scripture, insofar as it is the Living Word of God, is more than just words on a
paper. It represents an accommodation of God. As such, Calvin would also say that it is
the task of preachers today not to neglect the devil but to preach about him and on the

need for Christians to resist and expose the devil.
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I do not see the task of exposing the devil as trying to find evil everywhere, but

rather one of exposing all the works and the lies of the devil that threaten to choke and

destroy us.”*!

Calvin understood that the Christian life is one of constant battle, both against
Satan and against oneself, for the reason that we are so prone to listen to the devil. We
are even prone to reinvent the Scriptures to suit ourselves, and the devil acts as a dire
warning in this regard. Yet, in addition to the reality of and the struggle against the devil,
Calvin adds his second insight, which is that the devil is tenu en bride. There is no
possibility of the devil triumphing forever. The devil can only do what God allows him
to do. To me this means that when we do expose the devil and his lies we must do so in

faith and realize that our task is not futile or hopeless.

I think that it would be too simplistic to think that Calvin understood our tests to
be only individualistic and private. Very often the Christian is tested in the public arena
and forced to stand up for what is right. This was the case of Job. Job had to speak his
mind before the arguments of his friends. Such public statements are never easy. Yet, no
matter how severe our trials are, the fact that the devil is bridled means that we never
suffer without hope. We can always pray to God who will offer us the means to endure

the trial. At times, as Calvin wrote to those in the French prisons, our trials mean death.

%! This is not an easy task. Walter Wink has written a fine series of books on the subject. His third book,
Engaging the Powers, shows just how difficult it is to expose systems and values which are considered
correct, or competitive or healthy for a vibrant economy. See Walter Wink, Engaging the Powers,
Discernment and Resistance in a World of Domination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).
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God gives us support and hope but this does not imply a magical rescuing or a cessation

of all aggression.

A final insight that Calvin offers is that of the devil leading us to a deeper
awareness of God. As we struggle with evil and begin to expose it for what it is, we
come to see ourselves surrounded by evil. Rather than making us paranoid, such an
insight deepens our awareness of the mercy and love of God. God protects us in
uncountable ways. Thus, the question for the Christian when misfortune falls should not
be “Why did this happen?” but rather, “It is amazing that such an accident did not
happen before.”*2 God protects us in so many ways that we can only get an occasional
glimmer of the depth of God’s love for us. We can never come to a full appreciation of
how much God loves us. At best, we can only see through a glass darkly!. This insight
enables us to come to feel the love of God and lifts our faith from the theoretical to the

practical and makes it come alive for us.

Thus Calvin offers the churches and Christians the following challenges: 1) to
acknowledge the reality of the devil and the reality of human nature; 2) to be in constant
battle against the devil and evil, both inside and outside of ourselves ; 3) to be aware
that, since the devil is controlled by God, no matter what the trial, we never suffer

outside of hope; 4) to know that our trials will lead us closer to God.

I'noted that I would show how the devil functions as an integral key in Calvin’s

understanding of the knowledge of God. As I have demonstrated, the devil acts as a
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‘missing-link’ in Calvin’s understanding of the knowledge of God. The devil enables us
to attain a full and true knowledge of God. The devil does this by making use of our
experiences while we are tempted. As I have shown, our experience of temptation drives

us to a deeper, experiential knowledge of God, where we feel the love and providence of

God.

A final remark: It is interesting that the subject of the devil has been ignored by
Calvin scholars. While Calvin does not dwell at length on the devil, his remarks reveal a
man who had a profound insight into human nature, the process of sanctification and,
above all, the reality of the Christian life and the struggles that it entails. My work has
only just touched on the surface of many topics. Further work should be done on
Calvin’s understanding of the Holy Spirit. My work has hinted that Calvin’s sermons
show that he has a very functional understanding of the Holy Spirit, whereas in his
Institutes he is more careful to maintain that the Holy Spirit is the third person of the
Trinity. It is interesting that the devil vanished from Protestant thinking not long after
Calvin except as an occasional figure to terrify people. Why was this the case? My work
has also claimed that the devil is a necessary key for our knowledge of God. This is a
new idea that to my knowledge has never been developed or studied. It seems to me that
the devil, in his role as bringer of the knowledge of God, not only enables us to use our
experience, but aiso enables us to experience the love of God in an almost mystical way.

