John Calvin

John Calvin was born in 1509. He died in 1564. John Calvin was the son of a lawyer. He was born in France. Calvin developed a love for scholarship and literature.
In 1523 he went to the University of Paris where he studied theology.
Calvin was pressured by his father to study Law but in 1531 his father died giving Calvin the freedom to resume his religious studies.

Many historians look on the time from 1531 to 1533 as being the key time as this was the first time that he had been free from his father’s ‘shackles’. Calvin was highly critical of the abuses in the French Catholic church.
At this time in France his ideas would have been heretical.  Calvin lived at a dangerous time for heretics and in 1533 he fled Paris. In the following year 24 heretics were burned at the stake. For three years (1533 to 1536) he roamed France, Italy and Switzerland.
In 1536 the first edition of "Institutes of the Christian Religion" was published.  It was revised on a number of occasions and the final edition was published in 1559. This book was a clear explanation of his religious beliefs. The later versions expanded on how his church should be organized.
In July 1536, Calvin went to Geneva, Switzerland which became the center of his work.  Geneva was a French-speaking Swiss city. At the time of Calvin’s arrival the city was struggling to achieve independence. 
But within Geneva itself a struggle took place between those who wanted mild reform (such as no mandatory church attendance) and those who demanded radical reform such as Calvin.  
Calvin’s services were plain and simple. He placed great importance on the sermon. Though he himself liked music, he distrusted its use in religious services believing that it distracted people from the matter in hand - the worship and the seeking knowledge of God. Musical instruments were banned from churches - though congregational singing was permitted and this proved to be both popular and an effective way of ‘spreading’ the message. 

Calvin was a strong believer in behaving as God wished. Immorality was severely condemned.  It only started to be so when the number of appointed ministers was greater than the elders. A strict moral code imposed and every sin was made a crime.   For example: no work or pleasure on a Sunday; no extravagance in dress. If you were excommunicated you were banished from the city. Blasphemy could be punished by death; lewd singing could be punished by your tongue being pierced. 
Calvinism was based around the absolute power and supremacy of God.
The world was created so that Mankind might get to know Him. Calvin believed that Man was sinful and could only approach God through faith in Christ - not through Mass and pilgrimages.
In Calvin’s view, Man, who is corrupt, is confronted by God who before the world began predestined some for eternal salvation (the Elect) while the others would suffer everlasting damnation.
The chosen few were saved by divine grace which cannot be challenged and cannot be earned by Man’s merits.
However, God remained the judge and lawgiver of men. Predestination remained a vital belief in Calvinism.
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Vocabulary
 

Theology= the study of religion

Heresy= contradicting the teachings of the church

Heretical= any ideas or thoughts banned by the church

Immorality= evil deeds

Blasphemy=speaking out against the church or against God

Excommunicated=to be kicked out of the church

 

Questions 

1. When and where was John Calvin born? 
2.  What subjects did he study in college? 
3. Why was the death of his father a turning point in Calvin’s life? 
4. What were Calvin’s church services like (Describe them) 
5. Why did he ban musical instruments from his services? 
6.  According to Calvin, why did God create the world? 
7.  Who were “The Elect?” 
8. According to Calvin, could man’s actions on Earth decide his fate after death (heaven or hell)?

