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Calvin’s doectrine of divine Omnipotence
Lt has een commonly acknowledged that the divine Umnipotence represCcNtS the

foundation of Calvin’s theology. But how did Calvin understand od’s UOmnipo-
tencer In the IMNSErUCEION Faizth Calvıin had already answered this question by
plaining the words of the Apostle’s Creed «] believe 1n God, the Father Almighty>»
1143 that <al] LO} 1s attributed God», who «administers ll things by Hıs Prov1-
dence, rules them by His will, an guldes them by His virtue AaN: might>».2

In the SCYMONS Job, instead of o1V1Ing abstract definition of Od’s (Im
nıpotence, Calvin preferred direct the attent10ons of his audience 1fs features.
To the question «\What 1s the [8) of God?», Calvin repeatedly stated that 1t 1s
«infinite»?, <OL of measure>»*, «invisible»>, «beyond OUFTL Capacıty»®°, «wonderful»7,
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The Providence of God and the hypostasis 
of evil in Calvin’s theology1

Paolo de Petris*

1. Calvin’s doctrine of divine Omnipotence

It has been commonly acknowledged that the divine Omnipotence represents the 
foundation of Calvin’s theology. But how did Calvin understand God’s Omnipo-
tence? In the Instruction on Faith Calvin had already answered this question by ex-
plaining the words of the Apostle’s Creed «I believe in God, the Father Almighty» 
mean that «all power is attributed to God», who «administers all things by His Provi-
dence, rules them by His will, and guides them by His virtue and might».2

In the Sermons on Job, instead of giving an abstract definition of God’s Om-
nipotence, Calvin preferred to direct the attentions of his audience to its features. 
To the question «What is the power of God?», Calvin repeatedly stated that it is 
«infinite»3, «out of measure»4, «invisible»5, «beyond our capacity»6, «wonderful»7, 

*	 Born In Milan on October 27, 1947. Doctoral degrees in Law (Dr. jur.) at Università degli Studi di 
Milano (It) and in Philosophy (Ph.D.) at McGill University of Montreal (Ca). Ordained Minister of 
the Swiss Reformed Church in Bellinzona, Tessin, Switzerland,  lecturer (professore incaricato) at the 
Facoltà di Teologia of Lugano and professor of Systemic (or Dogmatic) Theology at the Shepherd 
University in Italy. E-mail: paolodepetris@ticino.com.

1	 The article gives a summary of some aspects treated in the author’s study: Calvin's Theodicy and the 
Hiddenness of God: Calvin's Sermons on the Book of Job (European University Studies XXIII, 926), 
Bern et al. 2012.

2	 Calvin, Instruction in Faith, 47.
3	 Sermons on Job, 381. See also CO 33:349, 427, 428; CO 34:246, 336, 340, 360. 
4	 Sermons on Job, 188: CO 33:501.
5	 CO 33:426.
6	 Sermons on Job, 246: CO 34:246. 
7	 Sermons on Job, 695: CO 35:367.
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«inestimable»®, AaN: 1t CANNOL be enclosed 1n OUFTL brain SINCEe «1t 1s deeper than the
deeps»?. «CGod chrinks NOL Into corner»109 but He «has such LO} AaN: preem1-
Cn  y that nothing 1s hidden from Hıms>»11ODTLUN7 \Yhat did Calvin ennn exactly wth these statements” Did he hint that God 1s
NO liable alıy moral limitation, the theologians of voluntarısm held? \While the
influence of JTohn Duns SCOtus AaN: W illiam of (O)ckham Calvin’s thought 1s 10

widely accepted, substantial disagreement has remained regarding 1fs extent AaN:
1ts significance, especlally with reference the distinction between botentia Dez ab
soluta (God’s absolute power) AaN: botentia Der Ordinata (God’s ordained power),
that 1s Sa y between what God Can do 1n VIeW of His cheer AaN: ınlimited ability
ACT AaN: what He has chosen do 1n the light of His WISEe AaN: somet1mes inscrutable

Albrecht Ritschl expressed the oOpin1oNn that the French Reformer stood
1n the voluntarism tradition of SCOtus and Ockham, inasmuch the notion of God
informing his doctrine of double predestination would ead the idea of «potentlia
absoluta>» concelved SYNONYVINOUS with cheer caprıce an of total «arbitrium>»12.

This conclusion, drawn from selections of the Institutes of Christian Religion AaN:
from the CLommentarteS, W AdsSs deeply questioned by Reinhold Seeberg!} who Clearly
demonstrated that «diese botentia absoluta (sJottes hat ZAUC Schranke 1LUF das logisch
Unmögliche SOwle das eigene W/esen (sJottes oder se1Ine bonitas»14

Calvin had chance dwell frequently the distinection between botentia ab
soluta an botentia ordinata, especlally during the period from 1551 1565, 1n his
(‚ommentarles (G1en 18:15, (GJEeNn 25:29, Rom Isa NOL imention
1n the [ reatise The Secret Providence of (30d. In all of these Steinmetz
rightly pOolNts OQut, he read the distinction between the botentia absoluta an the
Fen Hd ordinata, NOL distinction between the absolute an the ordained LO} of
God, but distinction between botentia Ordinata AaN: botentia inordinala, between
ordered AaN: disordered LO} \Yhatever God has done, 1s doing, plans do 1s

SCHMONS Tob, 704

SCHMONS Tob, 205

SCHMONS Tob, 155
11 SCHMONS Tob, <} UL telle bulssance el malstrıise UU ren Luy est cache>».
12 KITSCHL, Geschichtliche Studien ZUF oAhristlichen Lehre DOH (1Ott, In Tahrbücher für deutsche Theologte

(Gjesammelte Aufsätze, Neue Folge 1896)
15 SEEBERG, Dre Theologie des Tohannes Dauns SCOTUS, Leipzig 1L900, 163
14 SEEBERG, Lehrhuch der Doemengeschichte, 11L, 654, quoted by STAUFFER, Dieu, Ia ( FCAaLION EF Ia

Providence P ZEN Ia Pr6dication de Calvin, 15 / whom ( the quotation,
15 (LALVIN, (‚ Oom mentaries the Epistle Fhe KOmMans, 363 See STEINMETZ, C alvDin IM C(Lontext, New

'ork 1995, 40-52

(LALVIN, (‚ Oom mentartes [satah, vol , 152
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«inestimable»8, and it cannot be enclosed in our brain since «it is deeper than the 
deeps»9. «God shrinks not into corner»10, but He «has such a power and preemi-
nence, that nothing is hidden from Him»11.

What did Calvin meant exactly with these statements? Did he hint that God is 
not liable to any moral limitation, as the theologians of voluntarism held? While the 
influence of John Duns Scotus and William of Ockham on Calvin’s thought is now 
widely accepted, a substantial disagreement has remained regarding its extent and 
its significance, especially with reference to the distinction between potentia Dei ab-
soluta (God’s absolute power) and potentia Dei ordinata (God’s ordained power), 
that is to say between what God can do in view of His sheer and unlimited ability to 
act and what He has chosen to do in the light of His wise and sometimes inscrutable 
purposes. Albrecht Ritschl expressed the opinion that the French Reformer stood 
in the voluntarism tradition of Scotus and Ockham, inasmuch as the notion of God 
informing his doctrine of double predestination would lead to the idea of «potentia 
absoluta» conceived as synonymous with sheer caprice and of total «arbitrium»12.

This conclusion, drawn from selections of the Institutes of Christian Religion and 
from the Commentaries, was deeply questioned by Reinhold Seeberg13 who clearly 
demonstrated that «diese potentia absoluta Gottes hat zur Schranke nur das logisch 
Unmögliche sowie das eigene Wesen Gottes oder seine bonitas»14.

Calvin had chance to dwell frequently on the distinction between potentia ab-
soluta and potentia ordinata, especially during the period from 1551 to 1563, in his 
Commentaries on Gen. 18:13, Gen. 25:29, Rom. 9:1915, Isa. 23:916, not to mention 
in the Treatise on The Secret Providence of God. In all of these texts, as Steinmetz 
rightly points out, he read the distinction between the potentia absoluta and the po-
tentia ordinata, not as a distinction between the absolute and the ordained power of 
God, but as a distinction between potentia ordinata and potentia inordinata, between 
ordered and disordered power. Whatever God has done, is doing, or plans to do is 

8	 Sermons on Job, 704: CO 35:392.
9	 Sermons on Job, 203: CO 33:541.
10	 Sermons on Job, 588: CO 33:588.
11	 Sermons on Job, 35: CO 33:541; «il a une telle puissance et maistrise que rien ne Luy est caché».
12	 A. Ritschl, Geschichtliche Studien zur christlichen Lehre von Gott, in Jahrbücher für deutsche Theologie 

1865-1868, Gesammelte Aufsätze, Neue Folge (1896): 25-176.
13	 R. Seeberg, Die Theologie des Johannes Duns Scotus, Leipzig 1900, 163.
14	 R. Seeberg, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte, III, 654, quoted by R. Stauffer, Dieu, la Création et la 

Providence dans la Prédication de Calvin, 137 to whom I owe the quotation.
15	 Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle to the Romans, 363. See D. Steinmetz, Calvin in Context, New 

York 1995, 40-52.
16	 Calvin, Commentaries on Isaiah, vol. 8, 152.
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eXpression of His botentia ordinatd, V1 f the Justice that guldes His al 1s SECTET
AaN: hidden from us!/

In other words the LO} of God 1s infinite but NOL absolute. Nevertheless, 1t W AS Artıcol|mainly 1n the SCYMONS Job that Calvin had the opportunity develop his insights
by developing L[WO different argumentat1ons. First, he argued, od’s LO} CANNOLT be
separated from Hıs Justice, Wisdom AaN: (s00dness. In Sermon 125 he WTOTLE

«<\When speak of Hıs» Hıs Justice, Hıs wisdom, Hıs soodness, speak of
Himselt; they AL things inseparable, anı CANNOF be severed (that 1s SaY, they CANNOF be taken
AWaY from Hıs Being): for they AL jJoined together, the OM of them CANNOF be without the
other. Is (Gsod mighty? Sa 1s He also g00d. Hıs mightiness defeats NOTF Hıs goodness, L1OL yel Hıs
Justice»18,

He stressed the s \4a111e idea when he emphasized that «G0oCV’s mighty Power 1s
matched wth His Goodness>»19, that «Hıs Justice, (GGoodness, AaN: Wisdom MuSt
be linked wth His Almightiness»20, For Calvin 1t W AS unimaginable that
God Cal be defined 1n of botentia absoluta, < i He SOVELINS the world ike

tyrant»21, The Almighty God does nothing without PCAaSON, SInCce «1t 1s impossible
that He cshould do anythinge that 1s NO sood an rightful»22, How could God jJudge
the world, Calvin provocatively asked, <it He <hould NOL perform ll right?»23 «God
would be God AaN: His being would diminish>»24, i He could turn asıde from
right and eqgulty.

Calvin held that all the divine attributes, Power, Goodness, Wisdom AaN: Justice
ATLTC nothing else than constitutive elements of Od’s olory, he highlighted 1n Ser.
11210  — 4625 and he sharply eriticised those who «would abolish His mighty Power 1n
order OV! that God 1s righteous»26, Repeatedly he exhorted the church «TO ook
Sail| the Power that God cshows therewithal an Hıs (Goodness» 1n order «TO
discern that God SOVELINS the world rightfully»27,

STEINMETZ, Calvin and the absolute of CGr0d, In Journal of Medieval and Renalssance Studies
18/1 (Spring 1988
SCHMONS Tob, 5A1 595 (JWE these references STAUFFER, Dieu, Ia („FEAaLION EF Ia Providence
dans Ia PyEdication de Calvin, 115

SCHMONS Tob, G15 See also 3559

SCHMONS Tob, 675 b>>
71 SCHMONS Tob, 157
A} SCHMONS Tob, 157
23 SCHMONS Tob, 155
24 See SCHMONS Tob, 155
25 SCHMONS Tob, 215

SCHMONS Tob, 415
27 SCHMONS Tob, 750
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an expression of His potentia ordinata, even if the Justice that guides His will is secret 
and hidden from us17. 

In other words the power of God is infinite but not absolute. Nevertheless, it was 
mainly in the Sermons on Job that Calvin had the opportunity to develop his insights 
by developing two different argumentations. First, he argued, God’s power cannot be 
separated from His Justice, Wisdom and Goodness. In Sermon 123 he wrote: 

«When we speak of His power, or His justice, or His wisdom, or His goodness, we speak of 
Himself; they are things inseparable, and cannot be severed (that is to say, they cannot be taken 
away from His Being): for they are so joined together, as the one of them cannot be without the 
other. Is God mighty? So is He also good. His mightiness defeats not His goodness, nor yet His 
justice»18. 

He stressed the same idea when he emphasized that «God’s mighty Power is 
matched with His Goodness»19, or that «His Justice, Goodness, and Wisdom must 
be linked with His Almightiness»20. For Calvin it was unimaginable to state that 
God can be defined in terms of potentia absoluta, «as if He governs the world like 
a tyrant»21. The Almighty God does nothing without reason, since «it is impossible 
that He should do anything that is not good and rightful»22. How could God judge 
the world, Calvin provocatively asked, «if He should not perform all right?»23 «God 
would cease to be God and His being would diminish»24, if He could turn aside from 
right and equity.

