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Abstract

This paper offers a systematic examination of John Calvin's doctrine of predestination, tracing its
intellectual origins, its internal development across successive editions of the Institutes of the
Christian Religion (1536—1559), and its reception and transformation in post-Reformation
Reformed theology. The study identifies the principal doctrinal sources — Pauline scripture,
Augustinian theology, late medieval nominalism, Stoic providence, and the polemical context of the
sixteenth-century Reformation — and situates Calvin's formulation in relation to his major
contemporaries and opponents. It further surveys the major scholarly debates that have shaped the
historiography of Calvinian predestination since the nineteenth century, culminating in the present
state of research. An annotated bibliography of primary and secondary sources is appended.

1. Introduction

Of all doctrines associated with the Protestant Reformation, none has proven more persistently
controversial, more widely misunderstood, and more generative of scholarly dispute than John
Calvin's doctrine of predestination. The association of Calvin's name with this teaching is so
entrenched in popular and academic consciousness alike that — as has frequently been observed —
encyclopaedic definitions of predestination routinely invoke his name before any other. Yet this
association, however historically grounded, obscures the complexity of the doctrine's origins, its
careful and often reluctant development within Calvin's own corpus, and the significant
transformations it underwent in the hands of his successors.

Calvin himself did not claim originality. He regarded predestination as a biblical doctrine, grounded
primarily in Pauline scripture and elaborated by the Church Fathers — above all, Augustine of
Hippo. His contribution, as he saw it, was fidelity and systematic clarity, not innovation. The
historical question is therefore not whether Calvin invented the doctrine, but how he received,
modified, and situated it within a comprehensive theological programme, and how later Reformed
orthodoxy further transformed what Calvin had articulated.

This paper addresses three broad questions: (1) What were the intellectual and theological sources
from which Calvin drew? (2) How did the doctrine develop and mature within Calvin's own
writings? (3) How has the doctrine been interpreted and contested by scholars from the nineteenth
century to the present?

2. Conceptual Preliminaries: Defining Predestination in
Calvin's Framework



Before tracing the doctrine's origins and development, it is necessary to establish what Calvin meant
by predestination. In the definitive 1559 edition of the Institutes, Calvin offers the following
definition:

"By predestination we mean the eternal decree of God, by which he determined with himself
whatever he wished to happen with regard to every man. All are not created on equal terms, but
some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal damnation; and, accordingly, as each has been
created for one or other of these ends, we say that he has been predestinated to life or to death."
(Institutes 111.21.5)

Several features of this definition merit attention. First, predestination is characterized as eternal —
it belongs to God's eternal counsel, antecedent to any temporal act or human merit. Second, it is
double — it encompasses both election (the predestination of some to salvation) and reprobation
(the predestination of others to damnation). Third, it is absolute — grounded solely in the divine
will, not in divine foreknowledge of human acts. Fourth, it is particular — it concerns "each man"
individually, not merely categories of humanity.

These four characteristics — eternality, duality, absoluteness, and particularity — distinguish
Calvin's formulation from weaker versions of the doctrine and define the contours of the scholarly
debate that surrounds it.

3. Scriptural Foundations: Paul and the Pauline Tradition

Calvin's primary appeal throughout his treatment of predestination is to scripture, and within
scripture, to the letters of the Apostle Paul. The key Pauline loci are Romans 8-9 and Ephesians 1,
texts that Calvin exposited extensively in both the Institutes and his biblical commentaries.

3.1 Romans 9-11

Romans 9 was, for Calvin, the most direct scriptural grounding for the doctrine of unconditional
election. Paul's discussion of Jacob and Esau ("Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated," citing Malachi 1:2—
3 in Romans 9:13), his appeal to God's response to Moses ("I will have mercy on whom I have
mercy," Exodus 33:19, cited in Romans 9:15), and his pottery analogy (Romans 9:20-21) all
supplied Calvin with exegetical material for asserting that God's choice of the elect is made
independently of human merit or foreknown acts.

Calvin's commentary on Romans (first published 1540) is among the most careful exegetical
treatments of these chapters in the Reformation period. Against exegetes who attempted to read
Romans 9 as referring to national election rather than individual salvation, Calvin maintained that
Paul's argument requires individual predestination. His response to the objection "Is there injustice
on God's part?" (Romans 9:14) closely follows Augustine's anti-Pelagian reasoning: God's will is
itself the highest standard of justice, and to question it is to misunderstand the relationship between
Creator and creature.

