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The words ‘You were running well ’ [Gal. 5:7] con-
tain certain comfort. For with these words Paul 
pays attention to the trial by which the devout are 
disciplined. To themselves their life seems dreary, 
closer to crawling than to running; but when 
there is sound teaching—which cannot be with-
out results, since it brings the Holy Spirit and his 
gifts—the life of the devout is strenuous running, 
even though it may seem to be crawling. To us, of 
course, it seems that everything is moving ahead 
slowly and with great difficulty; but what seems 
slow to us is rapid in the sight of God, and what 
hardly crawls for us runs swiftly for him. Likewise, 
what is sorrow, sin and death in our eyes is joy, 
righteousness and life in the eyes of God, for the 
sake of Christ through whom we are made perfect.  

Martin Luther,  
Lectures on Galatians (1535),  

�n Luther’s Works  
(St Lou�s: Concord�a, 1955-75), vol. 27, p. 32. 
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I am not unaware of the frailty of human nature. 
I ask only that, while we may at times limp and 
stumble along—as happens even to the most mature, 
more often than anyone would wish—we should 
nevertheless continue to judge and value each other 
as Christians. But on one condition: that those who 
stumble and trip up should not depart from the way 
of the Lord, and that no amount of stumbling should 
bring them to a complete halt. They should always 
struggle to their feet and try consciously to overcome 
whatever hinders their advance; although they may 
totter and tremble, they should never lose heart. 
Supposing they fall they should pick themselves up, 
so that, at the end, nothing may stop them pressing 
forward, or looking toward the kingdom of God, 
which is their proper goal. 

John Calvin, 
Traité des benefices (1554),  

�n Recueil des opuscules  
(Geneva: Bapt�ste P�nereul, 1566), p. 130. 
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T�tle page of the first Engl�sh translat�on, by 
 Thomas Broke (1549), of Calv�n’s De vita hominis 
christiani, extracted from the 1539 ed�t�on of the 

Institutes of the Christian Religion.
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When John Calv�n first began wr�t�ng 
h�s Institutes of the Christian Religion,  

he had �n m�nd a short doctr�nal work—a 
handbook or manual—wh�ch would set out, 
�n stra�ghtforward fash�on, the essent�als of 
the Chr�st�an fa�th. Although the susta�ned 
persecut�on of Protestants �n France led 
h�m �n t�me to accentuate the apologet�c 
nature of the book, the Institutes, as first 
publ�shed �n 1536, rema�ned a work of 
Chr�st�an �nstruct�on, �ntended, as Calv�n 
says �n h�s prefatory letter, for those who 

IntroduCtIon 



x��   A Guide to Christian Living

were ‘touched w�th some zeal for rel�g�on’, 
and pr�nc�pally for those among h�s French 
compatr�ots who ‘were hunger�ng and th�rst-
�ng for Chr�st’, and who ‘m�ght be shaped 
to true godl�ness’.1 

A second ed�t�on of the Institutes 
followed �n 1539. More elaborate and 
comprehens�ve than the f�rst, over tw�ce 
as long, �t was, l�ke the f�rst, wr�tten �n 
Lat�n, and thus access�ble only to a l�m�ted 
readersh�p. The need for a French vers�on, 
already apparent to Calv�n �n 1536, was 
overwhelm�ng. Accord�ngly the Reformer, 
on h�s return to Geneva �n 1541 after a 
three-year absence �n Strasbourg, entrusted 
h�s French text to Genevan pr�nter M�chel 
du Bo�s, who placed �t �n c�rculat�on that 
same year. L�ke the second Lat�n ed�t�on on 
wh�ch �t was based, the first French ed�t�on 
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compr�sed seventeen chapters, the last be-
�ng ent�tled ‘On the Chr�st�an L�fe’. 

No chapter better corresponds to the 
author’s or�g�nal �ntent�on than th�s. It 
offered a clear, balanced set of d�rect�ons 
and encouragements to all who des�red 
to l�ve accord�ng to the gospel. Strong �n 
�ts theolog�cal affirmat�on of God’s r�ght-
eousness and prov�dent�al care, of the 
reconc�l�at�on won for us by Chr�st and of 
the Holy Sp�r�t’s work of sanct�ficat�on, �t 
was equally strong �n �ts pastoral concern 
for bel�evers who were beset by the�r own 
weakness and s�n,  who da�ly endured tr�al 
and temptat�on and who nevertheless, un�ted 
to Chr�st by fa�th, shared �n h�s l�fe and 
tasted h�s power. 

