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ARGUMENT
In the former Books an exposition has been given of the three 

parts of the Apostles’ Creed concerning God the Creator, the Re-
deemer, and the Sanctifier. It now remains to treat, in this last 
Book, of the Church and the Communion of Saints, or of the ex-
ternal means or helps by which God invites us to fellowship with 
Christ, and keeps us in it.

The twenty Chapters of which it consists may be conveniently 
reduced to three particular heads—viz. I. Of the Church. II. Of 
the Sacraments. III. Of Civil Government.

The first head occupies the first thirteen chapters; but these 
may all be reduced to four—viz. I. Of the marks of the Church, 
or the means by which the Church may be discerned, since it is 
necessary to cultivate unity with the Church. This is considered in 
Chapters 1 and 2—II. Of the rule or government of the Church. 
The order of government, Chap. 3. The form in use in the primi-
tive Church, Chap. 4. The form at present existing in the Papacy, 
Chap. 5. The primacy of the Pope, Chap. 6. The gradual rise of his 
usurpation, Chap. 7—III. Of the power of the Church. The power 
in relation to doctrine as possessed either by individuals, Chap. 8; 
or universally as in Councils, Chap. 9. The power of enacting laws, 
Chap. 10. The extent of ecclesiastical jurisdiction, Chap. 11—IV. 
Of the discipline of the Church. The chief use of discipline, Chap. 
12. The abuse of it, Chap. 13.

The second general head, Of the Sacraments, comprehends 
three particulars,—I. Of the Sacraments in general, Chap. 14—II. 
Of the two Sacraments in particular. Of Baptism, Chap. 15. Of 
Pædobaptism, Chap. 16. Of the Lord’s Supper, Chap. 17. Of pro-
faning the Lord’s Supper, Chap. 18. Of the five Sacraments falsely 
so called, Chap. 19.

The third general head, Of Civil Government. This considered 
first generally, and then under the separate heads of Magistrates, 
Laws, and People.
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CHAPTER 1
Of The True Church. Duty Of Cultivating Unity With Her, 
As The Mother Of All The Godly.

The three divisions of this chapter are,—I. The article of the 
Creed concerning the Holy Catholic Church and the Communion 
of Saints briefly expounded. The grounds on which the Church 
claims our reverence, sec. 1-6. II. Of the marks of the Church, sec. 
7-9. III. The necessity of cleaving to the Holy Catholic Church and 
the Communion of Saints. Refutation of the errors of the Nova-
tians, Anabaptists, and other schismatics, in regard to this matter, 
sec. 10-29.

Sections.
1. The church now to be considered. With her God has 
deposited whatever is necessary to faith and good order. A 
summary of what is contained in this Book. Why it begins 
with the Church.
2. In what sense the article of the Creed concerning the 
Church is to be understood. Why we should say, “I believe 
the Church,” not “I believe in the Church.” The purport of 
this article. Why the Church is called Catholic or Univer-
sal.
3. What meant by the Communion of Saints. Whether it 
is inconsistent with various gifts in the saints, or with civil 
order. Uses of this article concerning the Church and the 
Communion of Saints. Must the Church be visible in or-
der to our maintaining unity with her?
4. The name of Mother given to the Church shows how 
necessary it is to know her. No salvation out of the Church.
5. The Church is our mother, inasmuch as God has com-
mitted to her the kind office of bringing us up in the faith 
until we attain full age. This method of education not 
to be despised. Useful to us in two ways. This utility de-
stroyed by those who despise the pastors and teachers of 
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the Church. The petulance of such despisers repressed by 
reason and Scripture. For this education of the Church her 
children enjoined to meet in the sanctuary. The abuse of 
churches both before and since the advent of Christ. Their 
proper use.
6. Her ministry effectual, but not without the Spirit of 
God. Passages in proof of this.
7. Second part of the Chapter. Concerning the marks of 
the Church. In what respect the Church is invisible. In 
what respect she is visible.
8. God alone knoweth them that are his. Still he has given 
marks to discern his children.
9. These marks are the ministry of the word, and admin-
istration of the sacraments instituted by Christ. The same 
rule not to be followed in judging of individuals and of 
churches.
10. We must on no account forsake the Church distin-
guished by such marks. Those who act otherwise are apos-
tates, deserters of the truth and of the household of God, 
deniers of God and Christ, violators of the mystical mar-
riage.
11. These marks to be the more carefully observed, be-
cause Satan strives to efface them, or to make us revolt 
from the Church. The twofold error of despising the true, 
and submitting to a false Church.
12. Though the common profession should contain some 
corruption, this is not a sufficient reason for forsaking the 
visible Church. Some of these corruptions specified. Cau-
tion necessary. The duty of the members.
13. The immoral lives of certain professors no ground for 
abandoning the Church. Error on this head of the ancient 
and modern Cathari. Their first objection. Answer to it 
from three of our Saviour’s parables.
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14. Second objection. Answer from a consideration of the 
state of the Corinthian Church, and the Churches of Ga-
latia.
15. Third objection and answer.
16. The origin of these objections. A description of Schis-
matics. Their portraiture by Augustine. A pious counsel 
respecting these scandals, and a safe remedy against them.
17. Fourth objection and answer. Answer confirmed by 
the divine promises.
18. Another confirmation from the example of Christ 
and of the faithful servants of God. The appearance of the 
Church in the days of the prophets.
19. Appearance of the Church in the days of Christ and 
the apostles, and their immediate followers.
20. Fifth objection. Answer to the ancient and modern 
Cathari, and to the Novatians, concerning the forgiveness 
of sins
21. Answer to the fifth objection continued. By the forgive-
ness of sins believers are enabled to remain perpetually in 
the Church.
22. The keys of the Church given for the express purpose 
of securing this benefit. A summary of the answer to the 
fifth objection.
23. Sixth objection, formerly advanced by the Novatians, 
and renewed by the Anabaptists. This error confuted by 
the Lord’s Prayer.
24. A second answer, founded on some examples under 
the Old Testament.
25. A third answer, confirmed by passages from Jeremi-
ah, Ezekiel, and Solomon. A fourth answer, derived from 
sacrifices.
26. A fifth answer, from the New Testament. Some special 
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examples.
27. General examples. A celebrated passage. The arrange-
ment of the Creed.
28 Objection, that voluntary transgression excludes from 
the Church.
29. Last objection of the Novatians, founded on the 
solemn renewal of repentance required by the Church for 
more heinous offences. Answer.

1. In the last Book, it has been shown, that by the faith of the 
gospel Christ becomes ours, and we are made partakers of the sal-
vation and eternal blessedness procured by him. But as our igno-
rance and sloth (I may add, the vanity of our mind) stand in need 
of external helps, by which faith may be begotten in us, and may 
increase and make progress until its consummation, God, in ac-
commodation to our infirmity, has added such helps, and secured 
the effectual preaching of the gospel, by depositing this treasure 
with the Church. He has appointed pastors and teachers, by whose 
lips he might edify his people (Eph. 4:11); he has invested them 
with authority, and, in short, omitted nothing that might conduce 
to holy consent in faith, and to right order. In particular, he has 
instituted sacraments, which we feel by experience to be most use-
ful helps in fostering and confirming our faith. For seeing we are 
shut up in the prison of the body, and have not yet attained to the 
rank of angels, God, in accommodation to our capacity, has in his 
admirable providence provided a method by which, though widely 
separated, we might still draw near to him. Wherefore, due order 
requires that we first treat of the Church, of its Government, Or-
ders, and Power; next, of the Sacraments; and, lastly, of Civil Gov-
ernment;—at the same time guarding pious readers against the 
corruptions of the Papacy, by which Satan has adulterated all that 
God had appointed for our salvation. I will begin with the Church, 
into whose bosom God is pleased to collect his children, not only 
that by her aid and ministry they may be nourished so long as they 
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are babes and children, but may also be guided by her maternal 
care until they grow up to manhood, and, finally, attain to the per-
fection of faith. What God has thus joined, let not man put asunder 
(Mark 10:9): to those to whom he is a Father, the Church must also 
be a mother. This was true not merely under the Law, but even now 
after the advent of Christ; since Paul declares that we are the chil-
dren of a new, even a heavenly Jerusalem (Gal. 4:26).

2. When in the Creed we profess to believe the Church, refer-
ence is made not only to the visible Church of which we are now 
treating, but also to all the elect of God, including in the number 
even those who have departed this life. And, accordingly, the word 
used is “believe,” because oftentimes no difference can be observed 
between the children of God and the profane, between his proper 
flock and the untamed herd. The particle in is often interpolated, 
but without any probable ground. I confess, indeed, that it is the 
more usual form, and is not unsupported by antiquity, since the 
Nicene Creed, as quoted in Ecclesiastical History, adds the prepo-
sition. At the same time, we may perceive from early writers, that 
the expression received without controversy in ancient times was 
to believe “the Church,” and not “in the Church.” This is not only 
the expression used by Augustine, and that ancient writer, whoever 
he may have been, whose treatise, De Symboli Expositione, is ex-
tant under the name of Cyprian, but they distinctly remark that the 
addition of the preposition would make the expression improper, 
and they give good grounds for so thinking. We declare that we 
believe in God, both because our mind reclines upon him as true, 
and our confidence is fully satisfied in him. This cannot be said 
of the Church, just as it cannot be said of the forgiveness of sins, 
or the resurrection of the body. Wherefore, although I am unwill-
ing to dispute about words, yet I would rather keep to the proper 
form, as better fitted to express the thing that is meant, than affect 
terms by which the meaning is causelessly obscured. The object of 
the expression is to teach us, that though the devil leaves no stone 
unturned in order to destroy the grace of Christ, and the enemies 
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of God rush with insane violence in the same direction, it cannot 
be extinguished,—the blood of Christ cannot be rendered barren, 
and prevented from producing fruit. Hence, regard must be had 
both to the secret election and to the internal calling of God, be-
cause he alone “knoweth them that are his” (2 Tim. 2:19); and as 
Paul expresses it, holds them as it were enclosed under his seal, 
although, at the same time, they wear his insignia, and are thus 
distinguished from the reprobate. But as they are a small and de-
spised number, concealed in an immense crowd, like a few grains 
of wheat buried among a heap of chaff, to God alone must be left 
the knowledge of his Church, of which his secret election forms 
the foundation.517 Nor is it enough to embrace the number of the 
elect in thought and intention merely. By the unity of the Church 
we must understand a unity into which we feel persuaded that 
we are truly ingrafted. For unless we are united with all the other 
members under Christ our head, no hope of the future inheritance 
awaits us. Hence the Church is called Catholic or Universal (Au-
gust. Ep. 48), for two or three cannot be invented without dividing 
Christ; and this is impossible. All the elect of God are so joined 
together in Christ, that as they depend on one head, so they are as 
it were compacted into one body, being knit together like its dif-
ferent members; made truly one by living together under the same 
Spirit of God in one faith, hope, and charity, called not only to the 
same inheritance of eternal life, but to participation in one God 
and Christ. For although the sad devastation which everywhere 
meets our view may proclaim that no Church remains, let us know 
that the death of Christ produces fruit, and that God wondrously 
preserves his Church, while placing it as it were in concealment. 
Thus it was said to Elijah, “Yet I have left me seven thousand in 
Israel” (1 Kings 19:18).

3. Moreover, this article of the Creed relates in some measure 
to the external Church, that every one of us must maintain broth-
erly concord with all the children of God, give due authority to 
the Church, and, in short, conduct ourselves as sheep of the flock. 
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And hence the additional expression, the “communion of saints;” 
for this clause, though usually omitted by ancient writers, must not 
be overlooked, as it admirably expresses the quality of the Church; 
just as if it had been said, that saints are united in the fellowship of 
Christ on this condition, that all the blessings which God bestows 
upon them are mutually communicated to each other. This, how-
ever, is not incompatible with a diversity of graces, for we know 
that the gifts of the Spirit are variously distributed; nor is it in-
compatible with civil order, by which each is permitted privately 
to possess his own means, it being necessary for the preservation 
of peace among men that distinct rights of property should exist 
among them. Still a community is asserted, such as Luke describes 
when he says, “The multitude of them that believed were of one 
heart and of one soul” (Acts 4:32); and Paul, when he reminds the 
Ephesians, “There is one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called 
in one hope of your calling” (Eph. 4:4). For if they are truly per-
suaded that God is the common Father of them all, and Christ 
their common head, they cannot but be united together in broth-
erly love, and mutually impart their blessings to each other. Then 
it is of the highest importance for us to know what benefit thence 
redounds to us. For when we believe the Church, it is in order that 
we may be firmly persuaded that we are its members. In this way 
our salvation rests on a foundation so firm and sure, that though 
the whole fabric of the world were to give way, it could not be de-
stroyed. First, it stands with the election of God, and cannot change 
or fail, any more than his eternal providence. Next, it is in a man-
ner united with the stability of Christ, who will no more allow his 
faithful followers to be dissevered from him, than he would allow 
his own members to be torn to pieces. We may add, that so long 
as we continue in the bosom of the Church, we are sure that the 
truth will remain with us. Lastly, we feel that we have an interest in 
such promises as these, “In Mount Zion and in Jerusalem shall be 
deliverance” (Joel 2:32; Obad. 17); “God is in the midst of her, she 
shall not be moved” (Ps. 46:5). So available is communion with the 



  Of The True Church. Duty Of Cultivating   CHAPTER 1      13
 Unity With Her, As The Mother Of All The Godly.

Church to keep us in the fellowship of God. In the very term com-
munion there is great consolation; because, while we are assured 
that everything which God bestows on his members belongs to 
us, all the blessings conferred upon them confirm our hope. But 
in order to embrace the unity of the Church in this manner, it is 
not necessary, as I have observed, to see it with our eyes, or feel it 
with our hands. Nay, rather from its being placed in faith, we are 
reminded that our thoughts are to dwell upon it, as much when it 
escapes our perception as when it openly appears. Nor is our faith 
the worse for apprehending what is unknown, since we are not 
enjoined here to distinguish between the elect and the reprobate 
(this belongs not to us, but to God only), but to feel firmly assured 
in our minds, that all those who, by the mercy of God the Father, 
through the efficacy of the Holy Spirit, have become partakers 
with Christ, are set apart as the proper and peculiar possession 
of God, and that as we are of the number, we are also partakers of 
this great grace.

4. But as it is now our purpose to discourse of the visible 
Church,1 let us learn, from her single title of Mother, how useful, 
nay, how necessary the knowledge of her is, since there is no other 
means of entering into life unless she conceive us in the womb and 
give us birth, unless she nourish us at her breasts, and, in short, 
keep us under her charge and government, until, divested of mor-
tal flesh, we become like the angels (Mt. 22:30). For our weakness 
does not permit us to leave the school until we have spent our 
whole lives as scholars. Moreover, beyond the pale of the Church 

1	 104 D104 Here Calvin employs the term, “the visible Church.” 
(He also calls it “the external Church” in the first sentence of section 3). 
The expression, “visible Church” refers to the Church as it is seen by the 
eyes of fallible men. From this standpoint, since only the Lord “knows 
them that are His,” it is possible to have (and sometimes discover) de-
ceived persons and hypocrites in the church—those who are not truly 
members of Christ’s body. This mixed state of affairs forms part of the 
warrant for Church discipline. (see also section 7)
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no forgiveness of sins, no salvation, can be hoped for, as Isaiah 
and Joel testify (Isa. 37:32; Joel 2:32). To their testimony Ezekiel 
subscribes, when he declares, “They shall not be in the assembly of 
my people, neither shall they be written in the writing of the house 
of Israel”

(Ezek. 13:9); as, on the other hand, those who turn to the cul-
tivation of true piety are said to inscribe their names among the 
citizens of Jerusalem. For which reason it is said in the psalm, “Re-
member me, O Lord, with the favour that thou bearest unto thy 
people: O visit me with thy salvation; that I may see the good of 
thy chosen, that I may rejoice in the gladness of thy nation, that I 
may glory with thine inheritance” (Ps. 106:4, 5). By these words the 
paternal favour of God and the special evidence of spiritual life are 
confined to his peculiar people, and hence the abandonment of the 
Church is always fatal.

5. But let us proceed to a full exposition of this view. Paul says 
that our Saviour “ascended far above all heavens, that he might fill 
all things. And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and 
some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; for the perfect-
ing of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of 
the body of Christ: till we all come in the unity of the faith, and 
of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the 
measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ” (Eph. 4:10-13). We 
see that God, who might perfect his people in a moment, chooses 
not to bring them to manhood in any other way than by the edu-
cation of the Church. We see the mode of doing it expressed; the 
preaching of celestial doctrine is committed to pastors. We see that 
all without exception are brought into the same order, that they 
may with meek and docile spirit allow themselves to be governed 
by teachers appointed for this purpose. Isaiah had long before giv-
en this as the characteristic of the kingdom of Christ, “My Spirit 
that is upon thee, and my words which I have put in thy mouth, 
shall not depart out of thy mouth, nor out of the mouth of thy 
seed, nor out of the mouth of thy seed’s seed, saith the Lord, from 
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henceforth and for ever” (Isa. 59:21). Hence it follows, that all who 
reject the spiritual food of the soul divinely offered to them by the 
hands of the Church, deserve to perish of hunger and famine. God 
inspires us with faith, but it is by the instrumentality of his gos-
pel, as Paul reminds us, “Faith cometh by hearing” (Rom. 10:17). 
God reserves to himself the power of maintaining it, but it is by 
the preaching of the gospel, as Paul also declares, that he brings 
it forth and unfolds it. With this view, it pleased him in ancient 
times that sacred meetings should be held in the sanctuary, that 
consent in faith might be nourished by doctrine proceeding from 
the lips of the priest. Those magnificent titles, as when the temple 
is called God’s rest, his sanctuary, his habitation, and when he is 
said to dwell between the cherubims (Ps 32:13, 14; 80:1), are used 
for no other purpose than to procure respect, love, reverence, and 
dignity to the ministry of heavenly doctrine, to which otherwise 
the appearance of an insignificant human being might be in no 
slight degree derogatory. Therefore, to teach us that the treasure 
offered to us in earthen vessels is of inestimable value (2 Cor. 4:7), 
God himself appears and, as the author of this ordinance, requires 
his presence to be recognised in his own institution.

Accordingly, after forbidding his people to give heed to familiar 
spirits, wizards, and other superstitions (Lev. 19:30, 31), he adds, 
that he will give what ought to be sufficient for all—namely, that he 
will never leave them without prophets. For, as he did not commit 
his ancient people to angels, but raised up teachers on the earth to 
perform a truly angelical office, so he is pleased to instruct us in 
the present day by human means. But as anciently he did not con-
fine himself to the law merely, but added priests as interpreters, 
from whose lips the people might inquire after his true meaning, 
so in the present day he would not only have us to be attentive to 
reading, but has appointed masters to give us their assistance. In 
this there is a twofold advantage. For, on the one hand, he by an 
admirable test proves our obedience when we listen to his minis-
ters just as we would to himself; while, on the other hand, he con-
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sults our weakness in being pleased to address us after the man-
ner of men by means of interpreters, that he may thus allure us to 
himself, instead of driving us away by his thunder. How well this 
familiar mode of teaching is suited to us all the godly are aware, 
from the dread with which the divine majesty justly inspires them.

Those who think that the authority of the doctrine is impaired 
by the insignificance of the men who are called to teach, betray their 
ingratitude; for among the many noble endowments with which 
God has adorned the human race, one of the most remarkable is, 
that he deigns to consecrate the mouths and tongues of men to his 
service, making his own voice to be heard in them. Wherefore, 
let us not on our part decline obediently to embrace the doctrine 
of salvation, delivered by his command and mouth; because, al-
though the power of God is not confined to external means, he has, 
however, confined us to his ordinary method of teaching, which 
method, when fanatics refuse to observe, they entangle themselves 
in many fatal snares. Pride, or fastidiousness, or emulation, induc-
es many to persuade themselves that they can profit sufficiently 
by reading and meditating in private, and thus to despise public 
meetings, and deem preaching superfluous. But since as much as 
in them lies they loose or burst the sacred bond of unity, none of 
them escapes the just punishment of this impious divorce, but be-
come fascinated with pestiferous errors, and the foulest delusions. 
Wherefore, in order that the pure simplicity of the faith may flour-
ish among us, let us not decline to use this exercise of piety, which 
God by his institution of it has shown to be necessary, and which 
he so highly recommends. None, even among the most petulant 
of men, would venture to say, that we are to shut our ears against 
God, but in all ages prophets and pious teachers have had a dif-
ficult contest to maintain with the ungodly, whose perverseness 
cannot submit to the yoke of being taught by the lips and ministry 
of men. This is just the same as if they were to destroy the impress 
of God as exhibited to us in doctrine. For no other reason were be-
lievers anciently enjoined to seek the face of God in the sanctuary 



  Of The True Church. Duty Of Cultivating   CHAPTER 1      17
 Unity With Her, As The Mother Of All The Godly.

(Ps. 105:4) (an injunction so often repeated in the Law), than be-
cause the doctrine of the Law, and the exhortations of the proph-
ets, were to them a living image of God. Thus Paul declares, that 
in his preaching the glory of God shone in the face of Jesus Christ 
(2 Cor. 4:6). The more detestable are the apostates who delight in 
producing schisms in churches, just as if they wished to drive the 
sheep from the fold, and throw them into the jaws of wolves. Let 
us hold, agreeably to the passage we quoted from Paul, that the 
Church can only be edified by external preaching, and that there 
is no other bond by which the saints can be kept together than by 
uniting with one consent to observe the order which God has ap-
pointed in his Church for learning and making progress. For this 
end, especially, as I have observed, believers were anciently en-
joined under the Law to flock together to the sanctuary; for when 
Moses speaks of the habitation of God, he at the same time calls 
it the place of the name of God, the place where he will record 
his name (Exod. 20:24); thus plainly teaching that no use could 
be made of it without the doctrine of godliness. And there can be 
no doubt that, for the same reason, David complains with great 
bitterness of soul, that by the tyrannical cruelty of his enemies he 
was prevented from entering the tabernacle (Ps. 84). To many the 
complaint seems childish, as if no great loss were sustained, not 
much pleasure lost, by exclusion from the temple, provided oth-
er amusements were enjoyed. David, however, laments this one 
deprivation, as filling him with anxiety and sadness, tormenting, 
and almost destroying him. This he does because there is nothing 
on which believers set a higher value than on this aid, by which 
God gradually raises his people to heaven. For it is to be observed, 
that he always exhibited himself to the holy patriarchs in the mir-
ror of his doctrine in such a way as to make their knowledge spiri-
tual. Whence the temple is not only styled his face, but also, for the 
purpose of removing all superstition, is termed his footstool (Ps. 
132:7; 99:5). Herein is the unity of the faith happily realised, when 
all, from the highest to the lowest, aspire to the head. All the tem-
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ples which the Gentiles built to God with a different intention were 
a mere profanation of his worship,—a profanation into which the 
Jews also fell, though not with equal grossness. With this Stephen 
upbraids them in the words of Isaiah when he says, “Howbeit the 
Most High dwelleth not in temples made with hands; as saith the 
Prophet, Heaven is my throne,” &c. (Acts 7:48). For God only con-
secrates temples to their legitimate use by his word. And when we 
rashly attempt anything without his order, immediately setting out 
from a bad principle, we introduce adventitious fictions, by which 
evil is propagated without measure. It was inconsiderate in Xerxes 
when, by the advice of the magians, he burnt or pulled down all 
the temples of Greece, because he thought it absurd that God, to 
whom all things ought to be free and open, should be enclosed by 
walls and roofs, as if it were not in the power of God in a manner 
to descend to us, that he may be near to us, and yet neither change 
his place nor affect us by earthly means, but rather, by a kind of 
vehicles, raise us aloft to his own heavenly glory, which, with its 
immensity, fills all things, and in height is above the heavens.

6. Moreover, as at this time there is a great dispute as to the effi-
cacy of the ministry, some extravagantly overrating its dignity, and 
others erroneously maintaining, that what is peculiar to the Spirit 
of God is transferred to mortal man, when we suppose that minis-
ters and teachers penetrate to the mind and heart, so as to correct 
the blindness of the one, and the hardness of the other; it is neces-
sary to place this controversy on its proper footing. The arguments 
on both sides will be disposed of without trouble, by distinctly at-
tending to the passages in which God, the author of preaching, 
connects his Spirit with it, and then promises a beneficial result; or, 
on the other hand, to the passages in which God, separating him-
self from external means, claims for himself alone both the com-
mencement and the whole course of faith. The office of the second 
Elias was, as Malachi declares, to “turn the heart of the fathers to 
the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers” (Mal. 
4:6). Christ declares that he sent the Apostles to produce fruit from 
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his labours (John 15:16). What this fruit is Peter briefly defines, 
when he says that we are begotten again of incorruptible seed (1 
Pet. 1:23). Hence Paul glories, that by means of the Gospel he had 
begotten the Corinthians, who were the seals of his apostleship 
(1 Cor. 4:15); moreover, that his was not a ministry of the letter, 
which only sounded in the ear, but that the effectual agency of the 
Spirit was given to him, in order that his doctrine might not be in 
vain (1 Cor. 9:2; 2 Cor. 3:6). In this sense he elsewhere declares that 
his Gospel was not in word, but in power (1 Thess. 1:5). He also 
affirms that the Galatians received the Spirit by the hearing of faith 
(Gal. 3:2). In short, in several passages he not only makes himself 
a fellow-worker with God, but attributes to himself the province 
of bestowing salvation (1 Cor. 3:9). All these things he certain-
ly never uttered with the view of attributing to himself one iota 
apart from God, as he elsewhere briefly explains. “For this cause 
also thank we God without ceasing, because, when ye received the 
word of God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the word 
of men, but (as it is in truth) the word of God, which effectually 
worketh also in you that believe” (1 Thess. 2:13). Again, in another 
place, “He that wrought effectually in Peter to the apostleship of 
the circumcision, the same was mighty in me toward the Gentiles” 
(Gal. 2:8). And that he allows no more to ministers is obvious 
from other passages. “So then neither is he that planteth anything, 
neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase” (1 Cor. 
3:7). Again, “I laboured more abundantly than they all: yet not I, 
but the grace of God which was with me” (1 Cor. 15:10). And it 
is indeed necessary to keep these sentences in view, since God, in 
ascribing to himself the illumination of the mind and renewal of 
the heart, reminds us that it is sacrilege for man to claim any part 
of either to himself. Still every one who listens with docility to the 
ministers whom God appoints, will know by the beneficial result, 
that for good reason God is pleased with this method of teaching, 
and for good reason has laid believers under this modest yoke.

7. The judgment which ought to be formed concerning the vis-
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ible Church which comes under our observation, must, I think, be 
sufficiently clear from what has been said. I have observed that the 
Scriptures speak of the Church in two ways. Sometimes when they 
speak of the Church they mean the Church as it really is before 
God—the Church into which none are admitted but those who 
by the gift of adoption are sons of God, and by the sanctification 
of the Spirit true members of Christ. In this case it not only com-
prehends the saints who dwell on the earth, but all the elect who 
have existed from the beginning of the world. Often, too, by the 
name of Church is designated the whole body of mankind scat-
tered throughout the world, who profess to worship one God and 
Christ, who by baptism are initiated into the faith; by partaking of 
the Lord’s Supper profess unity in true doctrine and charity, agree 
in holding the word of the Lord, and observe the ministry which 
Christ has appointed for the preaching of it. In this Church there 
is a very large mixture of hypocrites, who have nothing of Christ 
but the name and outward appearance: of ambitious, avaricious, 
envious, evil-speaking men, some also of impurer lives, who are 
tolerated for a time, either because their guilt cannot be legally es-
tablished, or because due strictness of discipline is not always ob-
served. Hence, as it is necessary to believe the invisible Church,519 
which is manifest to the eye of God only, so we are also enjoined to 
regard this Church which is so called with reference to man, and to 
cultivate its communion.

8. Accordingly, inasmuch as it was of importance to us to rec-
ognise it, the Lord has distinguished it by certain marks, and as it 
were symbols. It is, indeed, the special prerogative of God to know 
those who are his, as Paul declares in the passage already quoted 
(2 Tim. 2:19). And doubtless it has been so provided as a check on 
human rashness, the experience of every day reminding us how 
far his secret judgments surpass our apprehension. For even those 
who seemed most abandoned, and who had been completely de-
spaired of, are by his goodness recalled to life, while those who 
seemed most stable often fall. Hence, as Augustine says, “In regard 
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to the secret predestination of God, there are very many sheep 
without, and very many wolves within” (August. Hom. in Joan. 
45). For he knows, and has his mark on those who know neither 
him nor themselves. Of those again who openly bear his badge, 
his eyes alone see who of them are unfeignedly holy, and will per-
severe even to the end, which alone is the completion of salvation. 
On the other hand, foreseeing that it was in some degree expedi-
ent for us to know who are to be regarded by us as his sons, he has 
in this matter accommodated himself to our capacity. But as here 
full certainty was not necessary, he has in its place substituted the 
judgment of charity, by which we acknowledge all as members of 
the Church who by confession of faith, regularity of conduct, and 
participation in the sacraments, unite with us in acknowledging 
the same God and Christ.2  The knowledge of his body, inasmuch 
as he knew it to be more necessary for our salvation, he has made 
known to us by surer marks.

9. Hence the form of the Church appears and stands forth con-
spicuous to our view. Wherever we see the word of God sincerely 
preached and heard, wherever we see the sacraments adminis-
tered according to the institution of Christ, there we cannot have 
any doubt that the Church of God has some existence, since his 
promise cannot fail, “Where two or three are gathered together in 
my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Mt. 18:20). But that we 
may have a clear summary of this subject, we must proceed by the 
following steps:—The Church universal is the multitude collected 
out of all nations, who, though dispersed and far distant from each 
other, agree in one truth of divine doctrine, and are bound together 

2	 D106 Here Calvin enumerates the criteria by which we are to 
judge who are to be acknowledged as members of the visible Church. 
The presence of these criteria does not, of course, give us full certainty as 
to who are members of Christ’s body, the invisible church (such certain-
ty rests with God alone); but the absence of them leaves us with no bases 
upon which to judge who are to be regarded as members of the visible 
Church.
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by the tie of a common religion. In this way it comprehends single 
churches, which exist in different towns and villages, according to 
the wants of human society, so that each of them justly obtains the 
name and authority of the Church; and also comprehends single 
individuals, who by a religious profession are accounted to belong 
to such churches, although they are in fact aliens from the Church, 
but have not been cut off by a public decision. There is, however, 
a slight difference in the mode of judging of individuals and of 
churches. For it may happen in practice that those whom we deem 
not altogether worthy of the fellowship of believers, we yet ought 
to treat as brethren, and regard as believers, on account of the com-
mon consent of the Church in tolerating and bearing with them in 
the body of Christ. Such persons we do not approve by our suffrage 
as members of the Church, but we leave them the place which they 
hold among the people of God, until they are legitimately deprived 
of it. With regard to the general body we must feel differently; if 
they have the ministry of the word, and honour the administration 
of the sacraments, they are undoubtedly entitled to be ranked with 
the Church, because it is certain that these things are not without 
a beneficial result. Thus we both maintain the Church universal in 
its unity, which malignant minds have always been eager to dissev-
er, and deny not due authority to lawful assemblies distributed as 
circumstances require.3

10. We have said that the symbols by which the Church is dis-
cerned are the preaching of the word and the observance of the 
sacraments, for these cannot anywhere exist without producing 
fruit and prospering by the blessing of God. I say not that wherever 
the word is preached fruit immediately appears; but that in every 
place where it is received, and has a fixed abode, it uniformly dis-
plays its efficacy. Be this as it may, when the preaching of the gospel 
is reverently heard, and the sacraments are not neglected, there 

3	   D107 Here Calvin distinguishes between the Church universal 
(the visible church throughout the world), and local churches and indi-
viduals (the visible Church manifested in particular places).
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for the time the face of the Church appears without deception or 
ambiguity and no man may with impunity spurn her authority, or 
reject her admonitions, or resist her counsels, or make sport of her 
censures, far less revolt from her, and violate her unity (see Chap. 
2 sec. 1, 10, and Chap. 8 sec. 12). For such is the value which the 
Lord sets on the communion of his Church, that all who contuma-
ciously alienate themselves from any Christian society, in which 
the true ministry of his word and sacraments is maintained, he 
regards as deserters of religion. So highly does he recommend her 
authority, that when it is violated he considers that his own author-
ity is impaired. For there is no small weight in the designation giv-
en to her, “the house of God,” “the pillar and ground of the truth” 
(1 Tim. 3:15). By these words Paul intimates, that to prevent the 
truth from perishing in the world. the Church is its faithful guard-
ian, because God has been pleased to preserve the pure preaching 
of his word by her instrumentality, and to exhibit himself to us as a 
parent while he feeds us with spiritual nourishment, and provides 
whatever is conducive to our salvation. Moreover, no mean praise 
is conferred on the Church when she is said to have been chosen 
and set apart by Christ as his spouse, “not having spot or wrinkle, 
or any such thing” (Eph. 5:27), as “his body, the fulness of him that 
filleth all in all” (Eph. 1:23). Whence it follows, that revolt from the 
Church is denial of God and Christ. Wherefore there is the more 
necessity to beware of a dissent so iniquitous; for seeing by it we 
aim as far as in us lies at the destruction of God’s truth, we deserve 
to be crushed by the full thunder of his anger. No crime can be 
imagined more atrocious than that of sacrilegiously and perfidi-
ously violating the sacred marriage which the only begotten Son 
of God has condescended to contract with us.

11. Wherefore let these marks be carefully impressed upon our 
minds, and let us estimate them as in the sight of the Lord. There 
is nothing on which Satan is more intent than to destroy and ef-
face one or both of them—at one time to delete and abolish these 
marks, and thereby destroy the true and genuine distinction of the 
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Church; at another, to bring them into contempt, and so hurry us 
into open revolt from the Church. To his wiles it was owing that for 
several ages the pure preaching of the word disappeared, and now, 
with the same dishonest aim, he labours to overthrow the ministry, 
which, however, Christ has so ordered in his Church, that if it is 
removed the whole edifice must fall. How perilous, then, nay, how 
fatal the temptation, when we even entertain a thought of separat-
ing ourselves from that assembly in which are beheld the signs and 
badges which the Lord has deemed sufficient to characterise his 
Church! We see how great caution should be employed in both re-
spects. That we may not be imposed upon by the name of Church, 
every congregation which claims the name must be brought to that 
test as to a Lydian stone. If it holds the order instituted by the Lord 
in word and sacraments there will be no deception; we may safely 
pay it the honour due to a church: on the other hand, if it exhibit 
itself without word and sacraments, we must in this case be no 
less careful to avoid the imposture than we were to shun pride and 
presumption in the other.

12. When we say that the pure ministry of the word and pure 
celebration of the sacraments is a fit pledge and earnest, so that we 
may safely recognise a church in every society in which both ex-
ist, our meaning is, that we are never to discard it so long as these 
remain, though it may otherwise teem with numerous faults. Nay, 
even in the administration of word and sacraments defects may 
creep in which ought not to alienate us from its communion. For 
all the heads of true doctrine are not in the same position. Some 
are so necessary to be known, that all must hold them to be fixed 
and undoubted as the proper essentials of religion: for instance, 
that God is one, that Christ is God, and the Son of God, that our 
salvation depends on the mercy of God, and the like. Others, again, 
which are the subject of controversy among the churches, do not 
destroy the unity of the faith; for why should it be regarded as a 
ground of dissension between churches, if one, without any spirit 
of contention or perverseness in dogmatising, hold that the soul on 
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quitting the body flies to heaven, and another, without venturing 
to speak positively as to the abode, holds it for certain that it lives 
with the Lord?522 The words of the Apostle are, “Let us there-
fore, as many as be perfect, be thus minded: and if in anything ye 
be otherwise minded, God shall reveal even this unto you” (Phil. 
3:15). Does he not sufficiently intimate that a difference of opinion 
as to these matters which are not absolutely necessary, ought not 
to be a ground of dissension among Christians? The best thing, 
indeed, is to be perfectly agreed, but seeing there is no man who 
is not involved in some mist of ignorance, we must either have 
no church at all, or pardon delusion in those things of which one 
may be ignorant, without violating the substance of religion and 
forfeiting salvation. Here, however, I have no wish to patronise 
even the minutest errors, as if I thought it right to foster them by 
flattery or connivance; what I say is, that we are not on account 
of every minute difference to abandon a church, provided it re-
tain sound and unimpaired that doctrine in which the safety of 
piety consists,4 and keep the use of the sacraments instituted by 
the Lord. Meanwhile, if we strive to reform what is offensive, we 
act in the discharge of duty. To this effect are the words of Paul, “If 
anything be revealed to another that sitteth by, let the first hold his 
peace” (1 Cor. 14:30).

From this it is evident that to each member of the Church, ac-
cording to his measure of grace, the study of public edification has 
been assigned, provided it be done decently and in order. In other 
words, we must neither renounce the communion of the Church, 
nor, continuing in it, disturb peace and discipline when duly ar-
ranged.5

13. Our indulgence ought to extend much farther in tolerating 

4	 French, “La doctrine principale de nostre salut;”—the funda-
mental doctrine of our salvation.

5	 French, “Et aussi que demeurant en icelle nous ne troublions 
point la police ni la discipline;”—and also that, remaining in it, we dis-
turb not its order and discipline.
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imperfection of conduct. Here there is great danger of falling, and 
Satan employs all his machinations to ensnare us. For there always 
have been persons who, imbued with a false persuasion of absolute 
holiness, as if they had already become a kind of aërial spirits,6 
spurn the society of all in whom they see that something human 
still remains. Such of old were the Cathari and the Donatists, who 
were similarly infatuated. Such in the present day are some of the 
Anabaptists, who would be thought to have made superior prog-
ress. Others, again, sin in this respect, not so much from that insane 
pride as from inconsiderate zeal. Seeing that among those to whom 
the gospel is preached, the fruit produced is not in accordance with 
the doctrine, they forthwith conclude that there no church exists. 
The offence is indeed well founded, and it is one to which in this 
most unhappy age we give far too much occasion. It is impossible 
to excuse our accursed sluggishness, which the Lord will not leave 
unpunished, as he is already beginning sharply to chastise us. Woe 
then to us who, by our dissolute licence of wickedness, cause weak 
consciences to be wounded! Still those of whom we have spoken 
sin in their turn, by not knowing how to set bounds to their of-
fence. For where the Lord requires mercy they omit it, and give 
themselves up to immoderate severity. Thinking there is no church 
where there is not complete purity and integrity of conduct, they, 
through hatred of wickedness, withdraw from a genuine church, 
while they think they are shunning the company of the ungodly. 
They allege that the Church of God is holy. But that they may at the 
same time understand that it contains a mixture of good and bad, 
let them hear from the lips of our Saviour that parable in which he 
compares the Church to a net in which all kinds of fishes are taken, 
but not separated until they are brought ashore. Let them hear it 
compared to a field which, planted with good seed, is by the fraud 
of an enemy mingled with tares, and is not freed of them until the 
harvest is brought into the barn. Let them hear, in fine, that it is a 

6	 French. “Comme s’ils eussent ete quelques anges de Paradis;”—
as if they had bean some angels of Paradise.
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thrashing-floor in which the collected wheat lies concealed under 
the chaff, until, cleansed by the fanners and the sieve, it is at length 
laid up in the granary. If the Lord declares that the Church will 
labour under the defect of being burdened with a multitude of 
wicked until the day of judgment, it is in vain to look for a church 
altogether free from blemish (Mt. 13).

14. They exclaim that it is impossible to tolerate the vice which 
everywhere stalks abroad like a pestilence. What if the apostle’s 
sentiment applies here also? Among the Corinthians it was not 
a few that erred, but almost the whole body had become tainted; 
there was not one species of sin merely, but a multitude, and those 
not trivial errors, but some of them execrable crimes. There was 
not only corruption in manners, but also in doctrine. What course 
was taken by the holy apostle, in other words, by the organ of the 
heavenly Spirit, by whose testimony the Church stands and falls? 
Does he seek separation from them? Does he discard them from 
the kingdom of Christ? Does he strike them with the thunder of a 
final anathema? He not only does none of these things, but he ac-
knowledges and heralds them as a Church of Christ, and a society 
of saints. If the Church remains among the Corinthians, where en-
vyings, divisions, and contentions rage; where quarrels, lawsuits, 
and avarice prevail; where a crime, which even the Gentiles would 
execrate, is openly approved; where the name of Paul, whom they 
ought to have honoured as a father, is petulantly assailed; where 
some hold the resurrection of the dead in derision, though with it 
the whole gospel must fall; where the gifts of God are made sub-
servient to ambition, not to charity; where many things are done 
neither decently nor in order:7 If there the Church still remains, 
simply because the ministration of word and sacrament is not re-
jected, who will presume to deny the title of church to those to 
whom a tenth part of these crimes cannot be imputed? How, I ask, 
would those who act so morosely against present churches have 
acted to the Galatians, who had done all but abandon the gospel 

7	  l Cor. 1:11; 3:3; 5:l; 6:7; 9:l; 15:12.
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(Gal. 1:6), and yet among them the same apostle found churches?8

15. They also object, that Paul sharply rebukes the Corinthians 
for permitting an heinous offender in their communion, and then 
lays down a general sentence, by which he declares it unlawful even 
to eat bread with a man of impure life (1 Cor. 5:11, 12). Here they 
exclaim, If it is not lawful to eat ordinary bread, how can it be law-
ful to eat the Lord’s bread? I admit, that it is a great disgrace if dogs 
and swine are admitted among the children of God; much more, 
if the sacred body of Christ is prostituted to them. And, indeed, 
when churches are well regulated, they will not bear the wicked in 
their bosom, nor will they admit the worthy and unworthy indis-
criminately to that sacred feast. But because pastors are not always 
sedulously vigilant, are sometimes also more indulgent than they 
ought, or are prevented from acting so strictly as they could wish; 
the consequence is, that even the openly wicked are not always ex-
cluded from the fellowship of the saints. This I admit to be a vice, 
and I have no wish to extenuate it, seeing that Paul sharply rebukes 
it in the Corinthians. But although the Church fail in her duty, it 
does not therefore follow that every private individual is to decide 
the question of separation for himself. I deny not that it is the duty 
of a pious man to withdraw from all private intercourse with the 
wicked, and not entangle himself with them by any voluntary tie; 
but it is one thing to shun the society of the wicked, and another to 
renounce the communion of the Church through hatred of them. 
Those who think it sacrilege to partake the Lord’s bread with the 
wicked, are in this more rigid than Paul.9 For when he exhorts us to 
pure and holy communion, he does not require that we should ex-
amine others, or that every one should examine the whole church, 
but that each should examine himself (1 Cor. 11:28, 29). If it were 
unlawful to communicate with the unworthy, Paul would certainly 

8	 French, “Toutesfois Sainct Paul recognoissoit entre eux quelque 
Eglise;”—yet St Paul recognised some church among them.

