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Institutes of the Christian Religion by John Calvin 
(Translation by Henry Beveridge)1 

Men’s Theology Study – October 20, 2021 – 6:30 pm 
 
Book 2 – Of the knowledge of God the Redeemer, in Christ, as first manifested to the fathers, 
under the law, and thereafter to us under the gospel.  
 
Discussion Questions  

1. How has God used heresies to bless the Church?  
2. What’s wrong with a mantra like “no creed but the Bible”?  
3. What role does church history play in theology?  

 
Chapter 13 – Christ Clothed with the True Substance of Human Nature  
I. Referring to Ancient Heresies, Calvin Answer Menno Simons (s. 1-2) 

1. Proof of Christ’s true manhood (s. 1) 
• Manicheism: A gnostic sect which believed in cosmic dualism, all things were 

composed of either light or darkness. The goal of religion is to release the light and 
bring salvation. Followers of Mani did so through radical ascetism.  

• Marcionism: Denied that the God of the OT and NT were the same.  
• Testimony of Scripture – Jesus was truly God and Man 

o Rom 1:3, Jesus “descended from David according to the flesh”. 
o Rom 9:5, “To them (the Israelites) belong the patriarchs, and from their race, 

according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is God over all…” 
o Gal 4:4, “when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of 

woman, born under the law…” 
o Heb 2:17, “Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so 

that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, 
to make propitiation for the sins of the people.” 

2. Against the opponents of Christ’s true manhood (s. 2) 
• What did Marcion claim about Christ? “Marcion imagines that Christ, instead of a 

body, assumed a phantom, because it is elsewhere said, that he was made in the 
likeness of man, and found in fashion as a man.”  
o The point of Phil 2:7 is not to reveal the kind of body Christ assumed, but that 

he humbled himself when he could have asserted his divinity.  
• What did Manes claim about Christ? “Manes dreams of an aerial body (i.e., a 

phantom), because Christ is called the second Adam, the Lord from heaven.” 
o In 1 Cor 15:47 is not speaking about the essence of Jesus’ body being heavenly, 

but “of the spiritual life which, derived from Christ, quickens us.” 
• The title “Son of man” refers to Jesus being a true man, the title does not refer to 

him being promised to men.  
• The title “first-born” refers to the degree of Jesus’ honor and pre-eminence, not his 

age as the first son of Adam.  
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• Gen 3:15 refers not to Christ alone, but to the entire human race. “Since the victory 
was to be obtained for us by Christ, God declares generally, that the posterity of the 
woman would overcome the devil.” 
 

II. The Human Descent and True Humanity of Christ (3-4) 
1. Christ’s descent through the Virgin Mary: an absurdity exposed (s. 3) 

• Calvin’s opponents falsely… 
o Allegorize the term “seed” of Abraham. 
o Claim since Matthew’s genealogy of Christ is traced through Joseph and not 

Mary, Jesus did not have true flesh. 
o Claim woman are without “seed.” 
o Claim the virgin Mary was a channel through which Christ passed.  

• How did Calvin respond to these errors? 
o Paul understood the term “seed” in a literal, not figurative sense.  
o Mary came from the same family as Joseph.  
o Women aren’t without seed because they share actively in the generation of 

children, political order gives preference to the family name of the father, even 
though genealogies in the Bible primarily give male names it does not suggest 
women are nothing, and the testimony of law and forbidden degrees of marriage 
prove that woman contribute equally to the offspring.  

o “Matthew does not here describe the Virgin as the channel through which Christ 
flowed, but distinguishes his miraculous from an ordinary birth, in that Christ 
was begotten by her of the seed of David.”  

2. True man—and yet sinless! True man—and yet eternal God! (s. 4) 
• Opponents “reckon it base and dishonoring to Christ to have derived his descent 

from men.” Why? Then he would not be exempt from sin.  
o Calvin’s Answer: Christ had the same birth and nature as us, but was preserved 

from sin (Rom 5:12, 18; 1 Cor 15:47; Rom 8:3). 
• Opponents claim Christ is free from the taint of sin because he was born of a virgin, 

because it is not the seed of the woman which is impure but of man.  
o Calvin’s Answer: Christ is free from the taint of sin because he was sanctified 

by the Spirit, making his generation pure and spotless, as it was before Adam’s 
fall.  

