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THE ROLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IN CALVIN’S
DOCTRINE OF THE SACRAMENTS

I. J. Hesselink1

ABSTRACT

Calvin has frequently been labeled “the theologian of the Holy Spirit”. Although
there have been a number of studies of various aspects of the Holy Spirit in Calvin’s
theology since the significant works of Simon van der Linde (1943) and Werner
Krusche (1957), none has dealt with the role the Spirit plays in Calvin’s doctrine of
the sacraments. The Word and faith are requisites for any efficacious experience of
the sacraments, but “whatever God offers us in the sacraments depends on the secret
operation of his Spirit” (Calvin). Baptism signifies the forgiveness of our sins and re-
generation, although the beginning of that regeneration may precede or follow the
act of baptism. In the Lord’s Supper the Holy Spirit performs two related functions:
he unites that which is separated by time and space, viz., the ascended Lord and the
believer, and in the action of the sacrament feeds the believer with the flesh and blood
of Christ. Thereby Christ is truly present in the Supper. This is a spiritual presence,
but it is not something psychological or unreal. In the last analysis, Calvin concedes
that this is a mystery which is “too lofty” for his “mind to comprehend”. In any case,
he would “rather experience it than understand it”.

PREFACE
It is a privilege and a pleasure to be able to share in the Festschrift issue of
Acta Theologica in honor of my friend, Professor Pieter Potgieter, Dean of
the Faculty of Theology of the University of the Free State. Pieter and I first
met at the initial International Calvin Congress in Amsterdam in 1978. I
recall particularly intense conversations we had at the subsequent Congress
in Geneva. Since then our friendship has deepened through the years as we
have met at Calvin Congresses and meetings of the International Reformed
Theological Institute. Among other things, we share a special interest in
the theology of John Calvin. Hence I contribute this essay which, I believe,
explores an aspect of Calvin’s theology of the Holy Spirit that has received
insufficient attention.

1 Prof. I. John Hesselink, Albertus C. Van Raalte Professor of Systematics Theo-
logy emeritus, Western Theological Seminary, Holland, Michigan, USA.
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1. INTRODUCTION: CALVIN, THEOLOGIAN
OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

It is generally agreed among Calvin scholars today that there is no single
central doctrine in Calvin’s theology that controls or dominates his thought
and from which it is possible to derive all the dependent strands of his theo-
logy. This consensus stands in sharp contrast to the earlier attempts to find
the clue to his theology in the sovereignty of God or predestination (so tra-
ditional Calvinists)2 and more recently in his christocentric emphasis (so
Barthian scholars such as Wilhelm Niesel 1957). A good case can be made
for both of these viewpoints, but Calvin could hardly be more christocen-
tric than Luther, and when it comes to the sovereignty of God and predesti-
nation the honor must go to Calvin’s successor Beza and to orthodox Re-
formed theologians of the seventeenth century.

Nevertheless, there are certain distinctive characteristics of Calvin’s the-
ology that can be pinpointed such as the theme of Word and Spirit.3

Moreover, all of the above disclaimers notwithstanding, there is good rea-
son for dubbing Calvin above all the theologian of the Holy Spirit.4 The ve-
nerable Princeton “divine” B. B. Warfield, is generally given the credit for
calling Calvin “the theologian of the Holy Spirit”. The doctrine of the Holy
Spirit, he says, “is a gift from Calvin to the church” (1931:21). However,
the first person to have so described Calvin may have been a French scho-
lar, Charles Leliere who in 1901 wrote that Calvin was “le systematicien par
excellence de la religion de l’Esprit”.5 This is reiterated by a contemporary
Reformed theologian, Alasdair Heron: “Of all the great Reformers it was
Calvin who undertook the most systematic exploration of the Spirit’s work”
(1983:102). This has been subsequently reaffirmed by John Mackay, the
former president of Princeton Seminary (1960:39), the late Dutch Reform-
ed historian Simon van der Linde (1943:6); and Werner Krusche (1957:12),
formerly the bishop of the Lutheran Church in Berlin, in his magisterial
work. What is remarkable about Calvin’s approach is the comprehensive
way he applies the work of the Holy Spirit to every aspect of his theology,

2 A classic attempt in this regard was by A. Schweitzer (1854), hardly a tradi-
tional Calvinist, in his two-volume work Das Central Dogma der Reformierten
Kirche.

3 I suggest a number of these in my chapter on “Calvin’s Theology” in the forth-
coming book, The Cambridge companion to John Calvin, edited by Donald McKim.

4 Regin Prenter (1953) makes a similar claim for Luther.
5 Cited in Krusche (1957:12).
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ranging from the internal witness of the Spirit to the authority of Scripture6

and the Spirit’s work in the universe. As the Roman Catholic theologian,
Alexandre Ganoczy (1989:135) comments, “Pneumatology is present every-
where in Calvin’s thought”.

Since the comprehensive works of Van der Linde and Krusche of more
than forty years ago, there have been no major studies of Calvin’s doctrine
of the Holy Spirit, only brief essays of a more general nature, the lengthi-
est being the one by H. Quistorp (1964:109-150) in his collection of
essays.7 They touch on the Spirit and the sacraments in Calvin’s theology
but only very briefly. The same is true of the standard studies of Calvin’s
theology by Wilhelm Niesel (1956) and Francois Wendel (1963), and my
own introduction to Calvin’s theology, Calvin’s First Catechism (1997). In
this volume I have an appendix on “Calvin, theologian of the Holy Spirit”
(177-187), but the focus here is on the Holy Spirit in the Christian life.