Calvin held that all the divine attributes, Power, Goodness, Wisdom and Justice 
are nothing else than constitutive elements of God’s glory, as he highlighted in Ser-
mon 4625 and he sharply criticised those who «would abolish His mighty Power in 
order to prove that God is righteous»26. Repeatedly he exhorted the church «to look 
still to the Power that God shows therewithal and to His Goodness» in order «to 
discern that God governs the world rightfully»27.

17	 D. Steinmetz, Calvin and the absolute power of God, in Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 
18/1 (Spring 1988).

18	 Sermons on Job, 581: CO 35:60: I owe these references to R. Stauffer, Dieu, la Création et la Providence 
dans la Prédication de Calvin, 115.

19	 Sermons on Job, 615: CO 35:154. See also CO 35:59.
20	 Sermons on Job, 675: CO 35:315. 
21	 Sermons on Job, 137.
22	 Sermons on Job, 137: CO 33:371. 
23	 Sermons on Job, 138.
24	 See Sermons on Job, 138. 
25	 Sermons on Job, 215: CO 33:571. 
26	 Sermons on Job, 415: CO 34:340. 
27	 Sermons on Job, 730: CO 35:459. 
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(Lommenting the quest10ns «I J)Ooes God subvert judement? (Jr does the
mighty pervert Justice?» Calvin concluded firmly that God could do only that which
1s -  Just and s00d:ODTLUN7

«Some C4 well Hind that (Gsod 1s Almighty, but the meanwhile they acknowledge Hım NOTF
be righteous, they ought do For the OM of them MUuSt NOTF be separated from another.
\We MmMust NOLF imagıne that there AL things (God which C4 be divided OM from another. ITrue
it 1s that OM has pDut difference between the wisdom and the soodness, and the Justice, anı
the almightiness of God, but yel notwithstanding, respECL that He 1s God, these things
MUuSt need be in Hım 11CE anı they MmMust be it WE himself Hıs VE being. hen let
beware that SUrMISe NOTF awless God, if He SOVELINS the world like tyrant
sed OX cruelty. But let understand whereas He has all things Hıs hand, and 1s of
endless and Oes things, yel notwithstanding He CCA4SES NOLF be righteous»28,

He held unacceptable that the Power of God could be regarded «Jawless»29,
«tyrannical inordinate»>0, «EXCEssIVE»S1, «havinge rule IBEGIN measure>»*2 and CPD-
arated from His Justice»>5.

It God ould be NOL -  Just, He <hal]l be longer God, SINCEe «His olory, AaN: His
Godhead AaN: Hıs Being would be quite abolished»34

Calvin deemed that the IN OST important eature of God 1s that He 1s -  Just. ven
while stressing that God 1s UOmnipotent AaN: UOmniscient, Calvıin W AdsSs convinced that
these attributes could be rightly understood only 1n the light of the divine Justice. The
in aln task of God 1s administer Justice by rewardinge AaN: punishing Hıs creatures

accordingly their deeds
Refusing hold the adjectives «infinite» AaN: «absolute» equivalent, the French

Reformer eriticized JTob, for having blasphemed God an pointed OuULtT that «although
Od’s [8)  € be infinite, yet notwithstanding imagıne 1t be absolute AaN: Lawr.
less 1s much make Hım tyrant»>,

Only 1n the last day «God <hal]l be found righteous>» AaN: He « wnl] make fee] His
[8)  € AaN: might: NOL ÜyrannNOQuUS [8)  » but infinite DOower»>6, Taking JTob

example, Calvin warned against the temptation «enclose Od’s mighty LO}  »

SCHMONS Tob, 157

SCHMONS Tob, 4472 b 360
SCHMONS Tob, 354 b 175

51 The right translation ot the French word «exorbitante>» 1s eXCEsSsSIVE and NOL awless.
52 SCHMONS Tob, 421 b 557
55 SCHMONS Tob, 3005 b 336
54 See SCHHRONS Tob, 41
5 SCHMONS Tob, 159 b 336

SCHMONS Tob, 159
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Commenting on the questions «Does God subvert judgment? Or does the Al-
mighty pervert justice?» Calvin concluded firmly that God could do only that which 
is just and good:

«Some can well find that God is Almighty, but in the meanwhile they acknowledge Him not to 
be righteous, as they ought to do. For the one of them must not to be separated from another. 
We must not imagine that there are things in God which can be divided one from another. True 
it is that one has to put a difference between the wisdom and the goodness, and the justice, and 
the almightiness of God, but yet notwithstanding, in respect that He is God, all these things 
must need be in Him at once and they must be as it were himself or His very being. Then let us 
beware that we surmise not a lawless power in God, as if He governs the world like a tyrant or 
used excess or cruelty. But let us understand whereas He has all things in His hand, and is of 
endless power and does all things, yet notwithstanding He ceases not to be righteous»28.

He held as unacceptable that the Power of God could be regarded as «lawless»29, 
«tyrannical or inordinate»30, «excessive»31, «having no rule nor measure»32 and «sep-
arated from His Justice»33.

If God would be not just, He shall be no longer God, since «His glory, and His 
Godhead and His Being would be quite abolished»34.

Calvin deemed that the most important feature of God is that He is just. Even 
while stressing that God is Omnipotent and Omniscient, Calvin was convinced that 
these attributes could be rightly understood only in the light of the divine Justice. The 
main task of God is to administer justice by rewarding and punishing His creatures 
accordingly to their deeds.

Refusing to hold the adjectives «infinite» and «absolute» as equivalent, the French 
Reformer criticized Job, for having blasphemed God and pointed out that «although 
God’s power be infinite, yet notwithstanding to imagine it to be so absolute and law-
less is as much as to make Him a tyrant»35.

Only in the last day «God shall be found righteous» and He «will make feel His 
power and might: not a tyrannous power, but an infinite power»36. Taking Job as 
an example, Calvin warned against the temptation to «enclose God’s mighty power, 

28	 Sermons on Job, 137: CO 33:371.
29	 Sermons on Job, 442: CO 34:360.
30	 Sermons on Job, 354: CO 34:175.
31	 The right translation of the French word «exorbitante» is excessive and not lawless.
32	 Sermons on Job, 421: CO 34:357.
33	 Sermons on Job, 303: CO 34:336.
34	 See Sermons on Job, 41: CO 33:125. 
35	 Sermons on Job, 159: CO 34:336.
36	 Sermons on Job, 159: CO 33:428.
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righteousness AaN: wisdom within the of this Present world, 1t might be
discerned»37 and from indulginge 1n the fantasy «that God SOVEINS NOL the world
when He cshows NOL Himself jJudge»58, Artıcol|Confronted wth the inexplicable sufferings of the righteous Tob an OC
dispel the SUusp1clon that history W AS floating randomiy, without the suidance of -  Just
God, Calvin tired of emphasizing the absolute MYySTETYV of Od’s Power, which
1s understandable only by failth>9 an NO by reason40 In Sermon 125 Calvin strongly
stigmatized the attempt of those who, whilst thinking of Od’s mighty Power, attrib-
ted Hım «tyrannical power»41. He did NO hesitate call this pomlnt of VIeW <«NO

only Outrage, but also cursed blasphemy»?, <m devil’s blasphemy forged 1n hell»,
AaN: <m cursed AaN: devil’s thing»44,

In Sermon H] he had the opportunity define 1NOÖOTE precisely the meanıng of the
sSeNntencCcEe that God ould have «Jawless LO} without rule an measure>b This
SCNICENCE, he sald, could be rightly interpreted only by keeping 1n mind that God «1S
always AL O1  (D point 1n O1  (D mind, that 1s SdYy, that He 1s AaN: invariable
AaN: CANNOLT be turned O1  (D WAdY IBEGIN other>46 ( In the CO  arY, he pointed OuUtTL that
«CGod 1s SrTaCL1OUS NO U, Jo1n an knit His Justice OUFTL salvation, ike He
has matched His Mightiness with 1t also>»47

In order STTESS OLCE agaın the Justice of God 1n The SCerMONS Job Calvıin did
NO hesitate term Od’s works «judgments AaN: righteousness»48, TOom Romans
11:55 he adopted the characterization of od’s actlion exerclse of His jurisdictional
COMPETLENCE. In other words, whatever God 1s doing 1s NO indifferent neutral, but
always the DULDOSC of establishing His Justice. The close connectlon between
Od’s Providence AaN: Od’s Justice W AdsSs Clearly expressed, when Calvin DIOVOCA-
tively asked

57 SCHMONS Tob, 467
SCHMONS Tob, 309 34°:55

Sermon 109 he brovoacatively asked: «(Ir quand OUS voudrons comprendre pulssance el
vertu-la, le OUS prie, JeS- OUS enclorre NOSITE Cefrvean- est impossible»,

41 SCHMONS Tob, »30
A SCHMONS Tob, 30 b 362
45 b 35359-540SCHMONS Tob, 415
44 SCHMONS Tob, 205
45 SCHMONS Tob, 47

SCHMONS Tob, 47
4A / SCHMONS Tob, 475

SCHMONS Tob,
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righteousness and wisdom within the state of this present world, so as it might be 
discerned»37 and from indulging in the fantasy «that God governs not the world 
when He shows not Himself as a judge»38.

Confronted with the inexplicable sufferings of the righteous Job and eager to 
dispel the suspicion that history was floating randomly, without the guidance of a just 
God, Calvin never tired of emphasizing the absolute mystery of God’s Power, which 
is understandable only by faith39 and not by reason40. In Sermon 123 Calvin strongly 
stigmatized the attempt of those who, whilst thinking of God’s mighty Power, attrib-
uted Him a «tyrannical power»41. He did not hesitate to call this point of view «not 
only outrage, but also cursed blasphemy»42, «a devil’s blasphemy forged in hell»43, 
and «a cursed and devil’s thing»44. 

In Sermon 90 he had the opportunity to define more precisely the meaning of the 
sentence that God would have a «lawless power without rule and measure»45. This 
sentence, he said, could be rightly interpreted only by keeping in mind that God «is 
always at one point or in one mind, that is to say, that He is constant and invariable 
and cannot be turned one way nor other»46. On the contrary, he pointed out that 
«God is so gracious unto us, as to join and knit His Justice to our salvation, like as He 
has matched His Mightiness with it also»47.

In order to stress once again the Justice of God in The Sermons on Job Calvin did 
not hesitate to term God’s works as «judgments and righteousness»48. From Romans 
11:33 he adopted the characterization of God’s action as exercise of His jurisdictional 
competence. In other words, whatever God is doing is not indifferent or neutral, but 
always serves the purpose of establishing His Justice. The close connection between 
God’s Providence and God’s Justice was clearly expressed, when Calvin provoca-
tively asked:

37	 Sermons on Job, 467: CO 34:480.
38	 Sermons on Job, 309: CO 34:53.
39	 CO 34:604.
40	 In Sermon 109 he provocatively asked: «Or quand nous voudrons comprendre ceste puissance et ceste 

vertu-la, ie vous prie, Je pourrons- nous enclorre à nostre cerveau? Il est impossible». In CO 34:603.
41	 Sermons on Job, 580.
42	 Sermons on Job, 580: CO 34:362. 
43	 Sermons on Job, 415: CO 34:339-340. 
44	 Sermons on Job, 203: CO 33:540.
45	 Sermons on Job, 421: CO 34:357.
46	 Sermons on Job, 421: CO 34:357.
47	 Sermons on Job, 423: CO 34:357.
48	 Sermons on Job, 34: CO 33:108.
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«(_‚an deny the Providence of (God? (an abolish His power” (‚an Sa y
that He has NOL done AaN: disposed all things wth wisdom? (an bring anı y of these
things pass” NOo, 1t 1s impossible»®,ODTLUN7 Secondly, he argued that Od’s Power CANNOLT be disjointed from His WWl For
Calvıin 1t W AdsSs unthinkable that God Can do whatever 1s feasible. Lt 1s the divine
W/ill and NOL external forces) which determines what God Can do Although God 1s
legibus solutus, «He 1s Lawr Himself an all»>>0

«W E SCS I11anıy fantastical DCISONS, who when theyv talk of (30d’s almightiness fall gazıng
this and that saylng: If (God be almighty why Oes He NOLF such thing? If (God be almighty,
then CL He do this? Yea, but MuUuSt NOTF a abroad after CUL ()W] imag1ınatıon, (30d’s
almightiness alms NOLF tOUr dotages Fat ALLY COMMNLMMNONMN thing \Yhereat then? (30d’s almighti-
L11E855 anı Hıs will AL things inseparable. (Gsod 1s almighty: but it 1s accomplish whatsoever He
hath ordained in Hıs ()W] PULDOSC, So let learn knit these EWO things together, namely Hıs
almightiness anı Hıs willb> 1

The voluntaristic aspect of Calvin’s theology became particularly clear when the
French Reformer pointed Ouft that «the righteousness, whereby MuSsSt be ruled AaN:
whereto MuSt be subject, 1s above U, but 1s Od’s al above that»>2.