There are also some tensions in Calvin’s thoughts. I alluded to some of these in the body

%21 think this is a fine correction to the current ‘why me’ thinking or simplistic theologies that claim God
will always protect the faithful.
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of my text. Calvin’s compatibilist notion of freedom, for instance, does not really answer
the question of culpability. The devil is culpable because he freely chooses to do evil and
is not forced to do evil. We are culpable because we do evil while we are not forced to
do evil. Yet if our nature is evil or depraved, to what extent are we culpable for our
actions? It is clear that we are culpable after the Holy Spirit illumines our minds because
we have a choice and can distinguish between good and evil, but are the non-elect
culpable? Calvin would say that they are, insofar as they are not forced to do evil. My
work also alluded to the debate over natural theology as it is found in Calvin’s thought.
If the image of God is so ruined in us because of the fall, what does it mean to say that
this image is restored? Is it recreated? Or is it merely redrawn? The reader must bear in
mind that ‘total depravity’ is not altogether negative. What it means is that it is
impossible for us to search for God, battle the devil, or accomplish anything in the
spiritual realm, without God’s prior action and grace. Our totally depraved nature makes
it absolutely necessary that God acts first in our lives. Much has been said of the ‘seed of
divinity’ that remains within us after the Fall, but we must always remember that
according to Calvin, this ‘seed’ serves only to condemn us if we try to plead that we
never imagined a God or heard of God. It is my opinion that it is within these tensions
that one can arrive at a truer picture of John Calvin. Do these tensions invalidate
Calvin’s thought for today? Calvin’s notion of total depravity and our subsequent need
for God’s prior action of grace and love is something that is not only relevant but
important to underscore. At a time of theological and ethical relativism, it is useful to

remember that our best efforts are useless unless God first comes to us. Calvin’s
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soteriology is one that is firmly rooted in the grace of God. We respond to the grace of

God simply because our response is borne by grace.

While the question of the culpability of the non elect remains a question in my
mind, if one accepts the idea that we are culpable if not forced externally to do an action,
then Calvin is remarkably consistent in his thinking. In fact, his notion of culpability
enables us to grant autonomy to those who are non-elect. The non-elect are not mere
pawns who cannot help their behaviour, but, autonomous human beings, who can be
held responsible for their actions. The fact that they are spiritually blind has no bearing
on the question of culpability. Another fascinating area to study would be the
implications of Calvin’s understanding of the devil to the question of spirituality. Calvin
believed that the temptations of the devil enable us to use our daily experiences and
grow in understanding. The implication is that our experiences cannot lead to a deeper
understanding of God without temptation and trials. Calvin has hitherto been understood
as a top-down thinker, but my work has shown that Calvin made great use of our
experiences. Is it possible to arrive at an understanding of the love of God from
experience alone? Calvin’s sermons seem to suggest that, in fact, this is the case. The
ontological priority remains with God, insofar as our trials are ‘controlled’ by God, but
our experiences lead us to a more profound understanding of God. Our experiences show
us that we are utterly dependant on God. Schleiermacher claimed that such an
understanding of our utter dependance on God is a necessary step towards our
understanding of God and growth in Christ. I think that Calvin is making the same

claims. Calvin’s sermons suggest that without a deep appreciation of our dependance on
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God, our knowledge of God will be shallow. Calvin as an ‘experiential’ theologian needs

much further study. It is my hope that this work will be used by other scholars as a

stepping stone in their research.
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Concluding Remarks

In the introduction I stated my hypothesis as follows: a study of Calvin’s
preaching on the devil would show that Calvin attributes a series of positive functions to
the devil, including especially his role in our coming to a full and true knowledge of
God. I have argued the hypothesis in the following steps. After presenting the question in
the Introduction, I went on in Chapter One to place Calvin the preacher in his context
and to present briefly the textual history of the sermons. I felt this was important because
Calvin is well studied as a theologian but Calvin the preacher is not as well known. In
Chapters Two through Four I treated the sermons in which Calvin spoke at greater length
of the devil. In Chapter Two I looked at Calvin’s very important sermons on Job. In
Chapter Three I considered Calvin’s equally important sermons on the temptations of
Jesus in the desert. In Chapter Four I turned to what I have called the miscellaneous

sermons. These are a number of occasional sermons in which Calvin preached on
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selected Biblical texts. Among these we should note the recently discovered series of

sermons on Genesis 3:1-16.

