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

Men’s Theology Study – December 1, 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.  
 
Chapter 17 – Christ Rightly and Properly Said to Have Merited Grace and Salvation for Us 
 
DQ: For salvation, did God the Father look down the tunnels of time and see Christ’s obedience 
and account it to the elect as righteousness? Why or why not?  
 
A. The Compatibility of the Grace of God and the Merit of Christ (s. 1-2) 

1. Christ’s merit does not exclude God’s free grace, but precedes it 
a. Calvin is being polemical against Socinus. “Socinus found two ideas irreconcilable: 

God’s mercy and Christ’s merit (TGCI, 240).” 
b. Quoting Augustine, Calvin points out that Jesus “…is himself the brightest 

illustration of predestination and grace: his character as such was not procured by 
any antecedent merit of works or faith in his human nature.” 

c. Calvin is working to preserve the doctrine of unconditional election. God did not 
look through the tunnels of time, see Christ’s merit, and then consider salvation 
achieved. Rather, he predestined Christ to accomplish salvation.  

d. As a result: “Every man, from the commencement of his faith, becomes a Christian, 
by the same grace by which that man from his formation became Christ.” 

e. The Point: The free electing grace of God is the primary cause of salvation, and the 
merit of Christ is the ordained means to accomplish it.  
• “…Christ could not merit anything save by the good pleasure of God, but only 

inasmuch as he was destined to appease the wrath of God by his sacrifice, and 
wipe away our transgressions by his obedience…” Why?  

• “…the merit of Christ depends entirely on the grace of God…”  
 

2. Scripture couples God’s grace and Christ’s merit 
a. God’s electing love precedes faith in Christ. Notice the order… 

• John 3:16, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 
believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” 

• 1 John 4:10, “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us 
and sent his son to be the propitiation for our sins.” 

• Eph 1:4-5, “…even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, 
that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for 
adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of 
his will…” 
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• Calvin concludes, “These words clearly demonstrate that God, in order to 
remove any obstacle to his love toward us, appointed the method of 
reconciliation in Christ.”  

b. The obstacle to God’s love toward us was his holiness.  
• John Stott, “How then can God express his holiness without consuming us, and 

his love without condoning our sins? How can God satisfy his holy love? How 
can he save us and satisfy himself simultaneously (quoted in TGCI, 243)?”  

• Calvin summarizes this problem, “As God is the fountain of all righteousness, 
he must necessarily be the enemy and judge of man so long as he is a sinner.”  

• How does God satisfy his holy love? 2 Cor 5:21, “For our sake he made him to 
be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of 
God.”  

• “…by the sacrifice of Christ we obtain free justification, and become pleasing 
to God, though we are by nature the children of wrath, and by sin estranged 
from him.”  
 

B. The Obedience of Christ Merited Divine Favor (s. 3-5) 
3. The merit of Christ in the witness of Scripture 

a. Nevertheless, Calvin still maintains that Christ merited our salvation.  
• “I take it for granted, that if Christ satisfied for our sins, if he paid the penalty 

due by us, if he appeased God by his obedience; in fine, if he suffered the just 
for the unjust, salvation was obtained for us by his righteousness; which is just 
equivalent to meriting.”  

b. What is reconciliation?  
• Rom 5:11, “…we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through 

whom we have now received reconciliation.”  
• What makes reconciliation necessary?  

c. How did Christ’s merit reconcile us to God?  
• Rom 5:19, “For as by one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so 

by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.”  
 

4. The substitution of Christ 
a. What precisely does Calvin mean by saying “grace was obtained for us by the merit 

of Christ”? Answer, “…his death was an expiation for sin, ‘His blood cleanses us 
from all sin’; ‘This is my blood, which is shed for the remission of sins’ (1 John 
1:7; Luke 22:20).”  

b. How do the Old and New Testaments speak of Christ being a substitute to merit 
our salvation?  
• Sacrificial system (Hebrews) 
• He was made a curse for us (Gal 3:13) 
• Pays the penalty for sin (Isa 53:5) 
• Receives condemnation (1 Pet 2:24) 

 
5. Christ’s death the price of our redemption 

a. Christ merited our salvation by paying a price to ransom us from death.  
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• 1 Tim 2:5-6, “For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and 
men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all, which is the 
testimony given at the proper time.” 

b. Christ merited our salvation by being our sacrifice.  
• 1 Peter 1:18-19, “…you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from 

your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the 
precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot.” 

c. Christ merited our salvation by paying for our acquittal from guilt.   
• Gal 2:19-21, “For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. 

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives 
in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of God, for if 
righteousness were through the law, then Christ died for no purpose.” 

d. Christ merited our salvation by fulfilling the law on our behalf.  
• Acts 13:38-39, “Let it be known to you therefore, brothers, that through this 

man forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you, and by him everyone who 
believes is freed from everything from which you could not be freed by the law 
of Moses.” 

• Gal 4:4-5, “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, 
born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, 
so that we might receive adoption as sons.” 

• As a result, “…from Christ we must seek what the Law would confer on any 
one who fulfilled it; or, which is the same thing, that by the grace of Christ we 
obtain what God promised in the Law to our works.”  

e. What does it mean for the Father to be “propitious towards us?” Why isn’t it the 
other way around?  
 

C. The Presumption of the Schoolmen (aka the Scholastics) (s. 6)  
6.  Christ acquired no merit for himself 

a. What would be the Christological problem with saying that Christ merited 
something for himself with his perfect life, death, resurrection, and ascension?  

b. “He who transfers the benefit of his holiness to others, testifies that he acquires 
nothing for himself. And surely it is most worthy of remark, that Christ, in devoting 
himself entirely to our salvation, in a manner forgot himself.”  

c. But doesn’t Phil 2:9 seem to speak of Christ meriting glory for himself? 
• Phil 2:9, “Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name 

that is above every name…” 
• Calvin says, in short, it’s not possible for a man to merit this glory for himself. 

Therefore, “Paul is not speaking of the cause of Christ’s exaltation, but only 
pointed out a consequence of it by way of example to us. The meaning is not 
much different from that of another passage: ‘Ought not Christ to have to 
suffered these things, and to enter into his glory (Luke 24:26)?’” 

 
DQ: Is the merit of Christ the reason for our salvation?  


