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33. Repentance  

Calvin, Institutes, III.iii-iv (pp. 592-669) 

Introduction  

We’re continuing our study of what is sometimes called “the application of redemption” in session 

33 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course. We began with union with Christ by faith, the 

foundation of every blessing we receive from God; we turn now to repentance, and to Calvin’s 

Institutes, III.iii-iv. 

We’ll focus the bulk of our attention on III.iii, Calvin’s positive statement on the subject. Don’t be 

daunted by the length of the following chapter (III.iv). It’s well worth reading, for here Calvin 

addresses some medieval Catholic misunderstandings of repentance, but we won’t have time to 

discuss it in detail during the tutorial. 

If you’re short of time, omit the questions marked with a *. 

Questions for reflection 

i. “God has forgiven me, so I have no motivation for godliness?” How would you respond? 

ii. What is “repentance”? 

iii. What is the sin that “will not be forgiven” (Matthew 12:31-32; cf. Mark 3:28-30; Luke 12:10)? 

iv. What sort of people is Hebrews 6:4-6 taking about? 

v. When, if at all, would you ever feel it appropriate to confess specific sins to another person?  

Study questions 

1. Calvin believes that we are justified (declared righteous) by faith, and yet he insists that “actual 

holiness of life ... is not separated from free imputation of righteousness” (III.iii.1). What does he 

mean by this? 

For reflection: What practical pastoral implications follow from what Calvin says here? 

In III.iii.2-4, Calvin addresses some wrong and incomplete understandings of repentance, before 

defining repentance in III.iii.5 and expanding on this definition in III.iii.6-9. 

2. How does Calvin define repentance in III.iii.5? 

3. Calvin expands on his definition of repentance by making three points in III.iii.6-9. What are 

these three points? 

• III.iii.6 

• III.iii.7 

• III.iii.8-9 
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Let’s look in a little more detail at some aspects of this expanded definition of repentance. 

4. Do you agree with Calvin’s statement that “before the mind of the sinner inclines to repentance, 

it must be aroused by thinking upon divine judgment” (III.iii.7)? Why or why not? 

5. According to Calvin, “Both [mortification and vivification] happen to us by participation in 

Christ” (III.iii.9). What does Calvin mean by this? Do you find this surprising? 

For reflection: “We are sanctified in the same way that we are justified – by faith alone.” Discuss. 

6. “I interpret repentance as regeneration, whose sole end is to restore in us the image of God” 

(III.iii.9). What does Calvin mean by this? Is this use of the terms “repentance” and “regeneration” 

familiar to you? 

In III.iii.10-15, Calvin explores how we make progress in repentance (sometimes called 

“sanctification,” as in the text in parentheses just before III.iii.10) throughout the Christian life. 

7. “There remains in a regenerate man a smouldering cinder of evil, from which desires continually 

leap forth to allure and spur him to commit sin” (III.iii.10). What does Calvin mean by this? 

8. What “difference of opinion” (III.iii.10) exists between Calvin and Augustine on this matter? 

Who is correct? 

10. “Sin ceases only to reign; it does not cease to dwell in them” (III.iii.11). What does this mean? 

*11. “Certain Anabaptists of our day conjure up some sort of frenzied excess instead of spiritual 

regeneration” (III.iii.14). After Calvin has calmed down a little, how does he explain the error of 

those he criticises here? 

*For reflection: Have you encountered similar views anywhere in the contemporary Christian 

world? 

*12. In III.iii.16, Calvin mentions “certain outward exercises” including “squalor, groaning, and 

tears.” What place should such exercises have in the Christian life (III.iii.16)? Does Calvin foresee 

any potential problems here (III.iii.16-17)?  

13. How does Augustine define “the unpardonable sin” (III.iii.22)? What does Calvin think of 

Augustine’s view (III.iii.22)? What alternative definition does Calvin offer (III.iii.22)? 

14. According to Calvin, what sort of people is Hebrews 6:4-6; 10:26-29 taking about (III.iii.23)? 

*15. What apparent problem is presented by the example of Ahab in 1 Kings 21:27-29 (III.iii.25)? 

How does Calvin interpret this passage (III.iii.25)? How, and to whom, should this lesson “be 

applied as an example” (III.iii.25)? 
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Calvin now turns in III.iv to some misunderstandings of repentance found among some of his 

medieval Catholic contemporaries. 

*16. What definitions of repentance were offered by “the Scholastic Sophists” (III.iv.1)? What 

problems does Calvin find with them? 

*17. What pastoral problems arise from the doctrine of repentance Calvin criticises here (III.iv.2)? 

18. What is the decisive difference between Calvin’s doctrine of repentance and the one he 

opposes here (III.iv.3)? 

*19. What objections does Calvin raise against the Scholastic doctrine of auricular confession 

(III.iv.4-8)? 

*20. What kind of confession does Scripture require (III.iv.9)? 

*21. Under what circumstances should we confess our sins to another person (III.iv.10-13)?  

For reflection: Does any of this surprise you? Would you be comfortable with confessing your sins in 

this way? 

Calvin continues this chapter with a more detailed discussion of the medieval Catholic doctrine of 

confession and related themes. These are worth reading, though we probably won’t have time to 

discuss them in detail during the tutorial.  

 

 