9	  See Calvin, Lib. de Cœna Domini; item, Instructio adv. Ana-
bapt.
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have ordered us to take heed that there were no individual in the 
whole body by whose impurity we might be defiled, but now that 
he only requires each to examine himself, he shows that it does no 
harm to us though some who are unworthy present themselves 
along with us. To the same effect he afterwards adds, “He that eat-
eth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damnation to 
himself.” He says not to others, but to himself. And justly; for the 
right of admitting or excluding ought not to be left to the decision 
of individuals. Cognisance of this point, which cannot be exer-
cised without due order, as shall afterwards be more fully shown, 
belongs to the whole church. It would therefore be unjust to hold 
any private individual as polluted by the unworthiness of another, 
whom he neither can nor ought to keep back from communion.

16. Still, however, even the good are sometimes affected by this 
inconsiderate zeal for righteousness, though we shall find that this 
excessive moroseness is more the result of pride and a false idea 
of sanctity, than genuine sanctity itself, and true zeal for it. Ac-
cordingly, those who are the most forward, and, as it were, leaders 
in producing revolt from the Church, have, for the most part, no 
other motive than to display their own superiority by despising all 
other men. Well and wisely, therefore, does Augustine say, “Seeing 
that pious reason and the mode of ecclesiastical discipline ought 
specially to regard the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace, 
which the Apostle enjoins us to keep, by bearing with one anoth-
er (for if we keep it not, the application of medicine is not only 
superfluous, but pernicious, and therefore proves to be no med-
icine); those bad sons who, not from hatred of other men’s iniq-
uities, but zeal for their own contentions, attempt altogether to 
draw away, or at least to divide, weak brethren ensnared by the 
glare of their name, while swollen with pride, stuffed with petu-
lance, insidiously calumnious, and turbulently seditious, use the 
cloak of a rigorous severity, that they may not seem devoid of the 
light of truth, and pervert to sacrilegious schism, and purposes 
of excision, those things which are enjoined in the Holy Scrip-
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tures (due regard being had to sincere love, and the unity of peace), 
to correct a brother’s faults by the appliance of a moderate cure” 
(August. Cont. Parmen. cap. 1). To the pious and placid his ad-
vice is, mercifully to correct what they can, and to bear patiently 
with what they cannot correct, in love lamenting and mourning 
until God either reform or correct, or at the harvest root up the 
tares, and scatter the chaff (Ibid. cap. 2). Let all the godly study 
to provide themselves with these weapons, lest, while they deem 
themselves strenuous and ardent defenders of righteousness, they 
revolt from the kingdom of heaven, which is the only kingdom of 
righteousness. For as God has been pleased that the communion 
of his Church shall be maintained in this external society, any one 
who, from hatred of the ungodly, violates the bond of this society, 
enters on a downward course, in which he incurs great danger of 
cutting himself off from the communion of saints. Let them reflect, 
that in a numerous body there are several who may escape their 
notice, and yet are truly righteous and innocent in the eyes of the 
Lord. Let them reflect, that of those who seem diseased, there are 
many who are far from taking pleasure or flattering themselves in 
their faults, and who, ever and anon aroused by a serious fear of 
the Lord, aspire to greater integrity. Let them reflect, that they have 
no right to pass judgment on a man for one act, since the holiest 
sometimes make the most grievous fall. Let them reflect, that in 
the ministry of the word and participation of the sacraments, the 
power to collect the Church is too great to be deprived of all its 
efficacy, by the fault of some ungodly men. Lastly, let them reflect, 
that in estimating the Church, divine is of more force than human 
judgment.

17. Since they also argue that there is good reason for the Church 
being called holy, it is necessary to consider what the holiness is in 
which it excels, lest by refusing to acknowledge any church, save 
one that is completely perfect, we leave no church at all. It is true, 
indeed, as Paul says, that Christ “loved the church, and gave him-
self for it, that he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of 
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water by the word, that he might present it to himself a glorious 
church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it 
should be holy and without blemish” (Eph. 5:25-27). Neverthe-
less, it is true, that the Lord is daily smoothing its wrinkles, and 
wiping away its spots. Hence it follows, that its holiness is not yet 
perfect. Such, then, is the holiness of the Church: it makes daily 
progress, but is not yet perfect; it daily advances, but as yet has not 
reached the goal, as will elsewhere be more fully explained. There-
fore, when the Prophets foretel, “Then shall Jerusalem be holy, and 
there shall no strangers pass through her any more;”—“It shall be 
called, The way of holiness; the unclean shall not pass over it” (Joel 
3:17; Isa. 35:8), let us not understand it as if no blemish remained 
in the members of the Church: but only that with their whole heart 
they aspire after holiness and perfect purity: and hence, that purity 
which they have not yet fully attained is, by the kindness of God, 
attributed to them. And though the indications of such a kind of 
holiness existing among men are too rare, we must understand, 
that at no period since the world began has the Lord been without 
his Church, nor ever shall be till the final consummation of all 
things.10 For although, at the very outset, the whole human race 
was vitiated and corrupted by the sin of Adam, yet of this kind of 
polluted mass he always sanctifies some vessels to honour, that no 
age may be left without experience of his mercy. This he has de-
clared by sure promises, such as the following: “I have made a cov-
enant with my chosen, I have sworn unto David my servant, Thy 
seed will I establish for ever, and build up thy throne to all gener-

10	 108 D108 Calvin here asserts that, in all ages, there has been 
a Church, and that this Church will continue until the final consum-
mation of all things. This emphasis, of course, does not agree with the 
view that God dealt with the nation of Israel in the Old Testament, but 
now deals with the Church; nor does it comport with the view that Old 
Testament believers cannot be said to have been in the Church, since 
the Church began at Pentecost. Calvin views believers of all ages and 
dispensations as members of Christ’s Church.
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ations” (Ps. 89:3, 4). “The Lord hath chosen Zion; he hath desired 
it for his habitation. This is my rest for ever; here will I dwell” (Ps. 
132:13, 14). “Thus saith the Lord, which giveth the sun for a light 
by day, and the ordinances of the moon and of the stars for a light 
by night, which divideth the sea when the waves thereof roar; The 
Lord of hosts is his name: If those ordinances depart from before 
me, saith the Lord, then the seed of Israel also shall cease from be-
ing a nation before me for ever” (Jer. 31:35, 36).

18. On this head, Christ himself, his apostles, and almost all 
the prophets, have furnished us with examples. Fearful are the de-
scriptions in which Isaiah, Jeremiah, Joel, Habakkuk, and others, 
deplore the diseases of the Church of Jerusalem. In the people, the 
rulers, and the priests, corruption prevailed to such a degree, that 
Isaiah hesitates not to liken Jerusalem to Sodom and Gomorrah 
(Isa. 1:10). Religion was partly despised, partly adulterated, while 
in regard to morals, we everywhere meet with accounts of theft, 
robbery, perfidy, murder, and similar crimes. The prophets, how-
ever, did not therefore either form new churches for themselves, or 
erect new altars on which they might have separate sacrifices, but 
whatever their countrymen might be, reflecting that the Lord had 
deposited his word with them, and instituted the ceremonies by 
which he was then worshipped, they stretched out pure hands to 
him, though amid the company of the ungodly. Certainly, had they 
thought that they thereby contracted any pollution, they would 
have died a hundred deaths sooner than suffered themselves to be 
dragged thither. Nothing, therefore, prevented them from separat-
ing themselves, but a desire of preserving unity. But if the holy 
prophets felt no obligation to withdraw from the Church on ac-
count of the very numerous and heinous crimes, not of one or two 
individuals, but almost of the whole people, we arrogate too much 
to ourselves, if we presume forthwith to withdraw from the com-
munion of the Church, because the lives of all accord not with our 
judgment, or even with the Christian profession.

19. Then what kind of age was that of Christ and the apostles? 
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Yet neither could the desperate impiety of the Pharisees, nor the 
dissolute licentiousness of manners which everywhere prevailed, 
prevent them from using the same sacred rites with the people, 
and meeting in one common temple for the public exercises of 
religion. And why so, but just because they knew that those who 
joined in these sacred rites with a pure conscience were not at all 
polluted by the society of the wicked? If any one is little moved 
by prophets and apostles, let him at least defer to the authority 
of Christ. Well, therefore, does Cyprian say, “Although tares or 
unclean vessels are seen in the Church, that is no reason why we 
ourselves should withdraw from the Church; we must only labour 
that we may be able to be wheat; we must give our endeavour, and 
strive as far as we can, to be vessels of gold or silver. But to break 
the earthen vessels belongs to the Lord alone, to whom a rod of 
iron has been given: let no one arrogate to himself what is peculiar 
to the Son alone, and think himself sufficient to winnow the floor 
and cleanse the chaff, and separate all the tares by human judg-
ment. What depraved zeal thus assumes to itself is proud obstina-
cy and sacrilegious presumption” (Cyprian, Lib. 3 Ep. 5). Let both 
points, therefore, be regarded as fixed; first, that there is no excuse 
for him who spontaneously abandons the external communion of 
a church in which the word of God is preached and the sacraments 
are administered; secondly, that notwithstanding of the faults of 
a few or of many, there is nothing to prevent us from there duly 
professing our faith in the ordinances instituted by God, because 
a pious conscience is not injured by the unworthiness of another, 
whether he be a pastor or a private individual; and sacred rites are 
not less pure and salutary to a man who is holy and upright, from 
being at the same time handled by the impure.

20. Their moroseness and pride proceed even to greater lengths. 
Refusing to acknowledge any church that is not pure from the mi-
nutest blemish, they take offence at sound teachers for exhorting 
believers to make progress, and so teaching them to groan during 
their whole lives under the burden of sin, and flee for pardon. For 
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they preten11 that in this way believers are led away from perfec-
tion. I admit that we are not to labour feebly or coldly in urging 
perfection, far less to desist from urging it; but I hold that it is a 
device of the devil to fill our minds with a confident belief of it 
while we are still in our course. Accordingly, in the Creed forgive-
ness of sins is appropriately subjoined to belief as to the Church, 
because none obtain forgiveness but those who are citizens, and of 
the household of the Church, as we read in the Prophet (Is. 33:24). 
The first place, therefore, should be given to the building of the 
heavenly Jerusalem, in which God afterwards is pleased to wipe 
away the iniquity of all who betake themselves to it. I say, howev-
er, that the Church must first be built; not that there can be any 
church without forgiveness of sins, but because the Lord has not 
promised his mercy save in the communion of saints. Therefore, 
our first entrance into the Church and the kingdom of God is by 
forgiveness of sins, without which we have no covenant nor union 
with God. For thus he speaks by the Prophet, “In that day will I 
make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field, and with the 
fowls of heaven, and with the creeping things of the ground: and I 
will break the bow, and the sword, and the battle, out of the earth, 
and will make them to lie down safely. And I will betroth thee unto 
me for ever; yea, I will betroth thee unto me in righteousness, and 
in judgment, and in loving-kindness, and in mercies” (Hos. 2:18, 
19). We see in what way the Lord reconciles us to himself by his 
mercy. So in another passage, where he foretells that the people 
whom he had scattered in anger will again be gathered together, “I 
will cleanse them from all their iniquity, whereby they have sinned 
against me” (Jer. 33:8). Wherefore, our initiation into the fellow-
ship of the Church is, by the symbol of ablution, to teach us that we 
have no admission into the family of God, unless by his goodness 
our impurities are previously washed away.

21. Nor by remission of sins does the Lord only once for all elect 
11	 Latin, “Jactant.”—French, “Ces grands correcteurs leur repro-

chent;”—those great reformers upbraid them.
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and admit us into the Church, but by the same means he preserves 
and defends us in it. For what would it avail us to receive a pardon 
of which we were afterwards to have no use? That the mercy of the 
Lord would be vain and delusive if only granted once, all the godly 
can bear witness; for there is none who is not conscious, during 
his whole life, of many infirmities which stand in need of divine 
mercy. And truly it is not without cause that the Lord promises 
this gift specially to his own household, nor in vain that he orders 
the same message of reconciliation to be daily delivered to them. 
Wherefore, as during our whole lives we carry about with us the 
remains of sin, we could not continue in the Church one single 
moment were we not sustained by the uninterrupted grace of God 
in forgiving our sins. On the other hand, the Lord has called his 
people to eternal salvation, and therefore they ought to consider 
that pardon for their sins is always ready. Hence let us surely hold 
that if we are admitted and ingrafted into the body of the Church, 
the forgiveness of sins has been bestowed, and is daily bestowed 
on us, in divine liberality, through the intervention of Christ’s 
merits, and the sanctification of the Spirit.

22. To impart this blessing to us, the keys have been given to 
the Church (Mt. 16:19; 18:18). For when Christ gave the com-
mand to the apostles, and conferred the power of forgiving sins, he 
not merely intended that they should loose the sins of those who 
should be converted from impiety to the faith of Christ;531 but, 
moreover, that they should perpetually perform this office among 
believers. This Paul teaches, when he says that the embassy of rec-
onciliation has been committed to the ministers of the Church, 
that they may ever and anon in the name of Christ exhort the peo-
ple to be reconciled to God (2 Cor. 5:20). Therefore, in the com-
munion of saints our sins are constantly forgiven by the ministry 
of the Church, when presbyters or bishops, to whom the office 
has been committed, confirm pious consciences, in the hope of 
pardon and forgiveness by the promises of the gospel, and that as 
well in public as in private, as the case requires. For there are many 
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who, from their infirmity, stand in need of special pacification, and 
Paul declares that he testified of the grace of Christ not only in the 
public assembly, but from house to house, reminding each indi-
vidually of the doctrine of salvation (Acts 20:20, 21). Three things 
are here to be observed. First, Whatever be the holiness which the 
children of God possess, it is always under the condition, that so 
long as they dwell in a mortal body, they cannot stand before God 
without forgiveness of sins. Secondly, This benefit is so peculiar 
to the Church, that we cannot enjoy it unless we continue in the 
communion of the Church. Thirdly, It is dispensed to us by the 
ministers and pastors of the Church, either in the preaching of 
the Gospel or the administration of the Sacraments, and herein 
is especially manifested the power of the keys, which the Lord has 
bestowed on the company of the faithful. Accordingly, let each of 
us consider it to be his duty to seek forgiveness of sins only where 
the Lord has placed it. Of the public reconciliation which relates to 
discipline, we shall speak at the proper place.

23. But since those frantic spirits of whom I have spoken at-
tempt to rob the Church of this the only anchor of salvation, con-
sciences must be more firmly strengthened against this pestilential 
opinion. The Novatians, in ancient times, agitated the Churches 
with this dogma, but in our day, not unlike the Novatians are some 
of the Anabaptists, who have fallen into the same delirious dreams. 
For they pretend that in baptism, the people of God are regenerat-
ed to a pure and angelical life, which is not polluted by any carnal 
defilements. But if a man sin after baptism, they leave him noth-
ing except the inexorable judgment of God. In short, to the sinner 
who has lapsed after receiving grace they give no hope of pardon, 
because they admit no other forgiveness of sins save that by which 
we are first regenerated. But although no falsehood is more clearly 
refuted by Scripture, yet as these men find means of imposition (as 
Novatus also of old had very many followers), let us briefly show 
how much they rave, to the destruction both of themselves and 
others. In the first place, since by the command of our Lord the 
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saints daily repeat this prayer, “Forgive us our debts” (Mt. 6:12), 
they confess that they are debtors. Nor do they ask in vain; for the 
Lord has only enjoined them to ask what he will give. Nay, while 
he has declared that the whole prayer will be heard by his Father, 
he has sealed this absolution with a peculiar promise. What more 
do we wish? The Lord requires of his saints confession of sins 
during their whole lives, and that without ceasing, and promises 
pardon. How presumptuous, then, to exempt them from sin, or 
when they have stumbled, to exclude them altogether from grace? 
Then whom does he enjoin us to pardon seventy and seven times? 
Is it not our brethren? (Mt. 18:22) And why has he so enjoined but 
that we may imitate his clemency? He therefore pardons not once 
or twice only, but as often as, under a sense of our faults, we feel 
alarmed, and sighing call upon him.

24. And to begin almost with the very first commencement of 
the Church: the Patriarchs had been circumcised, admitted to a 
participation in the covenant, and doubtless instructed by their 
father’s care in righteousness and integrity, when they conspired 
to commit fratricide. The crime was one which the most aban-
doned robbers would have abominated.12 At length, softened by 
the remonstrances of Judah, they sold him; this also was intolera-
ble cruelty. Simeon and Levi took a nefarious revenge on the sons 
of Sychem, one, too, condemned by the judgment of their father. 
Reuben, with execrable lust, defiled his father’s bed. Judah, when 
seeking to commit whoredom, sinned against the law of nature 
with his daughter-in-law. But so far are they from being expunged 
from the chosen people, that they are rather raised to be its heads. 
What, moreover, of David? when on the throne of righteousness, 
with what iniquity did he make way for blind lust, by the shed-
ding of innocent blood? He had already been regenerated, and, as 
one of the regenerated, received distinguished approbation from 
the Lord. But he perpetrated a crime at which even the Gentiles 
would have been horrified, and yet obtained pardon. And not to 

12	   Gen. 37:18, 28; 34:25; 35:22; 38:16; 2 Sam 11:4, 15; xii 13.
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dwell on special examples, all the promises of divine mercy extant 
in the Law and the Prophets are so many proofs that the Lord is 
ready to forgive the offences of his people. For why does Moses 
promise a future period, when the people who had fallen into re-
bellion should return to the Lord? “Then the Lord thy God will 
turn thy captivity, and have compassion upon thee, and will return 
and gather thee from all the nations whither the Lord thy God hath 
scattered thee” (Deut. 30:3).

25. But I am unwilling to begin an enumeration which never 
could be finished. The prophetical books are filled with similar 
promises, offering mercy to a people covered with innumerable 
transgressions. What crime is more heinous than rebellion? It is 
styled divorce between God and the Church, and yet, by his good-
ness, it is surmounted. They say, “If a man put away his wife, and 
she go from him, and become another man’s, shall he return unto 
her again? shall not that land be greatly polluted? But thou hast 
played the harlot with many lovers; yet return again unto me, saith 
the Lord.” “Return, thou backsliding Israel, saith the Lord; and I 
will not cause mine anger to fall upon you; for I am merciful, saith 
the Lord, and I will not keep anger for ever” (Jer. 3:1, 12). And 
surely he could not have a different feeling who declares, “I have 
no pleasure in the death of him that dieth;” “Wherefore turn your-
selves, and live ye” (Ezek. 18:23, 32). Accordingly, when Solomon 
dedicated the temple, one of the uses for which it was destined was, 
that prayers offered up for the pardon of sins might there be heard. 
“If they sin against thee (for there is no man that sinneth not), and 
thou be angry with them, and deliver them to the enemy, so that 
they carry them away captive unto the land of the enemy, far or 
near; yet if they shall bethink themselves in the land whither they 
were carried captives, and repent, and make supplication unto thee 
in the land of them that carried them captives, saying, We have 
sinned, and have done perversely, we have committed wickedness; 
and so return unto thee with all their heart, and with all their soul, 
in the land of their enemies which led them away captive, and pray 
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unto thee towards their land, which thou gavest unto their fathers, 
the city which thou hast chosen, and the house which I have built 
for thy name: then hear thou their prayer and their supplication 
in heaven thy dwelling-place, and maintain their cause, and for-
give thy people that have sinned against thee, and all their trans-
gressions wherein they have transgressed against thee” (1 Kings 
8:46-50). Nor in vain in the Law did God ordain a daily sacrifice 
for sins. Had he not foreseen that his people were constantly to 
labour under the disease of sin, he never would have appointed 
these remedies.

26. Did the advent of Christ, by which the fulness of grace was 
displayed, deprive believers of this privilege of supplicating for the 
pardon of their sins? If they offended against the Lord, were they 
not to obtain any mercy? What were it but to say that Christ came 
not for the salvation, but for the destruction of his people, if the 
divine indulgence in pardoning sin, which was constantly provid-
ed for the saints under the Old Testament, is now declared to have 
been taken away? But if we give credit to the Scriptures, when dis-
tinctly proclaiming that in Christ alone the grace and loving-kind-
ness of the Lord have fully appeared, the riches of his mercy been 
poured out, reconciliation between God and man accomplished 
(Tit. 2:11; 3:4; 2 Tim. 1:9, 10), let us not doubt that the clemency 
of our heavenly Father, instead of being cut off or curtailed, is in 
much greater exuberance. Nor are proofs of this wanting. Peter, 
who had heard our Saviour declare that he who did not confess 
his name before men would be denied before the angels of God, 
denied him thrice in one night, and not without execration; yet 
he is not denied pardon (Mark 8:38). Those who lived disorder-
ly among the Thessalonians, though chastised, are still invited to 
repentance (2 Thess. 3:6). Not even is Simon Magus thrown into 
despair. He is rather told to hope, since Peter invites him to have 
recourse to prayer (Acts 8:22).

27. What shall we say to the fact, that occasionally whole 
churches have been implicated in the grossest sins, and yet Paul, 
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instead of giving them over to destruction, rather mercifully ex-
tricated them? The defection of the Galatians was no trivial fault; 
the Corinthians were still less excusable, the iniquities prevailing 
among them being more numerous and not less heinous, yet nei-
ther are excluded from the mercy of the Lord. Nay, the very per-
sons who had sinned above others in uncleanness and fornication 
are expressly invited to repentance. The covenant of the Lord re-
mains, and ever will remain, inviolable, that covenant which he 
solemnly ratified with Christ the true Solomon, and his members, 
in these words: “If his children forsake my law, and walk not in my 
judgments; if they break my statutes, and keep not my command-
ments; then will I visit their transgression with the rod, and their 
iniquity with stripes. Nevertheless, my loving-kindness will I not 
utterly take from him” (Ps. 89:30-33). In short, by the very arrange-
ment of the Creed, we are reminded that forgiveness of sins always 
resides in the Church of Christ, for after the Church is as it were 
constituted, forgiveness of sins is subjoined.

28. Some persons who have somewhat more discernment, see-
ing that the dogma of Novatus is so clearly refuted in Scripture, do 
not make every fault unpardonable, but that voluntary transgres-
sion of the Law into which a man falls knowingly and willingly. 
Those who speak thus allow pardon to those sins only that have 
been committed through ignorance. But since the Lord has in the 
Law ordered some sacrifices to be offered in expiation of the vol-
untary sins of believers, and others to redeem sins of ignorance 
(Lev. 4), how perverse is it to concede no expiation to a voluntary 
sin? I hold nothing to be more plain, than that the one sacrifice 
of Christ avails to remit the voluntary sins of believers, the Lord 
having attested this by carnal sacrifices as emblems. Then how is 
David, who was so well instructed in the Law, to be excused by 
ignorance? Did David, who was daily punishing it in others, not 
know how heinous a crime murder and adultery was? Did the pa-
triarchs deem fratricide a lawful act? Had the Corinthians made 
so little proficiency as to imagine that God was pleased with las-
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civiousness, impurity, whoredom, hatred, and strife? Was Peter, 
after being so carefully warned, ignorant how heinous it was to 
forswear his Master? Therefore, let us not by our malice shut the 
door against the divine mercy, when so benignly manifested.

29. I am not unaware, that by the sins which are daily forgiven to 
believers, ancient writers have understood the lighter errors which 
creep in through the infirmity of the flesh, while they thought that 
the formal repentance which was then exacted for more heinous 
crimes was no more to be repeated than Baptism. This opinion 
is not to be viewed as if they wished to plunge those into despair 
who had fallen from their first repentance, or to extenuate those 
errors as if they were of no account before God. For they knew 
that the saints often stumble through unbelief, that superfluous 
oaths occasionally escape them, that they sometimes boil with an-
ger, nay, break out into open invectives, and labour, besides, under 
other evils, which are in no slight degree offensive to the Lord; but 
they so called them to distinguish them from public crimes, which 
came under the cognisance of the Church, and produced much 
scandal.533 The great difficulty they had in pardoning those who 
had done something that called for ecclesiastical animadversion, 
was not because they thought it difficult to obtain pardon from the 
Lord, but by this severity they wished to deter others from rushing 
precipitately into crimes, which, by their demerit, would alienate 
them from the communion of the Church. Still the word of the 
Lord, which here ought to be our only rule, certainly prescribes 
greater moderation, since it teaches that the rigour of discipline 
must not be stretched so far as to overwhelm with grief the indi-
vidual for whose benefit it should specially be designed (2 Cor. 
2:7), as we have above discoursed at greater length.

CHAPTER 2
Comparison Between The False Church And The True.

The divisions of the chapter are,—I. Description of a spurious 
Church, resembling the Papacy vaunting of personal succession, 
of which a refutation is subjoined. sec. 1-4. II. An answer, in name 
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of the orthodox Churches, to the Popish accusations of heresy and 
schism. A description of the Churches existing at present under 
the Papacy.

Sections.
1. Recapitulation of the matters treated in the previous 
chapter. Substance of the present chapter—viz. Where ly-
ing and falsehood prevail, no Church exists. There is false-
hood wherever the pure doctrine of Christ is not in vigour.
2. This falsehood prevails under the Papacy. Hence the 
Papacy is not a Church. Still the Papists extol their own 
Church, and charge those who dissent from it with heresy 
and schism. They attempt to defend their vaunting by the 
name of personal succession. A succession which aban-
dons the truth of Christ proved to be of no importance.
3. This proof confirmed, 1. By examples and passages of 
Scripture; 2. By reason and the authority of Augustine.
4. Whatever the Papists may pretend, there is no Church 
where the word of God appears not.
5. The objection of personal succession, and the charge of 
heresy and schism, refuted, both from Scripture and Au-
gustine.
6. The same thing confirmed by the authority of Cyprian. 
The anathemas of the Papists of no consequence.
7. The churches of the Papists in the same situation as 
those of the Israelites, which revolted to superstition and 
idolatry under Jeroboam.
8. The character of those Israelitish churches.
9. Hence the Papists act unjustly when they would compel 
us to communion with their Church. Their two demands. 
Answer to the first. Sum of the question. Why we cannot 
take part in the external worship of the Papists.
10. Second demand of the Papists answered.
11. Although the Papacy cannot properly be called a 
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Church, still, against the will of Antichrist himself, there 
is some vestige of a Church in the Papacy, as Baptism and 
some other remnants.
12. The name of Church not conceded to the Papacy, 
though under its domination there have been some kind 
of churches. Herein is a fulfilment of Paul’s prophecy, that 
Antichrist would sit in the temple of God. Deplorable con-
dition of such churches. Summary of the chapter.

1. How much the ministry of the word and sacraments should 
weigh with us, and how far reverence for it should extend, so as 
to be a perpetual badge for distinguishing the Church, has been 
explained; for we have shown, first, that wherever it exists entire 
and unimpaired, no errors of conduct, no defects should prevent 
us from giving the name of Church ;13 and, secondly, that trivial er-
rors in this ministry ought not to make us regard it as illegitimate. 
Moreover, we have shown that the errors to which such pardon 
is due, are those by which the fundamental doctrine of religion is 
not injured, and by which those articles of religion, in which all 
believers should agree, are not suppressed, while, in regard to the 
sacraments, the defects are such as neither destroy nor impair the 
legitimate institution of their Author.14 But as soon as falsehood 
has forced its way into the citadel of religion, as soon as the sum 
of necessary doctrine is inverted, and the use of the sacraments 
is destroyed, the death of the Church undoubtedly ensues, just as 

13	  French, “Secondement, qu’encore il y ait quelques petites fautes, 
ou en la doctrine ou aux sacremens qu’icelui no laisse point d’avoir sa 
vigeur.”—Secondly, that though there may be some little faults either in 
doctrine or in the sacraments, the Church ceases not to be in vigour.

14	 109 D109 Calvin here answers the question, “How far into error 
can the (visible) Church go before it ceases to deserve the name?” Minor 
defects or trivial errors, whether in doctrine or in conduct, do not bring 
the Church to that point. But if the fundamental articles of religion are 
injured or suppressed, and the essential elements of the sacraments are 
destroyed, then the Church dies, and ceases to exist.
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the life of man is destroyed when his throat is pierced, or his vi-
tals mortally wounded. This is clearly evinced by the words of Paul 
when he says, that the Church is “built upon the foundation of 
the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief cor-
ner-stone” (Eph. 2:20). If the Church is founded on the doctrine of 
the apostles and prophets, by which believers are enjoined to place 
their salvation in Christ alone, then if that doctrine is destroyed, 
how can the Church continue to stand? The Church must neces-
sarily fall whenever that sum of religion which alone can sustain it 
has given way. Again, if the true Church is “the pillar and ground 
of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15), it is certain that there is no Church 
where lying and falsehood have usurped the ascendancy.

2. Since this is the state of matters under the Papacy, we can 
understand how much of the Church there survives.15 There, in-
stead of the ministry of the word, prevails a perverted government, 
compounded of lies, a government which partly extinguishes, 
partly suppresses, the pure light. In place of the Lord’s Supper, the 
foulest sacrilege has entered, the worship of God is deformed by a 
varied mass of intolerable superstitions; doctrine (without which 
Christianity exists not) is wholly buried and exploded, the public 
assemblies are schools of idolatry and impiety. Wherefore, in de-
clining fatal participation in such wickedness, we run no risk of 
being dissevered from the Church of Christ. The communion of 
the Church was not instituted to be a chain to bind us in idolatry, 
impiety, ignorance of God, and other kinds of evil, but rather to re-
tain us in the fear of God and obedience of the truth. They, indeed, 
vaunt loudly of their Church,16 as if there was not another in the 
world; and then, as if the matter were ended, they make out that 
all are schismatics who withdraw from obedience to that Church 
which they thus depict, that all are heretics who presume to whis-

15	 See chap. 1 sec. 10; 2 sec. 10; 8 sec. 12.
16	 French, “Je say bien que les flatteurs du Pape magnifient gran-

dement leur Eglise.” —I know that the flatterers of the Pope greatly extol 
their Church.
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per against its doctrine (see sec 5). But by what arguments do they 
prove their possession of the true Church? They appeal to ancient 
records which formerly existed in Italy, France, and Spain, pre-
tending to derive their origin from those holy men who, by sound 
doctrine, founded and raised up churches, confirmed the doc-
trine, and reared the edifice of the Church with their blood; they 
pretend that the Church thus consecrated by spiritual gifts and 
the blood of martyrs was preserved from destruction by a perpet-
ual succession of bishops. They dwell on the importance which 
Irenæus, Tertullian, Origen, Augustine, and others, attached to 
this succession (see sec. 3). How frivolous and plainly ludicrous 
these allegations are, I will enable any, who will for a little consider 
the matter with me, to understand without any difficulty. I would 
also exhort our opponents to give their serious attention, if I had 
any hope of being able to benefit them by instruction; but since 
they have laid aside all regard to truth, and make it their only aim 
to prosecute their own ends in whatever way they can, I will only 
make a few observations by which good men and lovers of truth 
may disentangle themselves from their quibbles. First, I ask them 
why they do not quote Africa, and Egypt, and all Asia, just because 
in all those regions there was a cessation of that sacred succes-
sion, by the aid of which they vaunt of having continued churches. 
They therefore fall back on the assertion, that they have the true 
Church, because ever since it began to exist it was never destitute 
of bishops, because they succeeded each other in an unbroken se-
ries. But what if I bring Greece before them? Therefore, I again ask 
them, Why they say that the Church perished among the Greeks, 
among whom there never was any interruption in the succession 
of bishops—a succession, in their opinion, the only guardian 
and preserver of the Church? They make the Greeks schismatics. 
Why? because, by revolting from the Apostolic See, they lost their 
privilege. What? Do not those who revolt from Christ much more 
deserve to lose it? It follows, therefore, that the pretence of succes-
sion is vain, if posterity do not retain the truth of Christ, which 
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was handed down to them by their fathers, safe and uncorrupted, 
and continue in it.

3. In the present day, therefore, the presence of the Romanists 
is just the same as that which appears to have been formerly used 
by the Jews, when the Prophets of the Lord charged them with 
blindness, impiety, and idolatry. For as the Jews proudly vaunt-
ed of their temple, ceremonies, and priesthood, by which, with 
strong reason, as they supposed, they measured the Church, so, 
instead of the Church, we are presented by the Romanists with 
certain external masks, which often are far from being connect-
ed with the Church, and without which the Church can perfectly 
exist. Wherefore, we need no other argument to refute them than 
that with which Jeremiah opposed the foolish confidence of the 
Jews—namely, “Trust ye not in lying words, saying, The temple of 
the Lord, The temple of the Lord, The temple of the Lord are these” 
(Jer. 7:4). The Lord recognises nothing as his own, save when his 
word is heard and religiously observed. Thus, though the glory of 
God sat in the sanctuary between the cherubim (Ezek. 10:4), and 
he had promised that he would there have his stated abode, still 
when the priests corrupted his worship by depraved superstitions, 
he transferred it elsewhere, and left the place without any sanctity. 
If that temple which seemed consecrated for the perpetual habi-
tation of God, could be abandoned by God and become profane, 
the Romanists have no ground to pretend that God is so bound to 
persons or places, and fixed to external observances, that he must 
remain with those who have only the name and semblance of a 
Church. This is the question which Paul discusses in the Epistle 
to the Romans, from the ninth to the twelfth chapter. Weak con-
sciences were greatly disturbed, when those who seemed to be the 
people of God not only rejected, but even persecuted the doctrine 
of the Gospel. Therefore, after expounding doctrine, he removes 
this difficulty, denying that those Jews, the enemies of the truth, 
were the Church, though they wanted nothing which might oth-
erwise have been desired to the external form of the Church. The 
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ground of his denial is, that they did not embrace Christ. In the 
Epistle to the Galatians, when comparing Ishmael with Isaac, he 
says still more expressly, that many hold a place in the Church to 
whom the inheritance does not belong, because they were not the 
offspring of a free parent. From this he proceeds to draw a con-
trast between two Jerusalems, because as the Law was given on 
Mount Sinai, but the Gospel proceeded from Jerusalem, so many 
who were born and brought up in servitude confidently boast that 
they are the sons of God and of the Church; nay, while they are 
themselves degenerate, proudly despise the genuine sons of God. 
Let us also, in like manner, when we hear that it was once declared 
from heaven, “Cast out the bondmaid and her son,” trust to this 
inviolable decree, and boldly despise their unmeaning boasts. For 
if they plume themselves on external profession, Ishmael also was 
circumcised: if they found on antiquity, he was the first-born: and 
yet we see that he was rejected. If the reason is asked, Paul assigns 
it (Rom. 9:6), that those only are accounted sons who are born 
of the pure and legitimate seed of doctrine. On this ground God 
declares that he was not astricted to impious priests, though he 
had made a covenant with their father Levi, to be their angel, or 
interpreter (Mal. 2:4); nay, he retorts the false boast by which they 
were wont to rise against the Prophets—namely, that the dignity of 
the priesthood was to be held in singular estimation. This he him-
self willingly admits: and he disputes with them, on the ground 
that he is ready to fulfil the covenant, while they, by not fulfilling 
it on their part, deserve to be rejected. Here, then, is the value of 
succession when not conjoined with imitation and corresponding 
conduct: posterity, as soon as they are convicted of having revolt-
ed from their origin, are deprived of all honour; unless, indeed, we 
are prepared to say, that because Caiaphas succeeded many pious 
priests (nay, the series from Aaron to him was continuous), that 
accursed assembly deserved the name of Church. Even in earthly 
governments, no one would bear to see the tyranny of Caligula, 
Nero, Heliogabalus, and the like, described as the true condition 
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of a republic, because they succeeded such men as Brutus, Scipio, 
and Camillus.17 That in the government of the Church especial-
ly, nothing is more absurd than to disregard doctrine, and place 
succession in persons. Nor, indeed, was anything farther from the 
intention of the holy teachers, whom they falsely obtrude upon 
us, than to maintain distinctly that churches exist, as by hered-
itary right, wherever bishops have been uniformly succeeded by 
bishops. But while it was without controversy that no change had 
been made in doctrine from the beginning down to their day, they 
assumed it to be a sufficient refutation of all their errors, that they 
were opposed to the doctrine maintained constantly, and with 
unanimous consent, even by the apostles themselves. They have, 
therefore, no longer any ground for proceeding to make a gloss of 
the name of the Church, which we regard with due reverence; but 
when we come to definition, not only (to use the common expres-
sion) does the water adhere to them, but they stick in their own 
mire, because they substitute a vile prostitute for the sacred spouse 
of Christ. That the substitution may not deceive us, let us, among 
other admonitions, attend to the following from Augustine. Speak-
ing of the Church, he says, “She herself is sometimes obscured, 
and, as it were, beclouded by a multitude of scandals; sometimes, 
in a time of tranquillity, she appears quiet and free; sometimes she 
is covered and tossed by the billows of tribulation and trial.”—(Au-
gust. ad Vincent. Epist. 48). As instances, he mentions that the 

17	 French, “Or tent s’en faut que cela ait lieu, que mesmes aux gou-
vernemens terrestres il ne seroit point supportable. Comme il n’y a nul 
propos de dire que la tyrannie de Caligula, Neron, Heliogabale, et leurs 
semblables soit le vrai etat de la cité de Rome, pourcequ’ils ont succedé 
aux bons governeurs qui etoient establis par la peuple.”—Now, so far 
is this from being the case, that even in earthly governments it would 
not be supportable. As there is no ground for saying that the tyranny of 
Caligula, Nero, Heliogabalus, and the like, is the true state of the city of 
Rome, because they succeeded the good governors who were established 
by the people.
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strongest pillars of the Church often bravely endured exile for the 
faith, or lay hid throughout the world.

4. In this way the Romanists assail us in the present day, and 
terrify the unskilful with the name of Church, while they are the 
deadly adversaries of Christ. Therefore, although they exhibit a 
temple, a priesthood, and other similar masks, the empty glare by 
which they dazzle the eyes of the simple should not move us in 
the least to admit that there is a Church where the word of God 
appears not. The Lord furnished us with an unfailing test when 
he said, “Every one that is of the truth heareth my voice” (John 
18:37). Again, “I am the good shepherd, and know my sheep, and 
am known of mine.” “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, 
and they follow me.” A little before he had said, when the shep-
herd “putteth forth his own sheep, he goeth before them, and the 
sheep follow him; for they know his voice. And a stranger will 
they not follow, but will flee from him: for they know not the voice 
of strangers” (John 10:14, 4, 5). Why then do we, of our own ac-
cord, form so infatuated an estimate of the Church, since Christ 
has designated it by a sign in which is nothing in the least degree 
equivocal, a sign which is everywhere seen, the existence of which 
infallibly proves the existence of the Church, while its absence 
proves the absence of everything that properly bears the name of 
Church? Paul declares that the Church is not founded either upon 
the judgments of men or the priesthood, but upon the doctrine of 
the Apostles and Prophets (Eph. 2:20). Nay, Jerusalem is to be dis-
tinguished from Babylon, the Church of Christ from a conspiracy 
of Satan, by the discriminating test which our Saviour has applied 
to them, “He that is of God, heareth God’s words: ye therefore 
hear them not, because ye are not of God” (John 8:47). In short, 
since the Church is the kingdom of Christ, and he reigns only by 
his word, can there be any doubt as to the falsehood of those state-
ments by which the kingdom of Christ is represented without his 
sceptre, in other words, without his sacred word?

5. As to their charge of heresy and schism, because we preach 
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a different doctrine, and submit not to their laws, and meet apart 
from them for Prayer, Baptism, the administration of the Supper, 
and other sacred rites, it is indeed a very serious accusation, but 
one which needs not a long and laboured defence. The name of 
heretics and schismatics is applied to those who, by dissenting 
from the Church, destroy its communion. This communion is 
held together by two chains—viz. consent in sound doctrine and 
brotherly charity. Hence the distinction which Augustine makes 
between heretics and schismatics is, that the former corrupt the 
purity of the faith by false dogmas, whereas the latter sometimes, 
even while holding the same faith, break the bond of union (Au-
gust. Lib. Quæst. in Evang. Mt.). But the thing to be observed is, 
that this union of charity so depends on unity of faith, as to have 
in it its beginning, its end, in fine, its only rule. Let us therefore 
remember, that whenever ecclesiastical unity is commended to us, 
the thing required is, that while our minds consent in Christ, our 
wills also be united together by mutual good-will in Christ. Ac-
cordingly Paul, when he exhorts us to it, takes for his fundamental 
principle that there is “one God, one faith, one baptism” (Eph. 4:5). 
Nay, when he tells us to be “of one accord, of one mind,” he im-
mediately adds, “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus” (Phil. 2:2, 5); intimating, that where the word of the Lord is 
not, it is not a union of believers, but a faction of the ungodly.