Romans 11:33-36 — "Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!" — supplied
Calvin with a doxological frame: predestination is not a doctrine to be speculated upon freely but to
be received with reverent wonder at the incomprehensibility of the divine will.

3.2 Ephesians 1



Ephesians 1:4-5 — "He chose us in him before the foundation of the world ... having predestined us
for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ" — was equally central. Calvin's Ephesians sermons
(preached from 1558 onward) represent his most pastorally developed treatment of election,
emphasizing its Christological foundation and its function as a source of assurance for believers.
Significantly, Calvin interprets election as "in Christ" — the elect are chosen in relation to Christ as
Mediator — a feature that would become contested in later Reformed theology.

3.3 The Limits of Sola Scriptura

While Calvin consistently professed to derive his doctrine from scripture alone, historical

scholarship has shown that his exegesis was shaped by prior theological commitments derived from
the Augustinian tradition. The question of the relationship between scriptural exegesis and doctrinal
precommitment in Calvin's treatment of predestination remains a significant topic in Calvin studies.

4. The Augustinian Sources

4.1 Augustine's Anti-Pelagian Writings

The most important doctrinal source for Calvin's predestination was Augustine of Hippo (354—430),
particularly the anti-Pelagian writings of Augustine's later career. In the controversy with Pelagius
and his followers (roughly 411-430), Augustine developed an increasingly strong doctrine of
predestining grace in response to Pelagian insistence on free will and the capacity of human nature
to merit salvation.

The key Augustinian texts are:

*  De gratia et libero arbitrio (426) — on the compatibility of grace and free will
*  De correptione et gratia (426—427) — on the necessity of grace and the nature of
perseverance

e De praedestinatione sanctorum (428-429) — the most direct exposition of predestination

*  De dono perseverantiae (428—429) — on the gift of final perseverance
In these works Augustine argued that God's election of the saved is entirely gratuitous — not based
on foreknown merits — and that even the will to believe is itself a divine gift. The number of the
elect is fixed and certain; it constitutes a "definite number" (certus numerus) known to God from
eternity.

Calvin drew heavily on these writings. The two-volume study by Luchesius Smits, Saint Augustin
dans l'oeuvre de Jean Calvin (1957-58), exhaustively documented the extent of Augustine's
presence in Calvin's writings, identifying over 1,700 explicit citations and allusions. Smits
concluded that Augustine was by far the most frequently cited patristic authority in Calvin's corpus.

4.2 The Question of Continuity

Whether Calvin simply reproduced Augustine or significantly modified him remains debated.
Several points of comparison are relevant:

On reprobation: Augustine spoke of the "mass of perdition" (massa damnata) from which God
graciously saves the elect, but he was more cautious than Calvin in directly attributing the
damnation of the reprobate to a positive divine decree. Calvin's formulation — that God "sentences
others to eternal death" (Institutes 111.21.5) — is characteristically more direct. The A.D.R. Polman



study (De praedestinatieleer van Augustinus, Thomas van Aquino en Calvijn, 1936) remains the
classic comparative treatment of this question in the Dutch scholarly tradition.

On double predestination: Isidore of Seville (560—636) is generally credited with the first explicit
formulation of "double predestination" (gemina praedestinatio) in the patristic and early medieval
tradition. The Carolingian monk Gottschalk of Orbais (c. 808—867) pressed a rigorous double
predestination drawing on Augustine, provoking a major ninth-century controversy. Calvin did not
use the term "double predestination" himself, but his substantive teaching — that God both elects
and reprobates by an eternal decree — represents a more systematic version of what Gottschalk had
proposed.

B.B. Warfield's assessment: The Reformed theologian Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield (1851-
1921) famously summarized the relationship by asserting that "the system of doctrine taught by
Calvin is just the Augustinianism common to the whole body of the Reformers." This formulation,
while widely cited, has been criticized for flattening the genuine differences between Augustine and
Calvin and for ignoring the mediating role of the Reformers' particular theological context.

4.3 The Medieval Augustinian Tradition

Between Augustine and Calvin stands a long tradition of Augustinian theology that Calvin
inherited, consciously or otherwise. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) treated predestination at length
in the Summa Theologiae (1a, q. 23), arguing that predestination includes both the election of the
saved and the permission (not positive willing) of the damnation of the reprobate. Calvin was aware
of Thomas's position — he engaged with the Thomist tradition through his controversy with Albert
Pighius (Defensio sanae et orthodoxae doctrinae de servitute et liberatione humani arbitrii, 1543)
— and rejected Thomas's attempt to ground election in divine foreknowledge of human cooperation
with grace.