Calvin W AS also aclamant 1n emphasizing that anı y notion of soodness Justice
1s cheer abstraction independently from Od’s AWW/ill He held the basic Hheonomous
notlon that whatsoever God 1s doing 1s righteous by that fact one In other words,
nothing 1n itself 1s sood evil, but 1t 1s the divine WWl that establishes the ecrter1i1a
of Justice an goodness. In Sermon H] he WTOTLE «God’s al 1s the rule of all Fe4SO11

AaN: the fountain of all righteousness, 1n the that God wills anythinge which 1s
NO rightful AaN: indifferent»>3. The DI1IMmMacy of the divine «W which SUTIMOUNEFTS all
righteousness>», W AS repeatedly stressed, whenever Calvıin emphasized that God 1s NO
bound anı y laws>4, that 1S, i wth this word O1  (D intends the human Lar

( In the other hand, whenever O1  (D speaks of Od’s Will, <hould be taken Into
ACCOUNET His revealed al rather than Hıs hidden counsel. To avoid alıy mIisinterpre-
tatlon Calvin related Od’s Umnipotence «Hıs so0od W/ill such He chow 1t
be 1n Hıs word»>, AaN: His Righteousness His whole Lauw»>6. AIl these elements

SCHMONS Tob, {22

HESSELINK, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, Allison Park 1992,
öl SCHMONS Tob, {51
ö52 SCHMONS Tob, 222
ö5 SCHMONS Tob, 423
54 SCHMONS Tob, 024
ö59 SCHMONS Tob, 55

SCHMONS Tob, 627

4072402

The Providence of God and the hypostasis of evil in Calvin’s theology

A
rt

ic
ol

i

«Can we deny the Providence of God? Can we abolish His power? Can we say 
that He has not done and disposed all things with wisdom? Can we bring any of these 
things to pass? No, it is impossible»49.

Secondly, he argued that God’s Power cannot be disjointed from His Will. For 
Calvin it was unthinkable to state that God can do whatever is feasible. It is the divine 
Will (and not external forces) which determines what God can do. Although God is 
legibus solutus, «He is law to Himself and to all»50.

«We see many fantastical persons, who when they talk of God’s almightiness fall to gazing at 
this and that saying: If God be almighty why does He not such a thing? If God be almighty, 
then can He do this? Yea, but we must not range abroad so after our own imagination, God’s 
almightiness aims not a tour dotages no rat any common thing. Whereat then? God’s almighti-
ness and His will are things inseparable. God is almighty: but it is to accomplish whatsoever He 
hath ordained in His own purpose. So let us learn to knit these two things together, namely His 
almightiness and His will»51.

The voluntaristic aspect of Calvin’s theology became particularly clear when the 
French Reformer pointed out that «the righteousness, whereby we must be ruled and 
whereto we must be subject, is above us, but is God’s will above that»52.

Calvin was also adamant in emphasizing that any notion of goodness or justice 
is sheer abstraction independently from God’s Will. He held the basic theonomous 
notion that whatsoever God is doing is righteous by that fact alone. In other words, 
nothing in itself is good or evil, but it is the divine Will that establishes the criteria 
of justice and goodness. In Sermon 90 he wrote: «God’s will is the rule of all reason 
and the fountain of all righteousness, in the sense that God wills anything which is 
not rightful and indifferent»53. The primacy of the divine «Will which surmounts all 
righteousness», was repeatedly stressed, whenever Calvin emphasized that God is not 
bound to any laws54, that is, if with this word one intends the human law. 	

On the other hand, whenever one speaks of God’s Will, should be taken into 
account His revealed will rather than His hidden counsel. To avoid any misinterpre-
tation Calvin related God’s Omnipotence to «His good Will such as He show it to 
be in His word»55, and His Righteousness to His whole Law»56. All these elements 

49	 Sermons on Job, 722: CO 35:438.
50	 J. Hesselink, Calvin’s Concept of the Law, Allison Park 1992, 22.
51	 Sermons on Job, 737: CO 35:479. 
52	 Sermons on Job, 222: CO 33:590.
53	 Sermons on Job, 423.
54	 Sermons on Job, 624: CO 35:178. 
55	 Sermons on Job, 738: CO 35:480.
56	 Sermons on Job, 627: CO 35:186.
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recurred 1n the final edition of his Opus Magnum, 1n which he made unmistakably
clear that what God commancdıs 1s NOL whimsical, but rooted 1n His (soodness.

«Vhe will of (Gsod 1s the SUDICINE rule of righteousness, that everything which He wills MmMust Artıcol|
be held be righteous by the LNETIE fact of Hıs willing it VWhen, therefore, OM asks why (God
has done, MUuSt replv: because He has illed it But if YOU proceed urther ask why He

willed, YOUu AL seeking something greater anı higher than (30d’s wıll, which CANNOF be found.
\We fancy awless sod who 1s law NO himselt. For, Plato SaVyS, L11 who AL troubled
1th lusts AL need of law: but the will of (God 1s NOLF only free of all fault but 1s the highest rule
of perfection, anı VE the law of all Laws»27.

Divine Providence in the homiletic works

ven emphasizing the incommensurable dimensions of the divine Power, Calvin
CVE hinted that 1t 1s absolute an unordered. He W AS interested nelther 1n cheer
speculations about the GSSCIICE AaN: the LO} of God, IBEGIN build theological
frame for scholar’s audience, but develop serles of theological reflections that
could contribute increase the faith an be SOULCE of comtftort for the church.
This 1s the Fe4SO11 why his Intultions Od’s UOmnipotence, far from being en
1n themselves and academic exerclse, ftound their est expression 1n the doctrine
of Providence. The DAssSasc from cheer theoretical analysis od’s Umnipotence

his practical COMNSCYUCNCES had een already anticipated by the Catechism. To the
question «In what do yOUuU o1ve him the 1allıe of Almighty? the ALLSWET sounded
clear‘

«INot having which He Oes NOLF exerclse, but having all things under Hıs
anı hand: govern1ing the world by Hıs Providence, determining things by Hıs will, ruling all
ecrfeatures Hım s00d0»58,

The doctrine of Providence, far from being restricted his theological works,
held important position 1n his homiletic production??. This point 1s well made by
Harold Dekker:

«Vhe T’heocentricity (of his ermons) involves certaln oharacteristics stressed in Calvin’s
effort MmMeet the spiritual needs of (30d’s people. ( Ine of these 1s the STTESS Providence.

ö7 ICR
(LALVIN, IYacts and Letters, Vol 2, 40 ( 15
It needs only highlight that the locution «| Heu OUVEILLE C(ICCUTIS times In the SCHHRONS Tob For
Instance D5L, 284, 392, 294, 298; 534:20, I2, 204, 221, 222 5/U, 404, 407/, 428;
5D:/0, 246, 234:;: 23), 256, 266, 354, 4/8, 455
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recurred in the final edition of his Opus Magnum, in which he made unmistakably 
clear that what God commands is not whimsical, but rooted in His Goodness.

«The will of God is the supreme rule of righteousness, so that everything which He wills must 
be held to be righteous by the mere fact of His willing it. When, therefore, one asks why God 
has so done, we must reply: because He has willed it. But if you proceed further to ask why He 
so willed, you are seeking something greater and higher than God’s will, which cannot be found. 
We fancy no lawless god who is a law unto himself. For, as Plato says, men who are troubled 
with lusts are in need of law; but the will of God is not only free of all fault but is the highest rule 
of perfection, and even the law of all laws»57.

2. Divine Providence in the homiletic works

Even emphasizing the incommensurable dimensions of the divine Power, Calvin 
never hinted that it is absolute and unordered. He was interested neither in sheer 
speculations about the essence and the power of God, nor to build up a theological 
frame for a scholar’s audience, but to develop a series of theological reflections that 
could contribute to increase the faith and be a source of comfort for the church. 
This is the reason why his intuitions on God’s Omnipotence, far from being an end 
in themselves and an academic exercise, found their best expression in the doctrine 
of Providence. The passage from a sheer theoretical analysis on God’s Omnipotence 
to his practical consequences had been already anticipated by the Catechism. To the 
question «In what sense do you give him the name of Almighty?» the answer sounded 
clear:

«Not as having a power which He does not exercise, but as having all things under His power 
and hand; governing the world by His Providence, determining all things by His will, ruling all 
creatures as seems to Him good»58.

The doctrine of Providence, far from being restricted to his theological works, 
held an important position in his homiletic production59. This point is well made by 
Harold Dekker:

«The utter Theocentricity (of his sermons) involves certain characteristics stressed in Calvin’s 
effort to meet the spiritual needs of God’s people. One of these is the stress on Providence. 

57	 ICR III.23.2.
58	 Calvin, Tracts and Letters, Vol. 2, 40: CO 6:15. 
59	 It needs only to highlight that the locution «Dieu gouverne» occurs 25 times in the Sermons on Job: For 

instance in CO 33:257, 551, 584, 592, 594, 598; CO 34:20, 52, 204, 221, 222, 370, 404, 407, 428; CO 
35:70, 246, 254; 255, 256, 266, 334, 478, 483.
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The doectrine of (30d’s all-inclusive Providence 1s staple in feeding the hungry of heart [It 1s
balm for CVCLV wound. ( Ine feels that it 1s basıc CVCLV SC TIL1OMN and it Qut OM WaY
another maJority of them Providence 1s understandably prominent in the SCrMONS Tob
Job MuUuSt COMNNE Fest in the ultimate soodness of the divine PULDOSC, wrought by Strange anıODTLUN7 vexing plan»60,

nstead of being the conclusion of abstract speculation, detached from daily CO11-

11  y the doctrine of Providence Can be understood only 1n the wider CONTEXT of the
sixteenth CCNTLUFY, 1n which the belief that «CGod SOVECINS AaN: that all things ALC di
rected by His sulding AaN: Providence»61 W AS «under attack»62. Some(before, 1n
the 1559 edition of The Institutes, Calvin had insisted that «ignorance of Providence
1s the of miserles: the knowledge of 1t 1s attended wth the highest felicity»®3.
In order STTESS 1ts urther practical implications he entitled the second chapter
Providence significantly: «How INaYy apply this doctrine OUFTL benefit»64. In
period of deep predicament, he W AS convinced that faith 1n Od’s SOVEINANCE could
be SOUTCE of release AaN: CENCOUFraSCMENT. Being tully that O:  (D of the eritical
temptations which believers might succumb, when they ALC suffering without
parent PCAaSON, 1s nihilism, he repeatedly stated that without od’s Providence, 1fe
would be unbearable6>.

Calvıin did NO develop his doctrine of Providence 1n DACHKÄIHM long serles of
debates had preceded him The doctrine of od’s Providence Aalle OuULtT sradually

COMNSCYUCHNCE of Predestination. Yet another element contributed the estab-
lishment of this doectrine. In Calvin’s opınıon the belief that God created the world
would be incomplete AaN: ilogical without being assoclated wth the AX10M of Od’s
rule ven the 1NETIC SUusp1clon that something could happen by chance66 VW ASs intoler-
able for Calvin, although he recognized that believers ATLTC led Into such temptation
when they o0k AL the disorder an inJustice of the world In Sermon Y1 he
singled OuULtT this of mind:

«< | have sa1d already, that it 1s VE SOTLTE temptation the taithtul, when things AL eonfused
the world, it Iay SCCI1] that (God meddles LO 1th them, but that ortune rules anı
SUOVELINS things. And this has been the of all these devils proverbs, that all things AL

A0 DEKKER, SCHHRONS Tob, Nixon, Grand Rapids 197/9, XX  >
G1 SCHMONS Tob, 572

SCHREINER, The Theatre of Hzs Glory, Grand Rapids 1995, 16-37
G5 1:900
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The doctrine of God’s all-inclusive Providence is a staple in feeding the hungry of heart. It is 
balm for every wound. One feels that it is basic to every sermon and it comes out in one way or 
another in a majority of them. Providence is understandably prominent in the Sermons on Job. 
Job must come to rest in the ultimate goodness of the divine purpose, wrought by a strange and 
vexing plan»60.

Instead of being the conclusion of abstract speculation, detached from daily con-
cerns, the doctrine of Providence can be understood only in the wider context of the 
sixteenth century, in which the belief that «God governs and that all things are di-
rected by His guiding and Providence»61 was «under attack»62. Some years before, in 
the 1539 edition of The Institutes, Calvin had insisted that «ignorance of Providence 
is the greatest of miseries; the knowledge of it is attended with the highest felicity»63. 
In order to stress its further practical implications he entitled the second chapter on 
Providence significantly: «How we may apply this doctrine to our benefit»64. In a 
period of deep predicament, he was convinced that faith in God’s governance could 
be a source of release and encouragement. Being fully aware that one of the critical 
temptations to which believers might succumb, when they are suffering without ap-
parent reason, is nihilism, he repeatedly stated that without God’s Providence, life 
would be unbearable65.