The fullest treatments of the role of the Holy Spirit in regard to the sa-
craments are in the studies of Krusche and Van der Linde, but they are rela-
tively short considering the length of these works. In fact, Krusche has no
discussion of the Holy Spirit in relation to the Lord’s Supper, a curious
omission betraying perhaps his influence by Karl Barth.8 Here Van der
Linde is more balanced, but in both cases these discussions are dated and
can only be appreciated by those who read Dutch and English. The same is
true of the lengthy essay by H. J. J. Quistorp, “Calvin’s Lehre vom Heiligen
Geist”. Quistorp discusses a wide variety of topics, but there is not one
word about the Spirit and the sacraments. As a result, there is a need for a
new discussion of this theme in the English language.

6 I treat this subject briefly in an excursus in my book, Calvin’s First Catechism
(1997:54-60) entitled “The authority of Scripture — The inner witness of the
Spirit”.

7 For two shorter essays that deal with most of the aspects of Calvin’s doctrine of
the Spirit, see Leon McDill and Eifion Evans. The theme of the sixth colloqui-
um of the Calvin Studies Society in North America was “Calvin and the Holy
Spirit”. These papers were edited by Peter De Klerk and published in 1989,
but none dealt with the sacraments.

8 There are only a few passing allusions, e.g., in footnotes on pages 143, 146, and
149. Krusche’s special interest in this section is on the nature of Christ’s
ascended body and his presence in the world. In Niesel’s standard study of
Calvin’s theology (1956) we have the opposite problem. He has very little
interest in Calvin’s doctrine of baptism and makes only a few scattered refer-
ences (40, 220-1). Such a lacuna is inexplicable in a study which claims to be
a comprehensive study of Calvin’s theology.
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2. THE HOLY SPIRIT AND THE SACRAMENTS
IN GENERAL

Calvin devotes a lengthy chapter to the sacraments in general in the Insti-
tutes before proceeding to separate treatments of baptism, infant baptism,
and the Lord’s Supper. Following the Lutheran Augsburg Confession (Con-
fessio Augustana), Calvin designates two marks (notae) of the church, viz., the
pure preaching of the Word9 and the proper administration of the sacra-
ments (1960:1023. Inst. IV.1.9. I shall henceforth use the latter form of do-
cumentation since that is more common). What in Reformed and Presby-
terian Churches later came to be held as a third mark, viz., church disci-
pline, was very important for Calvin,10 but he did recognize it as a true
mark of the church.

In contrast to many Reformed/Presbyterian Christians, who are more
Zwinglian than Calvinian in regard to the sacraments, is Calvin’s high view
of the sacraments. He might appear to demean them somewhat when he de-
scribes them as simply

another aid to our faith related to the preaching of the gospel” and
define a sacrament as “an outward sign by which the Lord seals on
our conscience the promises of his good will toward us in order to
sustain the weakness of our faith (Inst. IV.14.1)

and as

a sort of appendix (tanquam appendicem) with the purpose of con-
firming and sealing the promise (Inst. IV.14.3).

In his Geneva Catechism (Q. 312) he even refers to the sacraments as

9 What is rarely noticed in Calvin’s discussion of the marks of the church is that
in distinction from the Augsburg Confession — or Belgic Confession — Cal-
vin adds an interesting qualification to the first mark: “Wherever we see the
Word of God purely preached and heard…” (IV.1.9, my emphasis).

10 As the saving doctrine of Christ is the soul of the church, so does dis-
cipline serve as its own sinews, through which the members of the
body hold together, each in its own place.

Moreover, those who do not practice discipline, “are surely contributing to the
ultimate dissolution of the church” (Inst. IV.12.1). On this subject see Wendel
(1963:75-86, 208-303), and my book Calvin’s First Catechism. A commentary
(1997:161ff.).
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inferior instruments (d’instruments inférieurs) according as it seemed
good to [the Lord], without in any way detracting from the Holy
Spirit (1950:54. The later Latin version reads secunda organa).

However, he regards them as “lofty and heavenly mysteries” (Inst. IV.
14.6) which are testimonies of God’s goodness and grace toward us in Jesus
Christ.

Due to the weakness of our faith and our carnal nature God “conde-
scends to lead us to himself by earthly elements” (IV.14.4) and “leads us by
the hand as tutors lead children by the means of these visible words” (IV.
14.6. The expression comes from Augustine). At the same time they are
“pillars of our faith” and “mirrors in which we may contemplate the riches
of God’s grace, which he lavishes upon us” (IV.14.6).

The signs are important — water, wine and bread — but the Word is
crucial. Faith is also indispensable, and

Christ is the matter (materiam) or substance of all the sacraments;
for in him they have all their firmness (soliditalem), and they do not
promise anything apart from him (IV.14.16).