In Chapters Two to Four, my general approach was to introduce the sermons in
question and then to present the content and development of thought found in them
insofar as the content and development touched on Calvin’s preaching on the devil. The
presentation was such that the reader could ‘follow’ Calvin’s sermon without my having
to quote the sermon in its entirety. The presentation of each sermon in this way
constituted an important and essential first step in the argumentation of my hypothesis.
Generally speaking, each of these presentations was followed by a summary in which I
highlighted the more important remarks Calvin made concerning the devil in the specific
sermon in question. This highlighting constituted a second step in the overall argument
to establish my hypothesis. I ended each of these three chapters with some concluding
remarks. These concluding remarks went beyond the content of the sermons and I tried
to draw out some implications of Calvin’s thoughts on the devil as presented in the
sermons for some of Calvin’s other doctrines, spectifically his doctrine of the knowledge
of God. In these remarks I tried to present, in a more integrative fashion, what Calvin
had said in his various sermons and what had been summarized in a more punctual
fashion at the end of the presentation, or summary, of each sermon. These concluding
remarks to each of the three chapters became the third step in my effort to establish my

hypothesis.
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The presentations in Chapters Two through Four are meant to lead progressively
to the discussion of Chapter Five, which serves as the fourth, and in some ways the most
important, step in the arguing of my hypothesis. In this chapter, I have returned to a
number of the themes that surfaced over the course of the examination of Calvin’s
sermons in which he spoke at length about the devil. Chapter Five’s more synthesising
presentation allowed me to bring out the relationship that exists between Calvin’s rich
and nuanced understanding of the nature and role of the devil and his overall theological
understanding or position. To this end, I included citations from Calvin’s Institutes as
well as his commentaries to bolster my argumentation. Over the course of Chapter Five I
tried in a special way to highlight the relationship between what Calvin said about the
devil and his understanding of our experiential knowledge of God. This was an
important step, as Calvin’s insights on the role and place of Christian experience are to a
large extent unknown. The chapter closed with a number of references to other
theological themes in Calvin’s thought. The treatment of these themes opens the way to

further studies.

As a final step in the argumentation of my hypothesis, I would like to underscore

further the role of the devil in relation to our real or experiential knowledge of God.

As we have seen, the devil has, according to Calvin, an intimate knowledge of
human nature. Given this intimate knowledge and the access it provides the devil, we
need to take the trials of the devil very seriously. These trials lead us, in fact force us, to

reflect on ourselves. This self-reflection would not surpass the bounds of personal
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reflection were it not for the fact that the devil is, according to Calvin, tenu en bride. The
devil, in Calvin’s understanding, is not only a creature of God but is also, albent

unwillingly, obedient to God. The devil is used by God and is in the service of God.

God’s plan is to make Himself known to us and to effect our salvation. It follows
that God would use the devil to further His plan and make Himself known to us. In this
divine plan, the trials and temptations caused by the devil bring the believer into a closer
relationship with God. These trials that we experience and our consequent experience of
the providence and grace of God lead us into an experiential knowledge of Godl both as

Creator and Redeemer.

For Calvin, this deeper experiential knowledge of God comes to us by way of our
experiencing God as Creator and Redeemer in the midst of our trials at the hand of the
devil. We experience the attacks of the devil, but we also and especially feel the saving
hand of God. The love and protection of God, in turn, allow us to walk more closely with
God. Furthermore, our reflection on ourselves and our particular situation is directed by
the Holy Spirit so that we come to see ourselves as sinners. Thus, the trials bromght about

by the devil uncover hitherto hidden sins, such as, for example, the sin of hypocisy.

In this context, the attacks of the devil come to be seen by Calvin, and perhaps by
us if we accept Calvin’s insight, as necessary elements in our daily lives. They lesad us
into a deeper understanding of God. We could even ask if we could have a knowledge of
God without the devil. It is unfortunate that previous scholars have, for the most part,

ignored Calvin’s treatment of the devil. In this way they have missed an essentia:l



365

component in Calvin’s overall understanding of the real and experiential knowledge that

the Christian has of God.

In this dissertation, I have tried to show not only that the devil is an important
aspect of Calvin’s theology but is an indispensable element in Calvin’s doctrine of the
true knowledge of God. Without the devil and his attacks, we are left with a merely
theoretical or noetic understanding of God. Such ‘knowledge’ is no better than that of
the devils themselves. We cannot experience the saving power of God and we cannot
understand the love and providence of God for us personally. For Calvin, without a
consideration of the role of the devil, our confession of God would, at best, be faulty, for
it would lack the all-important element of our personal experience of God’s love and

salvation enabling us to escape the temptations and trials of the devil.

The study of the devil in Calvin’s thought has been overlooked by scholars. It is
my hope that this study not only fills this gap but also points to new avenues of Calvin
scholarship. Finally, in conclusion, I would note Calvin’s words: “we must here likewise
refute those who foolishly allege that devils are nothing but bad affections or

perturbations suggested by our carnal nature.”*>>

953 mstit. 1.15.19.
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