The Chr�st�an l�fe, as Calv�n descr�bes 
�t, �s l�ved s�multaneously �n the shadow 
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of the cross and �n the br�ght l�ght of the 
resurrect�on. That the wr�ter h�mself knew 
someth�ng of the cost of d�sc�plesh�p �s 
clear f rom a cons�derat�on of h�s own 
exper�ence. The d�stress of ex�le, the burden 
of poverty, the hurt of slander and m�srep-
resentat�on, the threat of phys�cal harm, 
were all th�ngs he knew at first hand. Farel, 
Calv�n’s colleague, r�ghtly calls h�m ‘my 
good, true brother, who �s a partner �n the 
cross of Jesus, . . . a man act�ve and upr�ght 
�n the work of the gospel.’2 The author who 
speaks �n the Institutes about the pressures 
of Chr�st�an l�v�ng �s no armcha�r moral-
�st, nor �s he an uny�eld�ng Sto�c for whom 
overt d�splays of emot�on are a grave weak-
ness. For Calv�n tears as well as joy have a 
val�d and necessary place: to be devo�d of 
feel�ng �s to be no better than a stone or 



Introduction  xv

block of wood. The essent�al th�ng �s that, �n 
good t�mes and �n bad, we cont�nue to trust 
God who through grace has adopted us as 
h�s ch�ldren, who qu�ckens and comforts us 
by h�s Sp�r�t, and who b�ds us persevere �n 
well-do�ng unt�l our l�fe’s end. 

Remarkably, desp�te the extens�ve rev�s-
�ons wh�ch the Institutes underwent up to 
the last ed�t�ons of 1559 (Lat�n) and 1560 
(French), Calv�n’s text on the Chr�st�an l�fe 
rema�ned largely unchanged. No less re-
markably, �ts value was read�ly apprec�ated 
by Calv�n’s readers. Its appearance as a sep-
arate publ�cat�on, extracted from the rest 
of the book, was only a matter of t�me. The 
first to real�ze �ts potent�al was a younger 
contemporary of the Reformer, P�erre de 
La Place, who between 1539 and 1541 
turned Calv�n’s Lat�n �nto French, w�thout, 
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1

sCrIptural FoundatIons 
For ChrIstIan lIvIng1

1. Introduction:  
Calvin’s Aim and Method 

T he object of God’s work of regenera-
t�on �s, as we have seen,2 that our l�ves 

m�ght demonstrate to others a harmony and 
accord between God’s r�ghteousness and our 
obed�ence, and that we m�ght thus confirm 
that he has made us h�s ch�ldren by adopt�on. 
Now although God’s law conta�ns w�th�n 
�tself newness of l�fe suffic�ent to restore h�s 
�mage �n us, our natural slugg�shness needs 
many goads and helps. It w�ll therefore be 
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useful to see what pattern the var�ous parts 
of Scr�pture suggest for a well-ordered l�fe. 
That way none who truly des�re to turn to 
God need trust the�r own uncerta�n �nst�nct, 
and so go astray. 

Now �n seek�ng to present an outl�ne 
of the Chr�st�an l�fe, I am consc�ous that 
th�s �s a large and var�ed subject wh�ch, �f 
treated �n deta�l, could fill a very b�g book. 
We know how wordy the teachers of earl�er 
t�mes were �n the adv�ce they gave, even 
when d�scuss�ng a s�ngle v�rtue! It �s not 
because they loved to chatter: whatever the 
v�rtue we mean to pra�se or commend, so 
ample �s the subject matter that any argu-
ment wh�ch uses too few words seems qu�te 
�nadequate. 

I do not �ntend my teach�ng on the 
Chr�st�an l�fe to expla�n each and every 
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v�rtue, or to offer lengthy adv�ce. Such 
th�ngs can be read�ly found �n the books of 
other men, and ch�efly �n the hom�l�es of 
the early Fathers—�n, that �s, the�r publ�c 
sermons. It w�ll be enough �f I descr�be a 
model wh�ch w�ll d�rect Chr�st�ans toward 
the goal of a well-ordered l�fe. I w�ll thus 
be content to outl�ne br�efly a general rule 
to wh�ch Chr�st�ans may refer all the�r act-
�ons. We may somet�mes perhaps take the 
opportun�ty to stress the same po�nts as the 
Fathers do �n the�r sermons; but the present 
work requ�res our teach�ng to be s�mple and 
d�rect, and as br�ef as poss�ble. 

Just as the ph�losophers have among 
the�r goals �ntegr�ty and prob�ty, f rom 
wh�ch they der�ve spec�fic dut�es and the 
many overt acts of v�rtue, so Scr�pture has 
�ts own methods wh�ch are much better 
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and sounder than those of the ph�losophers. 
The essent�al d�fference �s that the ph�loso-
phers, who were full of amb�t�on, adopted 
as lofty a pose as poss�ble, �n order to add 
lustre to the�r method and procedure, and 
thus to show how clever they were. By 
contrast the Holy Sp�r�t, who taught �n a 
pla�n, unadorned way, d�d not always fol-
low the neatest schemes and str�ctest plans. 
Somet�mes, however, he has done just that, 
and thus warns us not to desp�se such a 
method. 