The Augustinian order itself had maintained a stronger Augustinian soteriology throughout the
Middle Ages, and there is scholarly discussion of whether Luther's Augustinianism — which deeply
influenced Calvin — was mediated through the via Augustiniana moderna of the late medieval
Augustinian hermits (Gregory of Rimini, Hugolino of Orvieto, and others) rather than directly from
Augustine's own texts.

5. Luther, Bucer, and the Reformers

5.1 Luther's De Servo Arbitrio

Martin Luther's De Servo Arbitrio (On the Bondage of the Will, 1525) — his response to Erasmus's
De libero arbitrio (1524) — represents the most powerful Reformation statement of the doctrine of
the bound will prior to Calvin. Luther argued that the human will, corrupted by sin, has no capacity
to turn toward God without divine grace, and that God's election of the saved is entirely sovereign.
Luther himself later distanced himself from some of the more extreme formulations of De Servo
Arbitrio, but the work remained extraordinarily influential.

Calvin explicitly endorsed Luther's position in this debate and regarded the bondage of the will as
foundational to any serious doctrine of grace. The relationship between Luther and Calvin on
predestination has been extensively studied. Both shared a common dependence on Augustine, but
differed in emphasis and systematic development. The comprehensive analysis by Van den Belt
(The Authority of Scripture in Reformed Theology, 2008) and the monograph series from



Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht (including comparative studies of Luther and Calvin on necessity and
predestination) provide detailed treatments.

Calvin's 1545 letter to Luther (unfortunately never received by Luther, who died in 1546) reveals
both deep respect and a sense of theological kinship on this question.

5.2 Martin Bucer

Often insufficiently emphasized, Martin Bucer's influence on Calvin's doctrine of predestination
was substantial. During his exile in Strasbourg (1538—1541), Calvin worked closely with Bucer,
read Bucer's Commentary on Romans (1536), and significantly expanded his treatment of
predestination in the 1539 edition of the Institutes. Bucer had developed a doctrine of double
predestination in the 1530s, and his influence is detectable in Calvin's Strasbourg revisions. The
1539 Institutes represents a decisive step toward the mature Calvinian doctrine.

5.3 Heinrich Bullinger and Zurich

Calvin's relationship with Heinrich Bullinger (1504—-1575), Zwingli's successor in Zurich, was more
complex. Bullinger accepted election but was considerably more reserved about reprobation,
preferring what is sometimes called "single predestination." The Consensus Tigurinus (1549) — the
agreement between Calvin and Bullinger on the Lord's Supper — did not resolve the underlying
differences on predestination. Frank A. James III and Cornelis Venema have debated the precise
nature of Bullinger's position, with Venema arguing that Bullinger was not consistently committed
to single predestination.

6. Late Medieval Nominalism and Voluntarism

A significant and contested line of scholarship has explored whether Calvin's doctrine of
predestination was shaped by the late medieval nominalist and voluntarist tradition associated with
William of Ockham (c. 1287-1347) and his successors.

6.1 The Nominalist Background

In late medieval nominalism, the distinction between God's absolute power (potentia absoluta) and
ordained power (potentia ordinata) was central. The potentia absoluta referred to what God could
do absolutely, unconstrained by any order; the potentia ordinata referred to what God has actually
ordained. This framework implied a radically sovereign divine will, operating without constraint
from natural law or inherent moral structure. Heiko Oberman's foundational studies (The Harvest of
Medieval Theology, 1963; Forerunners of the Reformation, 1966) established the importance of this
tradition for understanding the Reformation.

The nominalist framework arguably supplied Calvin with a conceptual vocabulary for expressing
the sovereignty of the divine will in predestination: God's choice of the elect is absolutely free,
unconstrained by anything external to the divine will.

6.2 The Debate on Calvin and Nominalism

Whether Calvin was directly influenced by nominalism is disputed. The debate has two primary
poles:



The continuity thesis: Heiko Oberman, and more recently Robin Mark Phillips in a sustained
three-part series of essays, argues that Calvin's theology shows significant nominalist and
voluntarist features. Susan Schreiner's Where Shall Wisdom Be Found? Calvin's Exegesis of Job
from Medieval and Modern Perspectives (1994) and The Theater of His Glory: Nature and the
Natural Order in the Thought of John Calvin (1991) document Calvin's appropriation of medieval
categories, including nominalist ones.