• Opponents claim that in the incarnation, the deity “must have been enclosed in the 
narrow tenement of an earthly body.” 
o Calvin’s Answer: “The Son of God descended miraculously from heaven, yet 

without abandoning heaven; was pleased to be conceived in the Virgin’s womb, 
to live on the earth, and hang upon the cross, and yet always filled the world as 
from the beginning.”  

 
Chapter 14 – How Two Natures Constitute the Person of the Mediator 
I. Explanation of the Human and Divine Natures in Christ (s. 1-3) 

1. Duality and Unity (s. 1) 
• In the incarnation, Christ is fully divine and fully human. Does this make a new 

nature? Does the divinity swallow up the humanity? Does the humanity cancel out 
the divinity?  
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• “When it is said that the Word was made flesh, we must not understand it as if he 
were either changed into flesh, or confusedly intermingled with flesh, but that he 
made choice of the Virgin’s womb as a temple in which he might dwell. He who 
was the Son of God became the Son of man, not by confusion of substance, but by 
unity of person.” 

• The properties of each nature, human and divine, remain entirely in the incarnation, 
and yet the two natures constitute the one Christ. 

• How is the body and soul an analogy?  
• The Communication of the Properties  

o Some of Christ’s attributes are true only of his humanity and some only true of 
his deity and some true of both.  

o “This combination of a twofold nature in Christ they (i.e., Scripture) express so 
carefully, that they sometimes communicate them with each other, a figure of 
speech which the ancient termed a communication of properties. 

o Question: How does this relate to the Lord’s Supper?   
2. Scriptures proofs showing the communication of the properties (s. 2) 

• Proofs of his divinity (Jn 8:58; Col 1:15, 17) 
• Proofs of his humanity (Calvin provides a long list!) 
• Proofs which communicate the properties of one to the other (Acts 20:28; 1 Cor 

2:8; 1 Jn 3:16) 
3. Scripture proofs showing the union of both natures (s. 3) 

• Proofs from the Gospel of John 
• Proofs from Pauline Epistles and Hebrews 

 
II. Condemnation of the Errors of Nestorius, Eutyches, and Servetus (4-8) 

1. The two natures of Christ cannot be thought as fused or separated (s. 4) 
• What are the heresies of Nestorianism and Eutychianism? Two natures or a third 

new nature? 
• “Christ…as God and man, possessing natures which are united, but not confused, 

we conclude that he is our Lord and the true Son of God, even according to his 
humanity, though not by means of his humanity.”   

2. The error of Servetus (s. 5) 
• He supposed that the Son of God was a figment composed of the essence of God, 

spirit, flesh, and three uncreated elements.  
• He claimed that before the incarnation there were only shadowy figures in God, 

which were for the first time made plain in the incarnation.  
3. Christ as Son of God and Son of Man (s. 6)  

• Servetus claimed Jesus was the Son of God only because he took on flesh.  
• Scripture proves Christ is the Son according to both natures 

o Christ is by nature God’s Son; we are sons by adoption and grace. 
o This applies not only to his divine nature, but to the entire person of the 

mediator.  
• The two natures are carefully distinguished, Son of God (by virtue of his deity) and 

Son of Man (by virtue of his posterity of Adam).  
4. Servetus’s flimsy counter evidence (s. 7) 
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• Servetus quotes Rom 8:32 and Luke 1:32 to support his claim that Christ was Son 
of God only by virtue of his incarnation.  

• Servetus claims Christ was nowhere called “Son of God” before the incarnation, 
except figuratively.  

5. Comprehensive presentation and rebuttal of Servetus (s. 8) 
• In short, Servetus is a new name with an old heresy already condemned and refuted, 

“…just like the absurdity of the ancient Manichees…” 
• Two implications for Servetus’s heretical Christology:  

o First, if Christ cannot be the Son of God unless his flesh came forth from God’s 
essence and was converted into Deity, then he reduces the eternal personality 
(hypostasis) of the Word to nothing, and robs us of the Son of David, who was 
the promised Redeemer. 

o Second, the hope of salvation is extinguished. “For if the flesh were the 
Godhead (or divinity) itself, it would case to be its temple. Now, the only 
Redeemer we can have is he who being begotten of the seed of Abraham and 
David according to the flesh, truly became man.”  


