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

Men’s Theology Study – April 21, 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 5 – The Arguments Usually Alleged in Support of Free Will Refuted  
 
Calvin on Total Depravity: “…the mind of man is so entirely alienated from the righteousness of 
God that he cannot conceive, desire, or design anything but what is wicked, distorted, foul, impure, 
and iniquitous; that his heart is so thoroughly envenomed by sin that it can breathe out nothing but 
corruption and rottenness; that if some men occasionally make a show of goodness, their mind is 
ever interwoven with hypocrisy and deceit, their soul inwardly bound with the fetters of 
wickedness (Institutes, 2.5.19).”  
 
Discussion Video: https://youtu.be/DT7axI6u6vw  

• How does he define total depravity?  
• What is similar about his definition of total depravity to Calvin’s?  
• What logical fallacy does he conclude from his definition of total depravity?  

 
1. Sections 1-5: Four Arguments Against the Christian View of Depravity 

Section 1: If sin is unavoidable, then it isn’t sin. If sin is voluntary, then it may be avoided.   
• Humanity sins as a result of the fall and the inherited sin from Adam. That is the way 

God so ordered it. Second, the argument fails to distinguish between voluntary and free. 
We sin voluntarily, but our free will is enslaved to sin.   
 

Section 2: Unless virtue and vice proceed from free will, it would be absurd for God to punish 
or reward mankind.  

• Punishment for sin is justly deserved, and it doesn’t matter whether a person sins with 
a free or an enslaved judgment. Why?  

• Scripture denies free will, for the very purpose of leaving no room for merit. Grace is 
not given because of merit, because merit is always given because of grace. 

• The merit we do receive by grace is made our own by his grace—accounting virtuous 
acts to us as if they were our own.    
 

Section 3: If we don’t possess the power in our free will to choose good or evil, then all 
distinctions between good or evil are removed.  

• All mankind suffers under the same condition of sin. However, God makes a distinction 
between good or evil, by delivering some by his mercy, and passes over others to 
remain in their sin and be judged. 
 

Sections 4-5: If the sinner does not possess the power of free will to obey, then exhortations in 
Scripture are vain, warnings are superfluous, and rebukes are absurd.  

• God does not establish his law by human strength, but rather orders what is right, and 
then freely bestows upon the elect the power of fulfilling it.  



• What purpose do the exhortations of Scripture serve? For the wicked, with obstinate 
heart, they despise God’s exhortations. As a result, there is a testimony against them 
when they stand before God in judgment. Even now, they strike and lash their 
consciences, and this will render them more inexcusable on the day of judgment.   

• For the elect, God works inwardly, by his Spirit; outwardly, by his word. The Spirit 
illumines our minds, trans our hearts to practice righteousness, and makes us a new 
creation. The word stimulates us to long and seek for this change.   
 

2. Sections 6-15: Five Classes of Arguments Which Twist Scripture to Deny Depravity  
Sections 6-9: God’s law is accommodated to man’s abilities, and what they require man is able 
to perform.  

• “Return to me, says the LORD of hosts, and I will return to you, says the LORD of hosts 
(Zech 1:3b).”  

• They will claim we participate in conversion, that we are able to obey the law, and 
participate with God to persevere in grace.   

• The law is far above us to reveal to us our inability to convert ourselves, the power to 
obey it is derived from God’s goodness, and God enables us to persevere.  

  
Section 10: Promises of blessing would be a mockery if we are unable to keep them.  

• “If you are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land; but if you refuse 
and rebel, you shall be eaten by the sword…(Isa 1:19-20a)”  

• The promises of blessing for obedience have their purposes: they sting the consciences 
of the ungodly, stir up believers to pray for God’s grace, and attract us to obedience 
with sweetness and love for the law.  

 
Sections 11-12: It is vain for God to fault us for evils when we have no power to resist them 
because of our depravity.   

• We are condemned by our own consciences and the fault is our own for sin. We cannot 
transfer blame onto God for our own wickedness, when the wickedness resides in us.  

• How does Calvin explain Deut 30:11, 14, “For this commandment that I command 
you today is not too hard for you, neither is it far off…But the word is very near you. 
It is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it.”? Does this text mean that 
we have the power in ourselves to obey God? 

 
Section 13: God waits to see whether or not sinners will repent; therefore, they can repent. 

• “I will return again to my place, until they acknowledge their guilt and seek my face, 
and in their distress earnestly seek me (Hos 5:16).”  

• The expression of God’s departure and withdrawing from people is a withdrawal of 
prophecy and his good countenance to afflict with trials. 

• For what purposes does God withdraw, at times, the countenance of his goodness?   
  

Section 14-15: Good and bad works are described as our own, and therefore we are capable of 
both and must share in works of righteousness.  

• The good we do is a result of the Spirit’s work. He “curbs (our) will, that it may not 
follow its natural bent, and be carried hither and thither by vagrant lusts; bends, frames, 
trains, and guides it according to the rule of his justice, so as to incline it to 



righteousness and holiness, and establishes and strengthens it by the energy of his 
Spirit, that it may not stumble or fall (Institutes 2.5.14).”  

• How can it be said we do things for which God claims for himself all the praise?  
 
3. Sections 16-19: Five Scriptures Twisted to Defend Free Will   

Section 16: “If you (i.e. Cain) do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, 
sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is contrary to you, but you must rule over it (Gen 4:7).”  

• Argument: As it regards sin, the Lord was promising Cain that dominion of sin should 
not prevail over his mind, if he would labor in subduing it.  

• Answer: First, it was vain for Cain to think he could, by means of wickedness, surpass 
Abel in the favor of God. Second, Cain was ungrateful for the kindness he had already 
received, in his not being able to bear with a brother who had been subjected to his 
authority.  
 

Section 17: “So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy 
(Rom 9:16).”  

• Argument: There is something in our will and endeavor, though weak and aided by 
God, are not without some measure of success.  

• Answer: Paul uses Pharoah as an example of the reprobate to prove that salvation 
depends not on the willingness of mankind, but upon God’s mercy.  

  
Section 18: “God made man upright (Eccl 7:29a)…” and Sirach 15:14-17 

• Argument: Man still has within himself, even after the Fall, the power of acquiring 
salvation.   

• Answer: Since the fall, not everything once attributed to his nature applies now when 
spoiled and degenerate.  
 

Section 19: “…he fell among robbers, who stripped him and beat him and departed, leaving 
him half dead (Luke 10:30b).”  

• Argument: Like the man who fell among robbers in the Parable of the Good Samaritan, 
humanity is only half dead because of sin.  

• Answer: First, this parable not an allegory of mankind’s fall into sin. Second, Scripture 
does not speak of redemption as the half dead being cured, but the dead being raised to 
up to life (Eph 2:5; 5:14). 

• Answer: Suppose the parable was an allegory and man is half dead and some soundness 
left in him after the Fall. Then… 

o He has a mind capable of understanding, but incapable of attaining to heavenly 
and spiritual wisdom.  

o He has some discernment of what is honorable and some sense of divinity, but 
he cannot reach the true knowledge of God.   