The discontinuity thesis: Richard Muller has consistently argued that Calvin's primary intellectual
formation was humanist and patristic rather than scholastic or nominalist, and that reading late
medieval nominalism into Calvin's voluntarism is anachronistic. Muller's Christ and the Decree
(1988) and his four-volume Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics (2003) situate Calvin within a
broad Augustinian tradition rather than a specifically nominalist lineage.

The present state of scholarship does not offer a settled resolution. The nominalist question remains,
as Robin Mark Phillips notes, "far from settled," with credible scholars on both sides.

7. Stoic Influences

Calvin's deep engagement with classical Stoicism — he wrote a commentary on Seneca's De
Clementia in 1532, his first published work — has prompted some scholars to explore Stoic
influence on his doctrine of providence and, derivatively, predestination.

The Harvard Divinity School scholar who noted that Calvin "was a great admirer of the Roman
Stoics" points to a real feature of Calvin's intellectual formation. The Stoic concept of fate (fatum,
heimarmené) — the universal chain of causation governing all events — bears a structural
resemblance to Calvin's doctrine of providence, which holds that "all events whatsoever are
governed by the secret counsel of God" and that "nothing happens but what he has knowingly and
willingly decreed" (Institutes 1.16.3).

Calvin, however, was careful to distinguish Christian providence from Stoic fate. Where Stoic fate
was impersonal and necessary, Calvin's divine counsel is personal and free. Calvin explicitly
rejected the identification of his position with Stoic determinism in the Institutes (1.16.8).
Nevertheless, the structural parallel between Stoic and Calvinist determinism continues to attract
scholarly attention, particularly in the broader context of Calvin's humanism.

8. Development Across the Institutes: A Redactional Analysis

One of the most important contributions of twentieth-century Calvin scholarship has been the
careful redactional analysis of the successive editions of the Institutes (1536, 1539, 1543, 1550,
1559) to trace the development of the doctrine of predestination. This analysis reveals that Calvin's
doctrine was not static but evolved in response to changing theological, polemical, and pastoral
contexts.

8.1 The 1536 Institutes

In the first edition of the Institutes (Basle, 1536), predestination receives only brief treatment,
introduced in connection with the Apostle's Creed and the doctrine of the church. The brevity
reflects the genre of the work (a catechetical introduction) rather than any theological
underdevelopment. Nevertheless, the essential contours of the doctrine — the election of a definite



number to salvation, grounded in divine grace rather than human merit — are already present. The
elect constitute "the whole number of the elect" who make up the holy catholic church.

8.2 The 1539 Institutes and the Strasbourg Expansion

The 1539 edition, substantially expanded during Calvin's Strasbourg years under the influence of
Bucer, represents the most significant developmental step. Predestination receives a far more
extended and systematic treatment. Calvin's engagement with Paul's letter to the Romans (his
Romans commentary appearing in 1540) is directly reflected. The doctrine now has the essential
features of the mature formulation: unconditional election, double predestination, the eternal divine
decree.

8.3 The Polemical Writings (1543—-1552)

The decisive elaboration of Calvin's predestinarian doctrine came not in the Institutes but in a series
of polemical treatises provoked by opponents:

Against Pighius: Albert Pighius (1490-1542) attacked Calvin's doctrine of the bound will in his De
libero hominis arbitrio (1542). Calvin responded in Defensio sanae et orthodoxae doctrinae (1543),
defending both the bondage of the will and the doctrine of predestination. Pighius died before
Calvin completed his response; the section on predestination was published later.

The Bolsec Controversy (1551-1552): Jérome Bolsec, a Carmelite monk turned Reformed
physician living near Geneva, publicly attacked Calvin's doctrine of predestination in October 1551,
arguing that it made God the author of sin. Bolsec was arrested and ultimately banished from
Geneva. Calvin's Consensus Genevensis (De aeterna Dei praedestinatione, 1552) was written partly
in response to this controversy. As Christian History Magazine has noted, "had it not been for
Pighius and Bolsec, one wonders if Calvin's name would have been so closely associated with
predestination." The controversy also exposed divisions within the Swiss Reformed churches: the
other Swiss cities, while generally affirming election, were more reticent about reprobation. The
Swiss churches' responses to the Bolsec affair were "less than Calvin had hoped."