Now follows the special Calvinian accent. The benefits of the sacraments
“are conferred through the Holy Spirit who makes us partakers of Christ”
(IV.14.16). For “the sacraments profit not a whit (neque hilum) without the
power of the Spirit” (IV.14.9). Calvin proceeds to explain that the sacraments

properly fulfill their office when the Spirit, that inward teacher,
comes to them, by whose power alone hearts are penetrated and af-
fections moved and our souls opened for the sacraments to enter in.
If the Spirit is lacking, the sacraments can accomplish nothing
more in our minds than the splendor of the sun shining on blind
eyes, or a voice sounding in deaf ears. Therefore, I make such a divi-
sion (partior) between Spirit and sacraments that the power to act
rests with the former, and the ministry alone is left to the latter —
a ministry empty and trifling, apart from the action of the Spirit,
but charged with great effect when the Spirit works within and ma-
nifests his power (IV.14.9).

As Benjamin Milner (1970:119) points out,

The analogy of the sun and the blind eyes is apt, for the sacraments
are not in themselves empty — it is only our blindness, or the
absence of the Spirit, that makes them so.

Although the sacraments by themselves profit nothing, yet God
has designed them to be instruments of his grace, and he effects by
the secret grace of his Spirit that they should not be without bene-
fit in the elect. Although they are dead and unprofitable figures to
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the reprobate, yet they always retain their force and nature, for
though our unbelief may deprive us of their effect, yet it cannot
weaken or extinguish the truth of God (Calvin 1961:89).

Calvin frequently describes the role of the sacraments as confirming our
faith (IV.14.3,7,8). But it is the Holy Spirit who prepares “our minds by his
inward illumination to receive the confirmation of the sacraments” (IV.14.
10). The Spirit works in such a way

that the Word may not beat your ears in vain, and that the sacra-
ments may not strike your eyes in vain. The Spirit shows us that in
them it is God speaking to us, softening the stubbornness of our
heart and composing it to that obedience which it owes the Word
of God (IV.14.10).

For a sacrament to be efficacious,11 there must be a conjunction of the
Word and the Spirit as well as faith on the part of the believer. The office
of the sacraments is the same as the Word of God, viz.,

to offer and set forth Christ to us, and in him the treasures of hea-
venly grace. But they avail and profit nothing unless received in
faith (IV.14.17).

In the last analysis, however, as Ronald Wallace (1953:169) notes,

the whole efficacy of the sacraments depends on the Spirit, who is so-
vereign and free in his operation through the sacraments and not in
any way constrained by the human action and will.

In Calvin’s own words:

So far, then, is God from resigning the grace of his Spirit to the sa-
craments, that all their efficacy and utility resides (resideat) in the
Spirit alone (1950:285).

Accordingly,

the sacraments “contain” but do not “confer” the grace which they
promise; that comes about through the efficacious work of the Holy
Spirit (Milner 1970:121).

11 Efficacy (efficacia) is a key word that crops up again and again in Calvin’s dis-
cussion of the sacraments, but rarely has its meaning been explored. Shin No-
mura, a young Japanese Calvin scholar (2002:129-157) has done us a service in
this regard in his essay. Here Nomura examines various usages of this word as
well as variants such as arcana Spiritus efficacia and concludes that this is “one of
the most important words for interpreting Calvin’s doctrine of the Holy Spirit”
(133). In English efficacia is translated not only as “efficacy” but also as “power”
and “energy”.
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3. BAPTISM
Surprisingly, in Calvin’s chapter on baptism in the Institutes (IV.15), the re-
ferences to the Holy Spirit are relatively few. However, when we examine
Calvin’s other writings — commentaries, catechisms, treatises, etc. — a
more complete picture emerges. Calvin defines baptism as

the sign of initiation by which we are received into the society (so-
cietas) of the church in order that, engrafted in Christ, we may be
reckoned among God’s children (IV.15.1).

There is no specific reference to the Spirit here although the expression
“engrafted in Christ” alludes to a major theme in Calvin’s theology, viz., our
faith union with Christ, for it is the Spirit who unites us to Christ (Inst.
III.1.1). A more specific allusion to the Spirit is found in Calvin’s definition
of baptism in the Geneva Catechism, Question 324. The meaning of bap-
tism, he says,

consists of two parts. The Lord represents to us in it, first the for-
giveness of sins (Eph. 5:26-7) and second, our regeneration or spiritu-
al renewal (1959:56-7; my emphasis).

Regeneration is one of the leading motifs in Calvin’s understanding of
baptism, and this is particularly prominent in his exposition of the doctrine
in the Geneva Catechism. Recall that he has said that baptism consists of
two parts: the forgiveness of sins and regeneration. He explains the former
briefly in Question 325, but focuses on the latter in Questions 326 and
330. In the former he clarifies that baptism is only “the beginning of regene-
ration and its end is our becoming new creatures through the Spirit of God”
(1959:57). Regeneration12 in this context implies the two principal facets
of the Christian life: mortification and vivification. This is spelled out in
the answer to Question 330:

From what does regeneration get its power? Answer: From the death
and resurrection of Christ. His death has this effect, that through it
our old Adam is crucified and our evil nature is, as it were, buried
so that it no longer has the strength to rule over us. And the renew-
al of our life, in obedience to the righteousness of God, derives from
the resurrection of Christ (1959:58).