6. Cyprian, also, following Paul, derives the fountain of eccle-
siastical concord from the one bishopric of Christ, and afterwards 
adds, “There is one Church, which by increase from fecundity is 
more widely extended to a multitude, just as there are many rays of 
the sun, but one light, and many branches of a tree, but one trunk 
upheld by the tenacious root. When many streams flow from one 
fountain, though there seems wide spreading numerosity from the 
overflowing copiousness of the supply, yet unity remains in the or-
igin. Pluck a ray from the body of the sun, and the unity sustains 
no division. Break a branch from a tree, and the branch will not 
germinate. Cut off a stream from a fountain, that which is thus cut 
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off dries up. So the Church, pervaded by the light of the Lord, ex-
tends over the whole globe, and yet the light which is everywhere 
diffused is one” (Cyprian, de Simplicit. Prælat.). Words could not 
more elegantly express the inseparable connection which all the 
members of Christ have with each other. We see how he constant-
ly calls us back to the head. Accordingly, he declares that when 
heresies and schisms arise, it is because men return not to the ori-
gin of the truth, because they seek not the head, because they keep 
not the doctrine of the heavenly Master. Let them now go and 
clamour against us as heretics for having withdrawn from their 
Church, since the only cause of our estrangement is, that they can-
not tolerate a pure profession of the truth. I say nothing of their 
having expelled us by anathemas and curses. The fact is more than 
sufficient to excuse us, unless they would also make schismatics of 
the apostles, with whom we have a common cause. Christ, I say, 
forewarned his apostles, “they shall put you out of the synagogues” 
(John 16:2). The synagogues of which he speaks were then held to 
be lawful churches. Seeing then it is certain that we were cast out, 
and we are prepared to show that this was done for the name of 
Christ, the cause should first be ascertained before any decision is 
given either for or against us. This, however, if they choose, I am 
willing to leave to them; to me it is enough that we behoved to 
withdraw from them in order to draw near to Christ.

7. The place which we ought to assign to all the churches on 
which the tyranny of the Romish idol has seized will better appear 
if we compare them with the ancient Israelitish Church, as delin-
eated by the prophets. So long as the Jews and Israelites persisted 
in the laws of the covenant, a true Church existed among them; in 
other words, they by the kindness of God obtained the benefits of 
a Church. True doctrine was contained in the law, and the min-
istry of it was committed to the prophets and priests. They were 
initiated in religion by the sign of circumcision, and by the other 
sacraments trained and confirmed in the faith. There can be no 
doubt that the titles with which the Lord honoured his Church 
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were applicable to their society. After they forsook the law of the 
Lord, and degenerated into idolatry and superstition, they partly 
lost the privilege. For who can presume to deny the title of the 
Church to those with whom the Lord deposited the preaching of 
his word and the observance of his mysteries? On the other hand, 
who may presume to give the name of Church, without reserva-
tion, to that assembly by which the word of God is openly and 
with impunity trampled under foot—where his ministry, its chief 
support, and the very soul of the Church, is destroyed?

8. What then? (some one will say); was there not a particle of 
the Church left to the Jews from the date of their revolt to idolatry? 
The answer is easy. First, I say that in the defection itself there were 
several gradations; for we cannot hold that the lapses by which 
both Judah and Israel turned aside from the pure worship of God 
were the same. Jeroboam, when he fabricated the calves against the 
express prohibition of God, and dedicated an unlawful place for 
worship, corrupted religion entirely. The Jews became degenerate 
in manners and superstitious opinions before they made any im-
proper change in the external form of religion. For although they 
had adopted many perverse ceremonies under Rehoboam, yet, as 
the doctrine of the law and the priesthood, and the rites which 
God had instituted, continued at Jerusalem, the pious still had 
the Church in a tolerable state. In regard to the Israelites, matters 
which, up to the time of Ahab, had certainly not been reformed, 
then became worse. Those who succeeded him, until the over-
throw of the kingdom, were partly like him, and partly (when they 
wished to be somewhat better) followed the example of Jeroboam, 
while all, without exception, were wicked and idolatrous. In Judea 
different changes now and then took place, some kings corrupting 
the worship of God by false and superstitious inventions, and oth-
ers attempting to reform it, until, at length, the priests themselves 
polluted the temple of God by profane and abominable rites.

9. Now then let the Papists, in order to extenuate their vices as 
much as possible, deny, if they can, that the state of religion is as 
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much vitiated and corrupted with them as it was in the kingdom 
of Israel under Jeroboam. They have a grosser idolatry, and in doc-
trine are not one whit more pure; rather, perhaps, they are even 
still more impure. God, nay, even those possessed of a moderate 
degree of judgment, will bear me witness, and the thing itself is 
too manifest to require me to enlarge upon it. When they would 
force us to the communion of their Church, they make two de-
mands upon us—first, that we join in their prayers, their sacrific-
es, and all their ceremonies; and, secondly, that whatever honour, 
power, and jurisdiction, Christ has given to his Church, the same 
we must attribute to theirs. In regard to the first, I admit that all 
the prophets who were at Jerusalem, when matters there were very 
corrupt, neither sacrificed apart nor held separate meetings for 
prayer. For they had the command of God, which enjoined them 
to meet in the temple of Solomon, and they knew that the Levitical 
priests, whom the Lord had appointed over sacred matters, and 
who were not yet discarded, how unworthy soever they might be 
of that honour, were still entitled to hold it18 (Exod. 24:9). But the 
principal point in the whole question is, that they were not com-
pelled to any superstitious worship, nay, they undertook nothing 
but what had been instituted by God. But in these men, I mean the 
Papists, where is the resemblance? Scarcely can we hold any meet-
ing with them without polluting ourselves with open idolatry. 
Their principal bond of communion is undoubtedly in the Mass, 
which we abominate as the greatest sacrilege. Whether this is just-
ly or rashly done will be elsewhere seen (see chap. 18; see also 

18	 French, “Ils savoient que les pretres Levitiques, combien qu’ils 
fussent indignes d’un tel office, neantmoins pourcequ’ils avoient eté or-
donnez de Dieu, et n’etoient point encore deposés, devoient etre recog-
nus pour ministres legitimes, ayant le degré de pretrise.”—They knew 
that the Levitical priests, although they were unworthy of such an office, 
nevertheless, because they had been ordained of God, and were not yet 
deposed, were to be recognised as lawful ministers, having the rank of 
priesthood
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Book 2, chap. 15, sec. 6). It is now sufficient to show that our case is 
different from that of the prophets, who, when they were present at 
the sacred rites of the ungodly, were not obliged to witness or use 
any ceremonies but those which were instituted by God. But if we 
would have an example in all respects similar, let us take one from 
the kingdom of Israel. Under the ordinance of Jeroboam, circum-
cision remained, sacrifices were offered, the law was deemed holy, 
and the God whom they had received from their fathers was wor-
shipped; but in consequence of invented and forbidden modes of 
worship, everything which was done there God disapproved and 
condemned. Show me one prophet or pious man who once wor-
shipped or offered sacrifice in Bethel. They knew that they could 
not do it without defiling themselves with some kind of sacrilege. 
We hold, therefore, that the communion of the Church ought not 
to be carried so far by the godly as to lay them under a necessity of 
following it when it has degenerated to profane and polluted rites.

10. With regard to the second point, our objections are still 
stronger. For when the Church is considered in that particular 
point of view as the Church, whose judgment we are bound to 
revere, whose authority acknowledge, whose admonitions obey, 
whose censures dread, whose communion religiously cultivate in 
every respect, we cannot concede that they have a Church, without 
obliging ourselves to subjection and obedience. Still we are willing 
to concede what the Prophets conceded to the Jews and Israelites 
of their day, when with them matters were in a similar, or even in 
a better condition. For we see how they uniformly exclaim against 
their meetings as profane conventicles, to which it is not more law-
ful for them to assent than to abjure God (Isa. 1:14). And certainly 
if those were churches, it follows, that Elijah, Micaiah, and others in 
Israel, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea, and those of like character in Judah, 
whom the prophets, priests, and people of their day, hated and exe-
crated more than the uncircumcised, were aliens from the Church 
of God. If those were churches, then the Church was no longer the 
pillar of the truth, but the stay of falsehood, not the tabernacle of 
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the living God, but a receptacle of idols. They were, therefore, un-
der the necessity of refusing consent to their meetings, since con-
sent was nothing else than impious conspiracy against God. For 
this same reason, should any one acknowledge those meetings of 
the present day, which are contaminated by idolatry, superstition, 
and impious doctrine, as churches, full communion with which 
a Christian must maintain so far as to agree with them even in 
doctrine, he will greatly err. For if they are churches, the power of 
the keys belongs to them, whereas the keys are inseparably con-
nected with the word which they have put to flight. Again, if they 
are churches, they can claim the promise of Christ, “Whatsoever 
ye bind,” &c.; whereas, on the contrary, they discard from their 
communion all who sincerely profess themselves the servants of 
Christ. Therefore, either the promise of Christ is vain, or in this 
respect, at least, they are not churches. In fine, instead of the min-
istry of the word, they have schools of impiety, and sinks of all 
kinds of error. Therefore, in this point of view, they either are not 
churches, or no badge will remain by which the lawful meetings of 
the faithful can be distinguished from the meetings of Turks.

11. Still, as in ancient times, there remained among the Jews 
certain special privileges of a Church, so in the present day we 
deny not to the Papists those vestiges of a Church which the Lord 
has allowed to remain among them amid the dissipation. When 
the Lord had once made his covenant with the Jews, it was pre-
served not so much by them as by its own strength, supported 
by which it withstood their impiety. Such, then, is the certainty 
and constancy of the divine goodness, that the covenant of the 
Lord continued there and his faith could not be obliterated by 
their perfidy; nor could circumcision be so profaned by their im-
pure hands as not still to he a true sign and sacrament of his cov-
enant. Hence the children who were born to them the Lord called 
his own (Ezek. 16:20), though, unless by special blessing, they in 
no respect belonged to him. So having deposited his covenant in 
Gaul, Italy, Germany, Spain, and England, when these countries 
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were oppressed by the tyranny of Antichrist, He, in order that his 
covenant might remain inviolable, first preserved baptism there 
as an evidence of the covenant;—baptism, which, consecrated by 
his lips, retains its power in spite of human depravity; secondly, 
He provided by his providence that there should be other remains 
also to prevent the Church from utterly perishing. But as in pulling 
down buildings the foundations and ruins are often permitted to 
remain, so he did not suffer Antichrist either to subvert his Church 
from its foundation, or to level it with the ground (though, to pun-
ish the ingratitude of men who had despised his word, he allowed 
a fearful shaking and dismembering to take place), but was pleased 
that amid the devastation the edifice should remain, though half in 
ruins.

12. Therefore, while we are unwilling simply to concede the 
name of Church to the Papists, we do not deny that there are 
churches among them. The question we raise only relates to the 
true and legitimate constitution of the Church, implying commu-
nion in sacred rites, which are the signs of profession, and espe-
cially in doctrine.19 Daniel and Paul foretold that Antichrist would 
sit in the temple of God (Dan. 9:27; 2 Thess. 2:4); we regard the 
Roman Pontiff as the leader and standard-bearer of that wicked 
and abominable kingdom.20 By placing his seat in the temple of 
God, it is intimated that his kingdom would not be such as to de-
stroy the name either of Christ or of his Church. Hence, then, it is 
obvious that we do not at all deny that churches remain under his 
tyranny; churches, however, which by sacrilegious impiety he has 
profaned, by cruel domination has oppressed, by evil and deadly 

19	 French, “Mais nous contendons seulement du vrai etat de l’Eg-
lise, qui emporte communion, tant en doctrine, qu’en tout qui appartient 
à la profession de notre Chretienté;”—but we contend only for the true 
state of the Church, implying communion, as well as everything which 
pertains to the profession of our Christianity.

20	 The French adds, “pour le moins en l’Eglise Occidentale;”—at 
least in the Western Church.
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doctrines like poisoned potions has corrupted and almost slain; 
churches where Christ lies half-buried, the gospel is suppressed, 
piety is put to flight, and the worship of God almost abolished; 
where, in short, all things are in such disorder as to present the 
appearance of Babylon rather than the holy city of God. In one 
word, I call them churches, inasmuch as the Lord there wondrous-
ly preserves some remains of his people, though miserably torn 
and scattered, and inasmuch as some symbols of the Church still 
remain—symbols especially whose efficacy neither the craft of the 
devil nor human depravity can destroy. But as, on the other hand, 
those marks to which we ought especially to have respect in this 
discussion are effaced, I say that the whole body, as well as every 
single assembly, want the form of a legitimate Church.

CHAPTER 3
Of the teachers and ministers of the church. Their election 
and office.

The three heads of this chapter are,—I. A few preliminary re-
marks on Church order, on the end, utility, necessity, and dignity 
of the Christian ministry, sec. 1-3. II. A separate consideration of 
the persons performing Ecclesiastical functions, sec. 4-10. III. Of 
the Ordination or calling of the ministers of the Church, sec. 10-
16.

Sections.
1. Summary of the chapter. Reasons why God, in govern-
ing the Church, uses the ministry of men. 1. To declare his 
condescension. 2. To train us to humility and obedience. 
3. To bind us to each other in mutual charity. These rea-
sons confirmed by Scripture.
2. This ministry of men most useful to the whole Church. 
Its advantages enumerated.
3. The honourable terms in which the ministry is spoken 
of. Its necessity established by numerous examples.
4. Second part of the chapter, treating of Ecclesiastical 
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office-bearers in particular. Some of them, as Apostles, 
Prophets, and Evangelists, temporary. Others, as Pastors 
and Teachers, perpetual and indispensable.
5. Considering the office of Evangelist and Apostle as one, 
we have Pastors corresponding with Apostles, and Teach-
ers with Prophets. Why the name of Apostles specially 
conferred on the twelve.
6. As to the Apostles so also to Pastors the preaching of the 
Word and the administration of the sacraments has been 
committed. How the Word should be preached.
7. Regularly every Pastor should have a separate church 
assigned to him. This, however, admits of modification, 
when duly and regularly made by public authority.
8. Bishops, Presbyters, Pastors, and Ministers, are used by 
the Apostles as one and the same. Some functions, as be-
ing temporary, are omitted. Two—namely, those of Elders 
and Deacons—as pertaining to the ministry of the Word, 
are retained.
9. Distinction between Deacons. Some employed in dis-
tributing alms, others in taking care of the poor.
10. Third part of the chapter, treating of the Ordination or 
calling of the ministers of the Church.
11. A twofold calling—viz. an external and an internal. 
Mode in which both are to be viewed.
12. 1. Who are to be appointed ministers? 2. Mode of ap-
pointment.
13. 3. By whom the appointment is to be made. Why the 
Apostles were elected by Christ alone. Of the calling and 
election of St Paul.
14. Ordinary Pastors are designated by other Pastors. 
Why certain of the Apostles also were designated by men.
15. The election of Pastors does not belong to one individ-
ual. Other Pastors should preside, and the people consent 
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and approve.
16. Form in which the ministers of the Church are to be 
ordained. No express precept but one. Laying on of hands.

1. We are now to speak of the order in which the Lord has been 
pleased that his Church should be governed. For though it is right-
that he alone should rule and reign in the Church, that he should 
preside and be conspicuous in it, and that its government should 
be exercised and administered solely by his word; yet as he does 
not dwell among us in visible presence, so as to declare his will to 
us by his own lips, he in this (as we have said) uses the ministry of 
men, by making them, as it were, his substitutes,21 not by transfer-
ring his right and honour to them, but only doing his own work 
by their lips, just as an artificer uses a tool for any purpose. What 
I have previously expounded (chap. 1 sec. 5) I am again forced to 
repeat. God might have acted, in this respect, by himself, without 
any aid or instrument, or might even have done it by angels; but 
there are several reasons why he rather chooses to employ men.22 
First, in this way he declares his condescension towards us, em-
ploying men to perform the function of his ambassadors in the 
world, to be the interpreters of his secret will; in short, to represent 
his own person. Thus he shows by experience that it is not to no 
purpose he calls us his temples, since by man’s mouth he gives 
responses to men as from a sanctuary. Secondly, it forms a most 
excellent and useful training to humility, when he accustoms us to 
obey his word though preached by men like ourselves, or, it may 
be, our inferiors in worth. Did he himself speak from heaven, it 
were no wonder if his sacred oracles were received by all ears and 
minds reverently and without delay. For who would not dread his 
present power? who would not fall prostrate at the first view of 
his great majesty? who would not be overpowered by that immea-
surable splendour? But when a feeble man, sprung from the dust, 

21	 Latin, “quasi vicariam operam.”—French, “les faisans comme 
ses lieutenans;”—making them as it were his substitutes.

22	 See on this subject August. de Doctrina Christiana, Lib. 1
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speaks in the name of God, we give the best proof of our piety and 
obedience, by listening with docility to his servant, though not in 
any respect our superior. Accordingly, he hides the treasure of his 
heavenly wisdom in frail earthen vessels (2 Cor. 4:7), that he may 
have a more certain proof of the estimation in which it is held by 
us. Moreover, nothing was fitter to cherish mutual charity than to 
bind men together by this tie, appointing one of them as a pastor 
to teach the others who are enjoined to be disciples, and receive 
the common doctrine from a single mouth. For did every man 
suffice for himself, and stand in no need of another’s aid (such is 
the pride of the human intellect), each would despise all others, 
and be in his turn despised. The Lord, therefore, has astricted his 
Church to what he foresaw would be the strongest bond of unity 
when he deposited the doctrine of eternal life and salvation with 
men, that by their hands he might communicate it to others. To 
this Paul had respect when he wrote to the Ephesians, “There is 
one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your 
calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of 
all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all. But unto ev-
ery one of us is given grace according to the measure of the gift of 
Christ. Wherefore he saith, When he ascended up on high, he led 
captivity captive, and gave gifts unto men. (Now that he ascended, 
what is it but that he also descended first into the lower parts of 
the earth? He that descended is the same also that ascended up 
far above all heavens, that he might fill all things.) And he gave 
some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and 
some, pastors and teachers; for the perfecting of the saints, for the 
work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: till we 
all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son 
of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the 
fulness of Christ: that we henceforth be no more children, tossed 
to and fro, and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the 
sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait to 
deceive; but speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in 
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all things, which is the head, even Christ: from whom the whole 
body fitly joined together and compacted by that which every joint 
supplieth, according to the effectual working in the measure of ev-
ery part, maketh increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in 
love” (Eph 4:4-16).

2. By these words he shows that the ministry of men, which God 
employs in governing the Church, is a principal bond by which 
believers are kept together in one body. He also intimates, that the 
Church cannot be kept safe, unless supported by those guards to 
which the Lord has been pleased to commit its safety. Christ “as-
cended up far above all heavens, that he might fill all things” (Eph. 
4:10). The mode of filling is this: By the ministers to whom he has 
committed this office, and given grace to discharge it, he dispenses 
and distributes his gifts to the Church, and thus exhibits himself as 
in a manner actually present by exerting the energy of his Spirit in 
this his institution, so as to prevent it from being vain or fruitless. 
In this way, the renewal of the saints is accomplished, and the body 
of Christ is edified; in this way we grow up in all things unto Him 
who is the Head, and unite with one another; in this way we are 
all brought into the unity of Christ, provided prophecy flourishes 
among us, provided we receive his apostles, and despise not the 
doctrine which is administered to us. Whoever, therefore, studies 
to abolish this order and kind of government of which we speak, 
or disparages it as of minor importance, plots the devastation, or 
rather the ruin and destruction, of the Church. For neither are the 
light and heat of the sun, nor meat and drink, so necessary to sus-
tain and cherish the present life, as is the apostolical and pastoral 
office to preserve a Church in the earth.

3. Accordingly, I have observed above, that God has repeat-
edly commended its dignity by the titles which he has bestowed 
upon it, in order that we might hold it in the highest estimation, 
as among the most excellent of our blessings. He declares, that in 
raising up teachers, he confers a special benefit on men, when he 
bids his prophet exclaim, “How beautiful upon the mountains are 
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the feet of him that bringeth good tidings, that publisheth peace” 
(Isa. 52:7); when he calls the apostles the light of the world and 
the salt of the earth (Mt. 5:13, 14). Nor could the office be more 
highly eulogised than when he said, “He that heareth you heareth 
me; and he that despiseth you despiseth me” (Luke 10:16). But the 
most striking passage of all is that in the Second Epistle to the Cor-
inthians, where Paul treats as it were professedly of this question. 
He contends, that there is nothing in the Church more noble and 
glorious than the ministry of the Gospel, seeing it is the admin-
istration of the Spirit of righteousness and eternal life. These and 
similar passages should have the effect of preventing that method 
of governing and maintaining the Church by ministers, a meth-
od which the Lord has ratified for ever, from seeming worthless 
in our eyes, and at length becoming obsolete by contempt. How 
very necessary it is, he has declared not only by words but also 
by examples. When he was pleased to shed the light of his truth 
in greater effulgence on Cornelius, he sent an angel from heaven 
to despatch Peter to him (Acts 10:3). When he was pleased to call 
Paul to the knowledge of himself, and ingraft him into the Church, 
he does not address him with his own voice, but sends him to a 
man from whom he may both obtain the doctrine of salvation and 
the sanctification of baptism (Acts 9:6-20). If it was not by mere ac-
cident that the angel, who is the interpreter of God, abstains from 
declaring the will of God, and orders a man to be called to declare 
it; that Christ, the only Master of believers, commits Paul to the 
teaching of a man, that Paul whom he had determined to carry 
into the third heaven, and honour with a wondrous revelation of 
things that could not be spoken (2 Cor. 12:2), who will presume 
to despise or disregard as superfluous that ministry, whose utility 
God has been pleased to attest by such evidence?

4. Those who preside over the government of the Church, ac-
cording to the institution of Christ, are named by Paul, first, Apos-
tles; secondly, Prophets; thirdly, Evangelists; fourthly, Pastors; 
and, lastly, Teachers (Eph. 4:11). Of these, only the two last have 
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an ordinary office in the Church. The Lord raised up the other 
three at the beginning of his kingdom, and still occasionally raises 
them up when the necessity of the times requires. The nature of 
the apostolic function is clear from the command, “Go ye into all 
the world, and preach the Gospel to every creature” (Mark 16:15). 
No fixed limits are given them, but the whole world is assigned to 
be reduced under the obedience of Christ, that by spreading the 
Gospel as widely as they could, they might everywhere erect his 
kingdom. Accordingly, Paul, when he would approve his apostle-
ship, does not say that he had acquired some one city for Christ, 
but had propagated the Gospel far and wide—had not built on 
another man’s foundation, but planted churches where the name 
of his Lord was unheard. The apostles, therefore, were sent forth to 
bring back the world from its revolt to the true obedience of God, 
and everywhere establish his kingdom by the preaching of the 
Gospel; or, if you choose, they were like the first architects of the 
Church, to lay its foundations throughout the world. By Prophets, 
he means not all interpreters of the divine will, but those who ex-
celled by special revelation; none such now exist, or they are less 
manifest. By Evangelists, I mean those who, while inferior in rank 
to the apostles, were next them in office, and even acted as their 
substitutes. Such were Luke, Timothy, Titus, and the like; perhaps, 
also, the seventy disciples whom our Saviour appointed in the sec-
ond place to the apostles (Luke 10:1). According to this interpre-
tation, which appears to me consonant both to the words and the 
meaning of Paul, those three functions were not instituted in the 
Church to be perpetual, but only to endure so long as churches 
were to be formed where none previously existed, or at least where 
churches were to be transferred from Moses to Christ; although I 
deny not, that afterward God occasionally raised up Apostles, or 
at least Evangelists, in their stead, as has been done in our time. 
For such were needed to bring back the Church from the revolt of 
Antichrist. The office I nevertheless call extraordinary, because it 
has no place in churches duly constituted. Next come Pastors and 
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Teachers, with whom the Church never can dispense, and between 
whom, I think, there is this difference, that teachers preside not 
over discipline, or the administration of the sacraments, or admo-
nitions, or exhortations, but the interpretation of Scripture only, 
in order that pure and sound doctrine may be maintained among 
believers. But all these are embraced in the pastoral office.

5. We now understand what offices in the government of the 
Church were temporary, and what offices were instituted to be of 
perpetual duration. But if we class evangelists with apostles, we 
shall have two like offices in a manner corresponding to each other. 
For the same resemblance which our teachers have to the ancient 
prophets pastors have to the apostles. The prophetical office was 
more excellent in respect of the special gift of revelation which ac-
companied it, but the office of teachers was almost of the same na-
ture, and had altogether the same end. In like manner, the twelve, 
whom the Lord chose to publish the new preaching of the Gospel 
to the world (Luke 6:13), excelled others in rank and dignity. For 
although, from the nature of the case, and etymology of the word, 
all ecclesiastical officers may be properly called apostles, because 
they are all sent by the Lord and are his messengers, yet as it was 
of great importance that a sure attestation should be given to the 
mission of those who delivered a new and extraordinary message, 
it was right that the twelve (to the number of whom Paul was af-
terwards added) should be distinguished from others by a peculiar 
title. The same name, indeed, is given by Paul to Andronicus and 
Junia, who, he says, were “of note among the apostles” (Rom. 16:7); 
but when he would speak properly, he confines the term to that 
primary order. And this is the common use of Scripture. Still pas-
tors (except that each has the government of a particular church 
assigned to him) have the same function as apostles. The nature of 
this function let us now see still more clearly.

6. When our Lord sent forth the apostles, he gave them a com-
mission (as has been lately said) to preach the Gospel, and baptise 
those who believed for the remission of sins. He had previously 
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commanded that they should distribute the sacred symbols of his 
body and blood after his example (Mt. 28:19; Luke 22:19). Such is 
the sacred, inviolable, and perpetual law, enjoined on those who 
succeed to the place of the apostles,—they receive a commission 
to preach the Gospel and administer the sacraments. Whence we 
infer that those who neglect both of these falsely pretend to the of-
fice of apostles. But what shall we say of pastors? Paul speaks not of 
himself only but of all pastors, when he says, “Let a man so account 
of us, as of the ministers of Christ, and stewards of the mysteries of 
God” (I Cor. 4:1). Again, in another passage, he describes a bishop 
as one “holding fast the faithful word as he hath been taught, that 
he may be able by sound doctrine both to exhort and convince 
the gainsayers” (Tit. 1:9). From these and similar passages which 
everywhere occur, we may infer that the two principal parts of the 
office of pastors are to preach the Gospel and administer the sac-
raments. But the method of teaching consists not merely in public 
addresses, it extends also to private admonitions. Thus Paul takes 
the Ephesians to witness, “I kept back nothing that was profitable to 
you, but have showed you, and have taught you publicly, and from 
house to house, testifying both to the Jews, and also to the Greeks, 
repentance toward God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
A little after he says, “Remember, that, for the space of three years, 
I ceased not to warn every one night and day with tears” (Acts 
20:20, 31). Our present purpose, however, is not to enumerate 
the separate qualities of a good pastor, but only to indicate what 
those profess who call themselves pastors—viz. that in presiding 
over the Church they have not an indolent dignity, but must train 
the people to true piety by the doctrine of Christ, administer the 
sacred mysteries, preserve and exercise right discipline. To those 
who are set as watchmen in the Church the Lord declares, “When I 
say unto the wicked, Thou shalt surely die; and thou givest him not 
warning, nor speakest to warn the wicked from his wicked way, to 
save his life; the same wicked man shall die in his iniquity; but his 
blood will I require at thine hand” (Ezek. 3:18). What Paul says of 
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himself is applicable to all pastors: “For though I preach the Gos-
pel, I have nothing to glory of: for necessity is laid upon me; yea, 
woe is unto me if I preach not the Gospel” (1 Cor. 4:16). In short, 
what the apostles did to the whole world, every pastor should do to 
the flock over which he is appointed.

7. While we assign a church to each pastor, we deny not that 
he who is fixed to one church may assist other churches, whether 
any disturbance has occurred which requires his presence, or his 
advice is asked on some doubtful matter. But because that policy is 
necessary to maintain the peace of the Church, each has his proper 
duty assigned, lest all should become disorderly, run up and down 
without any certain vocation, flock together promiscuously to one 
spot, and capriciously leave the churches vacant, being more so-
licitous for their own convenience than for the edification of the 
Church. This arrangement ought, as far as possible, to be com-
monly observed, that every one, content with his own limits, may 
not encroach on another’s province. Nor is this a human invention. 
It is an ordinance of God. For we read that Paul and Barnabas ap-
pointed presbyters over each of the churches of Lystra, Antioch, 
and Iconium (Acts 14:23); and Paul himself enjoins Titus to ordain 
presbyters in every town (Tit. 1:5). In like manner, he mentions the 
bishops of the Philippians, and Archippus, the bishop of the Colos-
sians (Phil. 1:1; Col. 4:17). And in the Acts we have his celebrated 
address to the presbyters of the Church of Ephesus (Acts 20:28). 
Let every one, then, who undertakes the government and care of 
one church, know that he is bound by this law of divine vocation, 
not that he is astricted to the soil (as lawyers speak), that is, en-
slaved, and, as it were, fixed, as to be unable to move a foot if public 
utility so require, and the thing is done duly and in order; but he 
who has been called to one place ought not to think of removing, 
nor seek to be set free when he deems it for his own advantage. 
Again, if it is expedient for any one to be transferred to another 
place, he ought not to attempt it of his own private motive, but to 
wait for public authority.
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8. In giving the name of bishops, presbyters, and pastors, in-
discriminately to those who govern churches, I have done it on 
the authority of Scripture, which uses the words as synonymous. 
To all who discharge the ministry of the word it gives the name of 
bishops. Thus Paul, after enjoining Titus to ordain elders in every 
city, immediately adds, “A bishop must be blameless,” &c. (Tit. 1:5, 
7). So in another place he salutes several bishops in one church 
(Phil. 1:1). And in the Acts, the elders of Ephesus, whom he is 
said to have called together, he, in the course of his address, des-
ignates as bishops (Acts 20:17). Here it is to be observed, that we 
have hitherto enumerated those offices only which consist in the 
ministry of the word; nor does Paul make mention of any others 
in the passage which we have quoted from the fourth chapter of 
the Epistle to the Ephesians. But in the Epistle to the Romans, and 
the First Epistle to the Corinthians, he enumerates other offices, 
as powers, gifts of healing, interpretation, government, care of the 
poor (Rom. 12:7; 1 Cor. 12:28). As to those which were temporary, 
I say nothing, for it is not worth while to dwell upon them. But 
there are two of perpetual duration—viz. government and care of 
the poor. By these governors I understand seniors selected from 
the people to unite with the bishops in pronouncing censures and 
exercising discipline. For this is the only meaning which can be 
given to the passage, “He that ruleth with diligence” (Rom. 12:8). 
From the beginning, therefore, each church had its senate,23 com-
posed of pious, grave, and venerable men, in whom was lodged 
the power of correcting faults. Of this power we shall afterwards 
speak. Moreover, experience shows that this arrangement was not 
confined to one age, and therefore we are to regard the office of 
government as necessary for all ages.

9. The care of the poor was committed to deacons, of whom 
two classes are mentioned by Paul in the Epistle to the Romans, 
“He that giveth, let him do it with simplicity;” “he that showeth 

23	 Latin, “senatum.”—French, “conseil ou consistoire;”—council or 
consistory.
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mercy, with cheerfulness” (Rom. 12:8). As it is certain that he is 
here speaking of public offices of the Church, there must have been 
two distinct classes. If I mistake not, he in the former clause des-
ignates deacons, who administered alms; in the latter, those who 
had devoted themselves to the care of the poor and the sick. Such 
were the widows of whom he makes mention in the Epistle to Tim-
othy (1 Tim. 5:10). For there was no public office which women 
could discharge save that of devoting themselves to the service of 
the poor. If we admit this (and it certainly ought to be admitted), 
there will be two classes of deacons, the one serving the Church by 
administering the affairs of the poor; the other, by taking care of 
the poor themselves. For although the term διακονία has a more 
extensive meaning, Scripture specially gives the name of deacons 
to those whom the Church appoints to dispense alms, and take 
care of the poor, constituting them as it were stewards of the pub-
lic treasury of the poor. Their origin, institution, and office, is de-
scribed by Luke (Acts 6:3). When a murmuring arose among the 
Greeks, because in the administration of the poor their widows 
were neglected, the apostles, excusing themselves that they were 
unable to discharge both offices, to preach the word and serve ta-
bles, requested the multitude to elect seven men of good report, to 
whom the office might be committed. Such deacons as the Apos-
tolic Church had, it becomes us to have after her example.

10. Now seeing that in the sacred assembly all things ought to 
be done decently and in order (1 Cor. 14:40), there is nothing in 
which this ought to be more carefully observed than in settling 
government, irregularity in any respect being nowhere more peril-
ous. Wherefore, lest restless and turbulent men should presumptu-
ously push themselves forward to teach or rule (an event which ac-
tually was to happen), it was expressly provided that no one should 
assume a public office in the Church without a call (Heb. 5:4; Jer. 
17:16). Therefore, if any one would be deemed a true minister of 
the Church, he must first be duly called; and, secondly, he must 
answer to his calling; that is, undertake and execute the office as-
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signed to him. This may often be observed in Paul, who, when he 
would approve his apostleship, almost always alleges a call, togeth-
er with his fidelity in discharging the office. If so great a minister 
of Christ dares not arrogate to himself authority to be heard in the 
Church, unless as having been appointed to it by the command 
of his Lord, and faithfully performing what has been intrusted to 
him, how great the effrontery for any man, devoid of one or both 
of them, to demand for himself such honour. But as we have al-
ready touched on the necessity of executing the office, let us now 
treat only of the call.

11. The subject is comprehended under four heads—viz. who 
are to be appointed ministers, in what way, by whom, and with 
what rite or initiatory ceremony. I am speaking of the external and 
formal call which relates to the public order of the Church, while I 
say nothing of that secret call of which every minister is conscious 
before God, but has not the Church as a witness of it; I mean, the 
good testimony of our heart, that we undertake the offered office 
neither from ambition nor avarice, nor any other selfish feeling, 
but a sincere fear of God and desire to edify the Church. This, as 
I have said, is indeed necessary for every one of us, if we would 
approve our ministry to God. Still, however, a man may have been 
duly called by the Church, though he may have accepted with a 
bad conscience, provided his wickedness is not manifest. It is usual 
also to say, that private men are called to the ministry when they 
seem fit and apt to discharge it; that is, because learning, conjoined 
with piety and the other endowments of a good pastor, is a kind of 
preparation for the office. For those whom the Lord has destined 
for this great office he previously provides with the armour which 
is requisite for the discharge of it, that they may not come empty 
and unprepared. Hence Paul, in the First Epistle to the Corinthi-
ans, when treating of the offices, first enumerates the gifts in which 
those who performed the offices ought to excel. But as this is the 
first of the four heads which I mentioned, let us now proceed to it.

12. What persons should be elected bishops is treated at length 
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by Paul in two passages (Tit. 1:7; 1 Tim. 3:1). The substance is, that 
none are to be chosen save those who are of sound doctrine and 
holy lives, and not notorious for any defect which might destroy 
their authority and bring disgrace on the ministry. The description 
of deacons and elders is entirely similar (see chapter 4 sec. 10-13). 
We must always take care that they are not unfit for or unequal 
to the burden imposed upon them; in other words, that they are 
provided with the means which will be necessary to fulfil their of-
fice. Thus our Saviour, when about to send his apostles, provided 
them with the arms and instruments which were indispensably 
requisite.24 And Paul, after portraying the character of a good and 
genuine bishop, admonishes Timothy not to contaminate himself 
by choosing an improper person for the office. The expression, in 
what way, I use not in reference to the rite of choosing, but only 
to the religious fear which is to be observed in election. Hence the 
fastings and prayers which Luke narrates that the faithful employed 
when they elected presbyters (Acts 14:23). For, understanding that 
the business was the most serious in which they could engage, they 
did not venture to act without the greatest reverence and solici-
tude. But above all, they were earnest in prayer, imploring from 
God the spirit of wisdom and discernment.

13. The third division which we have adopted is, by whom min-
isters are to be chosen. A certain rule on this head cannot be ob-
tained from the appointment of the apostles, which was somewhat 
different from the common call of others. As theirs was an extraor-
dinary ministry, in order to render it conspicuous by some more 
distinguished mark, those who were to discharge it behoved to be 
called and appointed by the mouth of the Lord himself. It was not, 
therefore, by any human election, but at the sole command of God 
and Christ, that they prepared themselves for the work. Hence, 
when the apostles were desirous to substitute another in the place 
of Judas, they did not venture to nominate any one certainly, but 
brought forward two, that the Lord might declare by lot which of 

24	 Luke 21:15; 24:49; Mark 6:15; Acts 1 8; 1 Tim. 5:22.
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them he wished to succeed (Acts 1:23). In this way we ought to 
understand Paul’s declaration, that he was made an apostle, “not 
of men, neither by man, but by Jesus Christ, and God the Father” 
(Gal. 1:1). The former—viz. not of men—he had in common with 
all the pious ministers of the word, for no one could duly perform 
the office unless called by God. The other was proper and pecu-
liar to him. And while he glories in it, he boasts that he had not 
only what pertains to a true and lawful pastor, but he also brings 
forward the insignia of his apostleship. For when there were some 
among the Galatians who, seeking to disparage his authority, rep-
resented him as some ordinary disciple, substituted in place of the 
primary apostles, he, in order to maintain unimpaired the dignity 
of his ministry, against which he knew that these attempts were 
made, felt it necessary to show that he was in no respect inferior to 
the other apostles. Accordingly, he affirms that he was not chosen 
by the judgment of men, like some ordinary bishop, but by the 
mouth and manifest oracle of the Lord himself.

14. But no sober person will deny that the regular mode of 
lawful calling is, that bishops should be designated by men, since 
there are numerous passages of Scripture to this effect. Nor, as has 
been said, is there anything contrary to this in Paul’s protestation, 
that he was not sent either of man, or by man, seeing he is not 
there speaking of the ordinary election of ministers, but claiming 
for himself what was peculiar to the apostles: although the Lord 
in thus selecting Paul by special privilege, subjected him in the 
meantime to the discipline of an ecclesiastical call: for Luke relates, 
“As they ministered to the Lord, and fasted, the Holy Ghost said, 
Separate me Barnabas and Saul for the work whereunto I have 
called them” (Acts 13:2). Why this separation and laying on of 
hands after the Holy Spirit had attested their election, unless that 
ecclesiastical discipline might be preserved in appointing minis-
ters by men? God could not give a more illustrious proof of his 
approbation of this order, than by causing Paul to be set apart by 
the Church after he had previously declared that he had appointed 
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him to be the Apostle of the Gentiles. The same thing we may see 
in the election of Matthias. As the apostolic office was of such im-
portance that they did not venture to appoint any one to it of their 
own judgment, they bring forward two, on one of whom the lot 
might fall, that thus the election might have a sure testimony from 
heaven, and, at the same time, the policy of the Church might not 
be disregarded.

15. The next question is, Whether a minister should be chosen 
by the whole Church, or only by colleagues and elders, who have 
the charge of discipline; or whether they may be appointed by the 
authority of one individual?546 Those who attribute this right to 
one individual quote the words of Paul to Titus “For this cause 
left I thee in Crete, that thou shouldest set in order the things that 
are wanting, and ordain elders in every city” (Tit. 1:5); and also to 
Timothy, “Lay hands suddenly on no man” (l Tim. 5:22). But they 
are mistaken if they suppose that Timothy so reigned at Ephesus, 
and Titus in Crete, as to dispose of all things at their own pleasure. 
They only presided by previously giving good and salutary counsels 
to the people, not by doing alone whatever pleased them, while all 
others were excluded. Lest this should seem to be a fiction of mine, 
I will make it plain by a similar example. Luke relates that Barnabas 
and Paul ordained elders throughout the churches, but he at the 
same time marks the plan or mode when he says that it was done 
by suffrage. The words are, Χειροτονήσαντες πρεσβυτέρους κατ᾽ 
ἐκκλησίαν (Acts 14:23). They therefore selected (creabant) two; 
but the whole body, as was the custom of the Greeks in elections, 
declared by a show of hands which of the two they wished to have. 
Thus it is not uncommon for Roman historians to say, that the con-
sul who held the comitia elected the new magistrates, for no other 
reason but because he received the suffrages, and presided over the 
people at the election. Certainly it is not credible that Paul conced-
ed more to Timothy and Titus than he assumed to himself. Now 
we see that his custom was to appoint bishops by the suffrages of 
the people. We must therefore interpret the above passages, so as 
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not to infringe on the common right and liberty of the Church. 
Rightly, therefore, does Cyprian contend for it as of divine author-
ity, that the priest be chosen in presence of the people, before the 
eyes of all, and be approved as worthy and fit by public judgment 
and testimony, (Cyprian, Lib. 1 Ep. 3). Indeed, we see that by the 
command of the Lord, the practice in electing the Levitical priests 
was to bring them forward in view of the people before consecra-
tion. Nor is Matthias enrolled among the number of the apostles, 
nor are the seven deacons elected in any other way, than at the 
sight and approval of the people (Acts 6:2). “Those examples,” says 
Cyprian, “show that the ordination of a priest behoved not to take 
place, unless under the consciousness of the people assisting, so 
that ordination was just and legitimate which was vouched by the 
testimony of all.” We see, then, that ministers are legitimately called 
according to the word of God, when those who may have seemed 
fit are elected on the consent and approbation of the people. Other 
pastors, however, ought to preside over the election, lest any error 
should be committed by the general body either through levity, or 
bad passion, or tumult.