Against Castellio and Georgias Siculus: Sebastian Castellio challenged Calvin's doctrine on
grounds of equity and the universality of divine grace. The Sicilian Giorgio (Georgias Siculus)
presented similar objections, and these were addressed in the Consensus Genevensis.

8.4 The Final 1559 Institutes

In the definitive 1559 edition of the Institutes, Calvin restructured the location of the doctrine of
predestination, removing it from Book I (where it had been associated with providence and the
doctrine of God) and placing it in Book III, in close connection with the discussion of faith,
justification, and the benefits of Christ. This placement has been the subject of extensive scholarly
debate.

Richard Muller has argued that the 1559 placement represents not a departure from Calvin's earlier
thought but a clarification: by situating predestination after the exposition of the work of Christ and
faith, Calvin aimed to prevent speculative misuse of the doctrine and to present it in its properly
soteriological and pastoral register. Karl Barth, on the other hand, interpreted the placement as
revealing a tension in Calvin's system — predestination was not sufficiently grounded in
Christology, a deficiency Barth sought to remedy in his own reformulated doctrine of election.



9. Controversies and Major Opponents

Calvin's doctrine of predestination generated fierce opposition throughout his career. A systematic
review of the major opponents and their arguments is essential to understanding the doctrine's
development.

9.1 Albert Pighius (c. 1490-1542)

Pighius, a Dutch Catholic theologian, argued in the Erasmian tradition for free will and rejected
Calvin's absolute predestination as rendering God the author of evil. His Thomistic appeal to divine
foreknowledge as the basis of election — God predestines those whom he foreknows will freely
merit salvation — represented the main Catholic alternative to Calvin's position.

9.2 Jérome Bolsec (d. 1584)

Bolsec's arguments were essentially Pelagian in structure: grace is universally offered, and election
reflects divine confirmation of human response. After his banishment from Geneva (1551), Bolsec
eventually returned to the Catholic Church and later wrote a polemical biography of Calvin (1577)
that accused Calvin of gross personal immorality — a work regarded by historians as largely
unreliable.

9.3 Sebastian Castellio (1515-1563)

Castellio, Calvin's former associate in Geneva who was denied ordination and left the city, became
one of the most sophisticated critics of Calvin's doctrine. His De haereticis (1554) — a response to
the burning of Servetus — raised the question of religious coercion, but his theological objections
to predestination centered on divine equity and the character of the God implied by absolute double
predestination.

9.4 Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560)

Melanchthon, Luther's colleague, moved increasingly toward a synergistic position (via media) that
acknowledged a cooperative role for the human will in salvation. His Loci Communes in its later
editions departed from Luther's De Servo Arbitrio and implicitly rejected Calvinian double
predestination. Calvin maintained cordial personal relations with Melanchthon while disagreeing
sharply on this point.

10. Theodore Beza and the Post-Calvinian Transformation

The relationship between Calvin's doctrine and the doctrine developed by his successor Theodore
Beza (1519-1605) is one of the most contested issues in the historiography of Reformed theology.
The "Calvin versus the Calvinists" debate — sometimes called the "Calvin/Calvinist" discontinuity
thesis — turns in large part on how one assesses Beza's development of predestinarian doctrine.

10.1 Beza's Innovations

Beza introduced several features into Reformed predestination that Calvin had either not addressed
or addressed differently:



Supralapsarianism: Beza's famous Tabula Praedestinationis (Table of Predestination, published in
English translation in The Treasure of Truth, 1576) presented a supralapsarian scheme in which
God's decree of election and reprobation is logically prior to the decree of creation and fall. This
meant that the elect and reprobate are objects of the divine decree considered as not yet created and
not yet fallen — a position more radical than Calvin's.

Deductive systematization: Beza developed predestination more explicitly as the organizing
principle of the theological system, deriving other doctrines from it in a deductive manner. Critics
argue that this represented a rationalization and hardening of Calvin's more restrained and scriptural
approach.

10.2 The Continuity-Discontinuity Debate

The "Calvin versus the Calvinists" thesis was classically articulated by Basil Hall ("Calvin Against
the Calvinists," 1966), Brian Armstrong (Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, 1969), and R.T.
Kendall (Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649, 1979). These scholars argued that Beza and his
successors fundamentally distorted Calvin's theology by introducing scholastic rationalism and a
logic-driven supralapsarianism foreign to Calvin's biblically-oriented, Christ-centered approach.