Calvin did not develop his doctrine of Providence in a vacuum. A long series of 
debates had preceded him. The doctrine of God’s Providence came out gradually 
as a consequence of Predestination. Yet another element contributed to the estab-
lishment of this doctrine. In Calvin’s opinion the belief that God created the world 
would be incomplete and illogical without being associated with the axiom of God’s 
rule. Even the mere suspicion that something could happen by chance66 was intoler-
able for Calvin, although he recognized that believers are led into such a temptation 
when they look at the apparent disorder and injustice of the world. In Sermon 91 he 
singled out this state of mind:

«I have said already, that it is a very sore temptation to the faithful, when things are confused in 
the world, so as it may seem that God meddles no more with them, but that fortune rules and 
governs all things. And this has been the cause of all these devils proverbs, that all things are 

60	 H. Dekker, Sermons on Job, trans. L. Nixon, Grand Rapids 1979, XXX.
61	 Sermons on Job, 372: CO 34:222.
62	 S. Schreiner, The Theatre of His Glory, Grand Rapids 1995, 16-37.
63	 In CO 1:900.
64	 In CO 3:249.
65	 ICR I.17.10.
66	 In the Sermons on Job the references to the risk of believing in chance are more extremely frequent in 

the most various contexts of time and situations.
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tossed by casual fortune, that things AL blindly oulded, that (God plays 1th 1E 1th tennis
ball, that there 1s nelither LCASOIN, L1OL CA4ASUTIE in Hıs doings, but rather that all things AL SV
erned by certalın SEeCTEefEe NeCESSLEY anı that (Gsod vouchsafes NOTF think uUDONM US»67/ Artıcol|
The STATEMENT according which God would be only «TEINDOFALY CreatOr>»,

who after creation ould leave the world AaN: history their O’W") WAdY, NO only
crude AaN: cold description of Od’s creative work, but also imperils His

honor, SINCEe 1t implies the ex1istence of another sod Sermon 150 stigmatized this
point of VIeW with unmistakable ACCENTS

« T’herefore when call (Gsod the maker of heaven anı earth, MUuSt NOTF testralmnm it OM

instant: but MmMust bear mıind that like (Gsod has framed the world 1s Salll
Hım anı He disposes things here beneath, He has CALE of and the hears of CUL head
AL numbered, VyCad He ouldes CUL footsteps, nothing cometh Dass which 1s NOLF fore A}
pointed by Hıs Providence. hen if imagıne that (God SOVELINS NOTF all things, but that SOM

things happen by oqhance and fortune, it follows that ortune 1s (soddess that has ereated part
of the world, anı 1s NOTF all pralse due (Gsod alone [It WEIC ceutrsed blasphemy if cshould
think that the devil could do anything without (30d’s leave. Therefore let learn that there 1s
inseparable bond between these EWO things namely that (God cereated all things anı He SOVELINS
all things»68,

Calvıin held that «the word ( Yedator implies that God has done everything 1n such
WaY that all LO} AaN: sovere1gn dominion IMuUuSt remaln Hı1ıs»69. God upholds Uunl-

AaN: history an His Power chines torth 1n keeping order, 1n restralnıng the
destructive forces of A4LUTre an 1n bridling the wicked (Lontrary the Aristotelian
idea according which God 1s only the Tst OV'!  y Calvin assumed that God does
NO limit Himself observe what happens, but SOVELINS AaN: leads ll events

The French Reformer stated that the hypothesis of those who «babble de
restraln Od’s Providence»70 ould be <n VCLY slender an cold tale»71

God, who would simply creagte universe, without being involved 1n 1ts cConservatlon,
would be God, Calvin repeatedly highlighted:

«Vhe philosophers ell SaYy, that (Gsod has cereated anı fashioned and that have CUL

being of Hım but therewithal they AL of the opınıon that atter (God has Set in CUL LAaCE CVCLV
ouldes anı SOVELINS himselt. Lo how they deface the soodness anı of (30d»72

SCHMONS Tob, 4A27
G5 SCHMONS Tob, O14
09 SCHMONS Tob, 35199

SCHMONS Tob, Y}
71 SCHMONS Tob, O85
{2 SCHMONS Tob, 154
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tossed by casual fortune, that things are blindly guided, that God plays with men as with tennis 
ball, that there is neither reason, nor measure in His doings, but rather that all things are gov-
erned by a certain secrete necessity and that God vouchsafes not to think upon us»67.

The statement according to which God would be only a «temporary creator», 
who after creation would leave the world and history to go their own way, not only 
portrays a crude and cold description of God’s creative work, but also imperils His 
honor, since it implies the existence of another god. Sermon 130 stigmatized this 
point of view with unmistakable accents:

«Therefore when we call God the maker of heaven and earth, we must not restrain it to one 
instant; but we must bear in mind that like as God has framed the world so all power is still in 
Him and He disposes things here beneath, so as He has a care of us and the hears of our head 
are numbered, yea He guides our footsteps, so as nothing cometh to pass which is not fore ap-
pointed by His Providence. Then if we imagine that God governs not all things, but that some 
things happen by chance and fortune, it follows that fortune is a Goddess that has created part 
of the world, and so is not all praise due to God alone. It were a cursed blasphemy if we should 
think that the devil could do anything without God’s leave. Therefore let us learn that there is an 
inseparable bond between these two things: namely that God created all things and He governs 
all things»68.

Calvin held that «the word Creator implies that God has done everything in such 
a way that all power and sovereign dominion must remain His»69. God upholds uni-
verse and history and His Power shines forth in keeping order, in restraining the 
destructive forces of nature and in bridling the wicked. Contrary to the Aristotelian 
idea according to which God is only the first mover, Calvin assumed that God does 
not limit Himself to observe what happens, but governs and leads all events.

The French Reformer stated that the hypothesis of those who «babble to de-
stroy or to restrain God’s Providence»70 would be «a very slender and cold tale»71. A 
God, who would simply create a universe, without being involved in its conservation, 
would cease to be God, as Calvin repeatedly highlighted:

«The philosophers can well say, that God has created and fashioned us and that we have our 
being of Him, but therewithal they are of the opinion that after God has set us in our race every 
man guides and governs himself. Lo how they deface the goodness and power of God»72.

67	 Sermons on Job, 427: CO 34:371.
68	 Sermons on Job, 614: CO 35:151. 
69	 Sermons on Job, 26: CO 33:99. 
70	 Sermons on Job, 221.
71	 Sermons on Job, 685: CO 35:341. 
72	 Sermons on Job, 184: CO 33:491. 
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Undoubtedly wth the words «CGod has SET 1n OUFTL FAaCC», Calvin intended
challenge the Aristotelian principle of prima HODDE God has NOL only o1ven SCH
eral impulse Nnature, but SOVECINS the world by His Providence. «His majesty 1sODTLUN7 spread through the whole world»73 God has be concelved NO only the maker of
the world, but also Father/4, SInCce the den1al of His fatherhood would entail the
collapse of AanYy moral SYSTCM. The dissolute attitude of the Libertines an Epicureans
W AdsSs nothing other than the cheer CONSCYUCNCE of philosophy which wished Dut
asıde God, Calvin O1  (D aptly pointed Out

«Vhe that have ohildren anı the widows AL the that wicked 1E hunt after,
because they think there 1s body withstand them, anı that they INavy do hat theyv wıll,
without regard God, who Himself the defender of the widows»75

Undoubtedly, there WAdAs, 1n Calvin’s oOpinion, close relationship between ÄrIlisto-
tle AaN: the Epicureans. Despite startıng from different premises, they had «horrible
blasphemy» COI ON denominator, namely think that 1124n «1S master of his O’W")

life>» an that «God <hal]l NOTt meddle wth commanding him anything>»76,
Calvin sought 4vOold the risk that God could be concelved deistically,

impersonal AaN: distant entity, SINCE, he pointed Out, «Hıs immeortal being AaN: His
authority of govern1ing ALC things inseparable»77, Faith 1n creatlion implies belief
1n divine SOVELINANCE., od’s decision, alone, 1s the bhasis of everything that CCUTLS

1n the world God 1s the an SOUTLCE of ll motion and there 1s NOL multiplicity
of decisions-makers. He did NOL hesitate term «beastly» the oOpin1oNn of those,
who would chut God OuULtT of this word78. By makinge the juridical .  Jargon,
Calvıin stated that God exerclses «sovere1gn jurisdiction»79, when He controls the
unlverse AaN: history. Consequently, the three aSDECTS wherein Od’s Providence Can

be substantiated AaIcC, 1n Calvin’s opinion, creation (creatio), preservatıion (sustentLali0)
AaN: SOVErNMENT (gubernatio).

Although Calvıin did NO into detail 1n his SCeYMONS Job about the WaY Od’s
Providence Operates, he assumed de facto the distinection he had already made 1n his
treatlise (‚ontre In SEecLie Dhantastique et furieuse des Lihertines between (General TOV-
idence AaN: Particular Providence. He exhorted the believers contemplate «the

73 SCHMONS Tob, 395
74 SCHMONS Tob, G77
75 SCHMONS Tob, 436

SCHMONS Tob,
ff SCHMONS Tob, G13

SCHMONS Tob, 401

SCHMONS Tob, 264
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Undoubtedly with the words «God has set us in our race», Calvin intended to 
challenge the Aristotelian principle of prima movens. God has not only given a gen-
eral impulse to nature, but governs the world by His Providence. «His majesty is 
spread through the whole world»73. God has to be conceived not only as the maker of 
the world, but also as a Father74, since the denial of His fatherhood would entail the 
collapse of any moral system. The dissolute attitude of the Libertines and Epicureans 
was nothing other than the sheer consequence of a philosophy which wished to put 
aside God, as Calvin one aptly pointed out:

«The women that have no children and the widows are the preys that wicked men hunt after, 
because they think there is no body to withstand them, and that they may do what they will, 
without regard to God, who names Himself the defender of the widows»75.

Undoubtedly, there was, in Calvin’s opinion, a close relationship between Aristo-
tle and the Epicureans. Despite starting from different premises, they had a «horrible 
blasphemy» as common denominator, namely to think that man «is master of his own 
life» and that «God shall not meddle with commanding him anything»76.

Calvin sought to avoid the risk that God could be conceived deistically, as an 
impersonal and distant entity, since, so he pointed out, «His immortal being and His 
authority of governing are things inseparable»77. Faith in creation implies a belief 
in divine governance. God’s decision, alone, is the basis of everything that occurs 
in the world. God is the cause and source of all motion and there is not multiplicity 
of decisions-makers. He did not hesitate to term as a «beastly» the opinion of those, 
who would shut God out of this word78. By making recourse to the juridical jargon, 
Calvin stated that God exercises a «sovereign jurisdiction»79, when He controls the 
universe and history. Consequently, the three aspects wherein God’s Providence can 
be substantiated are, in Calvin’s opinion, creation (creatio), preservation (sustentatio) 
and government (gubernatio). 

Although Calvin did not go into detail in his Sermons on Job about the way God’s 
Providence operates, he assumed de facto the distinction he had already made in his 
treatise Contre la secte phantastique et furieuse des Libertines between a General Prov-
idence and a Particular Providence. He exhorted the believers to contemplate «the 

73	 Sermons on Job, 398: CO 34:294. 
74	 Sermons on Job, 677.
75	 Sermons on Job, 436: CO 34:396.
76	 Sermons on Job, 526-27: CO 34:637. 
77	 Sermons on Job, 613: CO 35:150. 
78	 Sermons on Job, 401: CO 34:301.
79	 Sermons on Job, 264: CO 35:173.
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Providence of God 1n the order of nature»>8% He maintained that ll natural CVCNTIS,
V1 the MOVEeMENTS of Stars, ATLTC NO due ( AULSCS operatıng independently of God,
but the Iincessant action of Od’s wl 181 The idea of ascribing God CVECIY natural Artıcol|SVECNT, from the rsıng of the s 11  — the raln an drought found 1ts highest expression
when he termed term them «His artilleries, His SPCAars AaN: His swords wherewith

fight against His enemles»®2
Calvıin called Into question God V1 1n natural catastrophes, reminding that God

Can «chastise the world by raln, heat, cold DE  » STOTIMS an V1 dearth>»$3
though «the philosophers Can ell bring FCASON, that 1t has SO111C beginning, an that
1s disposed by SO111C interior CAduUSCS>, he asked «dlo NOL the chastisements that God
sends uPON U, OM of Hım?>$4 ven the forces of A4tLure AL controlled by God,
he repeatedly highlighted: «Mloreover, oft hear 1t thunder, let understand
that 1t 1s found which proceeds from the mouth of God»® «Although the STATrS
have their natural COULSECS an properties, yet notwithstandinge they be NOL driven by
their LO}  » nelther do they o1ve influence the world otherwise than God
commanded them, that they obey Hıs sovereign dominion which He hath OVCOTL His
creatures»®6

In Sermon I6 the French Reformer, after havinge stated that «God 1s above the
order of nature»S/, warned that 1n the alteration that ALC 1n heaven, and 1n earth,
have think that God 1s NO dle 1n heaven an He has NOL created the world OMNCEC,
AaN: afterwards let 1t Oone there, but also He disposes all things an guides His
creat10n$5.

He also sharply stigmatized the tendency of human beings attribute the
of natural disasters <«SO111C misfortune evil fortune»®9. « T’his 11LAaNNer of speech»,
he WTOLE, «Dproceeds of that o0k VT AL that which 1s NnNe4TEsST hand, AaN: Can

oun higher know that all things ALC of Od’s disposing»?0, IF the believers
know Od’s Providence which rel1gns above all worldly I1Calls>», they cshould NO be
astonished «TO ( plague depopulate COUNEIFY, i there happen famine, i

X{} SCHMONS Tob, O82
X]

SCHMONS Tob, 704
5 SCHMONS Tob, O82

SCHMONS Tob, O82
SCHMONS Tob, G77

XO SCHMONS Tob, /08
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9 SCHMONS Tob, 350
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Providence of God in the order of nature»80. He maintained that all natural events, 
even the movements of stars, are not due to causes operating independently of God, 
but to the incessant action of God’s will81. The idea of ascribing to God every natural 
event, from the rising of the sun to the rain and drought found its highest expression 
when he termed term them as «His artilleries, His spears and His swords wherewith 
to fight against His enemies»82. 

