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4. The Knowledge of God 

John Calvin, Institutes, I.i-vi (1:35-74) 

Introduction 

The reading for session 4 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course takes us to the beginning of 

Calvin’s Institutes, and to the well-known section on the knowledge of God and the knowledge of 

ourselves (John Calvin, Institutes, I.i-vi [1:35-74]). It’s worth paying close attention to the 

development of the argument in this portion of Calvin’s work (especially chapters i-iv and vi) in 

order to grasp fully what Calvin is saying, both because it lays some important foundations for 

what follows, and also because some contemporary scholars have misread Calvin at this point. 

Here, just remind you, are a couple of examples of the format for references in Calvin’s work: 

• I.ii.3 means book I, chapter ii, section 3. 

• I.iii means book I, chapter iii. 

Finally, if you’re pressed for time, omit the questions marked with a *. 

Outline 

• Introduction 

• Introductory questions  

• Calvin, Institutes, I.i-vi 

Introductory questions  

a. If someone who had never heard of Jesus and never read the Bible were stranded alone on a 

desert island, what could they discover about God? 

b. If the person described in the previous question died without hearing about Jesus, could he be 

saved? Why or why not? 

c. Read Psalm 19. What do vv. 1-6 tell us about how we can find out about God? Why do you think 

vv. 7-11 are included at this point in the Psalm? 

d. Read Romans 1:18-32. According to these verses, what has God revealed about himself in the 

creation? What do we naturally tend to do with this knowledge? 

Study questions 

In I.i (book I, chapter i), Calvin explains how the knowledge of God is related to the knowledge of 

ourselves.  

1. “No one can look upon himself without immediately turning his thoughts to the contemplation 

of God” (I.i.1). Why not? According to Calvin, what particular aspects of the world lead us to 

contemplate God? 

2. “Man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first looked upon God’s face” 

(I.i.2). What does Calvin mean by this? What examples does he give? 
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In I.i.3, Calvin discusses some important biblical evidence to support the point made in the 

previous section, namely that “Man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first 

looked upon God’s face” (I.i.2). 

3. What biblical evidence does Calvin provide in I.i.3 to support the point made in the previous 

section? 

In I.ii, Calvin discusses in more detail what he means by “the knowledge of God,” the nature of 

such knowledge, and so on. 

 4. What does Calvin mean by “the knowledge of God” in I.ii.1? What kind of response to God 

should such knowledge involve (I.ii.1-2)? 

In I.iii, Calvin explains and seeks to prove that there is in the natural human mind “an awareness of 

divinity.” 

5. What evidence does Calvin give in I.iii.1 that “there is within the human mind, and indeed by 

natural instinct, an awareness of divinity”? 

For reflection: What do you think of the evidence that Calvin gives here? Are you persuaded? Why 

or why not? 

6. What would Calvin say to someone who thought that “religion was invented” by men as an 

instrument of power (I.iii.2)? 

For reflection: Where do you think Calvin would say that the various different religions of the world 

come from? 

I.iv is a crucial portion of this part of Calvin’s Institutes, for it explains what men and women do 

with the knowledge of God which has been implanted within us. 

7. How do human beings naturally respond to the “seed of religion” implanted within them 

(I.iv.1)? 

8. What would Calvin say to people who thought that “zeal for religion ... is sufficient” (I.iv.3)? 

For reflection: How would Calvin respond to the claim that some non-Christians are genuinely 

seeking to worship and serve the true God? 

For reflection: What implications does Calvin’s argument have for contemporary evangelism? 

9. In I.iv.4, Calvin discusses “a second sin.” What is this sin, and how (according to Calvin) do 

people commit it? 

For reflection: How does Calvin’s argument so far (I.i-iv) fit with what Paul says in Romans 1:18–

32? 

In I.v Calvin covers in more detail some of the themes he has already discussed in the previous 

chapters. I suggest you move more quickly through this chapter, though you may find it helpful to 

look at the sections highlighted in questions 10 and 11. 

*10. In what particular ways does God make himself known to humanity (I.v.1-2)? 

*11. How do we naturally respond to what God has revealed to us (I.v.4-5, 9-13)? 

*12. What important points does Calvin make as he summarises his argument in I.v.14-15? 

13. What has God done in order “to direct us aright” to him (I.vi.1)?  

14. How should God’s revelation in Scripture affect how believers look at and understand the 

world around us (I.vi.3-4)? 