Richard Muller's sustained counter-argument — developed in Christ and the Decree (1988), After
Calvin (2003), and the four-volume Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics (2003) — maintains
that the discontinuity thesis is historically untenable. Muller argues that Beza and the post-
Reformation Reformed orthodox were not distorting Calvin but developing his doctrine in ways
consistent with his own method and content, employing scholastic tools of precision rather than
abandoning his theological substance.

The Muller-versus-discontinuity debate remains the central organizing controversy in the
historiography of Reformed predestinarian doctrine and continues to generate substantial scholarly
literature.

11. The Synod of Dort (1618-1619) and Confessional
Codification

The Synod of Dort (Dordrecht, 1618—1619), convened to respond to the Arminian Remonstrance of
1610, represents the formal confessional codification of Reformed predestination. The Five Articles
of Remonstrance — attributed to followers of Jacob Arminius (1560-1609) — challenged Calvinist
predestination at every point: conditional election, universal atonement, resistible grace, and the
possibility of falling from grace.

The Canons of Dort responded with the famous "Five Points" of Calvinism, subsequently
summarized by the acronym TULIP: Total depravity, Unconditional election, Limited atonement,
Irresistible grace, Perseverance of the saints. Historians note that the Canons represent the theology
of Beza and the post-Calvinian Reformed orthodox more directly than Calvin's own nuanced
formulations, though they are conventionally presented as the systematic expression of
"Calvinism."

The relationship between the Canons of Dort and Calvin's own teaching remains a contested
question. B.B. Warfield saw essential continuity; twentieth-century scholars such as Alister
McGrath and later Paul Helm have noted significant differences in emphasis, if not in substance.



12. Karl Barth and the Twentieth-Century Reformulation

The most important twentieth-century engagement with Calvin's predestination was Karl Barth's
radical reformulation in Church Dogmatics 11/2 (1942). Barth argued that Calvin's doctrine of
predestination suffered from a fundamental defect: it was not sufficiently Christological. By
grounding predestination in the abstract divine decree rather than in Jesus Christ as the subject and
object of election, Calvin (in Barth's reading) produced a doctrine with disturbing pastoral and
theological consequences — including the specter of an inscrutable God who arbitrarily damns the
reprobate.

Barth proposed to correct this by making Jesus Christ the electing God and the elected human
simultaneously. In Christ, election takes its positive and universal form; Christ bears the reprobation
that would otherwise fall on humanity. The result is a doctrine in which the divine will is
irreversibly oriented toward human salvation, though without collapsing into universalism (Barth
maintained the distinction between objective and subjective reconciliation).

Bruce McCormack's studies of Barth's doctrine of election — particularly Karl Barth's Critically
Realistic Dialectical Theology (1995) and subsequent essays — have both elaborated and contested
Barth's reading of Calvin, arguing that Barth's own doctrine involved a revision of classical theism
more radical than Barth himself acknowledged.

The influence of Barth's reformulation on the subsequent history of predestination theology has
been immense. Thomas F. Torrance developed an "evangelical Calvinist" position closely following
Barth, with further modifications. The debate between Barthian and classical Calvinist approaches
to election continues in contemporary systematic theology.

13. Major Scholarly Debates in the Modern Period

The scholarly literature on Calvin's predestination is organized around several recurring debates that
cut across the works of virtually all major researchers in the field:

13.1 Was Predestination the "Central Dogma" of Calvin's System?

Alexandre Schweizer (1844) and others argued that predestination functions as the organizing
"central dogma" from which the rest of Calvin's theology is deduced. This thesis was critiqued by
Francois Wendel (Calvin: The Origins and Development of His Religious Thought, 1950/English
1963) and decisively challenged by Richard Muller, who demonstrated that predestination was
neither structurally central nor systematically controlling in Calvin's own writings.

13.2 The "Calvin versus the Calvinists" Problem

As discussed above (§10.2), this remains the dominant organizing debate in the field. Recent
scholarship has largely followed Muller in rejecting radical discontinuity, while acknowledging
significant developments in style, method, and systematic elaboration between Calvin and the
Reformed orthodox.