Calvin called into question God even in natural catastrophes, reminding that God 
can «chastise the world by rain, heat, cold tempests, storms and even dearth»83. Al-
though «the philosophers can well bring reason, that it has some beginning, and that 
is disposed by some inferior causes», he asked: «do not the chastisements that God 
sends upon us, come of Him?»84. Even the forces of nature are controlled by God, as 
he repeatedly highlighted: «Moreover, as oft as we hear it thunder, let us understand 
that it is a found which proceeds from the mouth of God»85. «Although the stars 
have their natural courses and properties, yet notwithstanding they be not driven by 
their own power, neither do they give influence to the world otherwise than as God 
commanded them, so that they obey His sovereign dominion which He hath over His 
creatures»86.

In Sermon 96 the French Reformer, after having stated that «God is above the 
order of nature»87, warned that in the alteration that are in heaven, and in earth, we 
have to think that God is not idle in heaven and He has not created the world once, 
and afterwards to let it alone there, but also He disposes all things and guides His 
creation88. 

He also sharply stigmatized the tendency of human beings to attribute the cause 
of natural disasters to «some misfortune or evil fortune»89. «This manner of speech», 
he wrote, «proceeds of that we look ever at that which is nearest hand, and can 
mount no higher to know that all things are of God’s disposing»90. If the believers 
know God’s Providence which reigns above all worldly means», they should not be 
astonished «to see a plague to depopulate a country, or if there happen a famine, or if 

80	 Sermons on Job, 682: CO 35:334. 
81	 CO 35:401-402.
82	 Sermons on Job, 704: CO 35:393. 
83	 Sermons on Job, 682: CO 35:335. 
84	 Sermons on Job, 682: CO 35:335.
85	 Sermons on Job, 677: CO 35:401.
86	 Sermons on Job, 708: CO 35:321.
87	 Sermons on Job, 449-450: CO 34:432.
88	 Sermons on Job, 450: CO 34: 432-433.
89	 Sermons on Job, 330: CO 34:111.
90	 Sermons on Job, 330: CO 34:111. 



The Providence f GOd and the hypostasis OF OI Ta Calvın E0/00Yy

the and that has een fruitful becomes barren»91. To ASSUNME that God ould allow
<«all things by free COULSEC be borne along according universal] Lawr of ALUTEe>»
would 1t LANLAMOUNET «defrau: God of His Glory»?2,ODTLUN7 The Providence of God also rules the wider universe, Calvin reminded 1n Ser.
110  - 150

«Although the have their natural COULSEN and propertlies, yel notwithstanding they AL NOTF
driven by their ()W] nelither do they o1ve influence the world, otherwise than (Gsod
commands them, they obey Hıs sovereign dominion which He has VLr creatures»”?

ven 1n this AaAsCc Calvin concluded his SCT1I111O11 by invıtiıng his listeners <«NO
learn GAZC AL the Stalrs though they had LO} of themselves do either so0od

harm»94.
Excluded by the order of Nature, chance plays role V1 1n history, Calvin

made unmistakably clear, when he WTOTE that «the changes AaN: turniıngs 1n the world
(G)1R{5 NOTt DAass by haphazard, but by Od’s volition», AaN: be attributed
«UDODN the hand of (sod»96 In Sermon 4 / deep of astonishment caught him
when, through caretul analysis of the Eevents of the Dast startıng from the Ässyrlans

the Roman Empire el] of the Present, he recognized that only the Prov1-
dence of God an NOL chance 1s «the why alterations happened 1n the
world»97.

<< hen 11214n reads the Chronicles, he would wonder how 1t cshould be possible,
that whereas had een monarchies, things have een overthrown 1n smal]
t1ime AaN: after strange ashion that nobody ould VT have thought>»98.

Other t1mes his of wonder W AdsSs overwhelmed by deep of disquiet.
It God disposes all things 1n the world, how 1s 1t possible believe that He St1ITS
VWIALS an persecutions??? Keenly that the term, «General Providence», sed 1n
his Drevious treatise (‚ontre Ia Secie Dhantastique pf furieuse des Lihertines could o1ve
the impression that only maJor historical Eevents ATLTC under the Providence of God,
the French Reformer stressed that CVECIY single CreAature, ell A  M futile even

1 SCHMONS Tob, O14 See also
ICR L1L16.3

3 SCHMONS Tob, /08
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the land that has been fruitful becomes barren»91. To assume that God would allow 
«all things by a free course to be borne along according to a universal law of nature» 
would it tantamount to «defraud God of His Glory»92.

The Providence of God also rules the wider universe, as Calvin reminded in Ser-
mon 150:

«Although the stars have their natural courses and properties, yet notwithstanding they are not 
driven by their own power neither do they give influence to the world, otherwise than God 
commands them, so as they obey His sovereign dominion which He has over all creatures»93.

Even in this case Calvin concluded his sermon by inviting his listeners «not to 
learn to gaze at the stairs as though they had power of themselves to do either good 
or harm»94.

Excluded by the order of nature, chance plays no role even in history, as Calvin 
made unmistakably clear, when he wrote that «the changes and turnings in the world 
come not to pass by haphazard, but by God’s volition»95, and «are to be attributed 
«upon the hand of God»96. In Sermon 47 a deep sense of astonishment caught him 
when, through a careful analysis of the events of the past starting from the Assyrians 
to the Roman Empire as well as of the present, he recognized that only the Provi-
dence of God and not chance is «the cause why so great alterations happened in the 
world»97.

«When a man reads the Chronicles, he would wonder how it should be possible, 
that whereas had been so great monarchies, things have been overthrown in so small 
time and after so strange fashion that nobody would ever have thought»98.

Other times his sense of wonder was overwhelmed by a deep sense of disquiet. 
If God disposes all things in the world, how is it possible to believe that He stirs up 
wars and persecutions99? Keenly aware that the term, «General Providence», used in 
his previous treatise Contre la secte phantastique et furieuse des Libertines could give 
the impression that only major historical events are under the Providence of God, 
the French Reformer stressed that every single creature, as well as every futile event 

91	 Sermons on Job, 614: CO 35:178-179. See also CO 35:335.
92	 ICR I.16.3.
93	 Sermons on Job, 708: CO 35:401.
94	 Sermons on Job, 708: CO 35:401. 
95	 Sermons on Job, 213: CO 33:593.
96	 Sermons on Job, 472: CO 34:492.
97	 Sermons on Job, 222: CO 33:595.
98	 Sermons on Job, 213. 
99	 Sermons on Job, 189: CO 33:503.
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of human 1fe remaln under «God’s wıiıngs>» 100 Far from disagreeing wth the idea of
(General Providence where God Susta1ns the un1iverse, Calvin W AS firmly convinced

God rules NOL only the IN OST important Eevents of history but V1 the lives AaN: des Artıcol|t1nles of human beings, AaN: that << C ATLTC NOTt soverned by fortune, but God has
CVYC uUuDON AaN: full authority (OQ)VOTL us»> 101 In Sermon U, after having reminded that
Od’s Providence «extends V1 the OWS, AaN: the of the earth»102,
he pointed OuULtT that, when God did Dut Into the world, 1t W AS NOL let alk AL
ll adventure, but He determined what <hould become both of OUFTL 1fe AaN: of OUFTL

death16
By rejecting chance an stress1ng that God 1s NO «idle»104, Calvin emphasized

that the entire of Eevents both natural an historical 1s ruled by God And
1n doing S he kept L[WO basic biblical principles: God rules an SOVELINS A4tLure AaN:
history, but AL the s \4111© t1me He 1s distinct from them. With the Tst principle, he
attacked the E.picureans, who hold that world 1s floating randoml1y105, With the { (_ —

on principle, he distanced himself from the StO1CSs who identifhed God wth natural
DIOCCSSCS. In Calvin’s oOpin1oNn God rules creation, but He does NOTt identify wth 1t

\WWhilst pomting OuULtT that unlverse AaN: history ALC ruled by the divine Providence,
Calvin VW ASs adamant 1n refusing the possibility of restricting Providence the are
prevision of the future events ()mnisclience FeDrESCNTS the other side of UOmnipo-
ence \When God created the world, everything W AS Present 1n His mind.

The CONCECDL of Providence involves that NO only God foresees the future, but
also guldes an SOVELINS everything, Calvin made unmistakably clear 1n Sermon
150

«M E MmMust eonsider (30d’s Providence: namely that He has CALE of the whole world anı watch-
VT all Hıs Creatures, NOTF only foresee hat INay happen, but also that nothing INavy be

Oone which He has determined, Hıs will 1s the rule of all things»106,

100 SCHMONS Tob, 024
101 SCHMONS Tob, 535°5/
1072 SCHMONS Tob, 423
105 SCHMONS Tob, 423
104 SCHMONS Tob, 33:08) and 452
105 Patrick Reardon summed the distinetion between these ohilosophies: «The E,picureans lived

world In which they WEIC totally free, because there Was neither meanıng L1LOT1I pattern In which
work OUuUL the of NeSs exIstence. They WEEIC ike ICI AL CCa boat wıith chore. The StO1Cs
inhabited world which there Was, if VYOUu will, LOO IEHUCIL meanıng, Man could DUuL 1LE1LOIC In It
Everything Was brogrammed and happened schedule. They WEEIC ike I1EHLELL In boat tied AL the chore.
The E,picureans could &A nowhere, there Was nowhere &A The StO1CSs could &A nowhere, because
their craft Was tied In cosmological blueprint>»: \ADON, Calvin Providence: The Develop-
MEHNT of the Insieht, In Scottish JTournal of Theoloey 25 1975) 5325

106 SCHMONS Tob, O14
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of human life remain under «God’s wings»100. Far from disagreeing with the idea of 
a General Providence where God sustains the universe, Calvin was firmly convinced 
God rules not only the most important events of history but even the lives and des-
tinies of human beings, and that «we are not governed by fortune, but God has an 
eye upon us and full authority over us»101. In Sermon 90, after having reminded that 
God’s Providence «extends even to the sparrows, and to the worms of the earth»102, 
he pointed out that, when God did put us into the world, it was not to let us walk at 
all adventure, but He determined what should become both of our life and of our 
death103.

By rejecting chance and stressing that God is not «idle»104, Calvin emphasized 
that the entire spectrum of events both natural and historical is ruled by God. And 
in doing so, he kept two basic biblical principles: God rules and governs nature and 
history, but at the same time He is distinct from them. With the first principle, he 
attacked the Epicureans, who hold that world is floating randomly105. With the sec-
ond principle, he distanced himself from the Stoics who identified God with natural 
processes. In Calvin’s opinion God rules creation, but He does not identify with it. 

Whilst pointing out that universe and history are ruled by the divine Providence, 
Calvin was adamant in refusing the possibility of restricting Providence to the bare 
prevision of the future events. Omniscience represents the other side of Omnipo-
tence. When God created the world, everything was present in His mind.

The concept of Providence involves that not only God foresees the future, but 
also guides and governs everything, as Calvin made unmistakably clear in Sermon 
130:

«We must consider God’s Providence: namely that He has a care of the whole world and watch-
es over all His creatures, not only to foresee what may happen, but also that nothing may be 
done which He has no determined, so as His will is the rule of all things»106.

100	 Sermons on Job, 624: CO 35:181.
101	 Sermons on Job, 14: CO 33:57. 
102	 Sermons on Job, 423.
103	 Sermons on Job, 423: CO 34:361.
104	 Sermons on Job, 15: CO 33:58; CO 33:194; CO 34:174 and 432.
105	 Patrick H. Reardon summed up the distinction between these two philosophies: «The Epicureans lived 

in a world in which they were totally free, because there was neither meaning nor pattern in which to 
work out the terms of one’s existence. They were like men at sea on a boat with no shore. The Stoics 
inhabited a world in which there was, if you will, too much meaning. Man could put no more in it. 
Everything was programmed and happened on schedule. They were like men in a boat tied at the shore. 
The Epicureans could go nowhere, as there was nowhere to go. The Stoics could go nowhere, because 
their craft was tied in a cosmological blueprint»: P. H. Reardon, Calvin on Providence: The Develop-
ment of the Insight, in Scottish Journal of Theology 28 (1975) 525.