2. Learning to Love Righteousness:  
God’s Holiness 

The method we refer to �s employed 
by Scr�pture �n two ways. The f�rst �s to 
�mpress on our hearts the love of r�ghteous-
ness, wh�ch �s qu�te fore�gn to our nature. 
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The second �s to prov�de us w�th a safe rule 
wh�ch, as we seek to order our l�ves, keeps 
us from stray�ng or los�ng our way. 

As to the first po�nt,3 Scr�pture sup-
pl�es many sound reasons for �ncl�n�ng our 
hearts to love what �s good. We have already 
noted many of them �n var�ous places, and 
we w�ll ment�on others here. What better 
foundat�ons could Scr�pture lay, as a first 
step, than the command that we should be 
holy, even as our God �s holy (Lev. 19:1-2; 
1 Pet. 1:16)? It goes on to just�fy the com-
mand on the grounds that when we were as 
sheep lost and scattered �n the labyr�nth of 
th�s world, God gathered us to h�mself. The 
news that God �s now jo�ned to us should 
rem�nd us that hol�ness �s the bond wh�ch 
un�tes us. Not that �t �s our own hol�ness 
wh�ch br�ngs us �nto fellowsh�p w�th God, 
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s�nce to be holy we must first cl�ng to h�m, 
that he m�ght pour h�s hol�ness upon us 
and enable us to follow h�s call. God’s glory 
�s such that he can have no deal�ngs w�th 
�n�qu�ty and uncleanness: that �s why we 
must be l�ke h�m, for we are h�s. 

Accord�ngly, Scr�pture teaches that 
hol�ness �s the purpose of our call�ng, 
wh�ch we must constantly keep �n v�ew �f 
we would truly respond to God. For what 
good would �t do to be del�vered from the 
filth and corrupt�on where we once lay, �f 
for ever after we meant to wallow �n them? 
Furthermore, Scr�pture urges us, �f we w�sh 
to be part of God’s people, to dwell �n 
Jerusalem, h�s holy c�ty (Psa. 24:3). S�nce 
he has consecrated �t to h�s honour, �t �s not 
r�ght for �t to be corrupted and polluted by 
any w�th�n �t who are �mpure or ungodly. 
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Hence we read that the person who walks 
w�thout blem�sh and who str�ves to do well 
w�ll l�ve �n the Lord’s tabernacle, because 
the sanctuary where God dwells should 
never be defiled by filth, as �n some stable 
(Psa. 15:1-2; Isa. 35:8, etc.). 

3. Learning to Love Righteousness:  
Christ’s Saving Work 

Scr�pture seeks to mot�vate us st�ll 
more by rem�nd�ng us that, as God has 
been reconc�led to us �n Chr�st, so also he 
has made h�m our example and model to 
wh�ch we should conform (Rom. 6:17-18). 
Let those who th�nk that none but the 
ph�losophers have made a proper study of 
moral�ty, show me �n the�r books a better 
pr�nc�ple than the one I have just descr�bed! 
For when they do the�r best to exhort us to 
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v�rtue, they g�ve no other reason than that 
we should l�ve accord�ng to nature.4 The 
�nstruct�on wh�ch Scr�pture g�ves, however, 
comes from a much better source: not only 
does �t b�d us refer our whole l�fe to God 
as �ts author, �t tells us that we have fallen 
from our or�g�nal creat�on, and that Chr�st, 
�n reconc�l�ng us to God h�s Father, �s g�ven 
to us as a model of �nnocence whose �mage 
�s to be reflected �n our l�ves. 

Could anyth�ng be sa�d more forcefully 
or to better effect? What more could we 
poss�bly ask for? For �f God adopts us as 
h�s ch�ldren on the understand�ng that our 
l�ves should reflect Chr�st’s �mage, and �f 
we refuse to follow r�ghteousness and hol�-
ness, not only do we basely and fa�thlessly 
abandon our Creator, we also d�sown h�m 
as our Sav�our. 
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That �s why Scr�pture makes a po�nt of 
urg�ng us to remember all of God’s benefits 
and the many aspects of our salvat�on. Thus 
�t says that, s�nce God has shown h�mself 
to be our Father, we are gu�lty of gross 
�ngrat�tude �f we do not behave as h�s ch�l-
dren (Mal. 1:6; Eph. 5:1; 1 John 3:1). S�nce 
Chr�st has cleansed us by the wash�ng of 
h�s blood, and has granted us h�s cleans�ng 
through bapt�sm, we would be wrong to 
sully ourselves aga�n w�th filth (Eph. 5:26; 
Heb. 10:10; 1 Cor. 6:11, 15; 1 Pet. 1:15, 
19). S�nce he has jo�ned us to h�mself and 
grafted us �nto h�s body, we must beware of 
pollut�ng ourselves �n any way, see�ng that 
we are h�s members (1 Cor. 6:15; John 15:3; 
Eph. 5:23). S�nce he who �s our Head has 
ascended �nto heaven, we must free our-
selves of all earthly des�res, and yearn w�th 
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all our heart for the l�fe above (Col. 3:1-2). 
S�nce the Holy Sp�r�t has consecrated us as 
God’s temples, we must str�ve to see God 
glor�fied �n us, and to keep ourselves from 
uncleanness (1 Cor. 3:16; 6:19; 2 Cor. 6:16). 
S�nce our soul and body are dest�ned for 
�mmortal�ty �n the k�ngdom of God, and 
for the �ncorrupt�ble crown of h�s glory, we 
must endeavour to preserve soul and body 
spotless unt�l the day of the Lord (1 Thess. 
5:23). 