16. It remains to consider the form of ordination, to which we 
have assigned the last place in the call (see chap. 4, sec. 14, 15). It 
is certain, that when the apostles appointed any one to the min-
istry, they used no other ceremony than the laying on of hands. 
This form was derived, I think, from the custom of the Jews, who, 
by the laying on of hands, in a manner presented to God whatev-
er they wished to be blessed and consecrated. Thus Jacob, when 
about to bless Ephraim and Manasseh, placed his hands upon their 
heads (Gen. 48:14). The same thing was done by our Lord, when 
he prayed over the little children (Mt. 19:15). With the same intent 
(as I imagine), the Jews, according to the injunction of the law, 
laid hands upon their sacrifices. Wherefore, the apostles, by the 
laying on of hands, intimated that they made an offering to God 
of him whom they admitted to the ministry; though they also did 
the same thing over those on whom they conferred the visible gifts 
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of the Spirit (Acts 8:17; 19:6). However this be, it was the regular 
form, whenever they called any one to the sacred ministry. In this 
way they consecrated pastors and teachers; in this way they con-
secrated deacons. But though there is no fixed precept concerning 
the laying on of hands, yet as we see that it was uniformly observed 
by the apostles, this careful observance ought to be regarded by 
us in the light of a precept (see chap. 14, sec. 20; chap. 19, sec. 
31). And it is certainly useful, that by such a symbol the dignity of 
the ministry should be commended to the people, and he who is 
ordained, reminded that he is no longer his own, but is bound in 
service to God and the Church. Besides, it will not prove an empty 
sign, if it be restored to its genuine origin. For if the Spirit of God 
has not instituted anything in the Church in vain, this ceremo-
ny of his appointment we shall feel not to be useless, provided it 
be not superstitiously abused. Lastly, it is to observed, that it was 
not the whole people, but only pastors, who laid hands on minis-
ters, though it is uncertain whether or not several always laid their 
hands: it is certain, that in the case of the deacons, it was done by 
Paul and Barnabas, and some few others (Acts 6:6; 13:3). But in 
another place, Paul mentions that he himself, without any others, 
laid hands on Timothy. “Wherefore, I put thee in remembrance, 
that thou stir up the gift of God which is in thee, by the putting on 
of my hands” (2 Tim. 1:6). For what is said in the First Epistle, of 
the laying on of the hands of the presbytery, I do not understand as 
if Paul were speaking of the college of Elders. By the expression, I 
understand the ordination itself; as if he had said, Act so, that the 
gift which you received by the laying on of hands, when I made you 
a presbyter, may not be in vain.

CHAPTER 4.
Of The State Of The Primitive Church, And The Mode Of 
Government In Use Before The Papacy.

The divisions of this chapter are,—I. The mode of government 
in the primitive Church, sec 1-10. II. The formal ordination of 
Bishops and Ministers in the primitive Church, sec. 10-15.
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Sections.
1. The method of government in the primitive Church. 
Not in every respect conformable to the rule of the word of 
God. Three distinct orders of Ministers.
2. First, the Bishop, for the sake of preserving order, pre-
sided over the Presbyters or Pastors. The office of Bishop. 
Presbyter and Bishop the same. The institution of this or-
der ancient.
3. The office of Bishop and Presbyters. Strictly preserved in 
the primitive Church.
4. Of Archbishops and Patriarchs. Very seldom used. For 
what end instituted. Hierarchy an improper name, and 
not used in Scripture.
5. Deacons, the second order of Ministers in the primi-
tive Church. Their proper office. The Bishop their inspec-
tor. Subdeacons, their assistants. Archdeacons, their pres-
idents. The reading of the Gospel, an adventitious office 
conferred in honour on the Deacons.
6. Mode in which the goods of the Church were anciently 
dispensed. 1. The support of the poor. 2. Due provision for 
the ministers of the Church.
7. The administration at first free and voluntary. The rev-
enues of the Church afterwards classed under four heads.
8. A third part of the revenues devoted to the fabric of 
churches. To this, however, when necessary, the claim of 
the poor was preferred. Sayings, testimonies, and exam-
ples to this effect, from Cyril, Acatius, Jerome, Exuperius, 
Ambrose.
9. The Clerici, among whom were the Doorkeepers and 
Acolytes, were the names given to exercises used as a kind 
of training for tyros.
10. Second part of the chapter, treating of the calling of 
Ministers. Some error introduced in course of time in 
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respect to celibacy from excessive strictness. In regard to 
the ordination of Ministers, full regard not always paid 
to the consent of the people. Why the people less anxious 
to maintain their right. Ordinations took place at stated 
times.
11. In the ordination of Bishops the liberty of the people 
maintained.
12. Certain limits afterwards introduced to restrain the 
inconsiderate licence of the multitude.
13. This mode of election long prevailed. Testimony of 
Gregory. Nothing repugnant to this in the decretals of Gra-
tian.
14. The form of ordination in the ancient Church.
15. This form gradually changed.

1. Hitherto we have discoursed of the order of church govern-
ment as delivered to us in the pure word of God, and of ministerial 
offices as instituted by Christ (chap. 1 sec. 5, 6; chap. 3). Now that 
the whole subject may be more clearly and familiarly explained, 
and also better fixed in our minds, it will be useful to attend to 
the form of the early church, as this will give us a kind of visible 
representation of the divine institution. For although the bishops 
of those times published many canons, in which they seemed to 
express more than is expressed by the sacred volume, yet they were 
so cautious in framing all their economy on the word of God, the 
only standard, that it is easy to see that they scarcely in any respect 
departed from it. Even if something may be wanting in these en-
actments, still, as they were sincerely desirous to preserve the di-
vine institution, and have not strayed far from it, it will be of great 
benefit here briefly to explain what their observance was. As we 
have stated that three classes of ministers are set before us in Scrip-
ture, so the early Church distributed all its ministers into three or-
ders. For from the order of presbyters, part were selected as pastors 
and teachers, while to the remainder was committed the censure 
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of manners and discipline. To the deacons belonged the care of the 
poor and the dispensing of alms. Readers and Acolytes were not 
the names of certain offices; but those whom they called clergy, 
they accustomed from their youth to serve the Church by certain 
exercises, that they might the better understand for what they were 
destined, and afterwards come better prepared for their duty, as I 
will shortly show at greater length. Accordingly, Jerome, in setting 
forth five orders in the Church, enumerates Bishops, Presbyters, 
Deacons, Believers, Catechumens: to the other Clergy and Monks 
he gives no proper place547 (Hieron. in Jes. c. 9).

2. All, therefore, to whom the office of teaching was committed, 
they called presbyters, and in each city these presbyters selected 
one of their number to whom they gave the special title of bishop, 
lest, as usually happens, from equality dissension should arise. The 
bishop, however, was not so superior in honour and dignity as to 
have dominion over his colleagues, but as it belongs to a president 
in an assembly to bring matters before them, collect their opinions, 
take precedence of others in consulting, advising, exhorting, guide 
the whole procedure by his authority, and execute what is decreed 
by common consent, a bishop held the same office in a meeting of 
presbyters. And the ancients themselves confess that this practice 
was introduced by human arrangement, according to the exigen-
cy of the times. Thus Jerome, on the Epistle to Titus, cap. 1, says, 
“A bishop is the same as a presbyter. And before dissensions were 
introduced into religion by the instigation of the devil, and it was 
said among the people, I am of Paul, and I of Cephas, churches 
were governed by a common council of presbyters. Afterwards, 
that the seeds of dissension might be plucked up, the whole charge 
was devolved upon mendatory rescripts, preventions, and the like. 
But they all conduct one. Therefore, as presbyters know that by the 
custom of the Church they are subject to him who presides, so let 
bishops know that they are greater than presbyters more by cus-
tom than in consequence of our Lord’s appointment, and ought to 
rule the Church for the common good.” In another place he shows 
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how ancient the custom was (Hieron. Epist. ad Evang.). For he says 
that at Alexandria, from Mark the Evangelist, as far down as Her-
aclas and Dionysius, presbyters always placed one, selected from 
themselves, in a higher rank, and gave him the name of bishop. 
Each city, therefore, had a college of presbyters, consisting of pas-
tors and teachers. For they all performed to the people that office 
of teaching, exhorting, and correcting, which Paul enjoins on bish-
ops (Tit. 1:9); and that they might leave a seed behind them, they 
made it their business to train the younger men who had devoted 
themselves to the sacred warfare. To each city was assigned a cer-
tain district which took presbyters from it, and was considered as it 
were incorporated into that church. Each presbyter, as I have said, 
merely to preserve order and peace, was under one bishop, who, 
though he excelled others in dignity, was subject to the meeting 
of the brethren. But if the district which was under his bishopric 
was too large for him to be able to discharge all the duties of bish-
op, presbyters were distributed over it in certain places to act as 
his substitutes in minor matters. These were called Chorepiscopi 
(rural bishops), because they represented the bishops throughout 
the province.

3. But, in regard to the office of which we now treat, the bishop 
as well as the presbyters behoved to employ themselves in the ad-
ministration of word and sacraments. For, at Alexandria only (as 
Arius had there troubled the Church), it was enacted, that no pres-
byter should deliver an address to the people, as Socrates says, Tri-
partit. Hist. Lib. 9. Jerome does not conceal his dissatisfaction with 
the enactment (Hieron. Epist. ad Evagr.). It certainly would have 
been deemed monstrous for one to give himself out as a bishop, 
and yet not show himself a true bishop by his conduct. Such, then, 
was the strictness of those times, that all ministers were obliged 
to fulfil the office as the Lord requires of them. Nor do I refer to 
the practice of one age only, since not even in the time of Gregory, 
when the Church had almost fallen (certainly had greatly degen-
erated from ancient purity), would any bishop have been tolerated 
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who abstained from preaching. In some part of his twenty-fourth 
Epistle he says, “The priest dies when no sound is heard from him: 
for he calls forth the wrath of the unseen Judge against him if he 
walks without the sound of preaching.” Elsewhere he says, “When 
Paul testifies that he is pure from the blood of all men (Acts 20:26), 
by his words, we, who are called priests, are charged, are arraigned, 
are shown to be guilty, since to those sins which we have of our 
own we add the deaths of other men, for we commit murder as of-
ten as lukewarm and silent we see them daily going to destruction” 
(Gregor. Hom. in Ezek. 11:26 ).

He calls himself and others silent when less assiduous in their 
work than they ought to be. Since he does not spare even those 
who did their duty partially, what think you would he do in the 
case of those who entirely neglected it? For a long time, therefore, 
it was regarded in the Church as the first duty of a bishop to feed 
the people by the word of God, or to edify the Church, in public 
and private, with sound doctrine.

4. As to the fact, that each province had an archbishop among 
the bishops (see chap. 7 sec. 15), and, moreover, that, in the Coun-
cil of Nice, patriarchs were appointed to be superior to archbish-
ops, in order and dignity, this was designed for the preservation 
of discipline, although, in treating of the subject here, it ought not 
to be omitted, that the practice was very rare. The chief reason for 
which these orders were instituted was, that if anything occurred 
in any church which could not well be explicated by a few, it might 
be referred to a provincial synod. If the magnitude or difficulty of 
the case demanded a larger discussion, patriarchs were employed 
along with synods,25 and from them there was no appeal except 
to a General Council. To the government thus constituted some 
gave the name of Hierarchy—a name, in my opinion, improper, 

25	 French, “La cognoissance venoit aux patriarches, qui assembler-
ent le concile do tous les eveques respondant a leur primauté;”—the cog-
nisance fell to the patriarchs, who assembled a council of all the bishops 
corresponding to their precedence.
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certainly one not used by Scripture. For the Holy Spirit designed 
to provide that no one should dream of primacy or domination in 
regard to the government of the Church. But if, disregarding the 
term, we look to the thing, we shall find that the ancient bishops 
had no wish to frame a form of church government different from 
that which God has prescribed in his word.

5. Nor was the case of deacons then different from what it had 
been under the apostles (chap. 3 sec. 6). For they received the daily 
offerings of the faithful, and the annual revenues of the Church, 
that they might apply them to their true uses; in other words, part-
ly in maintaining ministers, and partly in supporting the poor; at 
the sight of the bishop, however, to whom they every year gave an 
account of their stewardship. For, although the canons uniform-
ly make the bishop the dispenser of all the goods of the Church, 
this is not to be understood as if he by himself undertook that 
charge, but because it belonged to him to prescribe to the deacon 
who were to be admitted to the public alimony of the Church, 
and point out to what persons, and in what portions, the residue 
was to be distributed, and because he was entitled to see wheth-
er the deacon faithfully performed his office. Thus, in the canons 
which they ascribe to the apostles, it is said, “We command that 
the bishop have the affairs of the Church under his control. For 
if the souls of men, which are more precious, have been intrust-
ed to him, much more is he entitled to have the charge of money 
matters, so that under his control all may be dispensed to the poor 
by the presbyters and deacons, that the ministration may be made 
reverently and with due care.” And in the Council of Antioch, it 
was decreed (cap. 35), that bishops, who inter-meddled with the 
effects of the Church, without the knowledge of the presbyters and 
deacons, should be restrained. But there is no occasion to discuss 
this point farther, since it is evident, from many of the letters of 
Gregory, that even at that time, when the ecclesiastical ordinanc-
es were otherwise much vitiated, it was still the practice for the 
deacons to be, under the bishops, the stewards of the poor. It is 
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probable that at the first subdeacons were attached to the deacons, 
to assist them in the management of the poor; but the distinction 
was gradually lost. Archdeacons began to be appointed when the 
extent of the revenues demanded a new and more exact method of 
administration, though Jerome mentions that it already existed in 
his day.26 To them belonged the amount of revenues, possessions, 
and furniture, and the charge of the daily offerings. Hence Gregory 
declares to the Archdeacon Solitanus, that the blame rested with 
him, if any of the goods of the Church perished through his fraud 
or negligence. The reading of the word to the people, and exhor-
tation to prayer, was assigned to them, and they were permitted, 
moreover, to give the cup in the sacred Supper; but this was done 
for the purpose of honouring their office, that they might perform 
it with greater reverence, when they were reminded by such sym-
bols that what they discharged was not some profane stewardship, 
but a spiritual function dedicated to God.

6. Hence, also, we may judge what was the use, and of what 
nature was the distribution of ecclesiastical goods. You may ev-
erywhere find, both from the decrees of synods, and from ancient 
writers, that whatever the Church possessed, either in lands or in 
money, was the patrimony of the poor. Accordingly, the saying is 
ever and anon sounded in the ears of bishops and deacons, Re-
member that you are not handling your own property, but that 
destined for the necessities of the poor; if you dishonestly conceal 
or dilapidate it, you will be guilty of blood. Hence they are admon-
ished to distribute them to those to whom they are due, with the 
greatest fear and reverence, as in the sight of God, without respect 
of persons. Hence, also, in Chrysostom, Ambrose, Augustine, and 
other like bishops, those grave obtestations in which they assert 
their integrity before the people. But since it is just in itself, and 
was sanctioned by a divine law, that those who devote their la-
bour to the Church shall be supported at the public expense of 

26	  Hieronymus, Epist. ad Nepotianum. It is mentioned also by 
Chrysostom, Epist. ad Innocent.



82          CHAPTER 4  Of The State Of The Primitive Church, 
And The Mode Of Government In Use Before The Papacy.

the Church, and some presbyters in that age having consecrated 
their patrimony to God, had become voluntarily poor, the distri-
bution was so made that aliment was afforded to ministers, and 
the poor were not neglected. Meanwhile, it was provided that the 
ministers themselves, who ought to be an example of frugality to 
others, should not have so much as might be abused for luxury or 
delicacy; but only what might be needful to support their wants:

“For those clergy, who can be supported by their own patrimo-
ny,” says Jerome, “commit sacrilege if they accept what belongs to 
the poor, and by such abuse eat and drink judgment to themselves.”

7. At first the administration was free and voluntary, when bish-
ops and deacons were faithful of their own accord, and when in-
tegrity of conscience and purity of life supplied the place of laws. 
Afterwards, when, from the cupidity and depraved desires of some, 
bad examples arose, canons were framed, to correct these evils, 
and divided the revenues of the Church into four parts, assign-
ing one to the clergy, another to the poor, another to the repair of 
churches and other edifices, a fourth to the poor, whether27 strang-
ers or natives. For though other canons attribute this last part to 
the bishop, it differs in no respect from the division which I have 
mentioned. For they do not mean that it is his property, which 
he may devour alone or squander in any way he pleases, but that 
it may enable him to use the hospitality which Paul requires in 
that order (1 Tim. 3:2). This is the interpretation of Gelasius and 
Gregory. For the only reason which Gelasius gives why the bishop 
should claim anything to himself is, that he may be able to bestow 
it on captives and strangers. Gregory speaks still more clearly: “It 
is the custom of the Apostolic See,” says he, “to give command to 
the bishop who has been ordained, to divide all the revenues into 
four portions—namely, one to the bishop and his household for 

27	 In the Amsterdam edition the words are only “quartam vero ad-
venis pauperibus.” The Geneva edition of 1559, the last published under 
Calvin’s own eye, has “quartam vero tam advenis quam indigenis pau-
peribus.” With this Tholuck agrees.
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hospitality and maintenance, another to the clergy, a third to the 
poor, a fourth to the repair of churches.” The bishop, therefore, 
could not lawfully take for his own use more than was sufficient 
for moderate and frugal food and clothing. When any one began 
to wanton either in luxury or ostentation and show, he was imme-
diately reprimanded by his colleagues, and if he obeyed not, was 
deprived of his honours.

8. Moreover, the sum expended on the adorning of churches 
was at first very trifling, and even afterwards, when the Church had 
become somewhat more wealthy, they in that matter observed me-
diocrity. Still, whatever money was then collected was reserved for 
the poor, when any greater necessity occurred. Thus Cyril, when a 
famine prevailed in the province of Jerusalem, and the want could 
not otherwise be supplied, took the vessels and robes and sold 
them for the support of the poor. In like manner, Acatius, Bish-
op of Amida, when a great multitude of the Persians were almost 
destroyed by famine, having assembled the clergy, and delivered 
this noble address, “Our God has no need either of chalices or sal-
vers, for he neither eats nor drinks” (Tripart. Hist. Lib. 5 and Lib. 
11 c. 16) melted down the plate, that he might be able to furnish 
food and obtain the means of ransoming the miserable. Jerome 
also, while inveighing against the excessive splendour of churches, 
relates that Exuperius, Bishop of Tholouse, in his day, though he 
carried the body of the Lord in a wicker basket, and his blood in a 
glass, nevertheless suffered no poor man to be hungry (Hieron. ad 
Nepotian). What I lately said of Acatius, Ambrose relates of him-
self. For when the Arians assailed him for having broken down 
the sacred vessels for the ransom of captives, he made this most 
admirable excuse: “He who sent the apostles without gold has also 
gathered churches without gold. The Church has gold not to keep 
but to distribute, and give support in necessity. What need is there 
of keeping what is of no benefit? Are we ignorant how much gold 
and silver the Assyrians carried off from the temple of the Lord? Is 
it not better for a priest to melt them for the support of the poor, 
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if other means are wanting, than for a sacrilegious enemy to carry 
them away? Would not the Lord say, Why have you suffered so 
many poor to die of hunger, and you certainly had gold wherewith 
to minister to their support? Why have so many captives been car-
ried away and not redeemed? Why have so many been slain by the 
enemy? It had been better to preserve living than metallic vessels. 
These charges you will not be able to answer: for what could you 
say? I feared lest the temple of God should want ornament. He 
would answer, Sacraments require not gold, and things which are 
not bought with gold please not by gold. The ornament of the Sac-
raments is the ransom of captives” (Ambros. de Offic. Lib. 2 c. 28). 
In a word, we see the exact truth of what he elsewhere says—viz. 
that whatever the Church then possessed was the revenue of the 
needy. Again, A bishop has nothing but what belongs to the poor 
(Ambros. Lib. 5 Ep. 31, 33).

9. We have now reviewed the ministerial offices of the ancient 
Church. For others, of which ecclesiastical writers make mention, 
were rather exercises and preparations than distinct offices. These 
holy men, that they might leave a nursery of the Church behind 
them, received young men, who, with the consent and authority 
of their parents, devoted themselves to the spiritual warfare un-
der their guardianship and training, and so formed them from 
their tender years, that they might not enter on the discharge of 
the office as ignorant novices. All who received this training were 
designated by the general name of Clerks. I could wish that some 
more appropriate name had been given them, for this appellation 
had its origin in error, or at least improper feeling, since the whole 
church is by Peter denominated κληρος (clerus), that is, the in-
heritance of the Lord (1 Pet. 5:3). It was in itself, however, a most 
sacred and salutary institution, that those who wished to devote 
themselves and their labour to the Church should be brought up 
under the charge of the bishop; so that no one should minister in 
the Church unless he had been previously well trained, unless he 
had in early life imbibed sound doctrine, unless by stricter dis-
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cipline he had formed habits of gravity and severer morals, been 
withdrawn from ordinary business, and accustomed to spiritual 
cares and studies. For as tyros in the military art are trained by 
mock fights for true and serious warfare, so there was a rudimental 
training by which they were exercised in clerical duty before they 
were actually appointed to office. First, then, they intrusted them 
with the opening and shutting of the church, and called them Os-
tiarii. Next, they gave the name of Acolytes to those who assisted 
the bishop in domestic services, and constantly attended him, first, 
as a mark of respect; and, secondly, that no suspicion might arise.28 
Moreover, that they might gradually become known to the people, 
and recommend themselves to them, and at the same time might 
learn to stand the gaze of all, and speak before all, that they might 
not, when appointed presbyters, be overcome with shame when 
they came forward to teach, the office of reading in the desk was 
given them.29 In this way they were gradually advanced, that they 
might prove their carefulness in separate exercises, until they were 
appointed subdeacons. All I mean by this is, that these were rather 
the rudimentary exercises of tyros than functions which were ac-
counted among the true ministries of the Church.

10. In regard to what we have set down as the first and second 
heads in the calling of ministers—viz. the persons to be elected 
and the religious care to be therein exercised—the ancient Church 
followed the injunction of Paul, and the examples of the apostles. 
For they were accustomed to meet for the election of pastors with 
the greatest reverence, and with earnest prayer to God. Moreover, 
they had a form of examination by which they tested the life and 
doctrine of those who were to be elected by the standard of Paul 
(1 Tim. 3:2); only here they sometimes erred from excessive strict-

28	 The French adds, “Afin qu’il n’all’ nulle part sans compagnie et 
sans temoin;”— in order that he might not go anywhere without com-
pany and without witness.

29	 French, “On leur ordonnoit de faire la lecture des Pseaumes au 
pulpitre;”—they ordered them to read the Psalms in the desk.
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ness, by exacting more of a bishop than Paul requires, and espe-
cially, in process of time, by exacting celibacy: but in other respects 
their practice corresponded with Paul’s description. In regard to 
our third head, however—viz. Who were entitled to appoint min-
isters?—they did not always observe the same rule. Anciently none 
were admitted to the number of the clergy without the consent 
of the whole people: and hence Cyprian makes a laboured apol-
ogy for having appointed Aurelius a reader without consulting 
the Church, because, although done contrary to custom, it was 
not done without reason. He thus premises: “In ordaining clergy, 
dearest brethren, we are wont previously to consult you, and weigh 
the manners and merits of each by the common advice” (Cypri-
an. Lib. 2 Ep. 5). But as in these minor exercises553 there was no 
great danger, inasmuch as they were appointed to a long proba-
tion and unimportant function, the consent of the people ceased 
to be asked. Afterwards, in other orders also, with the exception 
of the bishopric, the people usually left the choice and decision 
to the bishop and presbyters, who thus determined who were fit 
and worthy, unless, perhaps, when new presbyters were appoint-
ed to parishes, for then the express consent of the inhabitants of 
the place behoved to be given. Nor is it strange that in this matter 
the people were not very anxious to maintain their right, for no 
subdeacon was appointed who had not given a long proof of his 
conduct in the clerical office, agreeably to the strictness of disci-
pline then in use. After he had approved himself in that degree, 
he was appointed deacon, and thereafter, if he conducted himself 
faithfully, he attained to the honour of a presbyter. Thus none were 
promoted whose conduct had not, in truth, been tested for many 
years under the eye of the people. There were also many canons for 
punishing their faults, so that the Church, if she did not neglect the 
remedies, was not burdened with bad presbyters or deacons. In the 
case of presbyters, indeed, the consent of the citizens was always 
required, as is attested by the canon (Primus Distinct. 67), which is 
attributed to Anacletus. In fine, all ordinations took place at stated 
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periods of the year, that none might creep in stealthily without 
the consent of the faithful, or be promoted with too much facility 
without witnesses.

11. In electing bishops, the people long retained their right of 
preventing any one from being intruded who was not acceptable 
to all. Accordingly, it was forbidden by the Council of Antioch to 
induct any one on the unwilling. This also Leo I. carefully con-
firms. Hence these passages: “Let him be elected whom the clergy 
and people or the majority demand.” Again. “Let him who is to 
preside over all be elected by all” (Leo, Ep. 90, cap. 2). He, there-
fore, who is appointed while unknown and unexamined, must of 
necessity be violently intruded. Again, “Let him be elected who 
is chosen by the clergy, and called by the people, and let him be 
consecrated by the provincials with the judgment of the metro-
politan.” So careful were the holy fathers that this liberty of the 
people should on no account be diminished, that when a general 
council, assembled at Constantinople, were ordaining Nectarius, 
they declined to do it without the approbation of the whole clergy 
and people, as their letter to the Roman synod testified. Accord-
ingly, when any bishop nominated his successor, the act was not 
ratified without consulting the whole people. Of this you have not 
only an example, but the form, in Augustine, in the nomination of 
Eradius (August. Ep. 110). And Theodoret, after relating that Peter 
was the successor nominated by Athanasius, immediately adds, 
that the sacerdotal order ratified it, that the magistracy, chief men, 
and whole people, by their acclamation approved.30

12. It was, indeed, decreed (and I admit on the best grounds) 
by the Council of Laodicea (Can. 18) that the election should not 
be left to crowds. For it scarcely ever happens that so many heads, 
with one consent, settle any affair well. It generally holds true, 
“Incertum scindi studia in contraria vulgus;”—“Opposing wish-
es rend the fickle crowd.” For, first, the clergy alone selected, and 

30	 The whole narrative in Theodoret is most deserving of notice. 
Theodoret. Lib. 4 cap. 20.
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presented him whom they had selected to the magistrate, or sen-
ate, and chief men. These, after deliberation, put their signature to 
the election, if it seemed proper, if not, they chose another whom 
they more highly approved. The matter was then laid before the 
multitude, who, although not bound by those previous proceed-
ings, were less able to act tumultuously. Or, if the matter began 
with the multitude, it was only that it might be known whom they 
were most desirous to have; the wishes of the people being heard, 
the clergy at length elected. Thus, it was neither lawful for the cler-
gy to appoint whom they chose, nor were they, however, under 
the necessity of yielding to the foolish desires of the people. Leo 
sets down this order, when he says, “The wishes of the citizens, the 
testimonies of the people, the choice of the honourable, the elec-
tion of the clergy, are to be waited for” (Leo, Ep. 87). Again, “Let 
the testimony of the honourable, the subscription of the clergy, the 
consent of the magistracy and people, be obtained; otherwise (says 
he) it must on no account be done.” Nor is anything more intended 
by the decree of the Council of Laodicea, than that the clergy and 
rulers were not to allow themselves to be carried away by the rash 
multitude, but rather by their prudence and gravity to repress their 
foolish desires whenever there was occasion.

13. This mode of election was still in force in the time of Greg-
ory, and probably continued to a much later period. Many of his 
letters which are extant clearly prove this, for whenever a new bish-
op is to be elected, his custom is to write to the clergy, magistrates, 
and people; sometimes also to the governor, according to the na-
ture of the government. But if, on account of the unsettled state of 
the Church, he gives the oversight of the election to a neighbour-
ing bishop, he always requires a formal decision confirmed by the 
subscriptions of all. Nay, when one Constantius was elected Bishop 
of Milan, and in consequence of the incursions of the Barbarians 
many of the Milanese had fled to Genoa, he thought that the elec-
tion would not be lawful unless they too were called together and 
gave their assent (Gregor. Lib. 2 Ep. 69). Nay, five hundred years 
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have not elapsed since Pope Nicholas fixed the election of the Ro-
man Pontiff in this way, first, that the cardinals should precede; 
next, that they should join to themselves the other clergy; and, 
lastly, that the election should be ratified by the consent of the 
people. And in the end he recites the decree of Leo, which I late-
ly quoted, and orders it to be enforced in future. But should the 
malice of the wicked so prevail that the clergy are obliged to quit 
the city, in order to make a pure election, he, however, orders that 
some of the people shall, at the same time, be present. The suffrage 
of the Emperor, as far as we can understand, was required only in 
two churches, those of Rome and Constantinople, these being the 
two seats of empire. For when Ambrose was sent by Valentini-
anus to Milan with authority to superintend the election of a new 
bishop, it was an extraordinary proceeding, in consequence of 
the violent factions which raged among the citizens. But at Rome 
the authority of the Emperor in the election of the bishop was 
so great, that Gregory says he was appointed to the government 
of the Church by his order (Gregor. Lib. 1 Ep. 5), though he had 
been called by the people in regular form. The custom, howev-
er, was, that when the magistrates, clergy, and people, nominated 
any one, he was forthwith presented to the Emperor, who either 
by approving ratified, or by disapproving annulled the election. 
There is nothing contrary to this practice in the decretals which 
are collected by Gratian. where all that is said is, that it was on no 
account to be tolerated, that canonical election should be abol-
ished, and a king should at pleasure appoint a bishop, and that one 
thus promoted by violent authority was not to be consecrated by 
the metropolitans. For it is one thing to deprive the Church of her 
right, and transfer it entirely to the caprice of a single individual; 
it is another thing to assign to a king or emperor the honour of 
confirming a legitimate election by his authority.

14. It now remains to treat of the form by which the ministers of 
the ancient Church were initiated to their office after election. This 
was termed by the Latins, Ordination or consecration, and by the 
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Greeks χειροτονία, sometimes also χειροθεσία, though χειροτονία 
properly denotes that mode of election by which suffrages are de-
clared by a show of hands. There is extant a decree of the Council 
of Nice, to the effect that the metropolitans, with all the bishops of 
the province, were to meet to ordain him who was chosen. But if, 
from distance, or sickness, or any other necessary cause, part were 
prevented, three at least should meet, and those who were absent 
signify their consent by letter. And this canon, after it had fallen 
into desuetude, was afterwards renewed by several councils. All, or 
at least all who had not an excuse, were enjoined to be present, in 
order that a stricter examination might be had of the life and doc-
trine of him who was to be ordained; for the thing was not done 
without examination. And it appears, from the words of Cyprian, 
that, in old time, they were not wont to be called after the election, 
but to be present at the election, and with the view of their acting 
as moderators, that no disorder might be committed by the crowd. 
For after saying that the people had the power either of choosing 
worthy or refusing unworthy priests, he immediately adds, “For 
which reason, we must carefully observe and hold by the divine 
and apostolic tradition (which is observed by us also, and almost 
by all the provinces), that for the due performance of ordinations 
all the nearest bishops of the province should meet with the people 
over whom the person is proposed to be ordained, and the bish-
op should be elected in presence of the people. But as they were 
sometimes too slowly assembled, and there was a risk that some 
might abuse the delay for purposes of intrigue, it was thought that 
it would be sufficient if they came after the designation was made, 
and on due investigation consecrated him who had been approved.

15. While this was done everywhere without exception, a dif-
ferent custom gradually gained ground—namely, that those who 
were elected should go to the metropolitan to obtain ordination. 
This was owing more to ambition, and the corruption of the an-
cient custom, than to any good reason. And not long after, the au-
thority of the Romish See being now increased, another still worse 
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custom was introduced, of applying to it for the consecration of 
the bishops of almost all Italy. This we may observe from the let-
ters of Gregory (Lib. 2 Ep. 69, 76). The ancient right was preserved 
by a few cities only which had not yielded so easily; for instance, 
Milan. Perhaps metropolitan sees only retained their privilege. 
For, in order to consecrate an archbishop, it was the practice for 
all the provincial bishops to meet in the metropolitan city. The 
form used was the laying on of hands (chap. 19 sec. 28, 31). I do 
not read that any other ceremonies were used, except that, in the 
public meeting, the bishops had some dress to distinguish them 
from the other presbyters. Presbyters, also, and deacons, were or-
dained by the laying on of hands; but each bishop, with the college 
of presbyters, ordained his own presbyters. But though they all 
did the same act, yet because the bishop presided, and the ordi-
nation was performed as it were under his auspices, it was said to 
be his. Hence ancient writers often say that a presbyter does not 
differ in any respect from a bishop except in not having the power 
of ordaining.

CHAPTER 5
The Ancient Form Of Government Utterly Corrupted By 
The Tyranny Of The Papacy.

This chapter consists of two parts,—I. Who are called to the 
ministry under the Papacy, their character, and the ground of 
their appointment, sec. l-7. II. How far they fulfil their office, sec. 
8-19.

Sections.
1. Who and what kind of persons are uniformly appoint-
ed bishops in the Papacy. 1. No inquiry into doctrine. 2. 
In regard to character, the unlearned and dissolute, boys, 
or men of wicked lives, chosen.
2. The right of the people taken away, though maintained 
by Leo, Cyprian, and Councils. It follows that there is 
no Canonical election in the Papacy. Two objections an-
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swered. Papal elections, what. Kind of persons elected.
3. A fuller explanation of the answer to the second objec-
tion, unfolding the errors of people, bishops, and princes.
4. No election of presbyters and deacons in the Papacy. 1. 
Because they are ordained for a different end. 2. Contrary 
to the command of Scripture and the Council of Chalce-
don, no station is assigned them. 3. Both the name and 
thing adulterated by a thousand frauds.
5. Refutation of those corruptions. Proper end of ordina-
tion. Of trial, and other necessary things. For these, wick-
ed and sanguinary men have substituted vain show and 
deplorable blindness.
6. Second corruption relating to the assignation of bene-
fices which they call collation. Manifold abuses here ex-
posed. Why the offices of priests are in the Papacy called 
benefices.
7. One individual appointed over five or six churches. This 
most shameful corruption severely condemned by many 
Councils.
8. Second part of the chapter—viz. how the office is dis-
charged. Monks who have no place among Presbyters. Ob-
jection answered.
9. Presbyters divided into beneficiaries and mercenaries. 
The beneficiaries are bishops, parsons, canons, chaplains, 
abbots, priors. The mercenaries condemned by the word 
of God.
10. The name of beneficiaries given to idle priests who per-
form no office in the church. Objection answered. What 
kind of persons the canons should be. Another objection 
answered. The beneficiaries not true presbyters.
11. The bishops and rectors of parishes, by deserting their 
churches, glory only in an empty name.
12. The seeds of this evil in the age of Gregory, who inveighs 
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against mercenaries. More sharply rebuked by Bernard.
13. The supreme Popish administration described. Ri-
diculous allegation of those so-called ministers of the 
Church. Answer.
14. Their shameful morals. Scarcely one who would not 
have been excommunicated or deposed by the ancient 
canons.
15. No true diaconate existing in the Papacy, though they 
have still the shadow of it. Corruption of the practice of 
the primitive Church in regard to deacons.
16. Ecclesiastical property, which was formerly adminis-
tered by true deacons, plundered by bishops and canons, 
in defraud of the poor.
17. Blasphemous defence of these robbers. Answer. Kings 
doing homage to Christ. Theodosius. A saying of Am-
brose.
18. Another defence with regard to the adorning of 
churches. Answer.
19. Concluding answer, showing that the diaconate is 
completely subverted by the Papacy.

1. It may now be proper to bring under the eye of the reader 
the order of church government observed by the Roman See and 
all its satellites, and the whole of that hierarchy, which they have 
perpetually in their mouths, and compare it with the description 
we have given of the primitive and early Church, that the contrast 
may make it manifest what kind of church those have who plume 
themselves on the very title, as sufficient to outweigh, or rather 
overwhelm us. It will be best to begin with the call, that we may 
see who are called to the ministry, with what character, and on 
what grounds. Thereafter we will consider how far they faithfully 
fulfil their office. We shall give the first place to the bishops; would 
that they could claim the honour of holding the first rank in this 
disscussion! But the subject does not allow me even to touch it 
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lightly, without exposing their disgrace. Still, let me remember in 
what kind of writing I am engaged, and not allow my discourse, 
which ought to be framed for simple teaching, to wander beyond 
its proper limits. But let any of them, who have not laid aside all 
modesty, tell me what kind of bishops are uniformly elected in the 
present day. Any examination of doctrine is too old fashioned, but 
if any respect is had to doctrine, they make choice of some lawyer 
who knows better how to plead in the forum than to preach in the 
church. This much is certain, that for a hundred years, scarcely one 
in a hundred has been elected who had any acquaintance with sa-
cred doctrine. I do not spare former ages because they were much 
better, but because the question now relates only to the present 
Church. If morals be inquired into, we shall find few or almost 
none whom the ancient canons would not have judged unworthy. 
If one was not a drunkard, he was a fornicator; if one was free from 
this vice, he was either a gambler or sportsman, or a loose liver in 
some respect. For there are lighter faults which, according to the 
ancient canons, exclude from the episcopal office. But the most 
absurd thing of all is, that even boys scarcely ten years of age are, 
by the permission of the Pope, made bishops. Such is the effron-
tery and stupidity to which they have arrived, that they have no 
dread even of that last and monstrous iniquity, which is altogether 
abhorrent even from natural feeling. Hence it appears what kind 
of elections these must have been, when such supine negligence 
existed.

2. Then in election, the whole right has been taken from the 
people. Vows, assents, subscriptions, and all things of this sort, 
have disappeared; the whole power has been given to the canons 
alone. First, they confer the episcopal office on whomsoever they 
please; by-and-by they bring him forth into the view of the people, 
but it is to be adored, not examined. But Leo protests that no rea-
son permits this, and declares it to be a violent imposition (Leo, 
Ep. 90, cap. 2). Cyprian, after declaring it to be of divine authority, 
that election should not take place without the consent of the peo-
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ple, shows that a different procedure is at variance with the word 
of God. Numerous decrees of councils most strictly forbid it to be 
otherwise done, and if done, order it to be null. If this is true, there 
is not throughout the whole Papacy in the present day any canon-
ical election in accordance either with divine or ecclesiastical law. 
Now, were there no other evil in this, what excuse can they give for 
having robbed the Church of her right? But the corruption of the 
times required (they say), that since hatred and party-spirit pre-
vailed with the people and magistrates in the election of bishops 
more than right and sound judgment, the determination should 
be confined to a few. Allow that this was the last remedy in des-
perate circumstances. When the cure was seen to be more hurt-
ful than the disease, why was not a remedy provided for this new 
evil? But it is said that the course which the Canons must follow 
is strictly prescribed. But can we doubt, that even in old times the 
people, on meeting to elect a bishop, were aware that they were 
bound by the most sacred laws, when they saw a rule prescribed 
by the word of God? That one sentence in which God describes the 
true character of a bishop ought justly to be of more weight than 
ten thousand canons. Nevertheless, carried away by the worst of 
feelings, they had no regard to law or equity. So in the present day, 
though most excellent laws have been made, they remain buried 
in writing. Meanwhile, the general and approved practice is (and 
it is carried on as it were systematically), that drunkards, forni-
cators, gamblers, are everywhere promoted to this honour; nay, 
this is little: bishoprics are the rewards of adulterers and panders: 
for when they are given to hunters and hawkers, things may be 
considered at the best. To excuse such unworthy procedure in any 
way, were to be wicked over much. The people had a most excel-
lent canon prescribed to them by the word of God—viz. that a 
bishop must be blameless, apt to teach, not a brawler, &c. (1 Tim. 
3:2). Why, then, was the province of electing transferred from the 
people to these men? Just because among the tumults and factions 
of the people the word of God was not heard. And, on the other 
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hand, why is it not in the present day transferred from these men, 
who not only violate all laws, but having cast off shame, libidinous-
ly, avariciously, and ambitiously, mix and confound things human 
and divine?

3. But it is not true to say that the thing was devised as a remedy. 
We read, that in old times tumults often arose in cities at the elec-
tion of bishops; yet no one ever ventured to think of depriving the 
citizens of their right: for they had other methods by which they 
could either prevent the fault, or correct it when committed. I will 
state the matter as it truly is. When the people began to be negligent 
in making their choice, and left the business, as less suited to them, 
to the presbyters, these abused the opportunity to usurp a dom-
ination, which they afterwards established by putting forth new 
canons. Ordination is now nothing else than a mere mockery. For 
the kind of examination of which they make a display is so empty 
and trifling, that it even entirely wants the semblance. Therefore. 
when sovereigns, by paction with the Roman Pontiffs, obtained 
for themselves the right of nominating bishops, the Church sus-
tained no new injury, because the canons were merely deprived of 
an election which they had seized without any right, or acquired by 
stealth. Nothing, indeed, can be more disgraceful, than that bish-
ops should be sent from courts to take possession of churches, and 
pious princes would do well to desist from such corruption. For 
there is an impious spoliation of the Church whenever any peo-
ple have a bishop intruded whom they have not asked, or at least 
freely approved. But that disorderly practice, which long existed 
in churches, gave occasion to sovereigns to assume to themselves 
the presentation of bishops. They wished the benefice to belong to 
themselves, rather than to those who had no better right to it, and 
who equally abused it.