13.3 The Christological Question



Whether Calvin's doctrine of election is sufficiently Christological — or whether Christ functions
primarily as the "mirror of election" in which the elect seek assurance, rather than as the foundation
of election itself — has been central to the debate between Barthian and classical Reformed
theologians. Calvin's exegesis of Ephesians 1:4 ("chosen in him") is a critical text in this debate.

13.4 Pastoral Dimension and Assurance

A significant strand of scholarship has focused on the pastoral function of predestination in Calvin's
theology. Peter Wilcox, Joel Beeke (Assurance of Faith: Calvin, English Puritanism, and the Dutch
Second Reformation, 1991), and others have shown that Calvin consistently presented election as a
source of comfort rather than anxiety, linking assurance to the witness of the Holy Spirit and the use
of the means of grace. Calvin's pastoral letters — including the famous letter to Monsieur de
Richebourg on the death of his son — illustrate this pastoral orientation.

13.5 The Infralapsarian/Supralapsarian Distinction

Whether Calvin himself held an infralapsarian position (the objects of the divine decree are humans
considered as fallen) or a supralapsarian one (the objects are humans considered as not yet created)
has been debated. The general scholarly consensus, supported by Joel Beeke's Debated Issues in
Sovereign Predestination (2017), is that Calvin was infralapsarian in substance, while Beza
developed a supralapsarian system.

14. Reception and Influence

14.1 The English Puritan Reception

R.T. Kendall's Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649 (1979) argued that English Puritanism,
mediated through William Perkins (1558—1602), significantly distorted Calvin's doctrine by
introducing an experimental predestinarianism focused on the practical syllogism (syllogismus
practicus) as a means of assurance — a shift away from Calvin's emphasis on faith in the promises
of Christ. Muller's response effectively challenged Kendall's reading of Calvin and his account of
the Puritan departure.

14.2 The Dutch Reformed Tradition

The Netherlands was the site of the Arminian controversy (1609-1619) and the major confessional
codification of Reformed predestination at Dort. The subsequent Dutch Reformed tradition —
represented by figures such as Gisbertus Voetius (1589—-1676), Herman Bavinck (1854-1921), and
Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) — developed Calvin's predestination within a scholastic framework.
Bavinck's treatment in Reformed Dogmatics (volume 2) remains among the most sophisticated
systematic engagements with the doctrine.

14.3 The Weber Thesis

Max Weber's The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905) linked Calvinist
predestination to the rise of capitalist economic behaviour, arguing that uncertainty about election
generated a psychological drive for worldly asceticism and vocational success as signs of election.
Weber's thesis has been extensively criticized — including on the grounds that Calvin himself



warned against seeking assurance in worldly success — but it remains a significant moment in the
cultural reception of Calvin's predestination.

15. Conclusion

Calvin's doctrine of predestination is the product of a complex intellectual genealogy. Its primary
roots lie in Pauline scripture, as interpreted through the lens of Augustine's mature anti-Pelagian
theology. These sources were mediated to Calvin through Luther, Bucer, and the broader
Reformation tradition. Secondary influences — late medieval nominalism, Stoic concepts of
providence, legal humanism — have been proposed by various scholars, though their precise weight
remains contested.

Within Calvin's own corpus, the doctrine underwent significant development: from the brief
treatment of 1536 to the mature systematic and pastoral exposition of 1559, shaped decisively by
the polemical encounters with Pighius, Bolsec, Castellio, and others. The defining features of
Calvin's mature doctrine — eternal, double, absolute, and particular predestination — place him at
the rigorous end of the Augustinian spectrum, going beyond Augustine's own formulations in
directness and systematicity.

Post-Calvinian Reformed theology, above all through Beza, further systematized and in some
respects radicalized the doctrine, provoking the ongoing "Calvin versus the Calvinists" debate. The
Synod of Dort (1618-1619) confessionally codified Reformed predestination in a form that reflects
post-Calvinian developments as much as Calvin himself. Karl Barth's twentieth-century
reformulation — grounding election in Christology rather than abstract divine decree — represents
the most significant theological response to the Calvinian tradition.

The historiography of Calvin's predestination remains rich and contested. The central axes of debate
— the role of Augustine, the influence of nominalism, the continuity between Calvin and later
Calvinism, the Christological adequacy of the doctrine, and its pastoral function — continue to
generate substantial scholarship. No single interpretive consensus has emerged; the doctrine's
complexity, both historically and theologically, ensures its continued centrality in Reformation
studies.
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