106	 Sermons on Job, 614: CO 35:153.
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In accordance wth these principles Calvıin trequently denied alıy form of cont1in-
Nothing happens by chance accident, without Od’s Providence. There

ATLTC 1NETIC contingencles possibilities relative God For Calvin, the negationODTLUN7 of anı y form of Epicureism 1s essent]al for the Christian faith As Torrance Kirby
polnts Out, for Calvin «TO atfırm Epicurus’s SWOLTVC 1s deny that ll EVENTS ALC SV
erned by the SECTET counse] of God, AaN: 1s LANLAMOUNET atheism. This doubtless
ACCOU for Calvin’s vituperative dismissal of Lucretius that Jılfthy dog»107, Calvin
repeatedly pointed OuULtT that «CGod WT NO Almighty i things might be done 1n this
world agalnst Hıs al AaN: without meddling them»108 He held unacceptable AaN:
V1 blasphemous the idea that something could happen by chance AaN: repeatedly
warned, «God 1s above all this COILINON order of nature, that He Can work after
ashion that 1s L1ECW AaN: strange us>» 109

(ontrary what Satan’s craftiness leads believe, that «God fights agalnst
us»110

«everything 1s in the hands of loving Father who takes CALE of Whereby He Oes
understand that AL NOLF soverned here by ortune anı haphazard, And why? For (Gsod had
determined hat ch befall \WWhen He did pDut into the world, it WAS NOLF let loose

LOVELIS, and let walk adventure, but he determined hat cshould become bath of CUL
life anı of CUL death Therefore let understand, that walk such WISEe under the ould-
ing of CUL God, that there CANNOF OM hear fall from CUL head, but by Hıs sood will For Hıs
Providence extend VE the ITOWS, anı the of the earth hat OEes it NO
whom He esteems much INOLC, whom He has ereated anı shaped after Hıs ()W] image anı
likeness?»111

LEvery fact, V  M seemingly irrelevant even proceeds necessarily from Od’s ill,
Calvin recognized when he provocatively asked «Shall God be careful for flea,

for WOLII, for bird of the alr an for this an for that?»112.
( In the bhasis of the premise that 1t 1s unthinkable believe that «Satan Cal ()VOTIL-

(G)1R{5 his maker»113, Calvin W AdsSs aclamant when confronting his listeners wth the
dreadful COMNSCYUECNCES that would have resulted from the negation of od’s Provi-
dence. IF divine Providence ould NOL exIst, the world ould decay early an (G)1R{5

nothing, he pointed OuULtT 1n Sermon 150

107 ICR 1.5 |ORRANCE KIRBY, SI01C and Ebpicurean? Calyin’s Dialectical CCOUNT of Providence IM Fhe
«Institute», In International Journal of Systematıic Theoloey 5/3 2003) 309

105

109 SCHMONS Tob,
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In accordance with these principles Calvin frequently denied any form of contin-
gency. Nothing happens by chance or accident, or without God’s Providence. There 
are no mere contingencies or possibilities relative to God. For Calvin, the negation 
of any form of Epicureism is essential for the Christian faith. As Torrance Kirby 
points out, for Calvin «to affirm Epicurus’s swerve is to deny that all events are gov-
erned by the secret counsel of God, and is tantamount to atheism. This doubtless 
accounts for Calvin’s vituperative dismissal of Lucretius as that filfthy dog»107. Calvin 
repeatedly pointed out that «God were not Almighty if things might be done in this 
world against His will and without meddling them»108. He held as unacceptable and 
even blasphemous the idea that something could happen by chance and repeatedly 
warned, «God is above all this common order of nature, so that He can work after a 
fashion that is new and strange to us»109.

Contrary to what Satan’s craftiness leads us to believe, that «God fights against 
us»110, 

«everything is in the hands of a loving Father who takes care of us. Whereby He does us to 
understand that we are not governed here by fortune and haphazard. And why? For God had 
determined what shall befall us. When He did put us into the world, it was not to let us loose 
at rovers, and let us walk at all adventure, but he determined what should become both of our 
life and of our death. Therefore let us understand, that we walk in such wise under the guid-
ing of our God, that there cannot one hear fall from our head, but by His good will. For His 
Providence extend even to the sparrows, and to the worms of the earth: what does it unto us 
whom He esteems much more, as whom He has created and shaped after His own image and 
likeness?»111.

Every fact, every seemingly irrelevant event proceeds necessarily from God’s Will, 
as Calvin recognized when he provocatively asked: «Shall God be careful for a flea, 
for a worm, for a bird of the air and for this and for that?»112.

On the basis of the premise that it is unthinkable to believe that «Satan can over-
come his maker»113, Calvin was adamant when confronting his listeners with the 
dreadful consequences that would have resulted from the negation of God’s Provi-
dence. If divine Providence would not exist, the world would decay early and come 
to nothing, as he pointed out in Sermon 130: 

107	 ICR I.5.5. W. J. Torrance Kirby, Stoic and Epicurean? Calvin’s Dialectical Account of Providence in the 
«Institute», in International Journal of Systematic Theology 5/3 (2003) 309.

108	 CO 33:586. 
109	 Sermons on Job, 281-82: CO 34:248.
110	 Sermons on Job, 24: CO 33:82.
111	 Sermons on Job, 423: CO 34:361.
112	 Sermons on Job, 401: CO 34:300.
113	 Sermons on Job, 36: CO 33:111.
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«M E s CC then that the creatiures continue longer their being, then it pleases (Gsod maln-
taln them anı that SCIOIN He withdraws that by anı by all feiurns nothing»114.

Somet1imes Calvıin SAaVvVC understand that Providence could be easily interred Artıcol|
from the visible tokens of Od’s In the [ reatise the Necret Providence of
(G0d he exhorted his listeners 1n this direction:

«For marvellous AL the judgements of God, punishing the wicked, teaching the faiıthftul
patience anı crucifying their tlesh, purging Qut the wickedness of the world, awakening the
sleep anı cloth of Ial y, breaking Own the AFLÖSAaNCE of the proud, making the wisdom of
the WISEe laughing-stock; AL another anı destroying the machinations of the malicious. The
surpassıng soodness of (Gsod 1s brightly displayed SUCCOTINZS the distressed, protecting and
defending the of the innocent, anı comıing the Aasslstance of those who AL despair
of help»115

Although Calvin constantly refused consider Providence empirical doc
trinel116 an strongly eriticized the opin1on of JTob’s friends, SsOoOMet1mes he seemed
achere the idea that through the CYVCS of faith the believers could SEL SOM UunmIS-
takable S191NS of the divine Justice. Sermon 155 reflects this point of VIEW, when Calvin
provocatively asked

«(Can deny the Providence of (30d? Can abolish Hıs which chows itself? Can
Say that He has NOTF Oone anı disposed all things 1th wisdom? Agaln, displace Hıs
Justice which AD DCaLS matched 1th Hıs soodness and wisdom? Can bring ALLY of these
things pass” NO it 1s impossible»117,

In spite of these STATEMENTS which Cal o1ve the impression that divine Providence
could be IC pf sımplicıter be understood by general contemplation of the created
order, 1NOÖOTE Often Calvin W AS less optimist1c and could NOL help but recognIize that
the chaos of history constlitutes Ser10us obstacle understand the dialec
tical dimension of od’s Providence While the righteous suffer, the wicked thrive
AaN: have SE ENNN Although «the unlverse reflects the olory of God», Schreiner
pOolNts Out, history «1S awash 1n blood»118 It W AS for this Fe4SO1 that, Gerrish

114 SCHMONS Tob, G15
115 The English translation ot this JIreatise In HOEKSEMA, Calyin’s Calvinism, Grand Rapids 1996, 225

The original LEXT In 255-256
116 SCHREINER, Through DILYYOF dimly, Calyin’s SCHMONS Tob, Calvin Theological JTournal 1

1986) 150
117 SCHMONS Tob, {22
115 SCHREINER, Through DALYYOF dimly, Calyin’s SCHHRONS Tob, 155
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«We see then that the creatures continue no longer in their being, then it pleases God to main-
tain them: and that as soon as He withdraws that power by and by all returns to nothing»114. 

Sometimes Calvin gave to understand that Providence could be easily inferred 
from the visible tokens of God’s presence. In the Treatise on the Secret Providence of 
God he exhorted his listeners in this direction:

«For marvellous are the judgements of God, in punishing the wicked, in teaching the faithful 
patience and crucifying their flesh, in purging out the wickedness of the world, in awakening the 
sleep and sloth of many, in breaking down the arrogance of the proud, in making the wisdom of 
the wise a laughing-stock; at another and in destroying the machinations of the malicious. The 
surpassing goodness of God is brightly displayed in succoring the distressed, in protecting and 
defending the cause of the innocent, and in coming to the assistance of those who are in despair 
of all help»115. 

Although Calvin constantly refused to consider Providence as an empirical doc-
trine116 and strongly criticized the opinion of Job’s friends, sometimes he seemed to 
adhere to the idea that through the eyes of faith the believers could get some unmis-
takable signs of the divine Justice. Sermon 153 reflects this point of view, when Calvin 
provocatively asked:

«Can we deny the Providence of God? Can we abolish His power which shows itself? Can we 
say that He has not done and disposed all things with wisdom? Again, can we displace His 
justice which appears to us matched with His goodness and wisdom? Can we bring any of these 
things to pass? No it is impossible»117.

In spite of these statements which can give the impression that divine Providence 
could be sic et simpliciter be understood by a general contemplation of the created 
order, more often Calvin was less optimistic and could not help but recognize that 
the apparent chaos of history constitutes a serious obstacle to understand the dialec-
tical dimension of God’s Providence.While the righteous suffer, the wicked thrive 
and have success. Although «the universe reflects the glory of God», as S. Schreiner 
points out, history «is awash in blood»118. It was for this reason that, as Gerrish 

114	 Sermons on Job, 615: CO 35:154.
115	 The English translation of this Treatise in H. Hoeksema, Calvin’s Calvinism, Grand Rapids 1996, 225. 

The original text in CO 8:255-256.
116	 S. E. Schreiner, Through a mirror dimly, Calvin’s Sermons on Job, in Calvin Theological Journal 21 

(1986) 180.
117	 Sermons on Job, 722: CO 35:438.
118	 S. E. Schreiner, Through a mirror dimly, Calvin’s Sermons on Job, 183.
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polnts OQut, «Calvin’s doctrine of Providence VW ASs 1n fact developed despite Od’s
Hiddenness»119ODTLUN7

The ature of evil in Calvin’s interpretation of Augustine
In entering Into the controversial question of the A4Lure of evil, Calvin VW ASs deal

ng with the imalnstream tradition, represented by Augustine. In his ex haustive ‚Y
Saint Augustin Z "0eUDVE de Jean Calvıin120 Luchesius SInits of Louvam under-
lined an tully documented the French Reformer’s indebtedness Augustine
by emphasizing the extensive influence of his thought the entire theological COTL-

DUS of Calvin. As Horton Davlies polnts Out, «Calvin’s works reveal total of 4119
references Augustine: 1175 1n the Institutes, 27214 1n other theological treatises,
504 1n the commentarIies, 4 / 1n the letters, bb 1n the SCITNONS, an 146 1n the etters of
authors cited by Augustine that Calvin used»121 In the [T reatises The Eternal Pre-
destination AaN: The Necret Providence of (r0d, which ATLTC of UEMOST importance
understand Calvin’s teaching these sensible quest10ns, the references ATLTC around
120 NO other theologian elicited much esteem Augustine whom Calvin Often
referred Totus Noster122 Nevertheless, i Calvin’s indebtedness Augustine
remalns unquestionable, alıy reference Augustinlan theodicy evil being 1NETIC

DYIVAaLIO bont, conceived deprivaltio, COYrupPLIO, AMISSLO, DILLUM, defectus, indigentia
and negatıo12) have passed unnoticed.

Did Calvin have ditffculties following his mnm aster this questlon” In order
ALLSWET this questlon, 1t 1s worth quoting the only L[WO references the Drivatıve

cConception of evi] chared by Augustine. In the Tst LEXT, The I reatise Agaitnst the

119 (JERRISH, To the Da nown CGod: Luther and Calvin the Hiddenness of CGr0d, In In The Journal
of Religion 53/3 1973) 1472

120 SMITS, Saint AUgUuSsEin ANS ProeuDre de fean Calvin, Assen 1927/,
121 DAVIES, The Vigrlant CGr0d, New 'ork 1992, 110
127 De eterna Praedestinatione (LONSEHSUS, Calvin «Porro Augustinus ipse adeo NOsSTIer SL,

UL 1 mihl{ contessio seribenda S1t, e1us SCMpEIS CONTLEXTAM broferre, abunde mihl{ sutficiat». CO 8266
ther references quoted by Smits ALC 6:287, 292, SL, S17, 5319%, 326, 55U, 5253, 5329; 8266
and Y 149 In Satint AUGUSUN dans ProeuDre de fean Calvin, 117

125 Augustine „And inquired hat IN1IquUILY WaS, and ascertained IT NOLT be substance, but
berversion of the will, bent asıde trom Thee, God, the Supreme Substance, towards these lower
things, and castıng OUL Its bowels and swelline outwardly. For hat 1s that which call evil but the
absence of g00d». Contessions 104 arlous theologians ot the Dastı Aave held brivatıve 1eW ot
evil, ike (ORIGEN, De Princtptts, 1L, 7, and Commentary SE JTohn, 11.13:; AÄTHANASIUS, (‚Ontra Gentes,
chapter VIL and De Incarnatione, LV, NOLT mentlion BASIL HE (JREAT, Hexameron, homily 2, Dar,
and -REGORY NYSSA, The (sreat Catechtsm, ch VIL
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points out, «Calvin’s doctrine of Providence was in fact developed despite God’s 
Hiddenness»119. 

3. The nature of evil in Calvin’s interpretation of Augustine

In entering into the controversial question of the nature of evil, Calvin was deal-
ing with the mainstream tradition, represented by Augustine. In his exhaustive essay 
Saint Augustin dans l’oeuvre de Jean Calvin120, Luchesius Smits of Louvain under-
lined and fully documented the French Reformer’s great indebtedness to Augustine 
by emphasizing the extensive influence of his thought on the entire theological cor-
pus of Calvin. As Horton Davies points out, «Calvin’s works reveal a total of 4119 
references to Augustine: 1175 in the Institutes, 2214 in other theological treatises, 
504 in the commentaries, 47 in the letters, 33 in the sermons, and 146 in the letters of 
authors cited by Augustine that Calvin used»121. In the Treatises on The Eternal Pre-
destination and on The Secret Providence of God, which are of utmost importance to 
understand Calvin’s teaching on these sensible questions, the references are around 
120. No other theologian elicited as much esteem as Augustine whom Calvin often 
referred to as Totus Noster122. Nevertheless, if Calvin’s indebtedness to Augustine 
remains unquestionable, any reference to Augustinian theodicy – evil being a mere 
privatio boni, conceived as deprivatio, corruptio, amissio, vitium, defectus, indigentia 
and negatio123 seems to have passed unnoticed.