4. Such is the famous call, on account of which bishops boast 
that they are the successors of the apostles. They say, moreover, 
that they alone can competently appoint presbyters. But herein 
they most shamefully corrupt the ancient institution, that they by 
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their ordination appoint not presbyters to guide and feed the peo-
ple, but priests to sacrifice. In like manner, when they consecrate 
deacons, they pay no regard to their true and proper office, but 
only ordain to certain ceremonies concerning the cup and patent. 
But in the Council of Chalcedon it was, on the contrary, decreed 
that there should be no absolute ordinations, that is, ordinations 
without assigning to the ordained a place where they were to exer-
cise their office. This decree is most useful for two reasons—first, 
That churches may not be burdened with superfluous expense, 
nor idle men receive what ought to be distributed to the poor; 
and, secondly, That those who are ordained may consider that 
they are not promoted merely to an honorary office, but intrusted 
with a duty which they are solemnly bound to discharge. But the 
Roman authorities (who think that nothing is to be cared for in 
religion but their belly) consider the first title to be a revenue ade-
quate to their support, whether it be from their own patrimony or 
from the priesthood. Accordingly, when they ordain presbyters 
or deacons, without any anxiety as to where they ought to minis-
ter, they confer the order, provided those ordained are sufficiently 
rich to support themselves. But what man can admit that the title 
which the decree of the council requires is an annual revenue for 
sustenance? Again, when more recent canons made bishops lia-
ble in the support of those whom they had ordained without a fit 
title, that they might thus repress too great facility, a method was 
devised of eluding the penalty. For he who is ordained promises 
that whatever be the title named he will be contented with it. In 
this way he is precluded from an action for aliment. I say nothing 
of the thousand frauds which are here committed, as when some 
falsely claim the empty titles of benefices, from which they can-
not obtain a sixpence of revenue, and others by secret stipulation 
obtain a temporary appointment, which they promise that they 
will immediately restore, but sometimes do not. There are still 
more mysteries of the same kind.

5. But although these grosser abuses were removed, is it not 
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at all times absurd to appoint a presbyter without assigning him 
a locality? For when they ordain it is only to sacrifice. But the 
legitimate ordination of a presbyter is to the government of the 
Church, while deacons are called to the charge of alms. It is true, 
many pompous ceremonies are used to disguise the act, that mere 
show may excite veneration in the simple; but what effect can these 
semblances have upon men of sound minds, when beneath them 
there is nothing solid or true? They used ceremonies either bor-
rowed from Judaism or devised by themselves; from these it were 
better if they would abstain. Of the trial (for it is unnecessary to say 
anything of the shadow which they retain), of the consent of the 
people, of other necessary things, there is no mention. By shadow, 
I mean those ridiculous gesticulations framed in inept and frigid 
imitation of antiquity. The bishops have their vicars, who, previous 
to ordination, inquire into doctrine. But what is the inquiry? Is it 
whether they are able to read their Missals, or whether they can 
decline some common noun which occurs in the lesson, or con-
jugate a verb, or give the meaning of some one word? For it is not 
necessary to give the sense of a single sentence. And yet even those 
who are deficient in these puerile elements are not repelled, pro-
vided they bring the recommendation of money or influence. Of 
the same nature is the question which is thrice put in an unintelli-
gible voice, when the persons who are to be ordained are brought 
to the altar—viz. Are they worthy of the honour? One (who never 
saw them, but has his part in the play, that no form may be want-
ing) answers, They are worthy.31 What can you accuse in these ven-

31	 “C’est un acte semblable, que quand ceux qu’on doit promouvoir 
se presentent à l’autel, on demande par trois fois en Latin, s’il ést digne; et 
quelcun qui ne l’a jamais vue, ou quelque valet de chambre que n’entend 
point Latin, repond en Latin qu’il est digne: tout ainsi qu’un personnage 
joueroit son rolle en une farce.”—In like manner, when those whom they 
are to promote present themselves at the altar, they ask, three times in 
Latin, if he is worthy; and some one who has never seen him, or some 
valet who does not understand Latin, replies, in Latin, that he is worthy: 
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erable fathers save that, by indulging in such sacrilegious sport, 
they shamelessly laugh at God and man? But as they have long 
been in possession of the thing, they think they have now a legal 
title to it. For any one who ventures to open his lips against these 
palpable and flagrant iniquities is hurried off to a capital trial, like 
one who had in old time divulged the mysteries of Ceres. Would 
they act thus if they had any belief in a God?

6. Then in the collation of benefices (which was formerly con-
joined with ordination, but is now altogether separate), how much 
better do they conduct themselves? But they have many reasons 
to give, for it is not bishops alone who confer the office of priests 
(and even in their case, where they are called Collators, they have 
not always the full right), but others have the presentation, while 
they only retain the honorary title of collations. To these are added 
nominations from schools, resignations, either simple or by way 
of exchange, commendatory rescripts, preventions, and the like. 
But they all conduct themselves in such a way that one cannot up-
braid another. I maintain that, in the Papacy in the present day, 
scarcely one benefice in a hundred is conferred without simony, 
as the ancients have defined it (Calv. in Art. 8:21). I say not that 
all purchase for a certain sum; but show me one in twenty who 
does not attain to the priesthood by some sinister method. Some 
owe their promotion to kindred or affinity, others to the influence 
of their parents, while others procure favour by obsequiousness. 
In short, the end for which the offices are conferred is, that pro-
vision may be made not for churches, but for those who receive 
them. Accordingly, they call them benefices, by which name they 
sufficiently declare, that they look on them in no other light than 
as the largesses by which princes either court the favour or reward 
the services of their soldiers. I say nothing of the fact, that these 
rewards are conferred on barbers, cooks, grooms, and dross of that 
sort. At present, indeed, there are no cases in law courts which 
make a greater noise than those concerning sacerdotal offices, so 
just as a person would play his part in a farce.
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that you may regard them as nothing else than game set before 
dogs to be hunted. Is it tolerable even to hear the name of pastors 
given to those who have forced their way into the possession of a 
church as into an enemy’s country? who have evicted it by forensic 
brawls? who have bought it for a price? who have laboured for it 
by sordid sycophancy? who, while scarcely lisping boys, have ob-
tained it like heritage from uncles and relatives? Sometimes even 
bastards obtain it from their fathers.

7. Was the licentiousness of the people, however corrupt and 
lawless, ever carried to such a height? But a more monstrous thing 
still is, that one man (I say not what kind of man, but certainly one 
who cannot govern himself) is appointed to the charge of five or 
six churches. In the courts of princes in the present day, you may 
see youths who are thrice abbots, twice bishops, once archbishops. 
Everywhere are Canons loaded with five, six, or seven cures, of not 
one of which they take the least charge, except to draw the income. 
I will not object that the word of God cries aloud against this: it 
has long ceased to have the least weight with them. I will not ob-
ject that many councils denounce the severest punishment against 
this dishonest practice; these, too, when it suits them, they boldly 
contemn. But I say that it is monstrous wickedness, altogether op-
posed to God, to nature, and to ecclesiastical government, that one 
thief should lie brooding over several churches, that the name of 
pastor should be given to one who, even if he were willing, could 
not be present among his flock, and yet (such is their impudence) 
they cloak these abominations with the name of church, that they 
may exempt them from all blame. Nay, if you please, in these iniq-
uities is contained that sacred succession to which, as they boast, it 
is owing that the Church does not perish.

8. Let us now see, as the second mark for estimating a legitimate 
pastor, how faithfully they discharge their office. Of the priests 
who are there elected, some are called monks, others seculars. The 
former herd was unknown to the early Church; even to hold such 
a place in the Church is so repugnant to the monastic profession, 
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that in old times, when persons were elected out of monasteries to 
clerical offices, they ceased to be monks. And, accordingly, Greg-
ory, though in his time there were many abuses, did not suffer the 
offices to be thus confounded (Gregor. Lib. 3 Ep. 11). For he insists 
that those who have been appointed abbots shall resign the clerical 
office, because no one can be properly at the same time a monk 
and a clerk, the one being an obstacle to the other. Now, were I to 
ask how he can well fulfil his office who is declared by the canons 
to be unfit, what answer, pray, will they give? They will quote those 
abortive decrees of Innocent and Boniface, by which monks are 
admitted to the honour and power of the priesthood, though they 
remain in their monasteries. But is it at all reasonable that any un-
learned ass, as soon as he has seized upon the Roman See, may by 
one little word overturn all antiquity? But of this matter afterwards. 
Let it now suffice, that in the purer times of the Church it was re-
garded as a great absurdity for a monk to hold the office of priest. 
For Jerome declares that he does not the office of priest while he is 
living among monks, and ranks himself as one of the people to be 
governed by the priests. But to concede this to them, what duty do 
they perform? Some of the mendicants preach, while all the other 
monks chant or mutter masses in their cells; as if either our Sav-
iour had wished, or the nature of the office permits, presbyters to 
be made for such a purpose. When Scripture plainly testifies that 
it is the duty of a presbyter to rule his own church (Acts 20:28), is 
it not impious profanation to transfer it to another purpose, nay, 
altogether to change the sacred institution of God? For when they 
are ordained, they are expressly forbidden to do what God enjoins 
on all presbyters. For this is their cant, Let a monk, contented with 
his cell, neither presume to administer the sacraments, nor hold 
any other public office. Let them deny, if they can, that it is open 
mockery of God when any one is appointed a presbyter in order to 
abstain from his proper and genuine office, and when he who has 
the name is not able to have the thing.

9. I come to the seculars, some of whom are (as they speak) ben-



102     CHAPTER 5   The Ancient Form Of Government Utterly 
Corrupted By The Tyranny Of The Papacy.

eficiaries; that is, have offices by which they are maintained, while 
others let out their services, day by day, to chant or say masses, and 
live in a manner on a stipend thus collected. Benefices either have 
a cure of souls, as bishoprics and parochial charges, or they are the 
stipends of delicate men, who gain a livelihood by chanting; as pre-
bends, canonries, parsonships, deaneries, chaplainships, and the 
like; although, things being now turned upside down, the offices of 
abbot and prior are not only conferred on secular presbyters, but 
on boys also by privilege, that is, by common and usual custom. 
In regard to the mercenaries who seek their food from day to day, 
what else could they do than they actually do, in other words, pros-
titute themselves in an illiberal and disgraceful manner for gain, 
especially from the vast multitude of them with which the world 
now teems? Hence, as they dare not beg openly, or think that in 
this way they would gain little, they go about like hungry dogs, and 
by a kind of barking importunity extort from the unwilling what 
they may deposit in their hungry stomachs. Were I here to attempt 
to describe how disgraceful it is to the Church, that the honour and 
office of a presbyter should come to this, I should never have done. 
My readers, therefore, must not expect from me a discourse which 
can fully represent this flagitious indignity. I briefly say, that if it is 
the office of a presbyter (and this both the word of God prescribes 
(1 Cor. 4:1) and the ancient canons enjoin) to feed the Church, 
and administer the spiritual kingdom of Christ, all those priests 
who have no work or stipend, save in the traffic of masses, not only 
fail in their office, but have no lawful office to discharge. No place 
is given them to teach, they have no people to govern. In short, 
nothing is left them but an altar on which to sacrifice Christ; this is 
to sacrifice not to God but to demons, as we shall afterwards show 
(see chap.18 sec. 3, 9, 14).

10. I am not here touching on extraneous faults,32 but only on the 
intestine evil which lies at the root of the very institution. I will add 
a sentence which will sound strange in their ears, but which, as it is 

32	 French. “Ies vices des personnes:”—the faults of individuals.
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true, it is right to express, that canons, deans, chaplains, provosts, 
and all who are maintained in idle offices of priesthood, are to be 
viewed in the same light. For what service can they perform to the 
Church? The preaching of the word, the care of discipline, and the 
administration of the Sacraments, they have shaken off as burdens 
too grievous to be borne. What then remains on which they can 
plume themselves as being true presbyters? Merely chanting and 
pompous ceremonies. But what is this to the point? If they allege 
custom, use, or the long prescription, I, on the contrary, appeal to 
the definition by which our Saviour has described true presbyters, 
and shown the qualities of those who are to be regarded as pres-
byters. But if they cannot endure the hard law of submitting to the 
rule of Christ, let them at least allow the cause to be decided by 
the authority of the primitive Church. Their condition will not be 
one whit improved when decided according to the ancient can-
ons. Those who have degenerated into Canons ought to be pres-
byters, as they formerly were, to rule the Church in common with 
the bishop, and be, as it were, his colleagues in the pastoral office. 
What they call deaneries of the chapter have no concern with the 
true government of the Church, much less chaplainships and oth-
er similar worthless names. In what light then are they all to be re-
garded? Assuredly, both the word of Christ and the practice of the 
primitive Church exclude them from the honour of presbyters. 
They maintain, however, that they are presbyters; but we must un-
mask them, and we shall find that their whole profession is most 
alien from the office of presbyters, as that office is described to us 
by the apostles, and was discharged in the primitive Church. All 
such offices, therefore, by whatever titles they are distinguished, 
as they are novelties, and certainly not supported either by the 
institution of God or the ancient practice of the Church, ought to 
have no place in a description of that spiritual government which 
the Church received, and was consecrated by the mouth of the 
Lord himself. Or (if they would have me express it in ruder and 
coarser terms), since chaplains, canons, deans, provosts, and such 
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like lazy-bellies, do not even, with one finger, touch a particle of 
the office, which is necessarily required in presbyters, they must 
not be permitted falsely to usurp the honour, and thereby violate 
the holy institution of Christ.

11. There still remain bishops and rectors of parishes; and I 
wish that they would contend for the maintenance of their office. I 
would willingly grant that they have a pious and excellent office if 
they would discharge it; but when they desert the churches com-
mitted to them, and throwing the care upon others, would still be 
considered pastors, they just act as if the office of pastor were to 
do nothing. If any usurer, who never stirs from the city, were to 
give himself out as a ploughman or vine-dresser; or a soldier, who 
has constantly been in the field or the camp, and has never seen 
books or the forum, to pass for a lawyer, who could tolerate the 
absurdity? Much more absurdly do those act who would be called 
and deemed lawful pastors of the Church, and are unwilling so to 
be. How few are those who in appearance even take the superin-
tendence of their church? Many spend their lives in devouring the 
revenues of churches which they never visit even for the purpose 
of inspection. Some once a-year go themselves or send a steward, 
that nothing may be lost in the letting of them. When the corrup-
tion first crept in, those who wished to enjoy this kind of vacation 
pleaded privilege, but it is now a rare case for any one to reside in 
his church. They look upon them merely in the light of farms, over 
which they appoint their vicars as grieves or husbandmen. But it is 
repugnant to common sense to regard him as a shepherd who has 
never seen a sheep of his flock.

12. It appears that in the time of Gregory some of the seeds of 
this corruption existed, the rulers of churches having begun to be 
more negligent in teaching; for he thus bitterly complains: “The 
world is full of priests, and yet labourers in the harvest are rare, 
for we indeed undertake the office of the priesthood, but we per-
form not the work of the office” (Gregor. Hom. 17). Again, “As they 
have no bowels of love, they would be thought lords, but do not 
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at all acknowledge themselves to be fathers. They change a post 
of humility into the elevation of ascendancy.” Again, “But we, O 
pastors! what are we doing, we who obtain the hire but are not la-
bourers? We have fallen off to extraneous business; we undertake 
one thing, we perform another; we leave the ministry of the word, 
and, to our punishment, as I see, are called bishops, holding the 
honour of the name, not the power.” Since he uses such bitterness 
of expression against those who were only less diligent or sedu-
lous in their office, what, pray, would he have said if he had seen 
that very few bishops, if any at all, and scarcely one in a hundred 
of the other clergy, mounted the pulpit once in their whole life-
time? For to such a degree of infatuation have men come, that it is 
thought beneath the episcopal dignity to preach a sermon to the 
people. In the time of Bernard things had become still worse. Ac-
cordingly, we see how bitterly he inveighs against the whole order, 
and yet there is reason to believe that matters were then in a much 
better state than now.

13. Whoever will duly examine and weigh the whole form of 
ecclesiastical government as now existing in the Papacy, will find 
that there is no kind of spoliation in which robbers act more licen-
tiously, without law or measure. Certainly all things are so unlike, 
nay, so opposed to the institution of Christ, have so degenerat-
ed from the ancient customs and practices of the Church, are so 
repugnant to nature and reason, that a greater injury cannot be 
done to Christ than to use his name in defending this disorderly 
rule. We (say they) are the pillars of the Church, the priests of 
religion, the vicegerents of Christ, the heads of the faithful, be-
cause the apostolic authority has come to us by succession. As if 
they were speaking to stocks, they perpetually plume themselves 
on these absurdities. Whenever they make such boasts, I, in my 
turn, will ask, What have they in common with the apostles? We 
are not now treating of some hereditary honour which can come 
to men while they are asleep, but of the office of preaching, which 
they so greatly shun. In like manner, when we maintain that their 
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kingdom is the tyranny of Antichrist, they immediately object that 
their venerable hierarchy has often been extolled by great and holy 
men, as if the holy fathers, when they commended the ecclesiasti-
cal hierarchy or spiritual government handed down to them by the 
apostles, ever dreamed of that shapeless and dreary chaos where 
bishoprics are held for the most part by ignorant asses, who do 
not even know the first and ordinary rudiments of the faith, or 
occasionally by boys who have just left their nurse; or if any are 
more learned (this, however, is a rare case), they regard the epis-
copal office as nothing else than a title of magnificence and splen-
dour; where the rectors of churches no more think of feeding the 
flock than a cobbler does of ploughing, where all things are so con-
founded by a confusion worse than that of Babel, that no genuine 
trace of paternal government is any longer to be seen.

14. But if we descend to conduct, where is that light of the world 
which Christ requires, where the salt of the earth, where that sanc-
tity which might operate as a perpetual censorship? In the present 
day, there is no order of men more notorious for luxury, effemina-
cy, delicacy, and all kinds of licentiousness; in no order are more 
apt or skilful teachers of imposture, fraud, treachery, and perfidy; 
nowhere is there more skill or audacity in mischief, to say noth-
ing of ostentation, pride, rapacity, and cruelty. In bearing these the 
world is so disgusted, that there is no fear lest I seem to exaggerate. 
One thing I say, which even they themselves will not be able to 
deny: Among bishops there is scarcely an individual, and among 
the parochial clergy not one in a hundred, who, if sentence were 
passed on his conduct according to the ancient canons, would not 
deserve to be excommunicated, or at least deposed from his office. 
I seem to say what is almost incredible, so completely has that an-
cient discipline which enjoined strict censure of the morals of the 
clergy become obsolete; but such the fact really is. Let those who 
serve under the banner and auspices of the Romish See now go 
and boast of their sacerdotal order. It is certain that that which they 
have is neither from Christ, nor his apostles, nor the fathers, nor 
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the early Church.
15. Let the deacons now come forward and show their most 

sacred distribution of ecclesiastical goods (see chap. 19 sec. 32). 
Although their deacons are not at all elected for that purpose, for 
the only injunction which they lay upon them is to minister at 
the altar, to read the Gospel, or chant and perform I know not 
what frivolous acts. Nothing is said of alms, nothing of the care 
of the poor, nothing at all of the function which they formerly 
performed. I am speaking of the institution itself; for if we look 
to what they do, theirs, in fact, is no office, but only a step to the 
priesthood. In one thing, those who hold the place of deacons in 
the mass exhibit an empty image of antiquity, for they receive the 
offerings previous to consecration. Now, the ancient practice was, 
that before the communion of the Supper the faithful mutually 
kissed each other, and offered alms at the altar; thus declaring 
their love, first by symbol, and afterwards by an act of beneficence. 
The deacon, who was steward of the poor, received what was giv-
en that he might distribute it. Now, of these alms no more comes 
to the poor than if they were cast into the sea. They, therefore, de-
lude the Church by that lying deaconship. Assuredly in this they 
have nothing resembling the apostolical institution or the ancient 
practice. The very distribution of goods they have transferred else-
where, and have so settled it that nothing can be imagined more 
disorderly. For as robbers, after murdering their victims, divide 
the plunder, so these men, after extinguishing the light of God’s 
word, as if they had murdered the Church, have imagined that 
whatever had been dedicated to pious uses was set down for prey 
and plunder. Accordingly, they have made a division, each seizing 
for himself as much as he could.

16. All those ancient methods which we have explained are not 
only disturbed but altogether disguised and expunged. The chief 
part of the plunder has gone to bishops and city presbyters, who, 
having thus enriched themselves, have been converted into can-
ons. That the partition was a mere scramble is apparent from this, 
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that even to this day they are litigating as to the proportions. Be 
this as it may, the decision has provided that out of all the goods of 
the Church not one penny shall go to the poor, to whom at least the 
half belonged. The canons expressly assign a fourth part to them, 
while the other fourth they destine to the bishops, that they may 
expend it in hospitality and other offices of kindness. I say nothing 
as to what the clergy ought to do with their portion, or the use to 
which they ought to apply it, for it has been clearly shown that 
what is set apart for churches, buildings, and other expenditure, 
ought in necessity to be given to the poor. If they had one spark of 
the fear of God in their heart, could they, I ask, bear the conscious-
ness that all their food and clothing is the produce of theft, nay, 
of sacrilege? But as they are little moved by the judgment of God, 
they should at least reflect that those whom they would persuade 
that the orders of their Church are so beautiful and well arranged 
as they are wont to boast, are men endued with sense and reason. 
Let them briefly answer whether the diaconate is a licence to rob 
and steal. If they deny this, they will be forced to confess that no 
diaconate remains among them, since the whole administration of 
their ecclesiastical resources has been openly converted into sacri-
legious depredation.

17. But here they use a very fair gloss, for they say that the digni-
ty of the Church is not unbecomingly maintained by this magnifi-
cence. And certain of their sect are so impudent as to dare openly 
to boast that thus only are fulfilled the prophecies, in which the an-
cient prophets describe the splendour of Christ’s kingdom, where 
the sacerdotal order is exhibited in royal attire, that it was not with-
out cause that God made the following promises to his Church: 
“All kings shall fall down before him: all nations shall serve him” 
(Ps. 72:11). “Awake, awake; put on thy strength, O Sion; put on thy 
beautiful garments, O Jerusalem, the holy city” (Isa. 52:1). “All they 
from Sheba shall come; they shall bring gold and incense, and they 
shall show forth the praises of the Lord. All the flocks of Kedar 
shall be gathered together unto thee” (Isa. 60:6, 7). I fear I should 
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seem childish were I to dwell long in refuting this dishonesty. I 
am unwilling, therefore, to use words unnecessarily; I ask, how-
ever, were any Jew to misapply these passages, what answer would 
they give? They would rebuke his stupidity in making a carnal and 
worldly application of things spiritually said of Christ’s spiritual 
kingdom. For we know that under the image of earthly objects 
the prophets have delineated to us the heavenly glory which ought 
to shine in the Church. For in those blessings with these words 
literally express, the Church never less abounded than under the 
apostles; and yet all admit that the power of Christ’s kingdom was 
then most flourishing. What, then, is the meaning of the above 
passages? That everything which is precious, sublime, and illus-
trious, ought to be made subject to the Lord. As to its being said 
expressly of kings, that they will submit to Christ, that they will 
throw their diadems at his feet, that they will dedicate their re-
sources to the Church, when was this more truly and fully mani-
fested than when Theodosius, having thrown aside the purple and 
left the insignia of empire, like one of the people humbled himself 
before God and the Church in solemn repentance? than when he 
and other like pious princes made it their study and their care 
to preserve pure doctrine in the Church, to cherish and protect 
sound teachers? But that priests did not then luxuriate in super-
fluous wealth is sufficiently declared by this one sentence of the 
Council of Aquileia, over which Ambrose presided, “Poverty in 
the priests of the Lord is glorious.” It is certain that the bishops 
then had some means by which they might have rendered the glo-
ry of the Church conspicuous, if they had deemed them the true 
ornaments of the Church. But knowing that nothing was more 
adverse to the duty of pastors than to plume themselves on the 
delicacies of the table, on splendid clothes, numerous attendants, 
and magnificent places, they cultivated and followed the humility 
and modesty, nay, the very poverty, which Christ has consecrated 
among his servants.

18. But not to be tedious, let us again briefly sum up and show 
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how far that distribution, or rather squandering, of ecclesiastical 
goods which now exists differs from the true diaconate, which both 
the word of God recommends and the ancient Church observed 
(Book 1 chap. 11. sec. 7, 13; Book 3 chap. 20 sec. 30; supra, chap. 
4 sec. 8). I say, that what is employed on the adorning of churches 
is improperly laid out, if not accompanied with that moderation 
which the very nature of sacred things prescribes, and which the 
apostles and other holy fathers prescribed, both by precept and ex-
ample. But is anything like this seen in churches in the present 
day? Whatever accords, I do not say with that ancient frugality, 
but with decent mediocrity, is rejected. Nought pleases but what 
savours of luxury and the corruption of the times. Meanwhile, so 
far are they from taking due care of living temples, that they would 
allow thousands of the poor to perish sooner than break down the 
smallest cup or platter to relieve their necessity. That I may not de-
cide too severely at my own hand, I would only ask the pious read-
er to consider what Exuperius, the Bishop of Thoulouse, whom we 
have mentioned, what Acatius, or Ambrose, or any one like mind-
ed, if they were to rise from the dead, would say? Certainly, while 
the necessities of the poor are so great, they would not approve 
of their funds being carried away from them as superfluous; not 
to mention that, even were there no poor, the uses to which they 
are applied are noxious in many respects and useful in none. But I 
appeal not to men. These goods have been dedicated to Christ, and 
ought to be distributed at his pleasure. In vain, however, will they 
make that to be expenditure for Christ which they have squan-
dered contrary to his commands, though, to confess the truth, the 
ordinary revenue of the Church is not much curtailed by these ex-
penses. No bishoprics are so opulent, no abbacies so productive, 
in short, no benefices so numerous and ample, as to suffice for the 
gluttony of priests. But while they would spare themselves, they 
induce the people by superstition to employ what ought to have 
been distributed to the poor in building temples, erecting statues, 
buying plate, and providing costly garments. Thus the daily alms 
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are swallowed up in this abyss.
19. Of the revenue which they derive from lands and property, 

what else can I say than what I have already said, and is mani-
fest before the eyes of all? We see with what kind of fidelity the 
greatest portion is administered by those who are called bishops 
and abbots. What madness is it to seek ecclesiastical order here? 
Is it becoming in those whose life ought to have been a singular 
example of frugality, modesty, continence, and humility, to rival 
princes in the number of their attendants, the splendour of their 
dwellings, the delicacies of dressing and feasting? Can anything be 
more contrary to the duty of those whom the eternal and inviola-
ble edict of God forbids to long for filthy lucre, and orders to be 
contented with simple food, not only to lay hands on villages and 
castles, but also invade the largest provinces, and even seize on 
empire itself? If they despise the word of God, what answer will 
they give to the ancient canons of councils, which decree that the 
bishop shall have a little dwelling not far from the church, a frugal 
table and furniture? (Conc. Carth. cap. 14, 15). What answer will 
they give to the declaration of the Council of Aquileia, in which 
poverty in the priests of the Lord is pronounced glorious? For, the 
injunction which Jerome gives to Nepotian, to make the poor and 
strangers acquainted with his table, and have Christ with them as 
a guest, they would, perhaps, repudiate as too austere. What he 
immediately adds it would shame them to acknowledge—viz. that 
the glory of a bishop is to provide for the sustenance of the poor, 
that the disgrace of all priests is to study their own riches. This they 
cannot admit without covering themselves with disgrace. But it is 
unnecessary here to press them so hard, since all we wished was to 
demonstrate that the legitimate order of deacons has long ago been 
abolished, and that they can no longer plume themselves on this 
order in commendation of their Church. This, I think, has been 
completely established.

CHAPTER 6
Of The Primacy Of The Romish See.
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The divisions of this chapter are,—I. Question stated, and an 
argument for the primacy of the Roman Pontiff drawn from the 
Old Testament refuted, sec. 1, 2. II. Reply to various arguments in 
support of the Papacy founded on the words, “Thou art Peter,” &c., 
sec. 3-17.

Sections.
1. Brief recapitulation. Why the subject of primacy not yet 
mentioned. Represented by Papists as the bond of eccle-
siastical unity. Setting out with this axiom, they begin to 
debate about their hierarchy.
2. Question stated. An attempted proof from the office of 
High Priest among the Jews. Two answers.
3. Arguments for primacy from the New Testament. Two 
answers.
4. Another answer. The keys given to the other apostles as 
well as to Peter. Other two arguments answered by pas-
sages of Cyprian and Augustine.
5. Another argument answered.
6. Answer to the argument that the Church is founded on 
Peter, from its being said, “Upon this rock I will build my 
Church.”
7. Answer confirmed by passages of Scripture.
8. Even allowing Peter’s superiority in some respect, this 
is no proof of the primacy of the Roman Pontiff. Other 
arguments answered.
9. Distinction between civil and ecclesiastical government. 
Christ alone the Head of the Church. Argument that there 
is still a ministerial head answered.
10. Paul, in giving a representation of the Church, makes 
no mention of this ministerial head.
11. Even though Peter were ministerial head, it does not 
follow that the Pope is so also. Argument founded on Paul’s 
having lived and died at Rome.
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12. On the hypothesis of the Papists, the primacy belongs 
to the Church of Antioch.
13. Absurdity of the Popish hypothesis.
14. Peter was not the Bishop of Rome.
15. Same subject continued.
16. Argument that the unity of the Church cannot be 
maintained without a supreme head on earth. Answer, 
stating three reasons why great respect was paid in early 
times to the See of Rome.
17. Opinion of early times on the subject of the unity 
of the Church. No primacy attributed to the Church of 
Rome. Christ alone regarded as the Head of the Universal 
Church.

1. Hitherto we have reviewed those ecclesiastical orders which 
existed in the government of the primitive Church; but afterwards 
corrupted by time, and thereafter more and more vitiated, now 
only retain the name in the Papal Church, and are, in fact, nothing 
but mere masks, so that the contrast will enable the pious reader 
to judge what kind of Church that is, for revolting from which 
we are charged with schism. But, on the head and crown of the 
whole matter, I mean the primacy of the Roman See, from which 
they undertake to prove that the Catholic Church is to be found 
only with them,33 we have not yet touched, because it did not take 
its origin either in the institution of Christ, or the practice of the 
early Church, as did those other parts, in regard to which we have 
shown, that though they were ancient in their origin, they in pro-
cess of time altogether degenerated, nay, assumed an entirely new 
form. And yet they endeavour to persuade the world that the chief 
and only bond of ecclesiastical unity is to adhere to the Roman 
See, and continue in subjection to it. I say, the prop on which they 
chiefly lean, when they would deprive us of the Church, and ar-

33	 See Calv. Adversus Concilium Tridentinum. Also Adversus 
Theologos Parisienses.
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rogate it to themselves, is, that they retain the head on which the 
unity of the Church depends, and without which it must neces-
sarily be rent and go to pieces. For they regard the Church as a 
kind of mutilated trunk if it be not subject to the Romish See as 
its head. Accordingly, when they debate about their hierarchy they 
always set out with the axiom: The Roman Pontiff (as the vicar of 
Christ, who is the Head of the Church) presides in his stead over 
the universal Church, and the Church is not rightly constituted 
unless that See hold the primacy over all others. The nature of this 
claim must, therefore, be considered, that we may not omit any-
thing which pertains to the proper government of the Church.

2. The question, then, may be thus stated, Is it necessary for the 
true order of the hierarchy (as they term it), or of ecclesiastical 
order, that one See should surpass the others in dignity and power, 
so as to be the head of the whole body? We subject the Church to 
unjust laws if we lay this necessity upon her without sanction from 
the word of God. Therefore, if our opponents would prove what 
they maintain, it behoves them first of all to show that this econ-
omy was instituted by Christ. For this purpose, they refer to the 
office of high priest under the law, and the supreme jurisdiction 
which God appointed at Jerusalem.34 But the solution is easy, and 
it is manifold if one does not satisfy them. First, no reason obliges 
us to extend what was useful in one nation to the whole world; nay, 
the cases of one nation and of the whole world are widely differ-
ent. Because the Jews were hemmed in on every side by idolaters, 
God fixed the seat of his worship in the central region of the earth, 
that they might not be distracted by a variety of religions; there 
he appointed one priest to whom they might all look up, that they 
might be the better kept in unity. But now when the true religion 

34	 French, “Pour ce faire, ils alleguent la pretrise souveraine qui 
etoit en la loy, et la jurisdiction souveraine du grand sacrificateur, que 
Dieu avoit establie en Jerusalem.”—For this purpose, they allege the sov-
ereign priesthood which was under the law, and the sovereign jurisdic-
tion of the high priest which God had established at Jerusalem.
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has been diffused over the whole globe, who sees not that it is al-
together absurd to give the government of East and West to one 
individual? It is just as if one were to contend that the whole world 
ought to be governed by one prefect, because one district has not 
several prefects.35 But there is still another reason why that insti-
tution ought not to be drawn into a precedent. Every one knows 
that the high priest was a type of Christ; now, the priesthood being 
transferred, that right must also be transferred. To whom, then, 
was it transferred? certainly not to the Pope, as he dares impudent-
ly to boast when he arrogates this title to himself, but to Christ, 
who, as he alone holds the office without vicar or successor, does 
not resign the honour to any other. For this priesthood consists not 
in doctrine only, but in the propitiation which Christ made by his 
death, and the intercession which he now makes with the Father 
(Heb. 7:11).

3. That example, therefore, which is seen to have been tempo-
rary, they have no right to bind upon us as by a perpetual law. 
In the New Testament there is nothing which they can produce 
in confirmation of their opinion, but its having been said to one, 
“Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church” (Mt. 
16:18). Again, “Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou me?” “Feed my 
lambs” (John 21:15). But to give strength to these proofs, they 
must, in the first place, show, that to him who is ordered to feed the 
flock of Christ power is given over all churches, and that to bind 
and loose is nothing else than to preside over the whole world. But 
as Peter had received a command from the Lord, so he exhorts 
all other presbyters to feed the Church (1 Pet. 5:2). Hence we are 
entitled to infer, that, by that expression of Christ, nothing more 
was given to Peter than to the others, or that the right which Peter 

35	 “Car c’est tout ainsi comme si quelcun debattoit que le monde 
doit etre gouverné par un baillie ou seneschal parce que chacune prov-
ince a le sien.”—For it is just as if one were to maintain that the whole 
world ought to be governed by a bailie or seneschal, because each prov-
ince has its own.
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had received he communicated equally to others. But not to argue 
to no purpose, we elsewhere have, from the lips of Christ himself, 
a clear exposition of what it is to bind and loose. It is just to retain 
and remit sins (John 10:23). The mode of loosing and binding is 
explained throughout Scripture: but especially in that passage in 
which Paul declares that the ministers of the Gospel are commis-
sioned to reconcile men to God, and at the same time to exercise 
discipline over those who reject the benefit (2 Cor. 5:18; 10:16).

4. How unbecomingly they wrest the passages of binding and 
loosing I have elsewhere glanced at, and will in a short time more 
fully explain. It may now be worth while merely to see what they 
can extract from our Saviour’s celebrated answer to Peter. He 
promised him the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and said, that 
whatever things he bound on earth should be bound in heaven 
(Mt. 16:19). The moment we are agreed as to the meaning of the 
keys, and the mode of binding, all dispute will cease. For the Pope 
will willingly omit that office assigned to the apostles, which, full 
of labour and toil, would interfere with his luxuries without giv-
ing any gain. Since heaven is opened to us by the doctrine of the 
Gospel, it is by an elegant metaphor distinguished by the name of 
keys. Again, the only mode in which men are bound and loosed is, 
in the latter case, when they are reconciled to God by faith, and in 
the former, more strictly bound by unbelief. Were this all that the 
Pope arrogated to himself, I believe there would be none to envy 
him or stir the question. But because this laborious and very far 
from lucrative succession is by no means pleasing to the Pope, the 
dispute immediately arises as to what it was that Christ promised 
to Peter. From the very nature of the case, I infer that nothing more 
is denoted than the dignity which cannot be separated from the 
burden of the apostolic office. For, admitting the definition which 
I have given (and it cannot without effrontery be rejected), noth-
ing is here given to Peter that was not common to him with his 
colleagues. On any other view, not only would injustice be done 
to their persons, but the very majesty of the doctrine would be 
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impaired. They object; but what, pray, is gained by striking against 
this stone? The utmost they can make out is, that as the preaching 
of the same gospel was enjoined on all the apostles, so the power of 
binding and loosing was bestowed upon them in common. Christ 
(they say) constituted Peter prince of the whole Church when he 
promised to give him the keys. But what he then promised to one 
he elsewhere delivers, and as it were hands over, to all the rest. If 
the same right, which was promised to one, is bestowed upon all, 
in what respect is that one superior to his colleagues? He excels 
(they say) in this, that he receives both in common, and by him-
self, what is given to the others in common only. What if I should 
answer with Cyprian, and Augustine, that Christ did not do this 
to prefer one to the other, but in order to commend the unity of 
his Church? For Cyprian thus speaks: “In the person of one man 
he gave the keys to all, that he might denote the unity of all; the 
rest, therefore, were the same that Peter was, being admitted to an 
equal participation of honour and power, but a beginning is made 
from unity that the Church of Christ may be shown to be one” 
(Cyprian, de Simplic. Prælat.). Augustine’s words are, “Had not the 
mystery of the Church been in Peter, our Lord would not have 
said to him, I will give thee the keys. For if this was said to Peter, 
the Church has them not; but if the Church has them, then when 
Peter received the keys he represented the whole Church” (August. 
Hom. in Joann. 50). Again, “All were asked, but Peter alone an-
swers, Thou art the Christ; and it is said to him, I will give thee the 
keys; as if he alone had received the power of loosing and binding; 
whereas he both spoke for all, and received in common with all, 
being, as it were, the representative of unity. One received for all, 
because there is unity in all” (Hom. 124).

5. But we nowhere read of its being said to any other, “Thou art 
Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church”! (Mt. 16:18); as 
if Christ then affirmed anything else of Peter, than Paul and Peter 
himself affirm of all Christians (Eph. 2:20; 1 Peter 2:5). The former 
describes Christ as the chief corner-stone, on whom are built all 
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who grow up into a holy temple in the Lord; the latter describes us 
as living stones who are founded on that elect and precious stone, 
and being so joined and compacted, are united to our God, and to 
each other. Peter (they say) is above others, because the name was 
specially given to him. I willingly concede to Peter the honour of 
being placed among the first in the building of the Church, or (if 
they prefer it) of being the first among the faithful; but I will not 
allow them to infer from this that he has a primacy over others. For 
what kind of inference is this? Peter surpasses others in fervid zeal, 
in doctrine, in magnanimity; therefore, he has power over them: as 
if we might not with greater plausibility infer, that Andrew is prior 
to Peter in order, because he preceded him in time, and brought 
him to Christ (John 1:40, 42); but this I omit. Let Peter have the 
preeminence, still there is a great difference between the honour of 
rank and the possession of power. We see that the Apostles usually 
left it to Peter to address the meeting, and in some measure take 
precedence in relating, exhorting, admonishing, but we nowhere 
read anything at all of power.

6. Though we are not yet come to that part of the discussion, 
I would merely observe at present, how futilely those argue who, 
out of the mere name of Peter, would rear up a governing power 
over the whole Church. For the ancient quibble which they at first 
used to give a colour—viz. The Church is founded upon Peter, be-
cause it is said, “On this rock,” &c.—is undeserving of notice, not 
to say of refutation. Some of the Fathers so expounded!560 But 
when the whole of Scripture is repugnant to the exposition, why 
is their authority brought forward in opposition to God? nay, why 
do we contend about the meaning of these words, as if it were ob-
scure or ambiguous, when nothing can be more clear and certain? 
Peter had confessed in his own name, and that of his brethren, that 
Christ was the Son of God (Mt. 16:16). On this rock Christ builds 
his Church, because it is the only foundation; as Paul says, “Other 
foundation than this can no man lay” (1 Cor. 3:11). Therefore, I do 
not here repudiate the authority of the Fathers, because I am des-



    Of The Primacy Of The Romish See  CHAPTER 6        119 

titute of passages from them to prove what I say, were I disposed 
to quote them; but as I have observed, I am unwilling to annoy my 
readers by debating so clear a matter, especially since the subject 
has long ago been fully handled and expounded by our writers.

7. And yet, in truth, none can solve this question better than 
Scripture, if we compare all the passages in which it shows what 
office and power Peter held among the apostles, how he acted 
among them, how he was received by them (Acts 15:7). Run over 
all these passages, and the utmost you will find is, that Peter was 
one of twelve, their equal and colleague, not their master. He in-
deed brings the matter before the council when anything is to be 
done, and advises as to what is necessary, but he, at the same time, 
listens to the others, not only conceding to them an opportunity 
of expressing their sentiments, but allowing them to decide; and 
when they have decided, he follows and obeys. When he writes to 
pastors, he does not command authoritatively as a superior, but 
makes them his colleagues, and courteously advises as equals are 
wont to do (1 Pet. 5:1). When he is accused of having gone in to 
the Gentiles, though the accusation is unfounded, he replies to it, 
and clears himself (Acts 11:3). Being ordered by his colleagues to 
go with John into Samaria, he declines not (Acts 8:14). The apos-
tles, by sending him, declare that they by no means regard him as a 
superior, while he, by obeying and undertaking the embassy com-
mitted to him, confesses that he is associated with them, and has 
no authority over them. But if none of these facts existed, the one 
Epistle to the Galatians would easily remove all doubt, there being 
almost two chapters in which the whole for which Paul contends 
is, that in regard to the honour of the apostleship, he is the equal of 
Peter (Gal. 1:18; 2:8). Hence he states, that he went to Peter, not to 
acknowledge subjection, but only to make their agreement in doc-
trine manifest to all; that Peter himself asked no acknowledgment 
of the kind, but gave him the right hand of fellowship, that they 
might be common labourers in the vineyard; that not less grace 
was bestowed on him among the Gentiles than on Peter among the 
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Jews: in fine, that Peter, when he was not acting with strict fidelity, 
was rebuked by him, and submitted to the rebuke (Gal. 2:11). All 
these things make it manifest, either that there was an equality be-
tween Paul and Peter, or, at least, that Peter had no more authority 
over the rest than they had over him. This point, as I have said, 
Paul handles professedly, in order that no one might give a prefer-
ence over him, in respect of apostleship, to Peter or John, who were 
colleagues, not masters.