12 One should keep in mind that for Calvin regeneration has a very broad meaning
signifying the life of faith in contrast to the seventeenth century understanding of
regeneration as one of the first phases in an ordo salutis. For Calvin, see the Institutes
III.3, the title of which is “Our regeneration by faith: repentance”. In this chapter
Calvin discusses both mortification and vivification as component parts of repen-
tance, and thus sanctification is also comprehended under this term.
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Much of this emphasis on the correlation of baptism and regeneration
is missing in the Institutes with the exception of two sections (IV.15.5, 6).
A key text for him is Romans 6:3-5. He briefly comments on its meaning
and then illustrates with the metaphor of a plant.

Just as a twig draws substance and nourishment from the root to
which it is grafted, so those who receive baptism with right faith
truly feel the effective working of Christ’s death in the mortifica-
tion of their flesh, together with the working of his resurrection in
the vivification of the Spirit [Rom. 6:8].

In this connection, he also alludes to Titus 3:5:

He saved us ... in virtue of his own mercy, through the washing of
regeneration and of renewal in the Holy Spirit.

Calvin then concludes this section with the comment,

Thus, the free pardon of sins and the imputation of righteousness
are first promised to us, and then the grace of the Holy Spirit to re-
form us to newness of life (IV.15.5).

He elaborates briefly on this theme in the next section. After affirming
that “all the gifts of God proffered in baptism are found in Christ alone”
who cleanses us by his blood, he adds a little later that

we obtain regeneration by Christ’s death and resurrection only if we
are sanctified by the Spirit and imbued with a new and spiritual
nature.

Then follows a technical distinction of a scholastic nature: in baptism we

discern in the Father the cause, in the Son the matter, and in the
Spirit the effect, of our purgation and regeneration (IV.15.6).

Another important New Testament passage where baptism and the Spi-
rit are linked together is 1 Corinthians 12:13: “For in the one Spirit we were
all baptized into one body”, but Calvin mentions it only in passing, and
makes nothing of it. In his commentary on this passage, however, he adds,

Paul, of course, is speaking [here] about the baptism of believers,
which is efficacious through the grace of the Spirit (1964b:265).

Here again we encounter that crucial word, “efficacious”. Calvin does not
hesitate to point out the importance of faith in relation to the sacrament, but
in the last analysis it is efficacious because of the grace of the Spirit. Accor-
dingly, it would appear that for believers baptism is inviolable. Moreover,
Calvin unhesitatingly affirms that “at whatever time we are baptized, we are
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once for all washed and purged for our whole life”. Not only that, Calvin,
like Luther, urges us to find great comfort in our baptism when we are trou-
bled. “As often as we fall away”, he says, “we ought to recall the memory of
our baptism and fortify our mind with it, that we may always be sure and
confident of the forgiveness of sins” (IV.15.3; cf. IV.15.1, 10).

This would seem to settle the matter, at least for believers, but else-
where the reformer sounds quite a different note. On the one hand he can
say (on the basis of Romans 8:1) that

those whom the Lord has once received into grace [and] engrafted
into the communion of his Christ … through baptism … are ab-
solved of guilt and condemnation.

Here there is a parallel between baptism and justification from all eter-
nity, and, in fact, Calvin links them together (IV.15.10). But in the middle
of this sentence he interjects a qualification — “so long as they persevere in
faith in Christ” (IV.15.12; my emphasis). Similarly in the Geneva Cate-
chism, Question 331:

How is this grace applied to us in baptism? Answer: In it we are
clothed with Jesus Christ, and receive his Spirit, provided that we do
not make ourselves unworthy of the promises given to us in it
(1959:58; my emphasis).13

What about this proviso? Is baptism efficacious only for those believers
who are faithful? Earlier he had said that “as often as we fall away”, we can
still find comfort and assurance in our baptism. He repeats this in IV.15.4.
The answer, if there is one, may be found in Calvin’s response to the Ana-
baptist objection that the Reformed (and Lutherans) sometimes only come
to faith after their baptism. This would seem to apply particularly in the
case of infant baptism, although Calvin’s response here appears to apply
particularly to adults who have been unfaithful:

We reply that we indeed, being blind and unbelieving, for a long
time did not grasp the promise that had been given to us in bap-
tism; yet that promise, since it was of God, ever remained fixed and
firm and trustworthy … We therefore confess that for that time
baptism benefited us not at all, inasmuch as the promise offered us
in it—without which baptism is nothing — lay neglected… But
we believe that the promise itself did not vanish. Rather, we consi-

13 The Latin version of this question reads quite differently. Question: “How are
these benefits conferred on us through baptism?” Answer: “Because unless we
render the promises unfruitful by rejecting them, we are fed [or clothed] with
Christ and granted his Spirit” (1964a:134).
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der that God through baptism promises us forgiveness of sins, and
he will doubtless fulfill his promise for all believers. This promise
was offered to us in baptism; therefore, let us embrace it by faith
(IV.15.17).

An earlier observation, made in the context of the discussion of vows,
may also provide a partial answer to this apparent contradiction. A certain
type of vow, Calvin maintains, is “holy and salutary”, but

no one can maintain in this life the perfect obedience to the law
which God requires of us. For inasmuch as this stipulation [to keep
a vow] is included in the covenant of grace under which are con-
tained both forgiveness of sins and the spirit of sanctification, the
promise which we make is joined with a plea for pardon and a peti-
tion for help (IV.13.6).

