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John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 
 
OUR wisdom, in so far as it ought to be deemed true and solid Wisdom, consists almost entirely 
of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But as these are connected together by 
many ties, it is not easy to determine which of the two precedes and gives birth to the other. For, 
in the first place, no man can survey himself without forthwith turning his thoughts towards the 
God in whom he lives and moves; because it is perfectly obvious, that the endowments which we 
possess cannot possibly be from ourselves; nay, that our very being is nothing else than 
subsistence in God alone. In the second place, those blessings which unceasingly distil to us 
from heaven, are like streams conducting us to the fountain. 
 
Here, again, the infinitude of good which resides in God becomes more apparent from our 
poverty. In particular, the miserable ruin into which the revolt of the first man has plunged us, 
compels us to turn our eyes upwards; not only that while hungry and famishing we may thence 
ask what we want, but being aroused by fear may learn humility. . . . We are accordingly urged 
by our own evil things to consider the good things of God; and, indeed, we cannot aspire to Him 
in earnest until we have begun to be displeased with ourselves. 
 
BY the knowledge of God, I understand that by which we not only conceive that there is some 
God, but also apprehend what it is for our interest, and conducive to his glory, what, in short, it is 
befitting to know concerning him. For, properly speaking, we cannot say that God is known 
where there is no religion or piety.  
 
But although our mind cannot conceive of God, without rendering some worship to him, it will 
not, however, be sufficient simply to hold that he is the only being whom all ought to worship 
and adore, unless we are also persuaded that he is the fountain of all goodness, and that we must 
seek everything in him, and in none but him.  . . .   For this sense of the divine perfections [or 
powers] is the proper master to teach us piety, out of which religion springs. By piety I mean that 
union of reverence and love to God which the knowledge of his benefits inspires. 
 
The effect of our knowledge rather ought to be, first, to teach us reverence and fear; 
and, secondly, to induce us, under its guidance and teaching, to ask every good thing from him, 
and, when it is received, ascribe it to him.   . . .  Such is pure and genuine religion, namely, 
confidence in God coupled with serious fear—fear, which both includes in it willing reverence, 
and brings along with it such legitimate worship as is prescribed by the law.  
 
THAT there exists in the human minds and indeed by natural instinct, some sense of Deity, we 
hold to be beyond dispute, since God himself, to prevent any man from pretending ignorance, 
has endued all men with some idea of his Godhead, the memory of which he constantly renews 
and occasionally enlarges, that all to a man being aware that there is a God, and that he is their 
Maker, may be condemned by their own conscience when they neither worship him nor 
consecrate their lives to his service.   
 
SINCE the perfection of blessedness consists in the knowledge of God, he has been pleased, in 
order that none might be excluded from the means of obtaining felicity, not only to deposit in our 
minds that seed of religion of which we have already spoken, but so to manifest his perfections 



 2 

[or powers] in the whole structure of the universe, and daily place himself in our view, that we 
cannot open our eyes without being compelled to behold him. His essence, indeed, is 
incomprehensible, utterly transcending all human thought; but on each of his works his glory is 
engraven in characters so bright, so distinct, and so illustrious, that none, however dull and 
illiterate, can plead ignorance as their excuse. 
 
And here we must observe again, that the knowledge of God which we are invited to cultivate is 
not that which, resting satisfied with empty speculation, only flutters in the brain, but a 
knowledge which will prove substantial and fruitful wherever it is duly perceived, and rooted in 
the heart. The Lord is manifested by his perfections [or powers]. When we feel their power 
within us, and are conscious of their benefits, the knowledge must impress us much more vividly 
than if we merely imagined a God whose presence we never felt. Hence it is obvious, that in 
seeking God, the most direct path and the fittest method is. . .  to contemplate him in his works, 
by which he draws near, becomes familiar, and in a manner communicates himself to us.  
 
In vain for us, therefore, does Creation exhibit so many bright lamps lighted up to show forth the 
glory of its Author. Though they beam upon us from every quarter, they are altogether 
insufficient of themselves to lead us into the right path.  . . .  For as the aged, or those whose 
sight is defective, when any books however fair, is set before them, though they perceive that 
there is something written are scarcely able to make out two consecutive words, but, when aided 
by glasses, begin to read distinctly, so Scripture, gathering together the impressions of Deity, 
which, till then, lay confused in our minds, dissipates the darkness, and shows us the true God 
clearly.  
 
THE whole human race having been undone in the person of Adam, the excellence and dignity of 
our origin, as already described, is so far from availing us, that it rather turns to our greater 
disgrace, until God, who does not acknowledge man when defiled and corrupted by sin as his 
own work, appear as a Redeemer in the person of his only begotten Son.  
 
ALL that we have hitherto said of Christ leads to this one result, that condemned, dead, and lost 
in ourselves, we must seek righteousness, deliverance, life and salvation in him, as we are taught 
by the celebrated words of Peter, “Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other 
name under heaven given among men whereby we must be saved,” (Acts 4:12).  
 
All that the Father had, he deposited with his only begotten Son, in order that he might manifest 
himself in him, and thus by the communication of blessings express the true image of his glory. 
Since, as has been said, we must be led by the Spirit, and thus stimulated to seek Christ, so must 
we also remember that the invisible Father is to be sought nowhere but in this image.  
 
This is the wondrous exchange made by his boundless goodness. Having become with us the Son 
of Man, he has made us with himself sons of God. By his own descent to the earth he has 
prepared our ascent to heaven. Having received our mortality, he has bestowed on us his 
immortality. Having undertaken our weakness, he has made us strong in his strength. Having 
submitted to our poverty, he has transferred to us his riches. Having taken upon himself the 
burden of unrighteousness with which we were oppressed, he has clothed us with his 
righteousness. 
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