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31. The Spirit and faith  

John Calvin, Institutes, III.i-ii (1:537-592) 

Introduction 

In session 31 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course, we reach the transition point between 

what is sometimes called the accomplishment of redemption (the work of Christ for us) and the 

application of redemption (the work of God’s Spirit in us bringing the benefits of Christ’s work to 

us). Calvin embarks on this topic at the beginning of book III of his Institutes, which is 

appropriately subtitled “The way in which we receive the grace of Christ, what benefits come to us 

from it, and what effects follow.”  

These chapters lie at the heart of Calvin’s doctrine of salvation, for here he expounds the doctrine 

of Spirit-worked union with Christ by faith. It is through this union that everything Christ has 

accomplished becomes ours.  

We’ll be looking at Calvin’s Institutes, III.i-ii, although the second of these chapters is rather long, 

so we’ll not be covering all of it. The questions take us up to III.ii.20 (1:537-566); you may find it 

helpful to read the remaining sections too, though we won’t discuss them in detail during the 

tutorial. 

You might find it helpful to have in mind the following outline of chapter ii: 

III.ii.1-7  Introduction to the subject, culminating in the definition of faith in section 7. 

III.ii.8-13  Various misunderstandings and errors 

III.ii.14-43  More detailed exploration of the definition of faith given in III.ii.7 

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

Questions for reflection 

i. What does the Holy Spirit do? 

ii. Can someone believe in Christ for a while and then stop believing in him? 

iii. How much does someone need to understand in order to be saved? 

iv. Can someone be saved while lacking assurance of salvation? 
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Study questions 

This first chapter of book III is a brief introduction to the work of the Spirit – the subject that will 

dominate the following chapters of the Institutes. 

1. Calvin begins III.i.1 with a question, “How do we receive those benefits which the Father 

bestowed on his only-begotten Son?” What is his answer? Try to explain in as much detail as you 

can. 

2. How many scriptural titles for the Holy Spirit does Calvin identify in III.i.3? How, according to 

Calvin, do these titles relate to the work of the Spirit? 

For reflection: Can you think of other places in Scripture where this imagery is found? Do these 

scriptural texts shed any further light on the Spirit’s work? 

3. What, according to Calvin, is “the principal work of the Spirit” (III.i.4)? 

For reflection: Does this help you to understand why Scripture places so much emphasis on faith? 

Having raised the subject of faith in the previous chapter, Calvin now discusses the subject in more 

detail in III.ii.  Here, to remind you, is a rough outline of the chapter: 

III.ii.1-7  Introduction to the subject, culminating in the definition of faith in section 7. 

III.ii.8-13  Various misunderstandings and errors 

III.ii.14-43  More detailed exploration of the definition of faith given in III.ii.7 

In III.ii.1 Calvin explains that the object of Christian faith must be Christ himself. This leads him to 

address the idea of “implicit faith,” which was popular in some circles during the medieval period. 

*4. Calvin doesn’t spell out explicitly what “implicit faith” is, but can you work it out from what he 

does say in III.ii.2-5 (especially section 2)? 

5. How does Calvin define faith in III.ii.6-7? How is it related to the knowledge of God, and to the 

word of God? 

For reflection: Do you agree with Calvin’s position here? If so, would you wish to nuance it when 

discussing the salvation of mentally handicapped people or young children? 

In III.ii.8-13, Calvin discusses what he regards as a series of misunderstandings about faith, 

including the distinction between “formed” and “unformed” faith, and “temporary faith”. 

Let’s begin in III.ii.8-9, where Calvin addresses the distinction, common among medieval Catholic 

theologians, between “formed” and “unformed” faith. 

6. Can you work out from III.ii.8 what is meant by “unformed faith”? 

7. How many arguments against the idea of “unformed faith” can you find in III.ii.8-9? 

In III.ii.11-12, Calvin considers whether the reprobate (those who will not finally be saved) can ever 

have faith. 

For reflection: Calvin considers Hebrews 6:4-6 and Luke 8:13 in III.ii.11. What bearing do these 

passages have on the question of whether the reprobate can have faith? 

8. How does Calvin explain Hebrews 6:4-6 and Luke 8:13 in III.ii.11-12? 

For reflection: Are you persuaded by Calvin’s explanation of these passages? If you think he is 

wrong, what alternatives can you think of? 
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In III.ii.14-43 (the rest of the chapter), Calvin explores in more detail the definition of faith set out 

previously in III.ii.7. He begins in III.ii.14-16 by talking about the kind of knowledge and certainty 

that faith entails. 

9. According to Calvin, what kind of “knowledge” does faith entail (III.ii.14)? 

10. According to Calvin, what kind of “certainty” is experienced by those whose faith is genuine 

(III.ii.15-16)?  

For reflection: What do you think of what Calvin says in III.ii.14-16? Do you have any pastoral 

concerns about what he might be implying? 

11. In III.ii.17, Calvin anticipates the objection that “believers experience something far different” 

from what he has been describing. What do they experience? 

12. How does Calvin respond to this objection in III.ii.17? In particular, what points does Calvin 

make from the following biblical texts? 

• Psalm 42:5, 11; 43:5 

• Psalm 31:22 

• Psalm 77:7-10 

• Psalm 92:12 

• Psalm 27:14 

For reflection: Do you think these texts adequately support Calvin’s response to the objection? Can 

you think of any other biblical texts that might be relevant to the discussion? (Mark 9:24; Romans 

4:19-20?) 

13. How does Calvin seek in III.ii.18-20 to resolve the tensions highlighted in the previous sections? 

 

 

 

 