8. But were I to concede to them what they ask with regard to 
Peter—viz. that he was the chief of the apostles, and surpassed the 
others in dignity—there is no ground for making a universal rule 
out of a special example, or wresting a single fact into a perpetual 
enactment, seeing that the two things are widely different. One was 
chief among the apostles, just because they were few in number. If 
one man presided over twelve, will it follow that one ought to pre-
side over a hundred thousand? That twelve had one among them 
to direct all is nothing strange. Nature admits, the human mind 
requires, that in every meeting, though all are equal in power, there 
should be one as a kind of moderator to whom the others should 
look up. There is no senate without a consul, no bench of judges 
without a president or chancellor, no college without a provost, no 
company without a master. Thus there would be no absurdity were 
we to confess that the apostles had conferred such a primacy on 
Peter. But an arrangement which is effectual among a few must not 
be forthwith transferred to the whole world, which no one man is 
able to govern. But (say they) it is observed that not less in nature 
as a whole, than in each of its parts, there is one supreme head. 
Proof of this it pleases them to derive from cranes and bees, which 
always place themselves under the guidance of one, not of several. I 
admit the examples which they produce; but do bees flock together 
from all parts of the world to choose one queen? Each queen is 
contented with her own hive. So among cranes, each flock has its 
own king. What can they prove from this, except that each church 
ought to have its bishop? They refer us to the examples of states, 
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quoting from Homer, Οὐκ ἀγαθον πολυκοιρανιη, “a many-headed 
rule is not good;” and other “passages to the same effect from hea-
then writers in commendation of monarchy. The answer is easy. 
Monarchy is not lauded by Homer’s Ulysses, or by others, as if one 
individual ought to govern the whole world; but they mean to in-
timate that one kingdom does not admit of two kings, and that 
empire, as one expresses it (Lucan. Lib. 1), cannot bear a partner.

9. Be it, however, as they will have it (though the thing is most 
absurd; be it), that it were good and useful for the whole world to 
be under one monarchy, I will not, therefore, admit that the same 
thing should take effect in the government of the Church. Her only 
Head is Christ, under whose government we are all united to each 
other, according to that order and form of policy which he himself 
has prescribed. Wherefore they offer an egregious insult to Christ, 
when under this pretext they would have one man to preside over 
the whole Church, seeing the Church can never be without a head, 
“even Christ, from whom the whole body fitly joined together, and 
compacted by that which every joint supplieth, according to the 
effectual working in the measure of every part, maketh increase of 
the body” (Eph. 4:15, 16). See how all men, without exception, are 
placed in the body, while the honour and name of Head is left to 
Christ alone. See how to each member is assigned a certain mea-
sure, a finite and limited function, while both the perfection of 
grace and the supreme power of government reside only in Christ. 
I am not unaware of the cavilling objection which they are wont to 
urge—viz. that Christ is properly called the only Head, because he 
alone reigns by his own authority and in his own name; but that 
there is nothing in this to prevent what they call another ministeri-
al head from being under him, and acting as his substitute. But this 
cavil cannot avail them, until they previously show that this office 
was ordained by Christ. For the apostle teaches, that the whole 
subministration is diffused through the members, while the power 
flows from one celestial Head;36 or, if they will have it more plainly, 

36	 The French adds, “Vision receue du Seigneur; Le Seigneur des 
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since Scripture testifies that Christ is Head, and claims this honour 
for himself alone, it ought not to be transferred to any other than 
him whom Christ himself has made his vicegerent. But not only is 
there no passage to this effect, but it can be amply refuted by many 
passages.

10. Paul sometimes depicts a living image of the Church, but 
makes no mention of a single head. On the contrary, we may infer 
from his description, that it is foreign to the institution of Christ. 
Christ, by his ascension, took away his visible presence from us, 
and yet he ascended that he might fill all things: now, therefore, 
he is present in the Church, and always will be. When Paul would 
show the mode in which he exhibits himself, he calls our attention 
to the ministerial offices which he employs: “Unto every one of us 
is given grace according to the measure of the gift of Christ;” “And 
he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; 
and some, pastors and teachers.”37 Why does he not say, that one 
presided over all to act as his substitute? The passage particularly 
required this, and it ought not on any account to have been omit-
ted if it had been true. Christ, he says, is present with us. How? By 
the ministry of men whom he appointed over the government of 
the Church. Why not rather by a ministerial head whom he ap-
pointed his substitute? He speaks of unity, but it is in God and in 
the faith of Christ. He attributes nothing to men but a common 
ministry, and a special mode to each. Why, when thus commend-
ing unity, does he not, after saying, “one body, one Spirit, even as 
ye are called in one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism” (Eph. 4:4), immediately add, one Supreme Pontiff to keep 
the Church in unity? Nothing could have been said more aptly if 
the case had really been so. Let that passage be diligently pondered, 
and there will be no doubt that Paul there meant to give a com-
plete representation of that sacred and ecclesiastical government 
armees l’a dit,”—A vision received from the Lord; The Lord of hosts hath 
spoken it.

37	 Eph. 4:10, 7, 11.
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to which posterity have given the name of hierarchy. Not only does 
he not place a monarchy among ministers, but even intimates that 
there is none. There can also be no doubt, that he meant to express 
the mode of connection by which believers unite with Christ the 
Head. There he not only makes no mention of a ministerial head, 
but attributes a particular operation to each of the members, ac-
cording to the measure of grace distributed to each. Nor is there 
any ground for subtle philosophical comparisons between the ce-
lestial and the earthly hierarchy. For it is not safe to be wise above 
measure with regard to the former, and in constituting the latter, 
the only type which it behoves us to follow is that which our Lord 
himself has delineated in his own word.

11. I will now make them another concession, which they will 
never obtain from men of sound mind—viz. that the primacy of 
the Church was fixed in Peter, with the view of remaining for ever 
by perpetual succession. Still how will they prove that his See was 
so fixed at Rome, that whosoever becomes Bishop of that city is 
to preside over the whole world? By what authority do they annex 
this dignity to a particular place, when it was given without any 
mention of place? Peter, they say, lived and died at Rome. What 
did Christ himself do? Did he not discharge his episcopate while 
he lived, and complete the office of the priesthood by dying at Je-
rusalem? The Prince of pastors, the chief Shepherd, the Head of 
the Church, could not procure honour for a place, and Peter, so far 
his inferior, could! Is not this worse than childish trifling? Christ 
conferred the honour of primacy on Peter. Peter had his See at 
Rome, therefore he fixed the seat of the primacy there. In this way 
the Israelites of old must have placed the seat of the primacy in the 
wilderness, where Moses, the chief teacher and prince of prophets, 
discharged his ministry and died.

12. Let us see, however, how admirably they reason. Peter, they 
say, had the first place among the apostles; therefore, the church 
in which he sat ought to have the privilege. But where did he first 
sit? At Antioch, they say. Therefore, the church of Antioch justly 
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claims the primacy. They acknowledge that she was once the first, 
but that Peter, by removing from it, transferred the honour which 
he had brought with him to Rome. For there is extant, under the 
name of Pope Marcellus, a letter to the presbyters of Antioch, in 
which he says, “The See of Peter, at the outset, was with you, and 
was afterwards, by the order of the Lord, translated hither.” Thus 
the church of Antioch, which was once the first, yielded to the See 
of Rome. But by what oracle did that good man learn that the Lord 
had so ordered? For if the question is to be determined in regular 
form, they must say whether they hold the privilege to be personal, 
or real, or mixed. One of the three it must be. If they say personal, 
then it has nothing to do with place; if real, then when once given 
to a place it is not lost by the death or departure of the person. It 
remains that they must hold it to be mixed; then the mere consid-
eration of place is not sufficient unless the person also correspond. 
Let them choose which they will, I will forthwith infer, and easily 
prove, that Rome has no ground to arrogate the primacy.

13. However, be it so. Let the primacy have been (as they vainly 
allege) transferred from Antioch to Rome. Why did not Antioch 
retain the second place? For if Rome has the first, simply because 
Peter had his See there at the end of his life, to which place should 
the second be given sooner than to that where he first had his See? 
How comes it, then, that Alexandria takes precedence of Antioch? 
How can the church of a disciple be superior to the See of Peter? If 
honour is due to a church according to the dignity of its founder, 
what shall we say of other churches? Paul names three individuals 
who seemed to be pillars—viz. James, Peter, and John (Gal. 2:9). 
If, in honour of Peter, the first place is given to the Roman See, 
do not the churches of Ephesus and Jerusalem, where John and 
James were fixed, deserve the second and third places? But in an-
cient times Jerusalem held the last place among the Patriarchates, 
and Ephesus was not able to secure even the lowest corner. Other 
churches too have passed away, churches which Paul founded, and 
over which the apostles presided. The See of Mark, who was only 
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one of the disciples, has obtained honour. Let them either confess 
that arrangement was preposterous, or let them concede that it is 
not always true that each church is entitled to the degree of hon-
our which its founder possessed. 

14. But I do not see that any credit is due to their allegation of 
Peter’s occupation of the Roman See. Certainly it is, that the state-
ment of Eusebius, that he presided over it for twenty-five years, is 
easily refuted. For it appears from the first and second chapters of 
Galatians, that he was at Jerusalem about twenty years after the 
death of Christ, and afterwards came to Antioch.38 How long he 
remained here is uncertain; Gregory counts seven, and Eusebius 
twenty-five years. But from our Saviour’s death to the end of Ne-
ro’s reign (under which they state that he was put to death), will 
be found only thirty-seven years.39 For our Lord suffered in the 
eighteenth year of the reign of Tiberius. If you cut off the twen-
ty years, during which, as Paul testifies, Peter dwelt at Jerusalem, 
there will remain at most seventeen years; and these must be di-
vided between his two episcopates. If he dwelt long at Antioch, 
his See at Rome must have been of short duration. This we may 
demonstrate still more clearly. Paul wrote to the Romans while he 
was on his journey to Jerusalem, where he was apprehended and 
conveyed to Rome (Rom. 15:15, 16). It is therefore probable that 
this letter was written four years before his arrival at Rome.40 Still 

38	 110 D110 Calvin apparently believed that Paul’s conversion 
occurred about three years after the death of Christ; that Paul visited 
Peter in Jerusalem three years later (Gal. 1:18; Acts 9:26); that Paul saw 
Peter again at the Jerusalem Council fourteen years later (Gal. 2:1, 2:9; 
Acts 15:1-11); and that these three numbers were meant to be added 
together. He therefore locates Peter at Jerusalem about twenty years 
after the death of Christ.

39	 111 D111 Nero committed suicide in A.D. 68. A subtraction 
of thirty-seven years brings us back to A.D. 31 for the date of Christ’s 
death. An addition of twenty years would place Peter in Jerusalem until 
A.D. 51. And following this date, Peter went to Antioch.

40	 112 D112 Paul’s arrival in Rome as a prisoner is put at A.D. 60. 
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there is no mention of Peter, as there certainly would have been 
if he had been ruling that church. Nay, in the end of the Epistle, 
where he enumerates a long list of individuals whom he orders 
to be saluted, and in which it may be supposed he includes all 
who were known to him, he says nothing at all of Peter. To men of 
sound judgment, there is no need here of a long and subtle demon-
stration; the nature of the case itself, and the whole subject of the 
Epistle, proclaim that he ought not to have passed over Peter if he 
had been at Rome.

15. Paul is afterwards conveyed as a prisoner to Rome. Luke re-
lates that he was received by the brethren, but says nothing of Peter. 
From Rome he writes to many churches. He even sends salutations 
from certain individuals, but does not by a single word intimate 
that Peter was then there. Who, pray, will believe that he would 
have said nothing of him if he had been present? Nay, in the Epis-
tle to the Philippians, after saying that he had no one who cared 
for the work of the Lord so faithfully as Timothy, he complains, 
that “all seek their own” (Phil. 2:21)41 . And to Timothy he makes 
the more grievous complaint, that no man was present at his first 
defence, that all men forsook him (2 Tim. 4:16). Where then was 
Peter?42 If they say that he was at Rome, how disgraceful the charge 
If his epistle to the Romans was written four years before, then that book 
should be dated A.D. 56. In this letter, there is no salutation of Peter (as 
would be expected if Peter had been bishop of Rome). In fact, there is 
not even so much as a mention of him! (although many other names, 
some of them obscure, appear in the closing chapter). The implication 
that Peter was not in Rome at this time (A.D. 56) seems difficult to avoid.

41	 113 D113 During his first imprisonment in Rome (from A.D. 60 
to 62), Paul wrote his epistle to the Philippians. No mention is made of 
Peter, but there is a strong commendation of Timothy, who not only was 
with Paul in Rome, but also sought for the things which are Christ’s (Phil. 
2:19-21). In addition to Paul’s own epistle, Luke’s account of Paul’s two-
year imprisonment in Rome (in Acts 28) says nothing whatever concern-
ing Peter. It would appear that Peter was not in Rome from A.D. 60 to 62.

42	 114 D114 In Paul’s second epistle to Timothy (the last of the 
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which Paul brings against him of being a deserter of the Gospel! 
For he is speaking of believers, since he adds, “The Lord lay it not 
to their charge.” At what time, therefore, and how long, did Peter 
hold that See? The uniform opinion of authors is, that he governed 
that church until his death. But these authors are not agreed as to 
who was his successor. Some say Linus, others Clement. And they 
relate many absurd fables concerning a discussion between him 
and Simon Magus. Nor does Augustine, when treating of supersti-
tion, disguise the fact, that owing to an opinion rashly entertained, 
it had become customary at Rome to fast on the day on which Pe-
ter carried away the palm from Simon Magus (August. ad Januar. 
Pauline epistles, dated A.D. 67), he states that at his first defense no man 
stood with him, but that all forsook him (2 Tim. 4:17). Where then was 
Peter? A number of theories might be advanced in reply to this question. 
Let us examine for: (1) Peter was in Rome, but in hiding. This theory 
is not very complimentary to Peter, who must in such a case have been 
among those who forsook Paul, for whom Paul prayed that it might not 
be imputed to them (implying wrongdoing on their part). (2) Peter, at the 
time of writing of 2 Timothy (in A.D. 67), had not as yet arrived in Rome. 
This theory would hold that Peter arrived later in A.D. 67, and was mar-
tyred a short time after, perhaps in the spring of A.D. 68, with Paul. This 
view suffers from the fact that 2 Peter, believed to have been written by 
Peter at Rome, is dated A.D.66. (3) Peter had already been martyred, and 
thus obviously could not stand with Paul at his first defense. This theory 
would date Peter’s death in Rome at A.D. 64, during Nero’s persecution 
of the Christians following the great fire in Rome. Once again, this view 
conflicts with the date of the writing of 2 Peter, in A.D. 66. Peter’s second 
epistle, obviously written by Peter, just as obviously could not have been 
written by someone who had died two years before he wrote it! (4) Peter 
was imprisoned in Rome at this time, expecting shortly to be executed 
(note 2 Peter 1:14), and thus was simply unable to stand with Paul. This 
theory, although it has certain problems, nevertheless has one important 
feature in its favor. It can take into account a two-year period of impris-
onment (A.D. 66-68) ending in Peter’s execution (during which period, 
in A.D. 67, he was unable to stand with Paul); and include within that 
period Peter’s second epistle (dated A.D. 66).
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Ep. 2). In short, the affairs of that period are so involved from the 
variety of opinions, that credit is not to be given rashly to anything 
we read concerning it. And yet, from this agreement of authors, I 
do not dispute that he died there, but that he was bishop, particu-
larly for a long period, I cannot believe.43 I do not, however, attach 
much importance to the point, since Paul testifies, that the apos-
tleship of Peter pertained especially to the Jews, but his own spe-
cially to us. Therefore, in order that that compact which they made 
between themselves, nay, that the arrangement of the Holy Spirit 
may be firmly established among us, we ought to pay more regard 
to the apostleship of Paul than to that of Peter, since the Holy Spir-
it, in allotting them different provinces, destined Peter for the Jews 
and Paul for us. Let the Romanists, therefore, seek their primacy 

43	 115 D115 Calvin in this one sentence states his conclusions on 
three distinct questions: (a) Did Peter die in Rome? (b) Was Peter bish-
op of Rome? (c) If Peter was bishop of Rome, did he hold this office 
for a long period of time? With regard to the first question, Calvin does 
not dispute the contention that Peter died in Rome. Although there is 
no specific statement to this effect in Scripture, yet Peter’s presence and 
martyrdom is attested by so many early writers, including Clement of 
Rome, Ignatus, Papias, and Irenaeus, that there appears to be no sound 
reason to reject a tradition about which so many authors agree. However, 
in relation to the second and third questions, Calvin does not feel that he 
can answer affirmatively. His reasons are found in the argument which 
he has developed in this section and the previous one. If Calvin’s devel-
opment in these sections, and the appended annotations are substantial-
ly correct, then it would appear that at least three conclusions follow: (1) 
There is no evidence that Peter founded the church at Rome. (2) There 
is no evidence that Peter was in Rome for any considerable length of 
time. He may have been there, at the most, for six years (if he came in 
A.D. 62 and died in A.D. 68). He may have been there for five years (if he 
arrived in A.D. 66 and was executed in A.D. 68). (3) There is no evidence 
that Peter was the (first) bishop of Rome; or that such an office, distinct 
from that of elder, even existed at this early date. Such an office, clearly 
extra-Biblical, appeared only later in the history of the Church.
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somewhere else than in the word of God, which gives not the least 
foundation for it.

16. Let us now come to the Primitive Church, that it may also 
appear that our opponents plume themselves on its support, not 
less falsely and unadvisedly than on the testimony of the word 
of God. When they lay it down as an axiom, that the unity of the 
Church cannot be maintained unless there be one supreme head 
on earth whom all the members should obey; and that, accord-
ingly, our Lord gave the primacy to Peter, and thereafter, by right 
of succession, to the See of Rome, there to remain even to the 
end, they assert that this has always been observed from the be-
ginning. But since they improperly wrest many passages, I would 
first premise, that I deny not that the early Christians uniformly 
give high honour to the Roman Church, and speak of it with rev-
erence. This, I think, is owing chiefly to three causes. The opin-
ion which had prevailed (I know not how), that that Church was 
founded and constituted by the ministry of Peter, had great effect 
in procuring influence and authority. Hence, in the East, it was, 
as a mark of honour, designated the Apostolic See. Secondly, as 
the seat of empire was there, and it was for this reason to be pre-
sumed, that the most distinguished for learning, prudence, skill, 
and experience, were there more than elsewhere, account was just-
ly taken of the circumstance, lest the celebrity of the city, and the 
much more excellent gifts of God also, might seem to be despised. 
To these was added a third cause, that when the churches of the 
East, of Greece and of Africa, were kept in a constant turmoil by 
differences of opinion, the Church of Rome was calmer and less 
troubled. To this it was owing, that pious and holy bishops, when 
driven from their sees, often betook themselves to Rome as an 
asylum or haven. For as the people of the West are of a less acute 
and versatile turn of mind than those of Asia or Africa, so they are 
less desirous of innovations. It therefore added very great author-
ity to the Roman Church, that in those dubious times it was not 
so much unsettled as others, and adhered more firmly to the doc-
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trine once delivered, as shall immediately be better explained. For 
these three causes, I say, she was held in no ordinary estimation, 
and received many distinguished testimonies from ancient writers.

17. But since on this our opponents would rear up a primacy 
and supreme authority over other churches, they, as I have said, 
greatly err. That this may better appear, I will first briefly show 
what the views of early writers are as to this unity which they so 
strongly urge. Jerome, in writing to Nepotian, after enumerating 
many examples of unity, descends at length to the ecclesiastical 
hierarchy. He says, “Every bishop of a church, every archpresbyter, 
every archdeacon, and the whole ecclesiastical order, depends on 
its own rulers.” Here a Roman presbyter speaks and commends 
unity in ecclesiastical order. Why does he not mention that all the 
churches are bound together by one Head as a common bond? 
There was nothing more appropriate to the point in hand, and it 
cannot be said that he omitted it through forgetfulness; there was 
nothing he would more willingly have mentioned had the fact per-
mitted. He therefore undoubtedly owns, that the true method of 
unity is that which Cyprian admirably describes in these words: 
“The episcopate is one, part of which is held entire by each bishop, 
and the Church is one, which, by the increase of fecundity, extends 
more widely in numbers. As there are many rays of the sun and one 
light, many branches of a tree and one trunk, upheld by its tena-
cious root, and as very many streams flow from one fountain, and 
though numbers seem diffused by the largeness of the overflowing 
supply, yet unity is preserved entire in the source, so the Church, 
pervaded with the light of the Lord, sends her rays over the whole 
globe, and yet is one light, which is everywhere diffused without 
separating the unity of the body, extends her branches over the 
whole globe, and sends forth flowing streams; still the head is one, 
and the source one” (Cyprian, de Simplie. Prælat.). Afterwards he 
says, “The spouse of Christ cannot be an adulteress: she knows one 
house, and with chaste modesty keeps the sanctity of one bed.” See 
how he makes the bishopric of Christ alone universal, as compre-
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hending under it the whole Church: See how he says that part of it 
is held entire by all who discharge the episcopal office under this 
head. Where is the primacy of the Roman See, if the entire bish-
opric resides in Christ alone, and a part of it is held entire by each? 
My object in these remarks is, to show the reader, in passing, that 
that axiom of the unity of an earthly kind in the hierarchy, which 
the Romanists assume as confessed and indubitable, was altogeth-
er unknown to the ancient Church.
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CHAPTER 7
Of The Beginning And Rise Of The Romish Papacy, Till It 
Attained A Height By Which The Liberty Of The Church Was 
Destroyed, And All True Rule Overthrown.

There are five heads in this chapter. I. The Patriarchate given and 
confirmed to the Bishop of Rome, first by the Council of Nice, and 
afterwards by that of Chalcedon though by no means approved of 
by other bishops, was the commencement of the Papacy, sec. 1-4. 
II. The Church at Rome, by taking pious exiles under its protection, 
and also thereby protecting wicked men who fled to her, helped 
forward the mystery of iniquity, although at that time neither the 
ordination of bishops, nor admonitions and censures, nor the right 
of convening Councils, nor the right of receiving appeals, belonged 
to the Roman Bishop, whose profane meddling with these things 
was condemned by Gregory, sec. 5-13. III. After the Council of Tu-
rin, disputes arose as to the authority of Metropolitans. Disgrace-
ful strife between the Patriarchs of Rome and Constantinople. The 
vile assassin Phocas put an end to these brawls at the instigation 
of Boniface, sec. 14-18. IV. To the dishonest arts of Boniface suc-
ceeded fouler frauds devised in more modern times, and expressly 
condemned by Gregory and Bernard. sec. 19-21. V. The Papacy at 
length appeared complete in all its parts, the seat of Antichrist. Its 
impiety, execrable tyranny, and wickedness, portrayed, sec. 23-30.

Sections.
1. First part of the chapter, in which the commencement 
of the Papacy is assigned to the Council of Nice. In subse-
quent Councils other bishops presided. No attempt then 
made to claim the first place.
2. Though the Roman Bishop presided in the Council of 
Chalcedon, this was owing to special circumstances. The 
same right not given to his successors in other Councils.
3. The ancient Fathers did not give the title of Primate to 
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the Roman Bishop.
4. Gregory was vehement in opposition to the title when 
claimed by the Bishop of Constantinople, and did not 
claim it for himself.
5. Second part of the chapter, explaining the ambitious 
attempts of the Roman See to obtain the primacy. Their 
reception of pious exiles. Hearing the appeals and com-
plaints of heretics. Their ambition in this respect offensive 
to the African Church.
6. The power of the Roman Bishops in ordaining bishops, 
appointing councils, deciding controversies, &c., confined 
to their own Patriarchate.
7. If they censured other bishops, they themselves were 
censured in their turn.
8. They had no right of calling provincial councils except 
within their own boundaries. The calling of a universal 
council belonged solely to the Emperor.
9. Appeal to the Roman See not acknowledged by other 
bishops. Stoutly resisted by the Bishops of France and Af-
rica. The impudence and falsehood of the Roman Pontiff 
detected.
10. Proof from history that the Roman had no jurisdiction 
over other churches.
11. The decretal epistles of no avail in support of this 
usurped jurisdiction.
12. The authority of the Roman Bishop extended in the 
time of Gregory. Still it only consisted in aiding other bish-
ops with their own consent, or at the command of the Em-
peror.
13. Even the extent of jurisdiction, thus voluntarily con-
ferred, objected to by Gregory as interfering with better 
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duties.
14. Third part of the chapter, showing the increase of the 
power of the Papacy in defining the limits of Metropoli-
tans. This gave rise to the decree of the Council of Turin. 
This decree haughtily annulled by Innocent.
15. Hence the great struggle for precedency between the 
Sees of Rome and Constantinople. The pride and ambition 
of the Roman Bishops unfolded.
16. Many attempts of the Bishop of Constantinople to de-
prive the Bishop of Rome of the primacy.
17. Phocas murders the Emperor, and gives Rome the pri-
macy.
18. The Papal tyranny shortly after established. Bitter 
complaints by Bernard.
19. Fourth part of the chapter. Altered appearance of the 
Roman See since the days of Gregory.
20. The present demands of the Romanists not formerly 
conceded. Fictions of Gregory IX. and Martin.
21. Without mentioning the opposition of Cyprian, of 
councils, and historical facts, the claims now made were 
condemned by Gregory himself.
22. The abuses of which Gregory and Bernard complained 
now increased and sanctioned.
23. The fifth and last part of the chapter, containing the 
chief answer to the claims of the Papacy—viz. that the 
Pope is not a bishop in the house of God. This answer 
confirmed by an enumeration of the essential parts of the 
episcopal office.
24. A second confirmation by appeal to the institution 
of Christ. A third confirmation e contrario—viz. That in 
doctrine and morals the Roman Pontiff is altogether dif-
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ferent from a true bishop. Conclusion, that Rome is not 
the Apostolic See, but the Papacy.
25. Proof from Daniel and Paul that the Pope is Antichrist.
26. Rome could not now claim the primacy, even though 
she had formerly been the first See, especially considering 
the base trafficking in which she has engaged.
27. Personal character of Popes. Irreligious opinions held 
by some of them.
28. John XXII. heretical in regard to the immortality of the 
soul. His name, therefore, ought to be expunged from the 
catalogue of Popes, or rather, there is no foundation for 
the claim of perpetuity of faith in the Roman See.
29. Some Roman Pontiffs atheists, or sworn enemies of re-
ligion. Their immoral lives. Practice of the Cardinals and 
Romish clergy.
30. Cardinals were formerly merely presbyters of the Ro-
man Church, and far inferior to bishops. As they now are, 
they have no true and legitimate office in the Church. 
Conclusion.

1. In regard to the antiquity of the primacy of the Roman See, 
there is nothing in favour of its establishment more ancient than 
the decree of the Council of Nice, by which the first place among 
the Patriarchs is assigned to the Bishop of Rome, and he is en-
joined to take care of the suburban churches. While the council, in 
dividing between him and the other Patriarchs, assigns the proper 
limits of each, it certainly does not appoint him head of all, but 
only one ofthe chief. Vitus and Vincentius attended on the part 
of Julius, who then governed the Roman Church, and to them the 
fourth place was given. I ask, if Julius was acknowledged the head 
of the Church, would his legates have been consigned to the fourth 
place? Would Athanasius have presided in the council where a rep-
resentative of the hierarchal order should have been most conspic-
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uous? In the Council of Ephesus, it appears that Celestinus (who 
was then Roman Pontiff) used a cunning device to secure the dig-
nity of his See. For when he sent his deputies, he made Cyril of Al-
exandria, who otherwise would have presided, his substitute. Why 
that commission, but just that his name might stand connected 
with the first See? His legates sit in an inferior place, are asked their 
opinion along with others, and subscribe in their order, while, at 
the same time, his name is coupled with that of the Patriarch of 
Alexandria. What shall I say of the second Council of Ephesus, 
where, while the deputies of Leo were present, the Alexandrian 
Patriarch Dioscorus presided as in his own right? They will object 
that this was not an orthodox council, since by it the venerable 
Flavianus was condemned, Eutyches acquitted, and his heresy ap-
proved. Yet when the council was met, and the bishops distributed 
the places among themselves, the deputies of the Roman Church 
sat among the others just as in a sacred and lawful Council. Still 
they contend not for the first place, but yield it to another: this 
they never would have done if they had thought it their own by 
right. For the Roman bishops were never ashamed to stir up the 
greatest strife in contending for honours, and for this cause alone, 
to trouble and harass the Church with many pernicious contests; 
but because Leo saw that it would be too extravagant to ask the first 
place for his legates, he omitted to do it.

2. Next came the Council of Chalcedon, in which, by conces-
sion of the Emperor, the legates of the Roman Church occupied 
the first place. But Leo himself confesses that this was an extraor-
dinary privilege; for when he asks it of the Emperor Marcian and 
Pulcheria Augusta, he does not maintain that it is due to him, but 
only pretends that the Eastern bishops who presided in the Coun-
cil of Ephesus had thrown all into confusion, and made a bad use 
of their power. Therefore, seeing there was need of a grave modera-
tor, and it was not probable that those who had once been so fickle 
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and tumultuous would be fit for this purpose, he requests that, 
because of the fault and unfitness of others, the office of govern-
ing should be transferred to him. That which is asked as a special 
privilege, and out of the usual order, certainly is not due by a com-
mon law. When it is only pretended that there is need of a new 
president, because the former ones had behaved themselves im-
properly, it is plain that the thing asked was not previously done, 
and ought not to be made perpetual, being done only in respect 
of a present danger. The Roman Pontiff, therefore, holds the first 
place in the Council of Chalcedon, not because it is due to his See, 
but because the council is in want of a grave and fit moderator, 
while those who ought to have presided exclude themselves by 
their intemperance and passion. This statement the successor of 
Leo approved by his procedure. For when he sent his legates to the 
fifth Council, that of Constantinople, which was held long after, 
he did not quarrel for the first seat, but readily allowed Mennas, 
the patriarch of Constantinople, to preside. In like manner, in the 
Council of Carthage, at which Augustine was present, we perceive 
that not the legates of the Roman See, but Aurelius, the archbish-
op of the place, presided, although there was then a question as 
to the authority of the Roman Pontiff. Nay, even in Italy itself, a 
universal council was held (that of Aquileia), at which the Roman 
Bishop was not present. Ambrose, who was then in high favour 
with the Emperor, presided, and no mention is made of the Ro-
man Pontiff. Therefore, owing to the dignity of Ambrose, the See 
of Milan was then more illustrious than that of Rome.

3. In regard to the mere title of primate and other titles of pride, 
of which that pontiff now makes a wondrous boast, it is not dif-
ficult to understand how and in what way they crept in. Cyprian 
often makes mention of Cornelius (Cyprian. Lib. 2 Ep. 2; Lib. 4 
Ep. 6), nor does he distinguish him by any other name than that 
of brother, or fellow bishop, or colleague. When he writes to Ste-
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phen, the successor of Cornelius, he not only makes him the equal 
of himself and others, but addresses him in harsh terms, charging 
him at one time with presumption, at another with ignorance. Af-
ter Cyprian, we have the judgment of the whole African Church on 
the subject. For the Council of Carthage enjoined that none should 
be called chief of the priests, or first bishop, but only bishop of the 
first See. But any one who will examine the more ancient records 
will find that the Roman Pontiff was then contented with the com-
mon appellation of brother. Certainly, as long as the true and pure 
form of the Church continued, all these names of pride on which 
the Roman See afterwards began to plume itself, were altogether 
unheard of; none knew what was meant by the supreme Pontiff, 
and the only head of the Church on earth. Had the Roman Bishop 
presumed to assume any such title, there were right-hearted men 
who would immediately have repressed his folly. Jerome, seeing 
he was a Roman presbyter, was not slow to proclaim the dignity of 
his church, in as far as fact and the circumstances of the times per-
mitted, and yet we see how he brings it under due subordination. 
“If authority is asked, the world is greater than a city. Why pro-
duce to me the custom of one city? Why vindicate a small number 
with whom superciliousness has originated against the laws of the 
Church? Wherever the bishop be, whether at Rome, or Eugubi-
um, or Constantinople, or Rhegium, the merit is the same, and the 
priesthood the same. The power of riches, or the humbleness of 
poverty, do not make a bishop superior or inferior” (Hieron. Ep. 
ad Evagr.).

4. The controversy concerning the title of universal bishop 
arose at length in the time of Gregory, and was occasioned by the 
ambition of John of Constantinople. For he wished to make him-
self universal, a thing which no other had ever attempted. In that 
controversy, Gregory does not allege that he is deprived of a right 
which belonged to him, but he strongly insists that the appellation 
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is profane, nay, blasphemous, nay the forerunner of Antichrist. 
“The whole Church falls from its state, if he who is called univer-
sal falls” (Greg. Lib. 4 Ep. 76). Again, “It is very difficult to bear 
patiently that one who is our brother and fellow bishop should 
alone be called bishop, while all others are despised. But in this 
pride of his, what else is intimated but that the days of Antichrist 
are already near? For he is imitating him, who, despising the com-
pany of angels, attempted to ascend the pinnacle of greatness” 
(Lib. 4 Ep. 76). He elsewhere says to Eulogius of Alexandria and 
Anastasius of Antioch: “None of my predecessors ever desired to 
use this profane term: for if one patriarch is called universal, it is 
derogatory to the name of patriarch in others. But far be it from 
any Christian mind to wish to arrogate to itself that which would 
in any degree, however slight, impair the honour of his brethren” 
(Lib. 4 Ep. 80). “To consent to that impious term is nothing else 
than to lose the faith” (Lib. 4 Ep. 83). “What we owe to the pres-
ervation of the unity of the faith is one thing, what we owe to the 
suppression of pride is another. I speak with confidence, for every 
one that calls himself, or desires to be called, universal priest, is 
by his pride a forerunner of Antichrist, because he acts proudly in 
preferring himself to others” (Lib. 7 Ep. 154). Thus, again, in a let-
ter to Anastasius of Antioch, “I said, that he could not have peace 
with us unless he corrected the presumption of a superstitious and 
haughty term which the first apostate invented; and (to say noth-
ing of the injury to your honour) if one bishop is called universal, 
the whole Church goes to ruin when that universal bishop falls” 
(Lib. 4 Ep. 188). But when he writes, that this honour was offered 
to Leo in the Council of Chalcedon (Lib. 4 Ep. 76, 80; Lib. 7 Ep. 
76), he says what has no semblance of truth; nothing of the kind 
is found among the acts of that council. And Leo himself, who, in 
many letters, impugns the decree which was then made in honour 
of the See of Constantinople, undoubtedly would not have omit-
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ted this argument, which was the most plausible of all, if it was true 
that he himself repudiated what was given to him. One who, in 
other respects, was rather too desirous of honour, would not have 
omitted what would have been to his praise. Gregory, therefore, 
is incorrect in saying, that that title was conferred on the Roman 
See by the Council of Chalcedon; not to mention how ridiculous 
it is for him to say, that it proceeded from that sacred council, and 
yet to term it wicked, profane, nefarious, proud, and blasphemous, 
nay, devised by the devil, and promulgated by the herald of Anti-
christ. And yet he adds, that his predecessor refused it, lest by that 
which was given to one individually, all priests should be deprived 
of their due honour. In another place, he says, “None ever wished 
to be called by such a name; none arrogated this rash name to him-
self, lest, by seizing on the honour of supremacy in the office of the 
Pontificate, he might seem to deny it to all his brethren” (Gregor. 
Lib. 4 Ep. 82).

5. I come now to jurisdiction, which the Roman Pontiff as-
serts as an incontrovertible proposition that he possesses over all 
churches. I am aware of the great disputes which anciently exist-
ed on this subject: for there never was a time when the Roman 
See did not aim at authority over other churches. And here it will 
not be out of place to investigate the means by which she gradual-
ly attained to some influence. I am not now referring to that un-
limited power which she seized at a comparatively recent period. 
The consideration of that we shall defer to its own place. But it is 
worth while here briefly to show in what way, and by what means, 
she formerly raised herself, so as to arrogate some authority over 
other churches. When the churches of the East were troubled and 
rent by the factions of the Arians, under the Emperors Constanti-
us and Constans, sons of Constantine the Great; and Athanasius, 
the principal defender of the orthodox faith, had been driven from 
his see, the calamity obliged him to come to Rome, in order that 
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by the authority of this see he might both repress the rage of his 
enemies, and confirm the orthodox under their distress. He was 
honourably received by Julius, who was then bishop, and engaged 
those of the West to undertake the defence of his cause. There-
fore, when the orthodox stood greatly in need of external aid, and 
perceived that their chief protection lay in the Roman See, they 
willingly bestowed upon it all the authority they could. But the ut-
most extent of this was, that its communion was held in high es-
timation, and it was deemed ignominious to be excommunicated 
by it. Dishonest bad men afterwards added much to its authori-
ty, for when they wished to escape lawful tribunals, they betook 
themselves to Rome as an asylum. Accordingly, if any presbyter 
was condemned by his bishop, or if any bishop was condemned by 
the synod of his province, he appealed to Rome. These appeals the 
Roman bishops received more eagerly than they ought, because it 
seemed a species of extraordinary power to interpose in matters 
with which their connection was so very remote. Thus, when Eu-
tyches was condemned by Flavianus, Bishop of Constantinople, he 
complained to Leo that the sentence was unjust. He, nothing loth, 
no less presumptuously than abruptly, undertook the patronage 
of a bad cause, and inveighed bitterly against Flavianus, as having 
condemned an innocent man without due investigation: and thus 
the effect of Leo’s ambition was, that for some time the impiety 
of Eutyches was confirmed. It is certain that in Africa the same 
thing repeatedly occurred, for whenever any miscreant had been 
condemned by his ordinary judge, he fled to Rome, and brought 
many calumnious charges against his own people. The Roman See 
was always ready to interpose. This dishonesty obliged the African 
bishops to decree that no one should carry an appeal beyond sea 
under pain of excommunication.

6. Be this as it may, let us consider what right or authority the 
Roman See then possessed. Ecclesiastical power may be reduced to 
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four heads—viz. ordination of bishops, calling of councils, hearing 
of appeals (or jurisdiction), inflicting monitory chastisements or 
censures. All ancient councils enjoin that bishops shall be ordained 
by their own Metropolitans; they nowhere enjoin an application to 
the Roman Bishop, except in his own patriarchate. Gradually, how-
ever, it became customary for all Italian bishops to go to Rome for 
consecration, with the exception of the Metropolitans, who did not 
allow themselves to be thus brought into subjection; but when any 
Metropolitan was to be ordained, the Roman Bishop sent one of 
his presbyters merely to be present, but not to preside. An example 
of this kind is extant in Gregory (Lib. 2 Ep. 68, 70), in the conse-
cration of Constantius of Milan, after the death of Laurence. I do 
not, however, think that this was a very ancient custom. At first, as 
a mark of respect and good-will, they sent deputies to one anoth-
er to witness the ordination, and attest their communion. What 
was thus voluntary afterwards began to be regarded as necessary. 
However this be, it is certain that anciently the Roman Bishop had 
no power of ordaining except within the bounds of his own patri-
archate, that is, as a canon of the Council of Nice expresses it, in 
suburban churches. To ordination was added the sending of a syn-
odical epistle, but this implied no authority. The patriarchs were 
accustomed, immediately after consecration, to attest their faith 
by a formal writing, in which they declared that they assented to 
sacred and orthodox councils. Thus, by rendering an account of 
their faith, they mutually approved of each other. If the Roman 
Bishop had received this confession from others, and not given 
it, he would therein have been acknowledged superior; but when 
it behoved to give as well as to receive, and to be subject to the 
common law, this was a sign of equality, not of lordship. Of this we 
have an example in a letter of Gregory to Anastasius and Cyriac of 
Constantinople, and in another letter to all the patriarchs together 
(Gregor. Lib. 1 Ep. 24, 25; Lib. 6 Ep. 169).
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7. Next come admonitions or censures. These the Roman Bish-

ops anciently employed towards others, and in their turn received. 
Irenæus sharply rebuked Victor for rashly troubling the Church 
with a pernicious schism, for a matter of no moment. He submit-
ted without objecting. Holy bishops were then wont to use the 
freedom as brethren, of admonishing and rebuking the Roman 
Prelate when he happened to err. He in his turn, when the case 
required, reminded others of their duty, and reprimanded them 
for their faults. For Cyprian, when he exhorts Stephen to admon-
ish the bishops of France, does not found on his larger power, but 
on the common right which priests have in regard to each other 
(Cyprian. Lib. 3 Ep. 13). I ask if Stephen had then presided over 
France, would not Cyprian have said, “Check them, for they are 
yours”? but his language is very different. “The brotherly fellow-
ship which binds us together requires that we should mutually ad-
monish each other” (Cyprian. ad Pomp. Cont. Epist. Steph.) And 
we see also with what severity of expression, a man otherwise of 
a mild temper, inveighs against Stephen himself, when he thinks 
him chargeable with insolence. Therefore, it does not yet appear 
in this respect that the Roman Bishop possessed any jurisdiction 
over those who did not belong to his province.