Conclusion: Baptized believers may prove unfaithful from time to time
and may occasionally prove unworthy, but if they eventually repent and flee
to God’s mercy, the promises of God’s grace will remain firm and his Spirit
will not be taken away. Lack of faith does not negate the promise. On the
other hand, some people make the sacrament

of no effect by their perversity. Nevertheless, the sacrament loses
nothing of its nature, although none but believers feel its efficacy
(Geneva Catechism, Question 329, 1959:57).

Calvin does not refer to 2 Timothy 2:13, but he might well have done
so, for this verse seems to say, in effect, what he is arguing in the above quo-
tations. “If we are faithless, he [Christ] remains faithful — for he cannot
deny himself”.

4. INFANT BAPTISM
When it comes to infant baptism many of the same arguments apply. In the
Institutes the references to the Holy Spirit are few but they are extremely
significant. Calvin’s main argument here is based on the unity of the cove-
nant and the anagogic relationship between circumcision and baptism,14 a
relationship to which Paul also refers in Colossians 2:11-12 (IV.16.11. Cf.
IV.16.21). He also appeals to Jesus’ reception and blessing of children (IV.

14 Two studies focus on the covenantal character of the sacraments, particularly
baptism, the recent work by Lillback (2001:242-263 [Chapter 13]); and the
older study by Pierre Marcel (1953). The title of Marcel’s book (The Biblical
doctrine of infant bapstism), however, is a misnomer. It should read “The Reform-
ed doctrine of infant baptism”.
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16.7) and the sanctification of children if one of their parents is a believer
(based on 1 Cor. 7:14. See Inst. IV.16.6, 15). Just as the children of Jews were

made heirs of God’s covenant and distinguished from the children
of the impious and were called holy seed [Ezra 9:2; Isa. 6:13], for
this same reason the children of Christians are considered holy.

Here Calvin is thinking of 1 Corinthians 7:14:

The unbelieving husband is consecrated [“sanctified”: NIV]
through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is consecrated through
her husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as it
is they are holy (RSV. See IV.16.6, 15).15

The children of believers are also holy because of the covenantal rela-
tionship. “The offspring of believers are born holy”, Calvin avers,

because their children while yet in the womb, before they breathe
the vital air, have been adopted into the covenant of eternal life
(1958b:345).

The common objection to the baptism of infants, not only by the Ana-
baptists of Calvin’s time, but also by Baptists, Pentecostalists, and some in-
fluenced by Karl Barth in our time, is that infants cannot understand the
Word or respond with faith. This might seem to point up an inconsistency
for Calvin since he holds that both understanding and faith are essential com-
ponents of an effective sacrament.16 Calvin’s response to such objections is
that God’s regenerative work through the Holy Spirit can and does at times
begin prior to birth, i.e., in one’s mother’s womb. Here he points to John the
Baptist (see Luke 1:15) and Jesus (IV.16.17-18). Even though at birth and
later such infants have no understanding of their status or situation, God can
work mysteriously in their lives. Calvin believes that God’s work,

though beyond our understanding, is still not annulled. Now it is
perfectly clear that those infants who are to be saved (as some are
surely saved from that early age) are previously regenerated by the
Lord (IV.16.17).

We must not limit God’s power within the “narrow limits of our think-
ing” (Ibid.).

Ultimately, it is a matter of God’s gracious election — although this ap-
plies to adults as well as infants. In baptism “God’s election alone rules as

15 In the “Form of administering baptism” for the use of the Church of Geneva
Calvin again appeals to this text (1958:115).

16 Jill Raitt (1980:51ff) deals with this question in her essay.



77

Acta Theologica Supplementum 3 2002

of free right” (IV.16.15). This is also the basis of the Reformed belief that
the death of infants does not preclude them from being received by God
into glory.

If those whom the Lord has deigned to elect received the sign of re-
generation, but depart from the present life before they grow up,
he renews them by the power, incomprehensible to us, of his Spirit,
in whatever way he alone foresees to be expedient (IV.16.2).

However, the normal pattern would be that

infants are baptized into future repentance and faith, and even
though these have not yet been formed in them, the seed of both lies
hidden within them by the secret working of the Spirit (IV.16.20).

John Dillenberger, after citing this passage, comments:

Here Calvin calls upon the Spirit to rescue him in this dilemma
[that infants do not possess faith]. In one sense, his conception of
the Spirit is his escape hatch, but from another standpoint it is the
pivot upon which everything turns (1971:18).

Here Calvin refers to a “seed” of faith implanted by the Spirit in the life
of an infant. Elsewhere he says that if it please the Lord, he can

shine with a tiny spark at the present time on those whom he will
illumine in the future with the full splendor of his light (IV.16.19). 

This “seed” or “spark” of faith and repentance implanted in the hearts
of covenant children

are renewed by the Spirit of God according to the measure of their
age until by degrees and its own time this power hidden within
them increases and shines forth openly (1972:252).17

17 This comes close to, but must be distinguished from, the notion of “presump-
tive regeneration”, which is alleged to have been taught by Abraham Kuyper.
Van der Linde, in any case, says that when Calvin refers to a “seed of faith
implanted in a child”, “We zijn hier in een andere gedachtensfeer dan bij
Kuyper” (1943:186, n. 6). John Murray (1952:57) appears to concur: “To aver
that baptism is dispensed to infants on the ground of presumptive regeneration
appears to be without warrant…”. He then points out that the notion of “pre-
sumptive election” is found in the First Helvetic Confession:

We baptize our children … of whom it may be assumed that they
have been elected by God (praesertim quum de eorum electione pie est
praesumendum) (Article 21).

