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39. The Sacraments (1) 

Calvin, Institutes, IV.xiv (2:1276-1303) 

In this session we continue our study of the broad area of ecclesiology (the doctrine of the church) 

with the first of several sessions on the subject of the sacraments. Calvin devotes four chapters to 

this topic: one to sacraments in general, two to baptism, and one to the Lord’s Supper. We begin 

in this session with the first of these. 

You’ll notice that we’re omitting several chapters from book IV of Calvin’s Institutes. Having read 

chapters i and ii in the previous session, we’re now looking at chapter xiv. We won’t be reading 

chapters iii to xiii, or chapters xviii and xix. For though these portions of Calvin’s work are 

interesting and important, they are less significant for this course, since they are focused primarily 

on issues that dominated the ecclesio-political landscape in the sixteenth century. 

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

Introductory questions 

i. How do you think your Christian life would be affected if you had never been baptised? 

ii. How do you think your Christian life would be affected if you never again received the Lord's 

Supper? 

iii. How do you understand the following texts of Scripture: 

And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus 

Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For 

the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the 

Lord our God calls to himself.” (Acts 2:38-39) 

So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man 

and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my 

blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is true food, and 

my blood is true drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I 

in him.” (John 6:53-56) 

Study questions 

1. What definitions of the term “sacrament” does Calvin suggest (IV.xiv.1)? Where did the term 

originate (IV.xiv.2)? 

2. How are sacraments related to God’s word or God’s promises (IV.xiv.3)? 

3. Can you explain what Calvin means in describing sacraments as “seals” (IV.xiv.5)? 

For reflection: How does the idea of a sacrament as a “seal” help to explain the relationship 

between sacraments and God’s word? 

For reflection: How would you regard a document which purported to be written by a great King, 

but which didn’t have the King’s seal? What light does this shed on the significance of sacraments? 
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4. “The sacraments, therefore, are exercises which make us more certain of the trustworthiness of 

God’s word.” Discuss. 

5. What objection does Calvin address in IV.xiv.7? How does he respond?  

For reflection: “Without faith, the sacraments are meaningless and irrelevant.” Discuss in relation 

to 1 Corinthians 11:28-30 

6. How is the ministry of the sacraments connected with the work of the Holy Spirit (IV.xiv.9)? 

7. “God uses means and instruments which he himself sees to be expedient” (IV.xiv.12). What 

does Calvin mean by this? 

For reflection: The Spirit blows wherever he pleases – he doesn’t need to use the sacraments. 

Discuss. 

*8. What was the error of “the schools of the Sophists” (IV.xiv.14)? How does this differ from the 

position Calvin himself taught? How does Calvin respond in IV.xiv.15-16? 

*9. How does Calvin’s comparison of the sacraments and the word of God illuminate his position 

(IV.xiv.17)? 

*10. What does Calvin say about other “sacraments” in IV.xiv.18, and how does this illuminate his 

discussion of the sacraments in the previous sections? 

*11. What were the sacraments of the Old Covenant? How are they related to the New Covenant 

sacraments (IV.xiv.20-23)? 

*12. If the sacraments of the Old Covenant were so wonderful, why does the New Testament 

disparage them (IV.xiv.24-25)? 


