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38. The Church 

Calvin, Institutes, IV.i-ii (2:1011-1053) 

Introduction 

Session 38 of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course brings us to the next major section of the 

course – ecclesiology, the doctrine of the church. We’ll be looking at Calvin’s Institutes, IV.i-ii 

(2:1011-1053), focussing most of our attention of Calvin’s exposition of the character of the true 

church in IV.i.1, rather than his comparison with what he calls the “false church” (the church of 

Rome) in IV.i.2. 

Calvin’s exposition of this topic guards us against the common temptation to view ecclesiology as 

an entirely discrete and separate area of Christian theology. On the contrary, throughout this 

portion of the course, we’ll see strong connections between Calvin’s ecclesiology on the one hand, 

and his soteriology (doctrine of salvation) and pneumatology (doctrine of the Holy Spirit) on the 

other. 

Questions for reflection 

i. “You don’t need to go to church to be a Christian.” Discuss. 

ii. “I don’t need to go to church, because I have loads of fellowship with Christian friends through 

midweek Bible studies and social media.” Discuss. 

iii. Why do you think some Christians are cynical about the church? 

iv. What would you think of someone who talked about the church as “Our mother”? 

v. “I would feel compelled to leave my church and worship elsewhere if...” Complete the sentence 

in as many ways as you can. 

Study questions 

1. Why, according to IV.i.1, has God instituted the church? List as many reasons as you can. 

2. The third-century bishop and martyr Cyprian once said, “You cannot have God for your Father 

unless you have the church for your Mother” (p. 1012, n. 3)? Would Calvin have agreed (IV.i.1, 4)?  

For reflection: Do you agree with Cyprian’s statement? What bearing does Galatians 4:26 have on 

this question? 

3. “The saints are gathered into the society of Christ on the principle that whatever benefits God 

confers upon them, they should in turn share with one another” (III.i.3). What does this tell us 

about Calvin’s view of the relationship between Christ and his church? How do Calvin’s citations of 

Acts 4:32 and Ephesians 4:4 support this position? 

4. “It is very important for us to know what benefit we shall gain from this” (IV.i.3). What is this 

“benefit,” and how does it arise? 

5. How does God work through preachers (IV.i.5-6)? How does this relate to Calvin’s view of the 

relationship between Christ and the church? 

6. “Holy Scripture speaks of the church in two ways” (IV.i.7). What does Calvin mean by this? 
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7. How can we “recognize ... members of the church” (IV.i.8)? How can we recognize where “a 

church of God exists” (IV.i.9)? 

For reflection: What biblical support could be given to support these identifying marks of the 

church and its members? 

8. Why does Calvin believe that “Separation from the church is the denial of God and Christ” 

(IV.i.10). Do you agree? 

9. What advice does Calvin have for dealing with doctrinal disagreements (IV.i.12)? 

For reflection: How helpful in practice is Calvin’s distinction between fundamental doctrinal issues 

and those concerning “nonessential matters” (IV.i.13)?  

In IV.i.13-15, Calvin discussion the question of whether it is right to leave a church because of the 

sinfulness of its members. 

*10. According to Calvin, what arguments do people bring forward for leaving churches on 

account of the sins of the members within it (IV.i.13-16)? How does Calvin respond in these 

different arguments? 

In IV.i.17-22, Calvin explains that the sinfulness of church members does not justify abandoning 

the church, but rather provides opportunities for the forgiveness of sins. 

11. In what sense does Calvin believe that “the church is holy” (IV.i.17)? 

*12. To whom has God granted the forgiveness of sins, according to IV.1.21? What role do “the 

ministers of the church” play in this regard (IV.i.22) 

We probably won’t have time in the tutorial to discuss IV.ii in detail, where Calvin turns his 

attention to the Church of Rome, which he regards as a false church. This section is, however, well 

worth reading if you have the time. 

*13. Did Calvin believe that the Roman church in his day was a true church? What reasons does he 

give for his judgment? (IV.ii) 

 

 

 

 