Charles Hodge and B. B. Warfield also held this view (57-58).
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The implication is that baptism, to be efficacious, must eventually re-
sult in repentance and faith. Children who have been baptized

must one day respond to the promise with a faith aroused by the
hearing of the Word and the action of the Spirit (Raitt 1980:59).

When children “come of age they are to acknowledge the truth of their
baptism” (Geneva Catechism, Q. 339, 1959:59).

Baptism does not guarantee salvation, whether of an infant or an adult.
Also, we cannot bind the work of the Spirit to the act of baptism. Regene-
ration, i.e., the work of the Spirit in the life of a believer, usually precedes
and sometimes follows the act of baptism. Actually, the efficacy of a sacra-
ment, whether adult or infant baptism, or the Lord’s Supper

must not be tied down to an instant of time. God, whenever he sees
fit, fulfills and exhibits in immediate effect that which he figures
in the sacrament. But no necessity must be imagined so as to pre-
vent his grace from sometimes preceding, sometimes following, the
use of the sign (1958a:342).

In any case, God’s sovereign grace and the mysterious work of the Spirit
cannot be bound to a sacramental rite — or any sacred rite for that matter.
“God keeps his own timetable of regeneration” (IV.16.31, point 16).

In making the Reformed case for infant baptism the argument usually
is based on the parallel between circumcision and baptism in the context of
the covenant of grace. Calvin argues in a similar fashion, but Dillenberger’s
comment, cited earlier, has considerable merit, viz., that Calvin’s concep-
tion of the Spirit is “the pivot upon which everything turns”.

5. THE LORD’S SUPPER
Nowhere is the work of the Spirit in Calvin’s theology more prominent
than in his view of the Lord’s Supper. Here the conclusion of Jill Raitt’s es-
say of Calvin on infant baptism provides a nice transitional paragraph:

The heart of reformation doctrine, justification by faith, the gift of
free grace, is thus rigorously maintained by Calvin’s particular doc-
trine of baptism, especially infant baptism. Faith is not something
poured into the child without regard for its understanding but of-
fered as one of Christ’s primary benefits through the promise alive
in the Christian community. Christ’s presence, through the Holy
Spirit, is continually offered in Word and sacrament until the day
that the child becomes an effective recipient, responsible to walk in
the way of the Lord. Baptism then continues to offer the sealed pro-
mise that in Christ sins are forgiven and justification continuously
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applied. Thereafter, the Lord’s Supper continues to be a means of
growth in sanctification by uniting ever more closely the believer
and Christ, from whom every benefit flows (1980:60).

To do justice to the role of the Holy Spirit in Calvin’s wonderful doc-
trine of the Lord’s Supper would require a much lengthier essay than this.18

Here I simply focus on the special role the Holy Spirit plays in his under-
standing of the sacrament.19 A fundamental presupposition of Calvin’s in
regard to the Lord’s Supper is that the ascended body of Christ is localized,
so to speak, in heaven. Hence the body of Christ cannot be ubiquitous, as
it is for Luther.20 What Calvin affirms briefly in his Catechism of 1538 is
repeated again and again in various later works, to wit:

For although Christ, having ascended into heaven, ceases to reside
on earth … still no distance can prevent his power from feeding his
believers on himself and bringing it about that they still enjoy
ever-present communication with him, though he is absent from
that place (Hesselink 1997:35).

What is missing here, however, is how the distant, ascended Christ be-
comes one with us in the Supper. The answer is the Holy Spirit. In his Short
treatise on the Lord’s Supper, written only two years later, the role of the Holy
Spirit in this connection is still largely absent. Calvin only alludes to the
fact that it is the Holy Spirit who “gives efficacy to his ordinance” and that
“the virtue [or power] of the Holy Spirit is joined to the sacraments when
they are duly received” (1964c:149), although he concludes the Treatise
with the affirmation that we must hold that

18 In contrast to Calvin’s doctrine of baptism, where we are still lacking a defini-
tive study, there is a plethora of full-scale studies of Calvin’s doctrine of the
Lord’s Supper. In addition to the work in French by Jean Cadier (1951), in Ger-
man by Hans Grass (1954), and Dutch by G. P. Hartvelt (1960), there are four
excellent books in English, each one distinctive in its approach: Ronald Wal-
lace (1953), Kilian Mc Donnell OSB (1967), B. A. Gerrish (1993) and Thomas
J. Davis (1995).

19 Most of what follows in the rest of this essay is taken verbatim from my book
Calvin’s First Catechism. A commentary (1997:147-150). I have, however, done
more research on this subject since writing this book, so there is significant
new material here.

20 While Krusche virtually ignores Calvin’s doctrine of the Lord’s Supper in his
book (1957) he devotes considerable space to Christ’s ascension, and the pro-
blem, as he sees it, for Calvin to have a real presence of totus Christus in view of
the localisation of the human nature of Christ. See especially 141ff.
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the efficacy of the sacred mystery … as accomplished by the secret
and miraculous power (virtus) of God, and that the Spirit of God is
the bond of participation, for which reason it is called spiritual
(1964c:166).