These are sound and proper founda-
t�ons on wh�ch we may safely bu�ld our 
l�ves. 

Noth�ng l�ke them w�ll be found �n any 
of the ph�losophers, who never r�se h�gher 
than the natural d�gn�ty of man whenever 
the�r theme �s human duty. 
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4. Life Is More than Lip-Service 

Someth�ng should be sa�d at th�s po�nt 
to those who, hav�ng only the name of 
Chr�st, w�sh nevertheless to be known as 
Chr�st�ans. How bold they are to glory �n 
h�s holy name, see�ng that none enjoy h�s 
fr�endsh�p save those who r�ghtly know h�m 
through the gospel! Paul, for h�s part, de-
clares that a r�ght knowledge of Chr�st �s 
g�ven only to those who have learned to put 
off the old man, consumed as he �s by un-
ruly appet�tes, and who have �nstead put on 
Chr�st (Eph. 4:20-24). Clearly, when such 
people cla�m to know Chr�st, the�r cla�m 
�s false. In the process they do h�m much 
wrong, however persuas�vely they prattle 
on about h�m. 

The gospel �s teach�ng �ntended not 
for the tongue, but for l�fe. Unl�ke other 
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d�sc�pl�nes �t �nvolves more than just the 
m�nd and memory: �t must take full posses-
s�on of the soul and must have �ts seat and 
home deep �n the heart. Otherw�se �t �s not 
really taken �n. So let these people cease to 
shame God by boast�ng of what they are 
not, or else let them prove themselves to be 
d�sc�ples of Chr�st. 

In the matter of rel�g�on, we have so 
far g�ven pr�or�ty to what �s taught, s�nce 
that �s the beg�nn�ng of our salvat�on. But 
to bear fru�t and to be profitable, what �s 
taught must lodge �n the heart and dem-
onstrate �ts power �n our l�ves. More than 
that, �t must transform us so that �ts nature 
becomes ours. If the ph�losophers are r�ght 
to ra�l aga�nst those who cla�m to pract�se 
the�r art—called ‘the m�stress of l�fe’—and 
who nevertheless turn �t �nto spec�ous 
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twaddle,5 how much more should we detest 
those babblers whose mouth �s full of gos-
pel talk, but who spurn �t �n the�r l�ves! For 
�ts �nfluence ought to penetrate our �nmost 
heart and take root �n our soul a m�ll�on 
t�mes more powerfully than all the ph�loso-
phers’ admon�t�ons, wh�ch �n compar�son 
are so very weak. 

5. God’s Perfection Should Be Our Aim 

I do not requ�re the Chr�st�an’s conduct 
to match the gospel standard of pur�ty and 
perfect�on, although that �s someth�ng we 
should des�re and should try hard to ach�eve. 
In any case, I do not �ns�st that evangel�cal 
perfect�on be atta�ned before anyone can 
be regarded as a Chr�st�an. That would be 
too str�ct and severe a test. On that bas�s 
every l�v�ng soul would be excluded from 
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the church, for there �s no one, whatever 
progress he has made, who does not come 
well short of the mark. Most people �ndeed 
have hardly advanced one step, yet they are 
not to be rejected on that account. 

What then? Our s�ghts should natu-
rally be set on the perfect�on wh�ch God 
commands. That should be the yardst�ck by 
wh�ch we measure all our act�ons, and that 
should be the goal for wh�ch we str�ve. It �s 
qu�te wrong of us to p�ck and choose where 
God �s concerned, accept�ng part of what h�s 
word commands and om�tt�ng all the rest just 
as we please. What he �nvar�ably commends 
as of first �mportance �s �ntegr�ty, by wh�ch he 
means absolute s�mpl�c�ty of heart, freedom 
from pretence, the very oppos�te of double-
m�ndedness. In other words the essence of 
r�ght l�v�ng �s sp�r�tual, when the soul �s 