8. In regard to calling of councils, it was the duty of every Met-
ropolitan to assemble a provincial synod at stated times. Here 
the Roman Bishop had no jurisdiction, while the Emperor alone 
could summon a general council. Had any of the bishops attempt-
ed this, not only would those out of the province not have obeyed 
the call, but a tumult would instantly have arisen. Therefore the 
Emperor gave intimation to all alike to attend. Socrates, indeed, 
relates that Julius expostulated with the Eastern bishops for not 
having called him to the Council of Antioch, seeing it was forbid-
den by the canons that anything should be decided without the 
knowledge of the Roman Bishop (Tripart. Hist. Lib. 4). But who 
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does not perceive that this is to be understood of those decrees 
which bind the whole Church? At the same time, it is not strange if, 
in deference both to the antiquity and largeness of the city, and the 
dignity of the see, no universal decree concerning religion should 
be made in the absence of the Bishop of Rome, provided he did not 
refuse to be present. But what has this to do with the dominion of 
the whole Church? For we deny not that he was one of the princi-
pal bishops, though we are unwilling to admit what the Romanists 
now contend for—viz. that he had power over all.

9. The fourth remaining species of power is that of hearing ap-
peals. It is evident that the supreme power belongs to him to whose 
tribunal appeals are made. Many had repeatedly appealed to the 
Roman Pontiff. He also had endeavoured to bring causes under his 
cognisance, but he had always been derided whenever he went be-
yond his own boundaries. I say nothing of the East and of Greece, 
but it is certain, that the bishops of France stoutly resisted when 
he seemed to assume authority over them. In Africa, the subject 
was long disputed, for in the Council of Milevita, at which Au-
gustine was present, when those who carried appeals beyond seas 
were excommunicated, the Roman Pontiff attempted to obtain an 
alteration of the decree, and sent legates to show that the privilege 
of hearing appeals was given him by the Council of Nice. The leg-
ates produced acts of the council drawn from the armoury of their 
church. The African bishops resisted, and maintained, that credit 
was not to be given to the Bishop of Rome in his own cause; ac-
cordingly, they said that they would send to Constantinople, and 
other cities of Greece, where less suspicious copies might be had. 
It was found that nothing like what the Romanists had pretended 
was contained in the acts, and thus the decree which abrogated 
the supreme jurisdiction of the Roman Pontiff was confirmed. In 
this matter was manifested the egregious effrontery of the Roman 
Pontiff. For when he had fraudulently substituted the Council of 
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Sardis for that of Nice, he was disgracefully detected in a palpable 
falsehood; but still greater and more impudent was the iniquity of 
those who added a fictitious letter to the Council, in which some 
Bishop of Carthage condemns the arrogance of Aurelius his pre-
decessor, in promising to withdraw himself from obedience to the 
Apostolic See, and making a surrender of himself and his church, 
suppliantly prays for pardon. These are the noble records of an-
tiquity on which the majesty of the Roman See is founded, while, 
under the pretext of antiquity, they deal in falsehoods so puerile, 
that even a blind man might feel them. “Aurelius (says he), elat-
ed by diabolical audacity and contumacy, was rebellious against 
Christ and St Peter, and, accordingly, deserved to be anathema-
tised.” What does Augustine say? and what the many Fathers who 
were present at the Council of Milevita? But what need is there 
to give a lengthened refutation of that absurd writing, which not 
even Romanists, if they have any modesty left them, can look at 
without a deep feeling of shame? Thus Gratian, whether through 
malice or ignorance, I know not, after quoting the decree, That 
those are to be deprived of communion who carry appeals beyond 
seas, subjoins the exception, Unless, perhaps, they have appealed 
to the Roman See (Grat. 2, Quæst. 4, cap. Placuit.). What can you 
make of creatures like these, who are so devoid of common sense 
that they set down as an exception from the law the very thing on 
account of which, as everybody sees, the law was made? For the 
Council, in condemning transmarine appeals, simply prohibits an 
appeal to Rome. Yet this worthy expounder excepts Rome from 
the common law.

10. But (to end the question at once) the kind of jurisdiction 
which belonged to the Roman Bishop one narrative will make 
manifest. Donatus of Casa Nigra had accused Cecilianus the Bish-
op of Carthage. Cecilianus was condemned without a hearing: for, 
having ascertained that the bishops had entered into a conspiracy 
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against him, he refused to appear. The case was brought before the 
Emperor Constantine. who, wishing the matter to be ended by an 
ecclesiastical decision; gave the cognisance of it to Melciades, the 
Roman Bishop, appointing as his colleagues some bishops from 
Italy, France, and Spain. If it formed part of the ordinary juris-
diction of the Roman See to hear appeals in ecclesiastical causes, 
why did he allow others to be conjoined with him at the Emperor’s 
discretion? nay, why does he undertake to decide more from the 
command of the Emperor than his own office? But let us hear what 
afterwards happened (see August. Ep. 162, et alibi). Cecilianus pre-
vails. Donatus of Casa Nigra is thrown in his calumnious action 
and appeals. Constantine devolves the decision of the appeal on 
the Bishop of Arles, who sits as judge, to give sentence after the 
Roman Pontiff.569 If the Roman See has supreme power not sub-
ject to appeal, why does Melciades allow himself to be so greatly 
insulted as to have the Bishop of Arles preferred to him? And who 
is the Emperor that does this? Constantine, who they boast not 
only made it his constant study, but employed all the resources of 
the empire to enlarge the dignity of that see. We see, therefore, 
how far in every way the Roman Pontiff was from that supreme 
dominion, which he asserts to have been given him by Christ over 
all churches, and which he falsely alleges that he possessed in all 
ages, with the consent of the whole world.

11. I know how many epistles there are, how many rescripts and 
edicts in which there is nothing which the pontiffs do not ascribe 
and confidently arrogate to themselves. But all men of the least 
intellect and learning know, that the greater part of them are in 
themselves so absurd, that it is easy at the first sight to detect the 
forge from which they have come. Does any man of sense and so-
berness think that Anacletus is the author of that famous interpre-
tation which is given in Gratian, under the name of Anacletus—
viz. that Cephas is head? (Dist. 22, cap. Sacrosancta.) Numerous 
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follies of the same kind which Gratian has heaped together with-
out judgment, the Romanists of the present day employ against us 
in defence of their see. The smoke, by which, in the former days 
of ignorance, they imposed upon the ignorant, they would still 
vend in the present light. I am unwilling to take much trouble in 
refuting things which, by their extreme absurdity, plainly refute 
themselves. I admit the existence of genuine epistles by ancient 
Pontiffs, in which they pronounce magnificent eulogiums on the 
extent of their see. Such are some of the epistles of Leo. For as 
he possessed learning and eloquence, so he was excessively de-
sirous of glory and dominion; but the true question is, whether 
or not, when he thus extolled himself, the churches gave cred-
it to his testimony? It appears that many were offended with his 
ambition, and also resisted his cupidity. He in one place appoints 
the Bishop of Thessalonica his vicar throughout Greece and other 
neighbouring regions (Leo, Ep. 85), and elsewhere gives the same 
office to the Bishop of Arles or some other throughout France (Ep. 
83). In like manner, he appointed Hormisdas, Bishop of Hispala, 
his vicar throughout Spain, but he uniformly makes this reserva-
tion, that in giving such commissions, the ancient privileges of 
the Metropolitans were to remain safe and entire. These appoint-
ments, therefore, were made on the condition, that no bishop 
should be impeded in his ordinary jurisdiction, no Metropolitan 
in taking cognisance of appeals, no provincial council in consti-
tuting churches. But what else was this than to decline all jurisdic-
tion, and to interpose for the purpose of settling discord only, in 
so far as the law and nature of ecclesiastical communion admit?

12. In the time of Gregory, that ancient rule was greatly 
changed. For when the empire was convulsed and torn, when 
France and Spain were suffering from the many disasters which 
they ever and anon received, when Illyricum was laid waste, Italy 
harassed, and Africa almost destroyed by uninterrupted calami-
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ties, in order that, during these civil convulsions, the integrity of 
the faith might remain, or at least not entirely perish, the bishops 
in all quarters attached themselves more to the Roman Pontiff. In 
this way, not only the dignity, but also the power of the see, ex-
ceedingly increased, although I attach no great importance to the 
means by which this was accomplished. It is certain, that it was 
then greater than in former ages. And yet it was very different from 
the unbridled dominion of one ruling others as he pleased. Still the 
reverence paid to the Roman See was such, that by its authority it 
could guide and repress those whom their own colleagues were 
unable to keep to their duty; for Gregory is careful ever and anon 
to testify that he was not less faithful in preserving the rights of 
others, than in insisting that his own should be preserved. “I do 
not,” says he, “under the stimulus of ambition, derogate from any 
man’s right, but desire to honour my brethren in all things” (Gre-
gor. Lib. 2 Ep. 68). There is no sentence in his writings in which 
he boasts more proudly of the extent of his primacy than the fol-
lowing: “I know not what bishop is not subject to the Roman See, 
when he is discovered in a fault” (Leo. Lib. 2, Epist. 68). However, 
he immediately adds, “Where faults do not call for interference, all 
are equal according to the rule of humility.” He claims for himself 
the right of correcting those who have sinned; if all do their duty, 
he puts himself on a footing of equality. He, indeed, claimed this 
right, and those who chose assented to it, while those who were 
not pleased with it were at liberty to object with impunity; and it 
is known that the greater part did so. We may add, that he is then 
speaking of the primate of Byzantium, who, when condemned by 
a provincial synod, repudiated the whole judgment. His colleagues 
had informed the Emperor of his contumacy, and the Emperor had 
given the cognisance of the matter to Gregory. We see, therefore, 
that he does not interfere in any way with the ordinary jurisdic-
tion, and that, in acting as a subsidiary to others, he acts entirely 
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by the Emperor’s command.

13. At this time, therefore, the whole power of the Roman 
Bishop consisted in opposing stubborn and ungovernable spir-
its, where some extraordinary remedy was required, and this in 
order to assist other bishops, not to interfere with them. There-
fore, he assumes no more power over others than he elsewhere 
gives others over himself, when he confesses that he is ready to 
be corrected by all, amended by all (Lib. 2 Ep. 37). So, in another 
place, though he orders the Bishop of Aquileia to come to Rome 
to plead his cause in a controversy as to doctrine which had arisen 
between himself and others, he thus orders not of his own au-
thority, but in obedience to the Emperor’s command. Nor does 
he declare that he himself will be sole judge, but promises to call 
a synod, by which the whole business may be determined. But 
although the moderation was still such, that the power of the Ro-
man See had certain limits which it was not permitted to overstep, 
and the Roman Bishop himself was not more above than under 
others, it appears how much Gregory was dissatisfied with this 
state of matters. For he ever and anon complains, that he, under 
the colour of the episcopate, was brought back to the world, and 
was more involved in earthly cares than when living as a laic; that 
he, in that honourable office, was oppressed by the tumult of secu-
lar affairs. Elsewhere he says, “So many burdensome occupations 
depress me, that my mind cannot at all rise to things above. I am 
shaken by the many billows of causes, and after they are quieted, 
am afflicted by the tempests of a tumultuous life, so that I may 
truly say I am come into the depths of the sea, and the flood has 
overwhelmed me.” From this I infer what he would have said if he 
had fallen on the present times. If he did not fulfil, he at least did 
the duty of a pastor. He declined the administration of civil pow-
er, and acknowledged himself subject, like others, to the Emperor. 
He did not interfere with the management of other churches, un-
less forced by necessity. And yet he thinks himself in a labyrinth, 
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because he cannot devote himself entirely to the duty of a bishop.

14. At that time, as has already been said, the Bishop of Constan-
tinople was disputing with the Bishop of Rome for the primacy. For 
after the seat of empire was fixed at Constantinople, the majesty of 
the empire seemed to demand that that church should have the 
next place of honour to that of Rome. And certainly, at the outset, 
nothing had tended more to give the primacy to Rome, than that it 
was then the capital of the empire. In Gratian, (Dist. 80), there is a 
rescript under the name of Pope Lucinus, to the effect that the only 
way in which the cities where Metropolitans and Primates ought to 
preside were distinguished, was by means of the civil government 
which had previously existed. There is a similar rescript under the 
name of Pope Clement, in which he says, that patriarchs were ap-
pointed in those cities which had previously had the first flamens. 
Although this is absurd, it was borrowed from what was true. For 
it is certain, that in order to make as little change as possible, prov-
inces were distributed according to the state of matters then exist-
ing, and Primates and Metropolitans were placed in those cities 
which surpassed others in honours and power. Accordingly, it was 
decreed in the Council of Turin, that the cities of every province 
which were first in the civil government should be the first sees 
of bishops. But if it should happen that the honour of civil gov-
ernment was transferred from one city to another, then the right 
of the metropolis should be at the same time transferred thither. 
But Innocent, the Roman Pontiff, seeing that the ancient dignity of 
the city had been decaying ever since the seat of empire had been 
transferred to Constantinople, and fearing for his see, enacted a 
contrary law, in which he denies the necessity of changing metro-
politan churches as imperial metropolitan cities were changed. But 
the authority of a synod is justly to be preferred to the opinion of 
one individual, and Innocent himself should be suspected in his 
own cause. However this be, he by his caveat shows the original 
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rule to have been, that Metropolitans should be distributed ac-
cording to the order of the empire.

15. Agreeably to this ancient custom, the first Council of Con-
stantinople decreed that the bishop of that city should take prece-
dence after the Roman Pontiff, because it was a new Rome. But long 
after, when a similar decree was made at Chalcedon, Leo keenly 
protested (Socrat. Hist. Trop. Lib. 9 cap. 13). And not only did he 
permit himself to set at nought what six hundred bishops or more 
had decreed, but he even assailed them with bitter reproaches, 
because they had derogated from other sees in the honour which 
they had presumed to confer on the Church of Constantinople 
(in Decr. 22, Distinct. cap. Constantinop.). What, pray, could have 
incited the man to trouble the world for so small an affair but 
mere ambition? He says, that what the Council of Nice had once 
sanctioned ought to have been inviolable; as if the Christian faith 
was in any danger if one church was preferred to another; or as if 
separate Patriarchates had been established on any other grounds 
than that of policy. But we know that policy varies with times, nay, 
demands various changes. It is therefore futile in Leo to pretend 
that the See of Constantinople ought not to receive the honour 
which was given to that of Alexandria, by the authority of the 
Council of Nice. For it is the dictate of common sense, that the 
decree was one of those which might be abrogated, in respect of 
a change of times. What shall we say to the fact, that none of the 
Eastern churches, though chiefly interested, objected? Proterius, 
who had been appointed at Alexandria instead of Dioscorus, was 
certainly present; other patriarchs whose honour was impaired 
were present. It belonged to them to interfere, not to Leo, whose 
station remained entire. While all of them are silent, many assent, 
and the Roman Bishop alone resists, it is easy to judge what it 
is that moves him; just because he foresaw what happened not 
long after, that when the glory of ancient Rome declined, Con-
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stantinople, not contented with the second place, would dispute 
the primacy with her. And yet his clamour was not so successful 
as to prevent the decree of the council from being ratified. Accord-
ingly, his successors seeing themselves defeated, quietly desisted 
from that petulance, and allowed the Bishop of Constantinople to 
be regarded as the second Patriarch.

16. But shortly after, John, who, in the time of Gregory, presided 
over the church of Constantinople, went so far as to say that he was 
universal Patriarch. Here Gregory, that he might not be wanting to 
his See in a most excellent cause, constantly opposed. And certain-
ly it was impossible to tolerate the pride and madness of John, who 
wished to make the limits of his bishopric equal to the limits of the 
empire. This, which Gregory denies to another, he claims not for 
himself, but abominates the title by whomsoever used, as wicked, 
impious, and nefarious. Nay, he is offended with Eulogius, Bishop 
of Alexandria, who had honoured him with this title, “See (says he, 
Lib. 8 Ep. 30) in the address of the letter which you have directed to 
me, though I prohibited you, you have taken care to write a word 
of proud signification by calling me Universal Pope. What I ask is, 
that your holiness do not go farther, because, whatever is given to 
another more than reason demands is withdrawn from you. I do 
not regard that as honour by which I see that the honour of my 
brethren is diminished. For my honour is the universal honour of 
the Church, and entire prerogative of my brethren. If your holiness 
calls me universal Pope, it denies itself to be this whole which it ac-
knowledges me to be.” The cause of Gregory was indeed good and 
honourable; but John, aided by the favour of the Emperor Maurice, 
could not be dissuaded from his purpose. Cyriac also, his succes-
sor, never allowed himself to be spoken to on the subject.

17. At length Phocas, who had slain Maurice, and usurped his 
place (more friendly to the Romans, for what reason I know not, or

rather because he had been crowned king there without oppo-
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sition), conceded to Boniface III. what Gregory by no means de-
manded—viz. that Rome should be the head of all the churches. 
In this way the controversy was ended. And yet this kindness of 
the Emperor to the Romans would not have been of very much 
avail had not other circumstances occurred. For shortly after 
Greece and all Asia were cut off from his communion, while all 
the reverence which he received from France was obedience only 
in so far as she pleased. She was brought into subjection for the 
first time when Pepin got possession of the throne. For Zachary, 
the Roman Pontiff, having aided him in his perfidy and robbery 
when he expelled the lawful sovereign, and seized upon the king-
dom, which lay exposed as a kind of prey, was rewarded by having 
the jurisdiction of the Roman See established over the churches of 
France. In the same way as robbers are wont to divide and share 
the common spoil, those two worthies arranged that Pepin should 
have the worldly and civil power by spoiling the true prince, while 
Zachary should become the head of all the bishops, and have the 
spiritual power. This, though weak at the first (as usually happens 
with new power), was afterwards confirmed by the authority of 
Charlemagne for a very similar cause. For he too was under ob-
ligation to the Roman Pontiff, to whose zeal he was indebted for 
the honour of empire. Though there is reason to believe that the 
churches had previously been greatly altered, it is certain that the 
ancient form of the Church was then only completely effaced in 
Gaul and Germany. There are still extant among the archives of the 
Parliament of Paris short commentaries on those times, which, in 
treating of ecclesiastical affairs, make mention of the compacts 
both of Pepin and Charlemagne with the Roman Pontiff. Hence 
we may infer that the ancient state of matters was then changed.

18. From that time, while everywhere matters were becoming 
daily worse, the tyranny of the Roman Bishop was established, 
and ever and anon increased, and this partly by the ignorance, 
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partly by the sluggishness, of the bishops. For while he was arrogat-
ing everything to himself, and proceeding more and more to exalt 
himself without measure, contrary to law and right, the bishops 
did not exert themselves so zealously as they ought in curbing his 
pretensions. And though they had not been deficient in spirit, they 
were devoid of true doctrine and experience, so that they were by 
no means fit for so important an effort. Accordingly, we see how 
great and monstrous was the profanation of all sacred things, and 
the dissipation of the whole ecclesiastical order at Rome, in the 
age of Bernard. He complains (Lib. 1 de Consider. ad Eugen.) that 
the ambitious, avaricious, demoniacal, sacrilegious, fornicators, 
incestuous, and similar miscreants, flocked from all quarters of the 
world to Rome, that by apostolic authority they might acquire or 
retain ecclesiastical honours: that fraud, circumvention, and vio-
lence, prevailed. The mode of judging causes then in use he de-
scribes as execrable, as disgraceful, not only to the Church, but the 
bar. He exclaims that the Church is filled with the ambitious: that 
not one is more afraid to perpetrate crimes than robbers in their 
den when they share the spoils of the traveller. “Few (say he) look 
to the mouth of the legislator, but all to his hands. Not without 
cause, however: for their hands do the whole business of the Pope. 
What kind of thing is it when those are bought by the spoils of the 
Church, who say to you, Well done, well done? The life of the poor 
is sown in the highways of the rich: silver glitters in the mire: they 
run together from all sides: it is not the poorer that takes it up, but 
the stronger, or, perhaps, he who runs fastest. That custom, how-
ever, or rather that death, comes not of you: I wish it would end 
in you. While these things are going on, you, a pastor, come forth 
robed in much costly clothing. If I might presume to say it, this is 
more the pasture of demons than of sheep. Peter, forsooth, acted 
thus; Paul sported thus. Your court has been more accustomed to 
receive good men than to make them. The bad do not gain much 
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there, but the good degenerate.” Then when he describes the abus-
es of appeals, no pious man can read them without being horri-
fied. At length, speaking of the unbridled cupidity of the Roman 
See in usurping jurisdiction, he thus concludes (Lib. 3 de Concil.), 
“I express the murmur and common complaint of the churches. 
Their cry is, that they are maimed and dismembered. There are 
none, or very few, who do not lament or fear that plague. Do you 
ask what plague? Abbots are encroached upon by bishops, bish-
ops by archbishops, &c. It is strange if this can be excused. By thus 
acting, you prove that you have the fulness of power, but not the 
fulness of righteousness. You do this because you are able; but 
whether you also ought to do it is the question. You are appoint-
ed to preserve, not to envy, the honour and rank of each.” I have 
thought it proper to quote these few passages out of many, partly 
that my readers may see how grievously the Church had then fall-
en, partly, too, that they may see with what grief and lamentation 
all pious men beheld this calamity.

19. But though we were to concede to the Roman Pontiff of 
the present day the eminence and extent of jurisdiction which his 
see had in the middle ages, as in the time of Leo and Gregory, 
what would this be to the existing Papacy? I am not now speaking 
of worldly dominion, or of civil power, which will afterwards be 
explained in their own place (chap. 11 sec. 8-14); but what resem-
blance is there between the spiritual government of which they 
boast and the state of those times? The only definition which they 
give of the Pope is, that he is the supreme head of the Church 
on earth, and the universal bishop of the whole globe. The Pon-
tiffs themselves, when they speak of their authority, declare with 
great superciliousness, that the power of commanding belongs 
to them,—that the necessity of obedience remains with others,—
that all their decrees are to be regarded as confirmed by the divine 
voice of Peter,—that provincial synods, from not having the pres-
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ence of the Pope, are deficient in authority,—that they can ordain 
the clergy of any church,—and can summon to their See any who 
have been ordained elsewhere. Innumerable things of this kind are 
contained in the farrago of Gratian, which I do not mention, that I 
may not be tedious to my readers. The whole comes to this, that to 
the Roman Pontiff belongs the supreme cognisance of all ecclesias-
tical causes, whether in determining and defining doctrines, or in 
enacting laws, or in appointing discipline, or in giving sentences. 
It were also tedious and superfluous to review the privileges which 
they assume to themselves in what they call reservations. But the 
most intolerable of all things is their leaving no judicial authori-
ty in the world to restrain and curb them when they licentiously 
abuse their immense power. “No man (say they44 ) is entitled to 
alter the judgment of this See, on account of the primacy of the 
Roman Church.” Again, “The judge shall not be judged either by 
the emperor, or by kings, or by the clergy, or by the people.” It is 
surely imperious enough for one man to appoint himself the judge 
of all, while he will not submit to the judgment of any. But what 
if he tyrannises over the people of God? if he dissipates and lays 
waste the kingdom of Christ? if he troubles the whole Church? if 
he convert the pastoral office into robbery? Nay, though he should 
be the most abandoned of all, he insists that none can call him to 
account. The language of Pontiffs is, “God has been pleased to ter-
minate the causes of other men by men, but the Prelate of this See 
he has reserved unquestioned for his own judgment.” Again, “The 
deeds of subjects are judged by us; ours by God only.”

20. And in order that edicts of this kind might have more 
weight, they falsely substituted the names of ancient Pontiffs, as 
if matters had been so constituted from the beginning, while it is 
absolutely certain that whatever attributes more to the Pontiff than 

44	 Nicolas, whose view is given in Decretis 17, Quæst. 3, cap. 
Nemini; Innocent IX. Quæst. 3, cap. Nemo. Symmachi 9. Quæst. 3, cap. 
Aliorum. Antherius, ibidem, cap. Facta.
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we have stated to have been given to him by ancient councils, is 
new and of recent fabrication. Nay, they have carried their effron-
tery so far as to publish a rescript under the name of Anastasius, 
the Patriarch of Constantinople, in which he testifies that it was 
appointed by ancient regulations, that nothing should be done in 
the remotest provinces without being previously referred to the 
Roman See. Besides its extreme folly, who can believe it credi-
ble that such an eulogium on the Roman See proceeded from 
an opponent and rival of its honour and dignity? But doubtless 
it was necessary that those Antichrists should proceed to such 
a degree of madness and blindness, that their iniquity might be 
manifest to all men of sound mind who will only open their eyes. 
The decretal epistles collected by Gregory IX., also the Clemen-
tines and Extravagants of Martin, breathe still more plainly, and 
in more bombastic terms bespeak this boundless ferocity and tyr-
anny, as it were, of barbarian kings. But these are the oracles out 
of which the Romanists would have their Papacy to be judged. 
Hence have sprung those famous axioms which have the force of 
oracles throughout the Papacy in the present day—viz. that the 
Pope cannot err; that the Pope is superior to councils; that the 
Pope is the universal bishop of all churches, and the chief Head of 
the Church on earth. I say nothing of the still greater absurdities 
which are babbled by the foolish canonists in their schools, absur-
dities, however, which Roman theologians not only assent to, but 
even applaud in flattery of their idol.

21. I will not treat with them on the strictest terms. In oppo-
sition to their great insolence, some would quote the language 
which Cyprian used to the bishops in the council over which he 
presided: “None of us styles himself bishop of bishops, or forces 
his colleagues to the necessity of obeying by the tyranny of terror.” 
Some might object what was long after decreed at Carthage, “Let 
no one be called the prince of priests or first bishop;” and might 
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gather many proofs from history, and canons from councils, and 
many passages from ancient writers, which bring the Roman Pon-
tiff into due order. But these I omit, that I may not seem to press 
too hard upon them. However, let these worthy defenders of the 
Roman See tell me with what face they can defend the title of uni-
versal bishop, while they see it so often anathematised by Gregory. 
If effect is to be given to his testimony, then they, by making their 
Pontiff universal, declare him to be Antichrist. The name of head 
was not more approved. For Gregory thus speaks: “Peter was the 
chief member in the body, John, Andrew, and James, the heads of 
particular communities. All, however, are under one head mem-
bers of the Church: nay, the saints before the law, the saints under 
the law, the saints under grace, all perfecting the body of the Lord, 
are constituted members: none of them ever wished to be styled 
universal” (Gregor. Lib. 4 Ep. 83). When the Pontiff arrogates to 
himself the power of ordering, he little accords with what Grego-
ry elsewhere says. For Eulogius, Bishop of Alexandria, having said 
that he had received an order from him, he replies in this manner: 
“This word order I beg you to take out of my hearing, for I know 
who I am, and who you are: in station you are my brethren, in char-
acter my fathers. I therefore did not order, but took care to suggest 
what seemed useful” (Gregor. Lib. 7 Ep. 80). When the Pope ex-
tends his jurisdiction without limit, he does great and atrocious 
injustice not only to other bishops, but to each single church, tear-
ing and dismembering them, that he may build his see upon their 
ruins. When he exempts himself from all tribunals, and wishes to 
reign in the manner of a tyrant, holding his own caprice to be his 
only law, the thing is too insulting, and too foreign to ecclesiastical 
rule, to be on any account submitted to. It is altogether abhorrent, 
not only from pious feeling, but also from common sense.

22. But that I may not be forced to discuss and follow out each 
point singly, I again appeal to those who, in the present day, would 
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be thought the best and most faithful defenders of the Roman 
See, whether they are not ashamed to defend the existing state of 
the Papacy, which is clearly a hundred times more corrupt than 
in the days of Gregory and Bernard, though even then these holy 
men were so much displeased with it. Gregory everywhere com-
plains (Lib. 1 Ep. 5; item, Ep. 7, 25, &c.) that he was distracted 
above measure by foreign occupations: that under colour of the 
episcopate he was taken back to the world, being subject to more 
worldly cares than he remembered to have ever had when a laic; 
that he was so oppressed by the trouble of secular affairs, as to be 
unable to raise his mind to things above; that he was so tossed by 
the many billows of causes, and afflicted by the tempests of a tu-
multuous life, that he might well say, “I am come into the depths 
of the sea.” It is certain, that amid these worldly occupations, he 
could teach the people in sermons, admonish in private, and cor-
rect those who required it; order the Church, give counsel to his 
colleagues, and exhort them to their duty. Moreover, some time 
was left for writing, and yet he deplores it as his calamity, that 
he was plunged into the very deepest sea. If the administration 
at that time was a sea, what shall we say of the present Papacy? 
For what resemblance is there between the periods? Now there 
are no sermons, no care for discipline, no zeal for churches, no 
spiritual function; nothing, in short, but the world. And yet this 
labyrinth is lauded as if nothing could be found better ordered 
and arranged. What complaints also does Bernard pour forth, 
what groans does he utter, when he beholds the vices of his own 
age? What then would he have done on beholding this iron, or, 
if possible, worse than iron, age of ours? How dishonest, there-
fore, not only obstinately to defend as sacred and divine what all 
the saints have always with one mouth disapproved, but to abuse 
their testimony in favour of the Papacy, which, it is evident, was 
altogether unknown to them? Although I admit, in respect to the 
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time of Bernard, that all things were so corrupt as to make it not 
unlike our own. But it betrays a want of all sense of shame to seek 
any excuse from that middle period—namely, from that of Leo, 
Gregory, and the like—for it is just as if one were to vindicate the 
monarchy of the Cæsars by lauding the ancient state of the Roman 
empire; in other words, were to borrow the praises of liberty in 
order to eulogise tyranny.

23. Lastly, Although all these things were granted, an entirely 
new question arises, when we deny that there is at Rome a Church 
in which privileges of this nature can reside; when we deny that 
there is a bishop to sustain the dignity of these privileges. Assume, 
therefore, that all these things are true (though we have already 
extorted the contrary from them), that Peter was by the words of 
Christ constituted head of the universal Church, and that the hon-
our thus conferred upon him he deposited in the Roman See, that 
this was sanctioned by the authority of the ancient Church, and 
confirmed by long use; that supreme power was always with one 
consent devolved by all on the Roman Pontiff, that while he was 
the judge of all causes and all men, he was subject to the judgment 
of none. Let even more be conceded to them if they will, I answer, 
in one word, that none of these things avail if there be not a Church 
and a Bishop at Rome. They must of necessity concede to me that 
she is not a mother of churches who is not herself a church, that he 
cannot be the chief of bishops who is not himself a bishop. Would 
they then have the Apostolic See at Rome? Let them give me a 
true and lawful apostleship. Would they have a supreme pontiff, 
let them give me a bishop. But how? Where will they show me any 
semblance of a church? They, no doubt, talk of one, and have it 
ever in their mouths. But surely the Church is recognised by cer-
tain marks, and bishopric is the name of an office. I am not now 
speaking of the people but of the government, which ought perpet-
ually to be conspicuous in the Church. Where, then, is a ministry 
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such as the institution of Christ requires? Let us remember what 
was formerly said of the duty of presbyters and bishops. If we bring 
the office of cardinals to that test, we will acknowledge that they 
are nothing less than presbyters. But I should like to know what 
one quality of a bishop the Pope himself has? The first point in the 
office of a bishop is to instruct the people in the word of God; the 
second and next to it is to administer the sacraments; the third 
is to admonish and exhort, to correct those who are in fault, and 
restrain the people by holy discipline. Which of these things does 
he do? Nay, which of these things does he pretend to do? Let them 
say, then, on what ground they will have him to be regarded as a 
bishop, who does not even in semblance touch any part of the duty 
with his little finger.

24. It is not with a bishop as with a king; the latter, though he 
does not execute the proper duty of a king, nevertheless retains 
the title and the honour; but in deciding on a bishop respect is 
had to the command of Christ, to which effect ought always to be 
given in the Church. Let the Romanists then untie this knot. I deny 
that their pontiff is the prince of bishops, seeing he is no bishop. 
This allegation of mine they must prove to be false if they would 
succeed in theirs. What then do I maintain? That he has nothing 
proper to a bishop, but is in all things the opposite of a bishop. But 
with what shall I here begin? With doctrine or with morals? What 
shall I say, or what shall I pass in silence, or where shall I end? 
This I maintain: while in the present day the world is so inundated 
with perverse and impious doctrines, so full of all kinds of super-
stition, so blinded by error and sunk in idolatry, there is not one 
of them which has not emanated from the Papacy, or at least been 
confirmed by it. Nor is there any other reason why the pontiffs are 
so enraged against the reviving doctrine of the Gospel, why they 
stretch every nerve to oppress it, and urge all kings and princes to 
cruelty, than just that they see their whole dominion tottering and 
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falling to pieces the moment the Gospel of Christ prevails. Leo was 
cruel and Clement sanguinary, Paul is truculent. But in assailing 
the truth, it is not so much natural temper that impels them as the 
conviction that they have no other method of maintaining their 
power. Therefore, seeing they cannot be safe unless they put Christ 
to flight, they labour in this cause as if they were fighting for their 
altars and hearths, for their own lives and those of their adherents. 
What then? Shall we recognise the Apostolic See where we see 
nothing but horrible apostacy? Shall he be the vicar of Christ who, 
by his furious efforts in persecuting the Gospel, plainly declares 
himself to be Antichrist? Shall he be the successor of Peter who 
goes about with fire and sword demolishing everything that Peter 
built? Shall he be the Head of the Church who, after dissevering 
the Church from Christ, her only true Head, tears and lacerates her 
members? Rome, indeed, was once the mother of all the churches, 
but since she began to be the seat of Antichrist she ceased to be 
what she was.

25. To some we seem slanderous and petulant, when we call 
the Roman Pontiff Antichrist. But those who think so perceive not 
that they are bringing a charge of intemperance against Paul, after 
whom we speak, nay, in whose very words we speak. But lest any one 
object that Paul’s words have a different meaning, and are wrested 
by us against the Roman Pontiff, I will briefly show that they can 
only be understood of the Papacy. Paul says that Antichrist would 
sit in the temple of God (2 Thess. 2:4). In another passage, the Spir-
it, portraying him in the person of Antiochus, says that his reign 
would be with great swelling words of vanity (Dan. 7:25). Hence 
we infer that his tyranny is more over souls than bodies, a tyranny 
set up in opposition to the spiritual kingdom of Christ. Then his 
nature is such, that he abolishes not the name either of Christ or 
the Church, but rather uses the name of Christ as a pretext, and 
lurks under the name of Church as under a mask. But though all 
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the heresies and schisms which have existed from the beginning 
belong to the kingdom of Antichrist, yet when Paul foretells that 
defection will come, he by the description intimates that that seat 
of abomination will be erected, when a kind of universal defection 
comes upon the Church, though many members of the Church 
scattered up and down should continue in the true unity of the 
faith. But when he adds, that in his own time, the mystery of in-
iquity, which was afterwards to be openly manifested, had begun 
to work in secret, we thereby understand that this calamity was 
neither to be introduced by one man, nor to terminate in one man 
(see Calv. in 2 Thess. 2:3; Dan. 7:9). Moreover, when the mark 
by which he distinguishes Antichrist is, that he would rob God 
of his honour and take it to himself, he gives the leading feature 
which we ought to follow in searching out Antichrist; especially 
when pride of this description proceeds to the open devastation 
of the Church. Seeing then it is certain that the Roman Pontiff has 
impudently transferred to himself the most peculiar properties of 
God and Christ, there cannot be a doubt that he is the leader and 
standard-bearer of an impious and abominable kingdom.

26. Let the Romanists now go and oppose us with antiquity; as 
if, amid such a complete change in every respect, the honour of the 
See can continue where there is no See. Eusebius says that God, 
to make way for his vengeance, transferred the Church which was 
at Jerusalem to Pella (Euseb. Lib. 3 cap. 5). What we are told was 
once done may have been done repeatedly. Hence it is too absurd 
and ridiculous so to fix the honour of the primacy to a particu-
lar spot, so that he who is in fact the most inveterate enemy of 
Christ, the chief adversary of the Gospel, the greatest devastator 
and waster of the Church, the most cruel slayer and murderer of 
the saints, should be, nevertheless, regarded as the vicegerent of 
Christ, the successor of Peter, the first priest of the Church, mere-
ly because he occupies what was formerly the first of all sees. I 



164   CHAPTER 7  Of The Beginning And Rise Of The Romish 
Papacy, Till It Attained A Height By Which The Liberty Of The 

Church Was Destroyed, And All True Rule Overthrown.
do not say how great the difference is between the chancery of the 
Pope and well-regulated order in the Church; although this one 
fact might well set the question at rest. For no man of sound mind 
will include the episcopate in lead and bulls, much less in that ad-
ministration of captions and circumscriptions, in which the spiri-
tual government of the Pope is supposed to consist. It has therefore 
been elegantly said, that that vaunted Roman Church was long ago 
converted into a temporal court, the only thing which is now seen 
at Rome. I am not here speaking of the vices of individuals, but 
demonstrating that the Papacy itself is diametrically opposed to 
the ecclesiastical system.

27. But if we come to individuals, it is well known what kind of 
vicars of Christ we shall find. No doubt, Julius and Leo, and Clem-
ent and Paul, will be pillars of the Christian faith, the first inter-
preters of religion, though they knew nothing more of Christ than 
they had learned in the school of Lucian. But why give the names 
of three or four pontiffs? as if there were any doubt as to the kind of 
religion professed by pontiffs, with their College of Cardinals, and 
professors, in the present day. The first head of the secret theology 
which is in vogue among them is, that there is no God. Another, 
that whatever things have been written and are taught concern-
ing Christ are lies and imposture.45 A third, that the doctrine of a 
future life and final resurrection is a mere fable. All do not think, 
few speak thus; I confess it. Yet it is long since this began to be the 
ordinary religion of pontiffs; and though the thing is notorious to 
all who know Rome, Roman theologians cease not to boast that by 
special privilege our Saviour has provided that the Pope cannot err, 

45	 Erasmus, in a letter to Steuchus, says, “It may be that in Germany 
there are persons who do not refrain from blasphemy against God, but 
the severest punishment is inflicted on them. But at Rome, I have with 
my own ears heard men belching out horrid blasphemies against Christ 
and his apostles, in the presence of many besides myself, and doing it 
with impunity!”
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because it was said to Peter, “I have prayed for thee that thy faith 
fail not”(Luke 22:32). What, pray, do they gain by their effrontery, 
but to let the whole world understand that they have reached the 
extreme of wickedness, so as neither to fear God nor regard man?

28. But let us suppose that the iniquity of these pontiffs whom I 
have mentioned is not known, as they have not published it either 
in sermons or writings, but betrayed it only at table or in their 
chamber, or at least within the walls of their court. But if they 
would have the privilege which they claim to be confirmed, they 
must expunge from their list of pontiffs John XXII.,46 who publicly 
maintained that the soul is mortal, and perishes with the body till 
the day of resurrection. And to show you that the whole See with 
its chief props then utterly fell, none of the Cardinals opposed his 
madness, only the Faculty of Paris urged the king to insist on a re-
cantation. The king interdicted his subjects from communion with 
him, unless he would immediately recant, and published his inter-
dict in the usual way by a herald. Thus necessitated, he abjured his 
error. This example relieves me from the necessity of disputing fur-
ther with my opponents, when they say that the Roman See and its 
pontiffs cannot err in the faith, from its being said to Peter, “I have 
prayed for thee that thy faith fail not.” Certainly by this shame-
ful lapse he fell from the faith, and became a noted proof to pos-
terity, that all are not Peters who succeed Peter in the episcopate; 
although the thing is too childish in itself to need an answer: for 
if they insist on applying everything that was said to Peter to the 
successors of Peter, it will follow, that they are all Satans, because 
our Lord once said to Peter, “Get thee behind me, Satan, thou art 
an offence unto me.” It is as easy for us to retort the latter saying as 
for them to adduce the former.

29. But I have no pleasure in this absurd mode of disputation, 
and therefore return to the point from which I digressed. To fix 

46	 John Gerson, who lived at the time, attests that John XXII. open-
ly denied the immortality of the soul.
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down Christ and the Holy Spirit and the Church to a particular 
spot, so that every one who presides in it, should he be a devil, 
must still be deemed vicegerent of Christ, and the head of the 
Church, because that spot was formerly the See of Peter, is not only 
impious and insulting to Christ, but absurd and contrary to com-
mon sense. For a long period, the Roman Pontiffs have either been 
altogether devoid of religion, or been its greatest enemies. The see 
which they occupy, therefore, no more makes them the vicars of 
Christ, than it makes an idol to become God, when it is placed 
in the temple of God (2 Thess. 2:4). Then, if manners be inquired 
into, let the Popes answer for themselves, what there is in them 
that can make them be recognised for bishops. First, the mode of 
life at Rome, while they not only connive and are silent, but also 
tacitly approve, is altogether unworthy of bishops, whose duty it is 
to curb the licence of the people by the strictness of discipline. But 
I will not be so rigid with them as to charge them with the faults 
of others. But when they with their household, with almost the 
whole College of Cardinals, and the whole body of their clergy, 
are so devoted to wickedness, obscenity, uncleanness, iniquity, and 
crime of every description, that they resemble monsters more than 
men, they herein betray that they are nothing less than bishops. 
They need not fear that I will make a farther disclosure of their 
turpitude. For it is painful to wade through such filthy mire, and 
I must spare modest ears. But I think I have amply demonstrated 
what I proposed—viz. that though Rome was formerly the first of 
churches, she deserves not in the present day to be regarded as one 
of her minutest members.