In his Geneva Catechism, however, written the following year (French
ed., 1541) Calvin is much more explicit as to how we are made “partakers
of Christ’s substance”, even though “Christ’s body is in heaven and we are
still pilgrims on earth”. This gap is bridged

by the miraculous and secret virtue of his [Christ’s] Spirit, for
whom it is not difficult to associate things that are otherwise sepa-
rated by an interval of space (1959:62; Qs. 353-5).21

In his commentary on Paul’s account of the Lord’s Supper in 1 Corinthi-
ans 11, written in 1546, Calvin is more precise about the way the Holy Spi-
rit unites things separated in the celebration of the sacrament. Here suc-
cinctly and clearly he explains how the flesh of the ascended Lord spiritual-
ly nourishes us. In the following passage note particularly how he first re-
jects Roman Catholic and Lutheran views of the real presence and then states
his own view:

The sharing in the Lord’s body, which, I maintain, is offered to us in
the Supper, demands neither a local presence, nor the descent of
Christ, nor an infinite extension of His body, nor anything of that
sort; for, in view of the fact that the Supper is a heavenly act, there
is nothing absurd about saying that Christ remains in heaven and is
yet received by us. For the way in which he imparts Himself to us
is by the secret power of the Holy Spirit, a power which is able not
only to bring together, but also to join together, things which are
separated by distance, and by a great distance at that (1960b:247).

Elsewhere in this commentary, he is even more explicit in distancing
himself from Zwinglians and those who see in the Supper “only a memori-
al of something that is absent”. His conclusion is that

21 Calvin says almost the same thing in the 1559 Institutes, but in this case he is
responding to the charge of Westphal who accused Calvin of having no sense
of the mysterious and miraculous in the sacrament. Calvin responds that

there is nothing more incredible than that things severed and
removed from one another by the whole space between heaven and
earth should not only be connected across such a great distance but
also be united, so that souls may receive nourishment from Christ’s
flesh (IV.17.24).
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The body of Christ is really (realiter), to use the usual word, i.e.,
truly (vere) given to us in the Supper, so that it may be health-giv-
ing food for our souls. I am adopting the usual terms, but I mean
that our souls are fed by the substance of his body, so that we are
truly (vere) made one with him; or, what amounts to the same
thing, that a life-giving power from the flesh of Christ (vim ex
Christi carne vivicam) is poured into us through the medium of the
Spirit, even although it is at a great distance from us, and is not
mixed with us (nec misceatur nobiscum) (1960b:246).

The final edition of the Institutes is only an amplification of this thesis.
Here he refers to the Holy Spirit as “the bond of connection” which is “like
a channel through which all that Christ himself is and has is conveyed to us”.
Calvin’s key text here is Romans 8:9, which “teaches that the Spirit alone
causes us to possess Christ completely and have him dwelling in us” (IV.
17.12). “Those who separate Christ from his Spirit make him like a dead
image or corpse” (1961:164). More specifically, in reference to the Supper,
Calvin reiterates that this spiritual eating is no less real even though Christ
remains in heaven and is not “enclosed” in the elements in a carnal fashion.
The solution again is the secret and “incomprehensible power” of the Spirit
(IV.17.33).

Here a slight complication arises. Do we then only lift up our hearts (sur-
sum corda!) to the ascended Christ and somehow feed on him there? Or, is
there a sense in which the risen Christ by his Spirit descends to us and nou-
rishes us spiritually through the partaking of the elements? Both are true,
but the accent is on the former. That is, for the most part, Calvin teaches that
“in order to enjoy the reality of the signs our minds must be raised to heav-
en where Christ is” (1964a:62, Q. 355). Calvin is so averse to any notion that
Christ is physically contained or enclosed in the elements that he ridicules
those who would “drag” Christ down from heaven (IV.17.31).

But if we are lifted up to heaven with our eyes and minds, to seek
Christ there in the glory of his kingdom, as the symbols invite us
to him in his wholeness, so under the symbol of bread we shall be
fed by his body, under the symbol of wine we shall separately drink
his blood, to enjoy him at last in his wholeness (IV.17.18).

Yet Calvin can also speak figuratively of Christ’s coming down to us in
order to nourish us in the Supper. For

in order to be present with us, he does not change his place, but
from heaven he sends down the efficacy of his flesh to be present in us
(1960b:248, emphasis added).



82

Hesselink The role of the Holy spirit in Calvin’s doctrine

We say Christ descends to us both by the outward symbol and by
his Spirit, that he may truly quicken our souls by the substance of
his flesh and blood (IV.17.24).

But this “descent” must not be misunderstood in such a way that Christ
is literally brought down and enclosed within the elements. Those who so
believe “do not understand the manner of descent by which he lifts us up
to himself” (IV.17.16).

In either case, whether Christ comes down to us or we rise up to him
we partake of him by faith. For there is “no other eating [of Christ’s flesh
and blood] than by faith”. Here Calvin is distancing himself from Zwingli
by asserting that this spiritual eating is not identical with faith but rather
the fruit and effect of faith. So he adds,

I say that we eat Christ’s flesh in believing and because it is made
ours by faith, and that this eating is the result and effect of faith
(IV.17.5).

We are not to imagine any other eating than that by which the hid-
den power of the Spirit breathes the life of Christ into us — and
this we only achieve by faith alone (1972b:136).

“The godly rise by faith to fellowship with Christ” who gives to them
his body.