Did Calvin have difficulties following his great master on this question? In order 
to answer this question, it is worth quoting the only two references to the privative 
conception of evil shared by Augustine. In the first text, The Treatise Against the 

119	 B. A. Gerrish, To the Unknown God: Luther and Calvin on the Hiddenness of God, in in The Journal 
of Religion 53/3 (1973) 142.

120	 L. Smits, Saint Augustin dans l’œuvre de Jean Calvin, Assen 1957, 8.
121	 H. Davies, The Vigilant God, New York 1992, 110.
122	 In De Aeterna Praedestinatione Consensus, Calvin wrote: «Porro Augustinus ipse adeo totus noster est, 

ut si mihi confessio scribenda sit, ex eius scriptis contextam proferre, abunde mihi sufficiat».CO 8:266. 
Other references quoted by L. Smits are CO 6:287, 292, 301, 317, 319, 326, 330, 353, 359; CO 8:266 
and CO 9:149 in Saint Augustin dans l’œuvre de Jean Calvin, 117.

123	 Augustine wrote: «And I inquired what iniquity was, and ascertained it not to be a substance, but a 
perversion of the will, bent aside from Thee, O God, the Supreme Substance, towards these lower 
things, and casting out its bowels and swelling outwardly…For what is that which we call evil but the 
absence of good». Confessions 7. 16. 104. Various theologians of the past have held a privative view of 
evil, like Origen, De Principiis, II, 9, 2 and Commentary on St. John, II.13; Athanasius, Contra Gentes, 
chapter VII and De Incarnatione, IV, 5 not to mention Basil the Great, Hexameron, homily 2, par. 4; 
and Gregory of Nyssa, The Great Catechism, ch. VII.



a0l0 e Patrıs

Fantasltıc and Furious Nect of the Libertines, 1n hO AF Called Sperituals124, JTohn Calvin
dissociated himself VECLYV sharply from the pomnt of VIeW held by this Wwriting:

«Someone might ell Ask, “\Yhat then 1s their opınıon of the devil? »77 VLy reply 1s that they USe the Artıcol|
title anı speak of him but accordance 1th their meanıng. For they interpret‘ the “ devil”‚ the
“world”, and e  SIn imaglinatiıon that 1s nonex1Iistent12> they Say that 111411 1s such until
he 1s remolded their SECT For this LE4SOIN they understand of these things under single
word, L.e., imaglination. By this they 11411 that whenever think of the devıil of s1n, these AL

only frivolous fantasies which have eoncelved. And NOTF only do they speak of devils they
do angels-taking them insplrati1ons without EASCI1CE but they think they AL only vaıln thoughts
which ought forget dreams» 126

The Libertines held that God determines all OUFTL aCt10NS. AÄccording this DECL
spective ev1] 1s only illusion, SINCEe ll that happens depends God The central

of Libertine dogsma resided 1n the word «culder>» which could be translated by
the verb «TO believe>» («crolre>») by the OU11 «belief» «OP1In101>» («croyance»

«Op1Inion»). Evıl 1s «culder>» because 1t 1s only creation of human imagınation
fantasy an does NO represent AUTONOMOUS reality127, Calvin W AdsSs clear that O1  (D of
the temptations that confronts the believers 1s believe that evi] 1s merely
something subjective. Convinced that the CONSCYUCNCE of this pantheistic determin-
15 1s the downplaying of the tragıic AaN: devastating reality of evil an making God
author of s1n, Calvin tried discredit the Libertine theology by showing 1ts Incom-
patibility wth biblical revelation. He WTOTE

<«ÄSs for s1n, they do NOTF simplvy Say that it 1s privation of s00d, but their est1imat1ion it 1s
notion that CVapOrates anı 1s SONC 11CE LL1LOVE something Ise In brief, they speak of
these things in the SA|Ll1E I1L1LAannNer that Salnt aul speaks of idols For when he SayS that an daol 1s
nothing” (1 Cor 8:4), he 1LL1ECALLS that it exIists only conceptlon, without LE4SOIN toundation,
in the minds of the ignorant. Therefore C4 dismiss 1t>> 1285

The risk underlying this position, 1n Calvin’s oOpinion, VW ASs eliminate alıy dis
tHinctlion NOL only between sood an evil, but also between God an the devil ( In the

124 (LALVIN, (‚Ontre Ia Secte Fantastique et furteuse des Lihertines GUE NOMMENT Spirituelz, In 149
z

125 Here do NOLT tollow the Versi10on of BenjJamın \WIrt Farley, who translated: X AS imagınıne somethinge
be real that 1s nonexIistent>.

126 (LALVIN, Ireatises Aagadtnst the Anabaptists and Agdtn the Libertines, Grand Rapids 1%”82, 235
/151

127 This pbomt of 1eW 1s cshared by ( Aristian SCIENCE, which Was tounded by Mrs Mary Baker Eddy. She
maintained that evil 1s illusion with real hasıs and that>>‚ the only reality of S1n, sickness and death
1s the awtul fact that unrealities SCC1II) real human, erring belief>»: BAKER EDDY, SCICHCE and Health
E Key Fhe ScrHDLureS, Boston 1954, 450

1275 (LALVIN, Treatises Aagadtnst Fhe Anabaptists and AGdtN the Libertines, 235 /:151
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Fantastic and Furious Sect of the Libertines, who are Called Spirituals124, John Calvin 
dissociated himself very sharply from the point of view held by this group, writing:

«Someone might well ask, “What then is their opinion of the devil?” My reply is that they use the 
title and speak of him, but in accordance with their meaning. For they interpret’ the “devil”, the 
“world”, and “sin” as an imagination that is nonexistent125. And they say that man is such until 
he is remolded in their sect. For this reason they understand all of these things under a single 
word, i.e., imagination. By this they mean that whenever we think of the devil or of sin, these are 
only frivolous fantasies which we have conceived. And not only do they speak of devils as they 
do angels-taking them as inspirations without essence but they think they are only vain thoughts 
which we ought to forget as dreams»126.

The Libertines held that God determines all our actions. According to this per-
spective evil is only an illusion, since all that happens depends on God. The central 
tenet of Libertine dogma resided in the word «cuider» which could be translated by 
the verb «to believe» («croire») or by the nouns «belief» or «opinion» («croyance» 
or «opinion»). Evil is «cuider» because it is only a creation of human imagination or 
fantasy and does not represent an autonomous reality127. Calvin was clear that one of 
the greatest temptations that confronts the believers is to believe that evil is merely 
something subjective. Convinced that the consequence of this pantheistic determin-
ism is the downplaying of the tragic and devastating reality of evil and making God 
author of sin, Calvin tried to discredit the Libertine theology by showing its incom-
patibility with biblical revelation. He wrote:

«As for sin, they do not simply say that it is a privation of good, but in their estimation it is a 
notion that evaporates and is gone once we move on to something else. In brief, they speak of 
these things in the same manner that Saint Paul speaks of idols. For when he says that “an idol is 
nothing” (I Cor. 8:4), he means that it exists only as a conception, without reason or foundation, 
in the minds of the ignorant. Therefore we can dismiss it»128.

The risk underlying this position, in Calvin’s opinion, was to eliminate any dis-
tinction not only between good and evil, but also between God and the devil. On the 

124	 J. Calvin, Contre la Secte Fantastique et furieuse des Libertines que se nomment Spirituelz, in CO 7:149-
248.

125	 Here I do not follow the version of Benjamin Wirt Farley, who translated: «as imagining something to 
be real that is nonexistent».

126	 J. Calvin, Treatises against the Anabaptists and again the Libertines, Grand Rapids 1982, 235. CO 
7:181.

127	 This point of view is shared by Christian Science, which was founded by Mrs. Mary Baker Eddy. She 
maintained that evil is an illusion with no real basis and that», the only reality of sin, sickness and death 
is the awful fact that unrealities seem real to human, erring belief»: M. Baker Eddy, Science and Health 
with Key to the Scriptures, Boston 1934, 480.

128	 Calvin, Treatises against the Anabaptists and again the Libertines, 235: CO 7:181.
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CONTrAFrY, Calvin pointed Out, «the Scripture teaches that devils ALC evil spir1ıts
that constantly WL agalnst 1n order ead Into perdition»129,

Far from being AUTONOMOUS entitlies Calvin assumed the instrumental characterODTLUN7 of evi] sp1rıts 1NETIC Instruments of the wrath of God an his executioners»1>0
denying the objection that his conclusions could entail the risk fall Into dualism.

Undoubtedly, the [ reatise AGdLNSt the ILibhertines represCcNtS the IN OST resolute
gation of form of mechanical determinism 1n favor of the principle of secondary
causat1on. Calvin felt obliged back the theme of the reality of evil 1n the wider
CONTEXT of Od’s Providence 1n the [T reatise The Necret Providence of (z0dB31 which
W AdsSs published 1n 1555 ven here, 1n order a4vold the underlying risk of
dualism, Calvin made his dialectics by distinguishing between AaN:
authorship: \Yhereas «the al of God 1s the of all things that ALC done
1n the whole world», he WTOLE, «CGod 1s NOL the author of the evils that ALC done
therein»132 Fully of the questionability of such StatementT, Calvıin did NOL take
refuge 1n the Dast 1n Augustine:

«But will NOTF Say 1th Augustine, which, however, readily acknowledge have been truly
sal1d by him “In SIN evil, there 1s nothing posıtive. For this 1s ACULENESS ofu
which, Ian Vy, INavy NOLF be satisfactory »13

How 1s 1t possible interpret this STATEMECNT 1n the wider CONTEXT of Calvin’s the
ology? \Yhereas Allen Fitzgerald held that «the mildness wth which Calvin .  rejects
the teaching, that he did NOL think 1t worth of Serl0us refutation»154, Lange
Van Kavenswaay suggested that the French Reformer, being uncomfortable 1n Cr1t1-
C1ZINg his master Augustine, tried AL least avold contradicting him 135

129 Ihid.
150 Ihid.
151 The English translation ot this treatise In HOEKSEMA, Calvin’s Calvinism. The original LEXT

255-256
152 HOEKSEMA, Calvin’s Calvinism, 235 8555 «Primo loco videndum SL, quomodo Del voluntas

OMNIUM UJUAC In mundo U:  u.: S1t malorum S1t Deus>».
155 HOEKSEMA, Calvpin’s Calvinism, 235 85955 «Non icam CL} Augustino, quod UL [a

ab dietum ibenter amplector: In DPECCALO, S1Ve In malo, nıhil 6SC bositivum., Est enım argutla, UQUAC
multis L1°  - satistaceret>».

154 FITZGERALD, Augustine $DrOough the Ages, Grand Rapids 1999, 119 He urther adclds that «Calvin
made such sparıng UuSec of Augustine’s voluminous antı Manichean literature 1s bresumably be traced

Calvin’s hesitations concerning the ogrand principles that dominated aln AA DYIVAaLLO Oont>.
155 VAN KRAVENSWAAVY, AUGUSTLNUS Totus Noster, das AUGUSUN Verständnis beit Tohannes Calvin, (röttingen

1990, 100 He WT1tes: «LDIIe Formulierung zeigen deutlich, wI1ie schwer Calvin die Kritik Kirchen-
ler fäallt un wI1ie geschickt s1e anderseits verdecken sucht. Obwohl Calvins Lösung der

Beschreibung des Bösen SAL1Z anders aussieht, oibt dennoch VOTL, Augustin 1m Grundsatz nicht
widersprechen»,
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contrary, as Calvin pointed out, «the Scripture teaches us that devils are evil spirits 
that constantly war against us in order to lead us into perdition»129. 

Far from being autonomous entities Calvin assumed the instrumental character 
of evil spirits «are mere instruments of the wrath of God and his executioners»130, 
denying the objection that his conclusions could entail the risk to fall into dualism. 

Undoubtedly, the Treatise against the Libertines represents the most resolute ne-
gation of a form of mechanical determinism in favor of the principle of secondary 
causation. Calvin felt obliged to go back to the theme of the reality of evil in the wider 
context of God’s Providence in the Treatise The Secret Providence of God131 which 
was published in 1558. Even here, in order to avoid the constant underlying risk of 
dualism, Calvin made recourse to his dialectics by distinguishing between cause and 
authorship: Whereas «the will of God is the great cause of all things that are done 
in the whole world», he wrote, «God is not the author of the evils that are done 
therein»132. Fully aware of the questionability of such statement, Calvin did not take 
refuge as in the past in Augustine:

«But I will not say with Augustine, which, however, I readily acknowledge to have been truly 
said by him: “In sin or in evil, there is nothing positive. For this is an acuteness of argument 
which, to many, may not be satisfactory”»133.

How is it possible to interpret this statement in the wider context of Calvin’s the-
ology? Whereas Allen Fitzgerald held that «the mildness with which Calvin rejects 
the teaching, suggests that he did not think it worth of serious refutation»134, Lange 
Van Ravenswaay suggested that the French Reformer, being uncomfortable in criti-
cizing his great master Augustine, tried at least to avoid contradicting him135.

