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27. Election 

John Calvin, Institutes, III.xxi-xxiv (2:920-987) 

Introduction 

Session 27 of the Guided Reading Course takes us back to Calvin’s Institutes (III.xxi-xiv; 2:920-987), 

where we’ll be looking at the doctrine of election. 

This topic follows naturally from our previous sessions of the doctrine of salvation. So far we’ve 

looked at an overview of the Bible (Peter Leithart, A House for My Name), before looking in 

particular at how God’s relationship with his people has unfolded through history in a series of 

covenants (O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ of the Covenants). Now we pull back the curtain of 

history, so to speak, and look into eternity, as we consider the fountainhead of all God’s blessings 

to his people – God’s eternal decree of election. 

Calvin seems to use the terms “predestination” and “election” slightly differently here in the 

Institutes. “Predestination” refers to God’s eternal decree (i.e. decision) concerning every part of a 

person’s life. “Election” refers to God’s eternal decree concerning whether or not a person will be 

saved. 

There’s quite a lot of reading in these four sections, so you probably won’t be able to finish it all in 

the time available. As ever, let the study questions guide you, and if you’re pressed for time omit 

the questions marked with a *. 

Outline of Calvin, Institutes, III.xxi-xxiv 

III.xxi Introduction to the doctrine of election 

III.xxi.1  Introduction 

III.xxi.1-2  First wrong way of approaching the doctrine of election 

III.xxi.3-4  Second wrong way of approaching the doctrine of election  

III.xxi.5-7  Definitions  

III.xxii Biblical evidence for the doctrine of election 

III.xxiii Misunderstandings of, and objections to, the doctrine of election 

III.xxiii.1  Misunderstanding 1: Election is true but reprobation is not 

III.xxiii.2-5  Objection 1: Election is unjust 

III.xxiii.6-9  Objection 2: Election takes guilt and responsibility away from man 

III.xxiii.10-11  Objection 3: Election implies that God shows favouritism 

III.xxiii.12  Objection 4: Election takes away all motivation for godliness 

III.xxiii.13-14  Objection 5: Election makes rebukes and encouragements pointless 

III.xxiv.1-11 How God deals with the elect 

III.xxiv.12-17 How God deals with the reprobate 
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Questions for reflection 

i. Calvin describes the doctrine of election as “a baffling question” (III.xxi.1). Do you agree? Why? 

ii. “The doctrine of election is very complicated and confusing. We shouldn’t teach it – especially 

not to young Christians.” Discuss. 

iii. “If God chooses to save some people, that must mean that he chooses to damn everyone else.” 

Discuss. 

Study questions 

1. Calvin believes that “we shall never be clearly persuaded, as we ought to be, that our salvation 

flows from the wellspring of God’s free mercy until we come to know his eternal election” 

(III.xxi.1). Why? 

For reflection: Do you agree with Calvin’s claim that only the doctrine of election can persuade us 

fully of God’s free mercy? 

In the last part of III.xxi.1, Calvin mentions “two kinds of men,” whom he then discusses in the 

following sections: 

III.xxi.1-2 The first kind of men 

III.xxi.3-4 The second kind of men 

2. According to Calvin, what mistakes do “the first kind of men” and “the second kind of men” 

make (III.xxi.1-4)? How does Calvin respond to each mistake? 

For reflection: How might Calvin have answered the second “Question for reflection,” above?  

In III.xxi.5-7 Calvin defines the terms “predestination” / “election,” and “foreknowledge,” 

explaining the distinction between the election of the Israelite nation and the election of specific 

individuals. 

3. How does Calvin define “foreknowledge” and “predestination” in III.xxi.5? 

4. Calvin begins to speak in III.xxi.6 about “a second, more limited degree of election.” What kind 

of election is this? How does it differ what he was speaking about in III.xxi.5 (you might also find it 

helpful to look at III.xxi.7)? 

In III.xxii Calvin explains in more detail the doctrine he has summarised in the previous chapter. He 

begins by tackling an important misunderstandings of the doctrine of election. 

5. What misunderstanding does Calvin describe in the first paragraph of III.xxii.1? 

For reflection: Why do you think many people might be attracted to the misunderstand Calvin 

mentions? 

6. What biblical texts and other arguments does Calvin cite in III.xxii.1-5 to support his position? 

Are you persuaded? 

7. What biblical texts and other arguments does Calvin cite in III.xxii.7 to support his position? Are 

you persuaded? 

*8. In III.xxii.8, Calvin cites Romans 9:14, “What then? Is there injustice with God?” Calvin notes 

that Paul does not respond with a certain argument at this point. What is this argument, and why 

is its omission significant?  

*9. What is “the subtlety of Thomas [Aquinas]” (III.xxii.9)? How does Calvin respond? 
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In III.xxiii, Calvin responds to some misunderstandings of, and objections to, the doctrine of 

election. The chapter falls into the following sections: 

III.xxiii.1  Misunderstanding 1: Election is true but reprobation is not 

III.xxiii.2-5  Objection 1: Election is unjust 

III.xxiii.6-9  Objection 2: Election takes guilt and responsibility away from man 

III.xxiii.10-11  Objection 3: Election implies that God shows favouritism 

III.xxiii.12  Objection 4: Election takes away all motivation for godliness 

III.xxiii.13-14  Objection 5: Election makes rebukes and encouragements pointless 

10. Briefly explain each misunderstanding and objection in turn, and explain how Calvin responds 

in each case. 

• III.xxiii.1  Misunderstanding 1: Election is true but reprobation is not 

• III.xxiii.2-5  Objection 1: Election is unjust 

• III.xxiii.6-9  Objection 2: Election takes guilt and responsibility away from man 

• III.xxiii.10-11  Objection 3: Election implies that God shows favouritism 

• III.xxiii.12  Objection 4: Election takes away all motivation for godliness 

• III.xxiii.13-14  Objection 5: Election makes rebukes and encouragements pointless 

For reflection: How would Calvin respond to someone who said, “If God has predestined my sin, he 

can’t blame me for it.” (See objection 2, III.xxiii.6-9) 

Unless you are a very fast reader you probably won’t have time to look at III.xxiv in much detail. 

However, here are some questions to guide your reading – either now or at some time in the 

future. 

*11. Does Calvin think we can be sure of our election (III.xxiv.1-5)? If so, how?  

For reflection: Do you find any problems with Calvin’s argument here? 

*12. What biblical texts come to the forefront in Calvin’s discussion of the perseverance of the 

elect (III.xxiv.6-11)? Should any others have been mentioned? 

*13. Why does Calvin take such trouble to distinguish two different senses of “election” in his 

discussion of Judas (III.xxiv.9)? 

*14. What differences exist between God’s dealings with the elect and his dealings with the 

reprobate (III.xxiv.12-14)? 

 

 