Whoever wishes to eat the flesh of Christ must be carried by faith
to heaven beyond human conception. In short, it is the Spirit of God
alone who can make us partakers of that fellowship (1948b:211; empha-
sis added).

Faith is a human act, but “it is the work of God alone to begin and per-
fect faith”, and this, like the efficacy of the whole sacramental act, is again
due to “the working of the secret power of the Holy Spirit” (1948a:209).

Finally, what is meant by “spiritual presence”? Does “spiritual” mean
unreal? In regard to this question, one can begin with the following simple
distinctions of Otto Weber:

The “presence of Christ” in the Lord’s Supper is understood by
Zwingli in an “idealistic” fashion, so to speak, by Luther in a tan-
gible — “objective” fashion, by Melanchthon in an actual fashion,
and by Calvin in a spiritual fashion (1983:632).22

22 A. Mitchell Hunter explains the differences quite differently:
Zwingli stood for the view that the symbols represent what is ab-
sent; Calvin that they exhibit what is present; Luther that they
“envelop” what is unseen but real (1950:178).
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But what does a “spiritual fashion” mean? It is generally agreed, even
by contemporary Roman Catholic Calvin scholars, that spiritual presence
for Calvin does not mean it is unreal.23 What Van der Linde says concern-
ing Calvin’s approach to both sacraments applies here. By means of the hid-
den operation of the Holy Spirit in the sacraments we enjoy a genuine fel-
lowship (gemeenshap) with Christ; and “this fellowship is spiritual, not spiri-
tualistic, and real (reel) but not realistic” (1943:183).

The Lutherans charged that if this eating in the Lord’s Supper is spiri-
tual, it is unreal. Calvin counters with the analogy that

our souls are fed by the flesh and blood of Christ just as … bread
and wine keep and sustain our bodily life (IV.17.10. Cf. IV.17.3).24

When our Lord calls himself “the bread of life” (John 6:51) he intended

to teach not only that salvation for us rests on faith in his death and
resurrection, but also that, by true partaking of him, his life passes
into us and is made ours — just as bread when taken as food im-
parts vigor to the body (IV.17.5).25

23 See, e.g., Kilian Mc Donnell (1967:223-7):
There are two traditions represented in Calvin’s doctrine, the sym-
bolist-virtualist tradition and the realist tradition (Ibid., 224).

Also the Hungarian-German Roman Catholic theologian, Alexandre Ganoczy:
Between the two extreme positions — Luther’s, which got tangled
up in a realism resembling the scholastics, and Zwingli’s, which
followed the exigencies of rational thought to the point of mere
symbolism — Calvin proposed an interpretation oriented entirely
towards the operation of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit was described
as the vehicle of the heavenly Christ in his desire to communicate
himself in his entirety to believers. Theologians today must, if they
are to be objective, recognize that Calvin had the genius to take up
a doctrine strongly attested by the eastern Fathers conforming with
the Pauline and Johannine tradition (1989:132).

24 The Heidelberg Catechism employs similar analogies, e.g., in the answer to
Question 79:

Christ wishes to teach us… that as bread and wine sustain this tem-
poral life, so his crucified body and shed blood are the true food and
drink of our souls for eternal life.

For baptism, see Question 73.
25 Presupposed in Calvin’s discussion of the Lord’s Supper is our faith union with

Christ. This is one of the central themes in Calvin’s theology. Mc Donnell does
not overstate the matter when he says:
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Without an understanding of this union with Christ one will easi-
ly misunderstand Calvin’s teaching on justification, sanctification,
his ecclesiology, and sacramental theology as well as his personal
piety. Especially in regard to his eucharistic doctrine is union with
Christ important as it forms the larger background, spoken or
unspoken (1967:177).

As we saw earlier, thanks to the incomprehensible power of the Spirit,
we are nourished in the sacrament by the substance of Christ’s flesh and
blood. Calvin does not hesitate to use vivid, realistic language to describe
how concrete this spiritual eating is. Christ, he suggests, “proffers (porrigit)
his sacred blood for us to taste” (IV.17.1). Calvin concedes that this is a hea-
venly mystery which he doesn’t pretend to understand, but it is not “absurd
or out of accord with reason” (IV.17.32). Despite all his attempts to explain
the meaning of the heavenly feast, Calvin finally admits that he is

not ashamed to confess that it is a secret too lofty for either my
mind to comprehend or my words to declare. And to speak more
plainly, I rather experience than understand it (IV.17.32).

6. CONCLUSION
In his view of the sacraments Calvin was indebted to several others: Augus-
tine, Luther, and Bucer in particular. With them he sought to define the sa-
craments in terms of the unique, once-for-all death of Christ and his resur-
rection based on the Word of God. In this he simply carried forward and
developed an evangelical tradition. One dimension of that tradition was to
give due attention to the work of the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless, this inves-
tigation has demonstrated, I believe, that in a special sense Calvin was in-
deed “the theologian of the Holy Spirit”, especially in regard to the sacra-
ments. Let Calvin speak for himself:

Whatever God offers us in the sacraments depends on the secret
operation of his Spirit … So far is God from resigning the grace of
his Spirit to the sacraments that all their efficacy and utility is
lodged in the Spirit alone (1950:285).

In short, the sacraments are of no avail unless they are received in faith,
which is a special gift of the Spirit, dependent not on earthly elements but
on the celestial operation of the same Spirit (1964e:331).
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