129	 Ibid.
130	 Ibid.
131	 The English translation of this treatise in H. Hoeksema, Calvin’s Calvinism. The original text in CO 

8:255-256.
132	 H. Hoeksema, Calvin’s Calvinism, 233: CO 8:353: «Primo loco videndum est, quomodo Dei voluntas 

rerum omnium quae in mundo geruntur causa sit : neque tamen malorum autor sit Deus».
133	 H. Hoeksema, Calvin’s Calvinism, 233: CO 8:353: «Non dicam cum Augustino, quod tamen ut vere 

ab eo dictum libenter amplector: In peccato, sive in malo, nihil esse positivum. Est enim argutia, quae 
multis non satisfaceret».

134	 A. Fitzgerald, Augustine through the Ages, Grand Rapids 1999, 119. He further adds that «Calvin 
made such sparing use of Augustine’s voluminous anti Manichean literature is presumably to be traced 
to Calvin’s hesitations concerning the grand principles that dominated it: malum ist privatio boni».

135	 L. Van Ravenswaay, Augustinus Totus Noster, das Augustin Verständnis bei Johannes Calvin, Göttingen 
1990, 100. He writes: «Die Formulierung zeigen deutlich, wie schwer Calvin die Kritik am Kirchen-
vater hier fällt und wie geschickt er sie anderseits zu verdecken sucht. Obwohl Calvins Lösung der 
Beschreibung des Bösen ganz anders aussieht, gibt er so dennoch vor, Augustin im Grundsatz nicht zu 
widersprechen».
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would dare SUSSEST another interpretation. Calvin W AS VCLY far from being
tactful AaN: whenever he desired distance himself from Augustine, he did NO have
the slightest hesitation 126 Already 1n other works he recognized the ACUTLENESS of Artıcol|Augustine arguments 7, Here there 1s 1NOÖOTE than the simple desire refrain from
contradicting his mnm aster Augustine. In the words argulia and ETE aD he W AS

ready recognize the sharpness AaN: the EeX14CLNESS of this Yet ınlike the
Reformer Peter Martyr Vermigli, who achered S2IC pf sımplicıter the Augustinlan
perspective D5, Calvin held that the STATEMECNT 1 DECCALO, 2ZUE 1 malo, nıhıl AT DOSL-
FIDUMA 1s far from being satisfactory an exhaustive. In fact, i «the al of God 1s the

of ll things>», he had stated before, there MuSsSt be another an 1NOÖOTE

significant Fe4SO1 discharge God from alıy responslbility 1n Causing evil, Calvin
pointed Out

«< | would rather ASSUIMNNE another principle of u  ent, anı SaYy, those things which AL valnly
unrighteously Oone by 111411 ALC, rightly anı righteouslvy, the works of (30d!»139

Calvıin aimed integrate Augustine’s SstatementT, rather than contradict him
He deemed that the privatıve conception of evil, right 1n tself, could NO be
haustive defense of od’s Justice. In other words, single OuUtTL 1n evil DVIWAakLO honz
could be, 1n Calvin’s opinion, IVstartıng polnt, but NO the conclusion of
DIODECL theodicy. TOMmM Calvin’s STATEMENT SO111C conclusions Cal be oleaned:

1) Evıl does NOL have ontological hypostasis an consequently anı y dualistic
lution the problem of theodicy 1s firmly excluded. Only God 1s responsible
for whatsoever happens 1n unıverse an history.

156 2:966; «Nec reciplenda est Ila Augustini argutla, SPEC dimissa fuisse DECCAaATLA baptismo loannıs,
Christi baptismo 1Dsa dimitti>.

157 his CLommentary Fhe Book of EpDhestans he recognized the ACULENESS (A7Oulid) of Augustine, al
though he Aid NOLT chare his opInlon: «Augustine 1s quite delighted wıith his aCUTENESS, which
throws light the subject. Endeavoring discover ST kind of myster10us allusion the figure
of the he makes the hreadth be love, the height, hope, the length, patience, and the depth,
humility. This 1s VE Ingen10Us and entertalnıng: but hat OEes IT Aave do wıith Paul’s meanıng?>»
vol XAXD, 263

155 < | will Sa V somethinge about evil, the ABE under which S1N 1s included. Exvil 1s ack (D7IDALIO), I mean
of goodness; NOL of all goodness, but of such good 1s required tor the herfection ot the
AS brivation, evil CAaNNOL ex1Ist. without g00d, tor IT IMUSL Aave subject. SIince subject 1s substance
(Naturd), IT 1s goOd; evil C ALl ex1Ist. only SOI goOd; blindness 1s deprivation of sight:; IT O€es NOLT
hang In the alr, but Y In the VERMIGLI, Whether God 15 Fhe Aauthor of Sın Schoalium

Sanı 716, Philosophical WOrRS, vol A I8%  n by McLelland, Kirksville 1996, 223, quoted by
HELM, Tohn Calvin Ideas, Oxtord 2004, 117

159 HOEKSEMA, Calyin’s Calvinism, 255 85955 «Sed aliud mihl{ brincıpium SUIELO uae
el Inluste abh hominibus fiunt‚ eadem el iusta CS Del OPCTAa»,

415415

Paolo de Petris

A
rticoli

I would dare to suggest another interpretation. Calvin was very far from being 
tactful and whenever he desired to distance himself from Augustine, he did not have 
the slightest hesitation136. Already in other works he recognized the acuteness of 
Augustine arguments137. Here there is more than the simple desire to refrain from 
contradicting his great master Augustine. In the words argutia and vere ab eo he was 
ready to recognize the sharpness and the exactness of this argument. Yet unlike the 
Reformer Peter Martyr Vermigli, who adhered sic et simpliciter to the Augustinian 
perspective138, Calvin held that the statement in peccato, sive in malo, nihil esse posi-
tivum is far from being satisfactory and exhaustive. In fact, if «the will of God is the 
great cause of all things», as he had stated before, there must be another and more 
significant reason to discharge God from any responsibility in causing evil, as Calvin 
pointed out:

«I would rather assume another principle of argument, and say, those things which are vainly or 
unrighteously done by man are, rightly and righteously, the works of God!»139.

Calvin aimed to integrate Augustine’s statement, rather than to contradict him. 
He deemed that the privative conception of evil, right in itself, could not be an ex-
haustive defense of God’s Justice. In other words, to single out in evil a privatio boni 
could be, in Calvin’s opinion, a necessary starting point, but not the conclusion of a 
proper theodicy. From Calvin’s statement some conclusions can be gleaned:

1)	 Evil does not have an ontological hypostasis and consequently any dualistic so-
lution to the problem of theodicy is firmly excluded. Only God is responsible 
for whatsoever happens in universe and history.

136	 CO 2:966; «Nec recipienda est illa Augustini argutia, in spe dimissa fuisse peccata baptismo Ioannis, 
Christi baptismo re ipsa dimitti».

137	 In his Commentary on the Book of Ephesians he recognized the acuteness (argutia) of Augustine, al-
though he did not share his opinion: «Augustine is quite delighted with his own acuteness, which 
throws no light on the subject. Endeavoring to discover some kind of mysterious allusion to the figure 
of the cross, he makes the breadth to be love, — the height, hope, — the length, patience, and the depth, 
humility. This is very ingenious and entertaining: but what does it have to do with Paul’s meaning?» 
(vol. XXI), 263.

138	 «I will say something about evil, the genus under which sin is included. Evil is a lack (privatio), I mean 
of goodness; not of all goodness, but of such a good as is required for the perfection of the creature… 
as a privation, evil cannot exist without good, for it must have a subject. Since a subject is a substance 
(natura), it is good; so evil can exist only in some good; blindness is a deprivation of sight; it does not 
hang in the air, but stays in the eye»: P. M. Vermigli, Whether God is the author of Sin. Scholium on 
2 Sam. 16, in Philosophical Works, vol. 4, trans., by J. P. McLelland, Kirksville 1996, 223, quoted by P. 
Helm, John Calvin Ideas, Oxford 2004, 117.

139	 H. Hoeksema, Calvin’s Calvinism, 233: CO 8:353: «Sed aliud mihi principium sumo: Quae perperam 
et iniuste ab hominibus fiunt, eadem recta et iusta esse Dei opera».
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2) Evıl an S1N ALC quite SYNONYINOUS CONCE  S, 1n the 11 that ev1] 1s nothing else
ACTtT

3) An ACT 1s 1n itself nelther sood IBEGIN evil.ODTLUN7 4) The only ecrterion distinguish whether ACT 1s sood evil 1s related the
CISON who performs 1t whatsoever God 1s doing 1s righteous by that fact alone,
whereas whatsoever 1124n 1s doing an al be 1s sinful an evil.

These elements constituted the background of the SCHMONS the hook (#}
1n which Calvin faced the ticklish problem of the relationship between God AaN: the
evil

Strange 1t might SCCIN, 1n his homiletic production Calvin W AdsSs NOL interested 1n
answer1ng the question of how 1t W AS possible that perversi1on could have occurred
1n the sood creatlion of God

Calvin did NOL take the traclitional distinction between metaphysical, physi-
cal an moral evil. Undoubtedly, he did NOL ignore the natural tragedies140, Yet 1t
W AdsSs essentially the moral evil, perpetrated by the evildoers that deeply him
cruelty, inJustice, brutality AaN: pervers10n. Echoing his master Augustine, he
W AdsSs convinced that the part of evil 1n the world 1s caused by human beings.
Therefore, moral evil urns OuULtT be the COMNSCYUCHNCE of transgression of Od’s CO12-

mandments141, whereas metaphysical AaN: physical evil ATLTC only od’s -  Just punish-
ment AaN: the COMNSCYHUCNCES of SIN

TOMmM the above considerations 1t 1s plain that Calvin entirely chared the Augustin-
1an perspective of evi] DVIVALLO honz and of S1N It 1s also worth noting
that Calvin, V1 assumıng SO111C basic tenets of Augustinlan theology, did NOL chare
CVECLY speculative an neo-platonic aSPECT of his thought. He did NOL word

the principle of plenitude, that 1s SdYy, the idea that the IN OST rich an valuable
unlverse 1s O1  (D exemplifying V  M possible kind of existence, lover ell higher,
ugly ell beautify, imperfect el] perfect.

140 See also
141 Sermon 15 he stated: «Things fall NOLT OUL by ohance this world, LLOTI that It 1s long of the earth, alr

heaven that ICI ALC afflicted, but that ICI ear their Aane In themselves_... that the mischietf
cometh of ourselves>». Sermons Tob, 85
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2)	 Evil and sin are quite synonymous concepts, in the sense that evil is nothing else 
as an act.

3)	 An act is in itself neither good nor evil. 
4)	 The only criterion to distinguish whether an act is good or evil is related to the 

person who performs it: whatsoever God is doing is righteous by that fact alone, 
whereas whatsoever man is doing and will to be is sinful and evil. 

These elements constituted the background of the Sermons on the book of Job, 
in which Calvin faced the ticklish problem of the relationship between God and the 
Devil. 

Strange as it might seem, in his homiletic production Calvin was not interested in 
answering the question of how it was possible that a perversion could have occurred 
in the good creation of God.

Calvin did not take on the traditional distinction between metaphysical, physi-
cal and moral evil. Undoubtedly, he did not ignore the natural tragedies140. Yet it 
was essentially the moral evil, perpetrated by the evildoers that deeply upset him: 
cruelty, injustice, brutality and perversion. Echoing his great master Augustine, he 
was convinced that the greatest part of evil in the world is caused by human beings. 
Therefore, moral evil turns out to be the consequence of transgression of God’s com-
mandments141, whereas metaphysical and physical evil are only God’s just punish-
ment and the consequences of sin. 

From the above considerations it is plain that Calvin entirely shared the Augustin-
ian perspective of evil as a privatio boni and of sin as an actus. It is also worth noting 
that Calvin, even assuming some basic tenets of Augustinian theology, did not share 
every speculative and neo-platonic aspect of his thought. He did not utter a word 
on the principle of plenitude, that is to say, the idea that the most rich and valuable 
universe is one exemplifying every possible kind of existence, lover as well as higher, 
ugly as well as beautify, imperfect as well as perfect.

140	 CO 35:377. See also CO 35:335.
141	 In Sermon 18 he stated: «Things fall not out by chance in this world, nor that it is long of the earth, air 

or heaven that men are afflicted, but that men bear their bane in themselves... so that all the mischief 
cometh of ourselves». Sermons on Job, 83: CO 33:232.



a0l0 e Patrıs

Abstract Artıcol|Calvin’s Theodicy has een substantlally ignored simply negated until] 10

the assumption that the Issues raised by the modern problem of evil AN: Calvin’s
discussion Providence AN: evil ATLTC different. The unspoken premise underlying
this cOoNvlIction 1s that theodicy ould be modern problem, SInNCEe earlier tormula-
tH10nNs 1n WAdY attempted Justify od’s aCt10NS. The o0al of the present article
decisively SUCS 1n the opposite direction. It al1ms ched light the doctrine
Providence of God which const1itutes the basic presupposition of Calvin’s attempt

defend od’s Justice.

41/417

Paolo de Petris

A
rticoli

Abstract

Calvin’s Theodicy has been substantially ignored or simply negated until now on 
the assumption that the issues raised by the modern problem of evil and Calvin’s 
discussion on Providence and evil are different. The unspoken premise underlying 
this conviction is that theodicy would be a modern problem, since earlier formula-
tions in no way attempted to justify God’s actions. The goal of the present article 
decisively goes in the opposite direction. It aims to shed light on the doctrine on 
Providence of God which constitutes the basic presupposition of Calvin’s attempt 
to defend God’s justice.