30. In regard to those whom they call Cardinals, I know not 
how it happened that they rose so suddenly to such a height. In 
the age of Gregory, the name was applied to bishops only (Gregor. 
Lib. 2 Ep. 15, 77, 79; Ep. 6, 25). For whenever he makes mention of 
cardinals, he assigns them not only to the Roman Church, but to 
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every other church, so that, in short, a Cardinal priest is nothing 
else than a bishop. I do not find the name among the writers of 
a former age. I see, however, that they were inferior to bishops, 
whom they now far surpass. There is a well-known passage in Au-
gustine: “Although, in regard to terms of honour which custom 
has fixed in the Church, the office of bishop is greater than that 
of presbyter, yet in many things, Augustine is inferior to Jerome” 
(August. ad Hieron. Ep. 19). Here, certainly, he is not distinguish-
ing a presbyter of the Roman Church from other presbyters, but 
placing all of them alike after bishops. And so strictly was this 
observed, that at the Council of Carthage, when two legates of the 
Roman See were present, one a bishop, and the other a presbyter, 
the latter was put in the lowest place. But not to dwell too much 
on ancient times, we have account of a Council held at Rome, 
under Gregory, at which the presbyters sit in the lowest place, and 
subscribe by themselves, while deacons do not subscribe at all. 
And, indeed, they had no office at that time, unless to be present 
under the bishop, and assist him in the administration of word 
and sacraments. So much is their lot now changed, that they have 
become associates of kings and Cæsars. And there can be no 
doubt that they have grown gradually with their head, until they 
reached their present pinnacle of dignity. This much it seemed 
proper to say in passing, that my readers may understand how 
very widely the Roman See, as it now exists, differs from the an-
cient See, under which it endeavours to cloak and defend itself. 
But whatever they were formerly, as they have no true and legit-
imate office in the Church, they only retain a colour and empty 
mask; nay, as they are in all respects the opposite of true minis-
ters, the thing which Gregory so often writes must, of necessity, 
have befallen them. His words are, “Weeping, I say, groaning, I 
declare it; when the sacerdotal order has fallen within, it cannot 
long stand without” (Gregor. Lib. 4 Ep. 55, 56; Lib. 5 Ep. 7). Nay, 
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rather what Malachi says of such persons must be fulfilled in them: 
“Ye are departed out of the way; ye have caused many to stumble 
at the law; ye have corrupted the covenant of Levi, saith the Lord 
of hosts. Therefore have I also made you contemptible and base 
before all the people” (Mal. 2:8, 9).

I now leave all the pious to judge what the supreme pinnacle of 
the Roman hierarchy must be, to which the Papists, with nefarious 
effrontery, hesitate not to subject the word of God itself, that word 
which should be venerable and holy in earth and heaven, to men 
and angels.

CHAPTER 8
Of The Power Of The Church In Articles Of Faith. The Un-
bridled Licence Of The Papal Church In Destroying Purity 
Of Doctrine

This chapter is divided into two parts,—I. The limits within 
which the Church ought to confine herself in matters of this kind, 
sec. 1-9. II. The Roman Church convicted of having transgressed 
these limits, sec. 10-16.

Sections.
1. The marks and government of the Church having been 
considered in the seven previous chapters, the power of the 
Church is now considered under three heads—viz. Doc-
trine, Legislation, Jurisdiction.
2. The authority and power given to Church-officers not 
given to themselves, but their office. This shown in the case 
of Moses and the Levitical priesthood.
3. The same thing shown in the case of the Prophets.
4. Same thing shown in the case of the Apostles, and of 
Christ himself.
5. The Church astricted to the written Word of God. 
Christ the only teacher of the Church. From his lips min-
isters must derive whatever they teach for the salvation 
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of others. Various modes of divine teaching. 1. Personal 
revelations.
6. Second mode of teaching—viz. by the Law and the 
Prophets. The Prophets were in regard to doctrine, the ex-
pounders of the Law. To these were added Historical Nar-
ratives and the Psalms.
7. Last mode of teaching by our Saviour himself manifest-
ed in the flesh. Different names given to this dispensation, 
to show that we are not to dream of anything more perfect 
than the written word.
8. Nothing can be lawfully taught in the Church, that is 
not contained in the writings of the Prophets and Apostles, 
as dictated by the Spirit of Christ.
9. Neither the Apostles, nor apostolic men. nor the whole 
Church, allowed to overstep these limits. This confirmed 
by passages of Peter and Paul. Argument a fortiori.
10. The Roman tyrants have taught a different doctrine—
viz. that Councils cannot err, and, therefore, may coin 
new dogmas.
11. Answer to the Papistical arguments for the authori-
ty of the Church. Argument, that the Church is to be led 
into all truth. Answer. This promise made not only to the 
whole Church, but to every individual believer.
12. Answers continued.
13. Answers continued.
14. Argument, that the Church should supply the deficien-
cy of the written word by traditions. Answer.
15. Argument founded on Mt. 18:17. Answer.
16. Objections founded on Infant Baptism, and the Canon 
of the Council of Nice, as to the consubstantiality of the 
Son. 

Answer.
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1. We come now to the third division—viz. the Power of the 

Church, as existing either in individual bishops, or in councils, 
whether provincial or general. I speak only of the spiritual power 
which is proper to the Church, and which consists either in doc-
trine, or jurisdiction, or in enacting laws. In regard to doctrine, 
there are two divisions—viz. the authority of delivering dogmas, 
and the interpretation of them. Before we begin to treat of each 
in particular, I wish to remind the pious reader, that whatever is 
taught respecting the power of the Church, ought to have refer-
ence to the end for which Paul declares (2 Cor. 10:8; 13:10) that it 
was given—namely, for edification, and not for destruction, those 
who use it lawfully deeming themselves to be nothing more than 
servants of Christ, and, at the same time, servants of the people in 
Christ. Moreover, the only mode by which ministers can edify the 
Church is, by studying to maintain the authority of Christ, which 
cannot be unimpaired, unless that which he received of the Father 
is left to him—viz. to be the only Master of the Church. For it was 
not said of any other but of himself alone, “Hear him” (Mt. 17:5). 
Ecclesiastical power, therefore, is not to be mischievously adorned, 
but it is to be confined within certain limits, so as not to be drawn 
hither and thither at the caprice of men. For this purpose, it will be 
of great use to observe how it is described by Prophets and Apos-
tles. For if we concede unreservedly to men all the power which 
they think proper to assume, it is easy to see how soon it will de-
generate into a tyranny which is altogether alien from the Church 
of Christ.

2. Therefore, it is here necessary to remember, that whatever au-
thority and dignity the Holy Spirit in Scripture confers on priests, 
or prophets, or apostles, or successors of Apostles, is wholly giv-
en not to men themselves, but to the ministry to which they are 
appointed; or, to speak more plainly, to the word, to the ministry 
of which they are appointed. For were we to go over the whole in 
order, we should find that they were not invested with authority to 
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teach or give responses, save in the name and word of the Lord. For 
whenever they are called to office, they are enjoined not to bring 
anything of their own, but to speak by the mouth of the Lord. Nor 
does he bring them forward to be heard by the people, before he 
has instructed them what they are to speak, lest they should speak 
anything but his own word. Moses, the prince of all the prophets, 
was to be heard in preference to others (Exod. 3:4; Deut. 17:9); but 
he is previously furnished with his orders, that he may not be able 
to speak at all except from the Lord. Accordingly, when the people 
embraced his doctrine, they are said to have believed the Lord, 
and his servant Moses (Exod. 14:31). It was also provided under 
the severest sanctions, that the authority of the priests should not 
be despised (Exod. 17:9). But the Lord, at the same time, shows in 
what terms they were to be heard, when he says that he made his 
covenant with Levi, that the law of truth might be in his mouth 
(Mal. 2:4-6). A little after he adds, “The priest’s lips should keep 
knowledge, and they should seek the law at his mouth; for he is 
the messenger of the Lord of hosts.” Therefore, if the priest would 
be heard, let him show himself to be the messenger of God; that 
is, let him faithfully deliver the commands which he has received 
from his Maker. When the mode of hearing, then, is treated of, it 
is expressly said, “According to the sentence of the law which they 
shall teach thee” (Deut. 17:11).

3. The nature of the power conferred upon the prophets in gen-
eral is elegantly described by Ezekiel: “Son of man, I have made 
thee a watchman unto the house of Israel: therefore hear the word 
at my mouth, and give them warning from me” (Ezek. 3:17). Is 
not he who is ordered to hear at the mouth of the Lord prohibited 
from devising anything of himself? And what is meant by giving 
a warning from the Lord, but just to speak so as to be able confi-
dently to declare that the word which he delivers is not his own but 
the Lord’s? The same thing is expressed by Jeremiah in different 
terms, “The prophet that hath a dream, let him tell a dream; and he 
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that hath my word, let him speak my word faithfully” (Jer. 23:28). 
Surely God here declares the law to all, and it is a law which does 
not allow any one to teach more than he has been ordered. He 
afterwards gives the name of chaff to whatever has not proceeded 
from himself alone. Accordingly, none of the prophets opened his 
mouth unless preceded by the word of the Lord. Hence we so often 
meet with the expressions, “The word of the Lord, The burden of 
the Lord, Thus saith the Lord, The mouth of the Lord hath spoken 
it.”47 And justly, for Isaiah exclaims that his lips are unclean (Isa. 
6:5); and Jeremiah confesses that he knows not how to speak be-
cause he is a child (Jer. 1:6). Could anything proceed from the un-
clean lips of the one, and the childish lips of the other, if they spoke 
their own language, but what was unclean or childish? But their 
lips were holy and pure when they began to be organs of the Holy 
Spirit. The prophets, after being thus strictly bound not to deliver 
anything but what they received, are invested with great power and 
illustrious titles. For when the Lord declares, “See, I have this day 
set thee over the nations, and over the kingdoms, to root out, and 
to pull down, and to destroy, and to throw down, to build, and to 
plant,” he at the same time gives the reason, “Behold, I have put my 
words in thy mouth ” (Jer. 1:9, 10).

4. Now, if you look to the apostles, they are commended by 
many distinguished titles, as the Light of the world, and the Salt 
of the earth, to be heard in Christ’s stead, whatever they bound 
or loosed on earth being bound or loosed in heaven (Mt. 5:13, 
14; Luke 10:16; John 20:23). But they declare in their own name 
what the authority was which their office conferred on them—viz. 
if they are apostles they must not speak their own pleasure, but 
faithfully deliver the commands of him by whom they are sent. The 
words in which Christ defined their embassy are sufficiently clear, 

47	 The French adds, “Vision receue du Seigneur; Le Seigneur des 
armees l’a dit,”—A vision received from the Lord; The Lord of hosts hath 
spoken it.
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“Go ye, therefore, and teach all nations, teaching them to observe 
all things whatsoever I have commanded you” (Mt. 28:19, 20). 
Nay, that none might be permitted to decline this law, he received 
it and imposed it on himself. “My doctrine is not mine, but his 
that sent me” (John 7:16). He who always was the only and eternal 
counsellor of the Father, who by the Father was constituted Lord 
and Master of all, yet because he performed the ministry of teach-
ing, prescribed to all ministers by his example the rule which they 
ought to follow in teaching. The power of the Church, therefore, is 
not infinite, but is subject to the word of the Lord, and, as it were, 
included in it.

5. But though the rule which always existed in the Church 
from the beginning, and ought to exist in the present day, is, that 
the servants of God are only to teach what they have learned from 
himself, yet, according to the variety of times, they have had dif-
ferent methods of learning. The mode which now exists differs 
very much from that of former times. First, if it is true, as Christ 
says, “Neither knoweth any man the Father save the Son, and he 
to whomsoever the Son will reveal him” (Mt. 11:27), then those 
who wish to attain to the knowledge of God behoved always to be 
directed by that eternal wisdom. For how could they have com-
prehended the mysteries of God in their mind, or declared them 
to others, unless by the teaching of him, to whom alone the se-
crets of the Father are known? The only way, therefore, by which 
in ancient times holy men knew God, was by beholding him in 
the Son as in a mirror. When I say this, I mean that God never 
manifested himself to men by any other means than by his Son, 
that is, his own only wisdom, light, and truth. From this foun-
tain Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and others, drew all the 
heavenly doctrine which they possessed.48 From the same foun-

48	 116 D116 This section admirably expresses Calvin’s view con-
cerning the centrality of Christ in divine revelation. From Creation 
to Consummation, Christ is God’s only wisdom, light, and truth, the 
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tain all the prophets also drew all the heavenly oracles which they 
published. For this wisdom did not always display itself in one 
manner. With the patriarchs he employed secret revelations, but, 
at the same time, in order to confirm these, had recourse to signs 
so as to make it impossible for them to doubt that it was God that 
spake to them. What the patriarchs received they handed down 
to posterity, for God had, in depositing it with them, bound them 
thus to propagate it, while their children and descendants knew by 
the inward teaching of God, that what they heard was of heaven 
and not of earth.

6. But when God determined to give a more illustrious form 
to the Church, he was pleased to commit and consign his word to 
writing, that the priests might there seek what they were to teach 
the people, and every doctrine delivered be brought to it as a test 
(Mal. 2:7). Accordingly, after the promulgation of the Law, when 
the priests are enjoined to teach from the mouth of the Lord, the 
meaning is, that they are not to teach anything extraneous or alien 
to that kind of doctrine which God had summed up in the Law, 
while it was unlawful for them to add to it or take from it. Next 
followed the prophets, by whom God published the new oracles 
which were added to the Law, not so new, however, but that they 
flowed from the Law, and had respect to it. For in so far as regards 
doctrine, they were only interpreters of the Law, adding nothing 
to it but predictions of future events. With this exception, all that 
they delivered was pure exposition of the Law. But as the Lord was 
pleased that doctrine should exist in a clearer and more ample 
form, the better to satisfy weak consciences, he commanded the 

only mirror in which God has Himself as Redeemer, the only fountain 
of heavenly doctrine, and the only way by which man can come to know 
God. Here there is no room for the concept that Christ was complete-
ly concealed in the Old Testament, whereas He is completely revealed 
in the New; nor for the idea that Old Testament saints trusted in God, 
whereas New Testament saints trust in Christ.
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prophecies also to be committed to writing, and to be held part 
of his word. To these at the same time were added historical de-
tails, which are also the composition of prophets, but dictated by 
the Holy Spirit;49 I include the Psalms among the Prophecies, the 
quality which we attribute to the latter belonging also to the for-
mer. The whole body, therefore, composed of the Law, the Proph-
ets, the Psalms, and Histories, formed the word of the Lord to 
his ancient people, and by it as a standard, priests and teachers, 
before the advent of Christ, were bound to test their doctrine, nor 
was it lawful for them to turn aside either to the right hand or 
the left, because their whole office was confined to this—to give 
responses to the people from the mouth of God. This is gathered 
from a celebrated passage of Malachi, in which it is enjoined to 
remember the Law, and give heed to it until the preaching of the 
Gospel (Mal. 4:4). For he thus restrains men from all adventitious 
doctrines, and does not allow them to deviate in the least from the 
path which Moses had faithfully pointed out. And the reason why 
David so magnificently extols the Law, and pronounces so many 
encomiums on it (Ps. 19, 119), was, that the Jews might not long 
after any extraneous aid, all perfection being included in it.

7. But when at length the Wisdom of God was manifested in 
the flesh, he fully unfolded to us all that the human mind can com-
prehend, or ought to think of the heavenly Father. Now, therefore, 
since Christ, the Sun of Righteousness, has arisen, we have the 
perfect refulgence of divine truth, like the brightness of noon-day, 

49	 117 D117 Although Calvin uses the term “dictated” in connec-
tion with this explanation of the manner in which the body of Old Tes-
tament Scripture was formed, this should not be taken to express the 
mode of Inspiration, but rather to call attention to the result of Inspira-
tion. That this is his intention may be seen in the previous assertion that 
historical details “are also the composition of prophets,” which assertion 
takes into account the human factor in the process of the inscriptura-
tion of revelation.
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whereas the light was previously dim. It was no ordinary blessing 
which the apostle intended to publish when he wrote: “God, who 
at sundry times and in divers manners, spake in time past unto 
the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto 
us by his Son” (Heb. 1:1, 2); for he intimates, nay, openly declares, 
that God will not henceforth, as formerly, speak by this one and by 
that one, that he will not add prophecy to prophecy, or revelation 
to revelation, but has so completed all the parts of teaching in the 
Son, that it is to be regarded as his last and eternal testimony. For 
which reason, the whole period of the new dispensation, from the 
time when Christ appeared to us with the preaching of his Gospel, 
until the day of judgment, is designated by the last hour, the last 
times, the last days, that, contented with the perfection of Christ’s 
doctrine, we may learn to frame no new doctrine for ourselves, 
or admit any one devised by others. With good cause, therefore, 
the Father appointed the Son our teacher, with special prerogative, 
commanding that he and no human being should be heard. When 
he said, “Hear him” (Mt. 17:5), he commended his office to us, in 
few words, indeed, but words of more weight and energy than is 
commonly supposed, for it is just as if he had withdrawn us from 
all doctrines of man, and confined us to him alone, ordering us to 
seek the whole doctrine of salvation from him alone, to depend on 
him alone, and cleave to him alone; in short (as the words express), 
to listen only to his voice. And, indeed, what can now be expect-
ed or desired from man, when the very Word of life has appeared 
before us, and familiarly explained himself? Nay, every mouth 
should be stopped when once he has spoken, in whom, according 
to the pleasure of our heavenly Father, “are hid all the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3), and spoken as became the 
Wisdom of God (which is in no part defective) and the Messiah 
(from whom the revelation of all things was expected) (John 4:25); 
in other words, has so spoken as to leave nothing to be spoken by 
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others after him.

8. Let this then be a sure axiom—that there is no word of God 
to which place should be given in the Church save that which is 
contained, first, in the Law and the Prophets; and, secondly, in the 
writings of the Apostles, and that the only due method of teach-
ing in the Church is according to the prescription and rule of his 
word. Hence also we infer that nothing else was permitted to the 
apostles than was formerly permitted to the prophets—namely, 
to expound the ancient Scriptures, and show that the things there 
delivered are fulfilled in Christ: this, however, they could not do 
unless from the Lord; that is, unless the Spirit of Christ went be-
fore, and in a manner dictated words to them.50 For Christ thus 
defined the terms of their embassy, when he commanded them to 
go and teach, not what they themselves had at random fabricated, 
but whatsoever he had commanded (Mt. 28:20). And nothing can 
be plainer than his words in another passage, “Be not ye called 
Rabbi: for one is your Master, even Christ” (Mt. 23:8-10). To im-
press this more deeply in their minds, he in the same place repeats 
it twice. And because from ignorance they were unable to com-
prehend the things which they had heard and learned from the 
lips of their Master, the Spirit of truth is promised to guide them 
unto all truth (John 14:26; 16:13). The restriction should be care-

50	 118 D118 This assertion that the Spirit of Christ “in a manner 
dictated words to them” implies at least three ideas: (1) The guidance 
of the Spirit in the inspiration of Scripture extends to the very words 
which the apostles and prophets employed; (2) The words of Scripture 
express the very thoughts which God wished expressed, so that the re-
sult of the Spirit’s inspiration is, in regard to truth, the same as if the 
words had been dictated; (3) Yet the words of Scripture were only “in a 
manner” dictated, since the Spirit used the faculties peculiar to the hu-
man instruments, thereby ensuring a Scripture characterized by differ-
ences of vocabulary, syntax, grammar, literary style, historical setting, 
and theological approach.
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fully attended to. The office which he assigns to the Holy Spirit is 
to bring to remembrance what his own lips had previously taught.

9. Accordingly, Peter, who was perfectly instructed by his Mas-
ter as to the extent of what was permitted to him, leaves nothing 
more to himself or others than to dispense the doctrine delivered 
by God. “If any man speak, let him speak as the oracles of God” (1 
Peter 4:11); that is, not hesitatingly, as those are wont whose con-
victions are imperfect, but with the full confidence which becomes 
a servant of God, provided with a sure message. What else is this 
than to banish all the inventions of the human mind (whatever 
be the head which may have devised them), that the pure word of 
God may be taught and learned in the Church of the faithful,—
than to discard the decrees, or rather fictions of men (whatever be 
their rank), that the decrees of God alone may remain steadfast? 
These are “the weapons of our warfare,” which “are not carnal, but 
mighty through God to the pulling down of strongholds; casting 
down imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself against 
the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought 
to the obedience of Christ” (2 Cor. 10:4, 5). Here is the supreme 
power with which pastors of the Church, by whatever name they 
are called, should be invested— namely, to dare all boldly for the 
word of God, compelling all the virtue, glory, wisdom, and rank of 
the world to yield and obey its majesty; to command all from the 
highest to the lowest, trusting to its power to build up the house 
of Christ and overthrow the house of Satan; to feed the sheep and 
chase away the wolves; to instruct and exhort the docile, to accuse, 
rebuke, and subdue the rebellious and petulant, to bind and loose; 
in fine, if need be, to fire and fulminate, but all in the word of God. 
Although, as I have observed, there is this difference between the 
apostles and their successors, they were sure and authentic aman-
uenses of the Holy Spirit;51 and, therefore, their writings are to be 

51	 119 D119 The expression, “sure and authentic amanuenses,” 
would at first glance, seem to imply that the apostles were mere scribes 



  Of The Power Of The Church In Articles Of  CHAPTER 8      179  
Faith. The Unbridled Licence Of The Papal Church In Destroying 

Purity Of Doctrine
regarded as the oracles of God, whereas others have no other office 
than to teach what is delivered and sealed in the holy Scriptures. 
We conclude, therefore, that it does not now belong to faithful 
ministers to coin some new doctrine, but simply to adhere to the 
doctrine to which all, without exception, are made subject. When 
I say this, I mean to show not only what each individual, but what 
the whole Church, is bound to do. In regard to individuals, Paul 
certainly had been appointed an apostle to the Corinthians, and 
yet he declares that he has no dominion over their faith (2 Cor. 
1:24). Who will now presume to arrogate a dominion to which 
the apostle declares that he himself was not competent? But if 
he had acknowledged such licence in teaching, that every pastor 
could justly demand implicit faith in whatever he delivered, he 
never would have laid it down as a rule to the Corinthians, that 
while two or three prophets spoke, the others should judge, and 
that, if anything was revealed to one sitting by, the first should be 
silent (1 Cor. 14:29, 30). Thus he spared none, but subjected the 
authority of all to the censure of the word of God. But it will be 
said, that with regard to the whole Church the case is different. I 
answer, that in another place Paul meets the objection also when 
he says, that faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word 
of God (Rom. 10:17). In other words, if faith depends upon the 
word of God alone, if it regards and reclines on it alone, what 
place is left for any word of man? He who knows what faith is 
can never hesitate here, for it must possess a strength sufficient to 
stand intrepid and invincible against Satan, the machinations of 
hell, and the whole world. This strength can be found only in the 

and copyists, and that Inspiration should be defined as “infallible super-
natural superintendence of mechanical human reproduction of divine-
ly communicated words.” But Calvin would have subscribed to such 
a “dictation theory” of Inspiration is abundantly clear from the many 
relevant portions of the Institutes. (See also notes on sections 6 and 8 of 
this chapter.)
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word of God. Then the reason to which we ought here to have re-
gard is universal: God deprives man of the power of producing any 
new doctrine, in order that he alone may be our master in spiritual 
teaching, as he alone is true, and can neither lie nor deceive. This 
reason applies not less to the whole Church than to every individ-
ual believer.

10. But if this power of the church which is here described be 
contrasted with that which spiritual tyrants, falsely styling them-
selves bishops and religious prelates, have now for several ages ex-
ercised among the people of God, there will be no more agreement 
than that of Christ with Belial. It is not my intention here to unfold 
the manner, the unworthy manner, in which they have used their 
tyranny; I will only state the doctrine which they maintain in the 
present day, first, in writing, and then, by fire and sword. Taking it 
for granted, that a universal council is a true representation of the 
Church, they set out with this principle, and, at the same time, lay 
it down as incontrovertible, that such councils are under the im-
mediate guidance of the Holy Spirit, and therefore cannot err. But 
as they rule councils, nay, constitute them, they in fact claim for 
themselves whatever they maintain to be due to councils. There-
fore, they will have our faith to stand and fall at their pleasure, so 
that whatever they have determined on either side must be firmly 
seated in our minds; what they approve must be approved by us 
without any doubt; what they condemn we also must hold to be 
justly condemned. Meanwhile, at their own caprice, and in con-
tempt of the word of God, they coin doctrines to which they in this 
way demand our assent, declaring that no man can be a Christian 
unless he assent to all their dogmas, affirmative as well as negative, 
if not with explicit, yet with implicit faith, because it belongs to the 
Church to frame new articles of faith.

11. First, let us hear by what arguments they prove that this au-
thority was given to the Church, and then we shall see how far 
their allegations concerning the Church avail them. The Church, 
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they say, has the noble promise that she will never be deserted 
by Christ her spouse, but be guided by his Spirit into all truth. 
But of the promises which they are wont to allege, many were 
given not less to private believers than to the whole Church. For 
although the Lord spake to the twelve apostles, when he said, “Lo! 
I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world” (Mt. 28:20); 
and again, “I will pray the Father, and he shall give you another 
Comforter, that he may abide with you for ever: even the Spirit 
of truth” (John 14:16, 17), he made these promises not only to 
the twelve, but to each of them separately, nay, in like manner, 
to other disciples whom he already had received, or was after-
wards to receive. When they interpret these promises, which are 
replete with consolation, in such a way as if they were not given to 
any particular Christian but to the whole Church together, what 
else is it but to deprive Christians of the confidence which they 
ought thence to have derived, to animate them in their course? I 
deny not that the whole body of the faithful is furnished with a 
manifold variety of gifts, and endued with a far larger and richer 
treasure of heavenly wisdom than each Christian apart; nor do I 
mean that this was said of believers in general, as implying that all 
possess the spirit of wisdom and knowledge in an equal degree: 
but we are not to give permission to the adversaries of Christ to 
defend a bad cause, by wresting Scripture from its proper mean-
ing. Omitting this, however, I simply hold what is true—viz. that 
the Lord is always present with his people, and guides them by his 
Spirit. He is the Spirit, not of error, ignorance, falsehood, or dark-
ness, but of sure revelation, wisdom, truth, and light, from whom 
they can, without deception, learn the things which have been 
given to them (1 Cor. 2:12); in other words, “what is the hope of 
their calling, and what the riches of the glory of their inheritance 
in the saints” (Eph. 1:18). But while believers, even those of them 
who are endued with more excellent graces, obtain in the present 
life only the first-fruits, and, as it were, a foretaste of the Spir-
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it, nothing better remains to them than, under a consciousness of 
their weakness, to confine themselves anxiously within the limits 
of the word of God, lest, in following their own sense too far, they 
forthwith stray from the right path, being left without that Spirit, 
by whose teaching alone truth is discerned from falsehood. For all 
confess with Paul, that “they have not yet reached the goal” (Phil. 
3:12). Accordingly, they rather aim at daily progress than glory in 
perfection.

12. But it will be objected, that whatever is attributed in part 
to any of the saints, belongs in complete fulness to the Church. 
Although there is some semblance of truth in this, I deny that it is 
true. God, indeed, measures out the gifts of his Spirit to each of the 
members, so that nothing necessary to the whole body is wanting, 
since the gifts are bestowed for the common advantage. The riches 
of the Church, however, are always of such a nature, that much is 
wanting to that supreme perfection of which our opponents boast. 
Still the Church is not left destitute in any part, but always has as 
much as is sufficient, for the Lord knows what her necessities re-
quire. But to keep her in humility and pious modesty, he bestows 
no more on her than he knows to be expedient. I am aware, it is 
usual here to object, that Christ hath cleansed the Church “with 
the washing of water by the word: that he might present it to him-
self a glorious Church, not having spot or wrinkle” (Eph. 5:26, 27), 
and that it is therefore called the “pillar and ground of the truth” (1 
Tim. 3:15). But the former passage rather shows what Christ daily 
performs in it, than what he has already perfected. For if he dai-
ly sanctifies all his people, purifies, refines them, and wipes away 
their stains, it is certain that they have still some spots and wrin-
kles, and that their sanctification is in some measure defective. 
How vain and fabulous is it to suppose that the Church, all whose 
members are somewhat spotted and impure, is completely holy 
and spotless in every part? It is true, therefore, that the Church is 
sanctified by Christ, but here the commencement of her sanctifi-
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cation only is seen; the end and entire completion will be effected 
when Christ, the Holy of holies, shall truly and completely fill her 
with his holiness. It is true also, that her stains and wrinkles have 
been effaced, but so that the process is continued every day, until 
Christ at his advent will entirely remove every remaining defect. 
For unless we admit this, we shall be constrained to hold with the 
Pelagians, that the righteousness of believers is perfected in this 
life: like the Cathari and Donatists we shall tolerate no infirmity in 
the Church.52 The other passage, as we have elsewhere seen (chap. 
1 sec. 10), has a very different meaning from what they put upon 
it. For when Paul instructed Timothy, and trained him to the office 
of a true bishop, he says, he did it in order that he might learn how 
to behave himself in the Church of God. And to make him devote 
himself to the work with greater seriousness and zeal, he adds, that 
the Church is the pillar and ground of the truth. And what else 
do these words mean, than just that the truth of God is preserved 
in the Church, and preserved by the instrumentality of preaching; 
as he elsewhere says, that Christ “gave some, apostles; and some, 
prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers;” 
“that we henceforth be no more children, tossed to and fro, and 
carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, 
and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait to deceive; but, 
speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in all things, who 
is the head, even Christ”? (Eph. 4:11, 14, 15) The reason, therefore, 
why the truth, instead of being extinguished in the world, remains 
unimpaired, is, because he has the Church as a faithful guardian, 
by whose aid and ministry it is maintained. But if this guardian-
ship consists in the ministry of the Prophets and Apostles, it fol-
lows, that the whole depends upon this—viz. that the word of the 
Lord is faithfully preserved and maintained in purity.

52	 The French adds, “Or, nos adversaires mesmes tiennent tous 
ceux-la pour heretiques.”—Now, our opponents themselves regard all 
those as heretics.



184  CHAPTER 8  Of The Power Of The Church In Articles Of 
Faith. The Unbridled Licence Of The Papal Church In Destroying 

Purity Of Doctrine
13. And that my readers may the better understand the hinge 

on which the question chiefly turns, I will briefly explain what our 
opponents demand, and what we resist. When they deny that the 
Church can err, their end and meaning are to this effect: Since the 
Church is governed by the Spirit of God, she can walk safely with-
out the word; in whatever direction she moves, she cannot think 
or speak anything but the truth, and hence, if she determines any-
thing without or beside the word of God, it must be regarded in 
no other light than if it were a divine oracle. If we grant the first 
point—viz. that the Church cannot err in things necessary to sal-
vation—our meaning is, that she cannot err, because she has al-
together discarded her own wisdom, and submits to the teaching 
of the Holy Spirit through the word of God. Here then is the dif-
ference. They place the authority of the Church without the word 
of God; we annex it to the word, and allow it not to be separated 
from it. And is it strange if the spouse and pupil of Christ is so sub-
ject to her lord and master as to hang carefully and constantly on 
his lips? In every well-ordered house the wife obeys the command 
of her husband, in every well-regulated school the doctrine of the 
master only is listened to. Wherefore, let not the Church be wise 
in herself, nor think any thing of herself, but let her consider her 
wisdom terminated when he ceases to speak. In this way she will 
distrust all the inventions of her own reason; and when she leans 
on the word of God, will not waver in diffidence or hesitation but 
rest in full assurance and unwavering constancy. Trusting to the 
liberal promises which she has received, she will have the means 
of nobly maintaining her faith, never doubting that the Holy Spirit 
is always present with her to be the perfect guide of her path. At 
the same time, she will remember the use which God wishes to be 
derived from his Spirit. “When he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he 
will guide you into all truth” (John 16:13). How? “He shall bring to 
your remembrance all things whatsoever I have said unto you.” He 
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declares, therefore, that nothing more is to be expected of his Spirit 
than to enlighten our minds to perceive the truth of his doctrine. 
Hence Chrysostom most shrewdly observes, “Many boast of the 
Holy Spirit, but with those who speak their own it is a false pre-
tence. As Christ declared that he spoke not of himself (John 12:50; 
14:10), because he spoke according to the Law and the Prophets; 
so, if anything contrary to the Gospel is obtruded under the name 
of the Holy Spirit, let us not believe it. For as Christ is the fulfil-
ment of the Law and the Prophets, so is the Spirit the fulfilment 
of the Gospel” (Chrysost. Serm. de Sancto et Adorando Spiritu.) 
Thus far Chrysostom. We may now easily infer how erroneously 
our opponents act in vaunting of the Holy Spirit, for no other end 
than to give the credit of his name to strange doctrines, extraneous 
to the word of God, whereas he himself desires to be insepara-
bly connected with the word of God; and Christ declares the same 
thing of him, when he promises him to the Church. And so indeed 
it is. The soberness which our Lord once prescribed to his Church, 
he wishes to be perpetually observed. He forbade that anything 
should be added to his word, and that anything should be taken 
from it. This is the inviolable decree of God and the Holy Spirit, a 
decree which our opponents endeavour to annul when they pre-
tend that the Church is guided by the Spirit without the word.

14. Here again they mutter that the Church behoved to add 
something to the writings of the apostles, or that the apostles them-
selves behoved orally to supply what they had less clearly taught, 
since Christ said to them, “I have yet many things to say unto you, 
but ye cannot bear them now” (John 16:12), and that these are the 
points which have been received, without writing, merely by use 
and custom. But what effrontery is this? The disciples, I admit, 
were ignorant and almost indocile when our Lord thus addressed 
them, but were they still in this condition when they committed 
his doctrine to writing, so as afterwards to be under the necessity 
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of supplying orally that which, through ignorance, they had omit-
ted to write? If they were guided by the Spirit of truth unto all truth 
when they published their writings, what prevented them from 
embracing a full knowledge of the Gospel, and consigning it there-
in? But let us grant them what they ask, provided they point out 
the things which behoved to be revealed without writing. Should 
they presume to attempt this, I will address, them in the words of 
Augustine, “When the Lord is silent, who of us may say, this is, 
or that is? or if we should presume to say it, how do we prove it?” 
(August. in Joann. 96) But why do I contend superfluously? Every 
child knows that in the writings of the apostles, which these men 
represent as mutilated and incomplete, is contained the result of 
that revelation which the Lord then promised to them.

15. What, say they, did not Christ declare that nothing which 
the Church teaches and decrees can be gainsayed, when he en-
joined that every one who presumes to contradict should be re-
garded as a heathen man and a publican? (Mt. 18:17.) First, there is 
here no mention of doctrine, but her authority to censure, for cor-
rection is asserted, in order that none who had been admonished 
or reprimanded might oppose her judgment. But to say nothing 
of this, it is very strange that those men are so lost to all sense of 
shame, that they hesitate not to plume themselves on this declara-
tion. For what, pray, will they make of it, but just that the consent 
of the Church, a consent never given but to the word of God, is 
not to be despised? The Church is to be heard, say they. Who de-
nies this? since she decides nothing but according to the word of 
God. If they demand more than this, let them know that the words 
of Christ give them no countenance. I ought not to seem conten-
tious when I so vehemently insist that we cannot concede to the 
Church any new doctrine; in other words, allow her to teach and 
oracularly deliver more than the Lord has revealed in his word. 
Men of sense see how great the danger is if so much authority is 
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once conceded to men. They see also how wide a door is opened 
for the jeers and cavils of the ungodly, if we admit that Christians 
are to receive the opinions of men as if they were oracles. We may 
add, that our Saviour, speaking according to the circumstances 
of his times, gave the name of Church to the Sanhedrim, that the 
disciples might learn afterwards to revere the sacred meetings of 
the Church. Hence it would follow, that single cities and districts 
would have equal liberty in coining dogmas.

16. The examples which they bring do not avail them. They say 
that pædobaptism proceeds not so much on a plain command of 
Scripture, as on a decree of the Church. It would be a miserable 
asylum if, in defence of pædobaptism, we were obliged to betake 
ourselves to the bare authority of the Church; but it will be made 
plain enough elsewhere (chap. 16) that it is far otherwise. In like 
manner, when they object that we nowhere find in the Scriptures 
what was declared in the Council of Nice—viz. that the Son is 
consubstantial with the Father (see August. Ep. 178)—they do a 
grievous injustice to the Fathers, as if they had rashly condemned 
Arius for not swearing to their words, though professing the 
whole of that doctrine which is contained in the writings of the 
Apostles and Prophets. I admit that the expression does not exist 
in Scripture, but seeing it is there so often declared that there is 
one God, and Christ is so often called true and eternal God, one 
with the Father, what do the Nicene Fathers do when they affirm 
that he is of one essence, than simply declare the genuine mean-
ing of Scripture? Theodoret relates that Constantine, in opening 
their meeting, spoke as follows: “In the discussion of divine mat-
ters, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit stands recorded. The Gospels 
and apostolical writings, with the oracles of the prophets, fully 
show us the meaning of the Deity. Therefore, laying aside dis-
cord, let us take the exposition of questions from the words of the 
Spirit” (Theodoret. Hist. Eccles. Lib. 1 c. 5). There was none who 
opposed this sound advice; none who objected that the Church 
could add something of her own, that the Spirit did not reveal all 
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things to the apostles, or at least that they did not deliver them to 
posterity, and so forth. If the point on which our opponents insist 
is true, Constantine, first, was in error in robbing the Church of 
her power; and, secondly, when none of the bishops rose to vindi-
cate it, their silence was a kind of perfidy, and made them traitors 
to Ecclesiastical law. But since Theodoret relates that they readily 
embraced what the Emperor said, it is evident that this new dogma 
was then wholly unknown.

CHAPTER 9
Of Councils And Their Authority.53

Since Papists regard their Councils as expressing the sentiment 
and consent of the Church, particularly as regards the authority of 
declaring dogmas and the exposition of them, it was necessary to 
treat of Councils before proceeding to consider that part of eccle-
siastical power which relates to doctrine. I. First, the authority of 
Councils in delivering dogmas is discussed, and it is shown that the 
Spirit of God is not so bound to the Pastors of the Church as op-
ponents suppose. Their objections refuted, sec. 1-7. II. The errors, 
contradictions, and weaknesses, of certain Councils exposed. A 
refutation of the subterfuge, that those set over us are to be obeyed 
without distinction, sec. 8-12. III. Of the authority of Councils as 
regards the interpretation of Scripture, sec. 13, 14.

Sections.
1. The true nature of Councils.
2. Whence the authority of Councils is derived. What 
meant by assembling in the name of Christ.
3. Objection, that no truth remains in the Church if it be 
not in Pastors and Councils. Answer, showing by passages 
from the Old Testament that Pastors were often devoid of 
the spirit of knowledge and truth.

53	  See Calvin’s Antidote to the Articles of Sorbonne; Letter to Sa-
dolet; Necessity of Reforming the Church; Antidote to the Council of 
Trent; Remarks on the Paternal Admonition of the Pope.
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4. Passages from the New Testament showing that our 
times were to be subject to the same evil. This confirmed 
by the example of almost all ages.
5. All not Pastors who pretend to be so.
6. Objection, that General Councils represent the Church. 
Answer, showing the absurdity of this objection from pas-
sages in the Old Testament.
7. Passages to the same effect from the New Testament.
8. Councils have authority only in so far as accordant with 
Scripture. Testimony of Augustine. Councils of Nice, Con-
stantinople, and Ephesus, Subsequent Councils more im-
pure, and to be received with limitation.
9. Contradictory decisions of Councils. Those agreeing 
with divine truth to be received. Those at variance with it 
to be rejected. This confirmed by the example of the Coun-
cil of Constantinople and the Council of Nice; also of the 
Council of Chalcedon, and second Council of Ephesus.
10. Errors of purer Councils. Four causes of these errors. 
An example from the Council of Nice.
11. Another example from the Council of Chalcedon. The 
same errors in Provincial Councils.
12. Evasion of the Papists. Three answers. Conclusion of 
the discussion as to the power of the Church in relation to 
doctrine.
13. Last part of the chapter. Power of the Church in inter-
preting Scripture. From what source interpretation is to be 
derived. Means of preserving unity in the Church.
14. Impudent attempt of the Papists to establish their tyr-
anny refuted. Things at variance with Scripture sanctioned 
by their Councils. Instance in the prohibition of marriage 
and communion in both kinds.

1. Were I now to concede all that they ask concerning the 
Church, it would not greatly aid them in their object. For every-
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thing that is said of the Church they immediately transfer to coun-
cils, which, in their opinion, represent the Church. Nay, when they 
contend so doggedly for the power of the Church, their only ob-
ject is to devolve the whole which they extort on the Roman Pon-
tiff and his conclave. Before I begin to discuss this question, two 
points must be briefly premised. First, though I mean to be more 
rigid in discussing this subject, it is not because I set less value 
than I ought on ancient councils. I venerate them from my heart, 
and would have all to hold them in due honour.54 But there must 
be some limitation, there must be nothing derogatory to Christ. 
Moreover, it is the right of Christ to preside over all councils, and 
not share the honour with any man. Now, I hold that he presides 
only when he governs the whole assembly by his word and Spir-
it. Secondly, in attributing less to councils than my opponents de-
mand, it is not because I have any fear that councils are favourable 
to their cause and adverse to ours. For as we are amply provided 
by the word of the Lord with the means of proving our doctrine 
and overthrowing the whole Papacy, and thus have no great need 
of other aid, so, if the case required it, ancient councils furnish us 
in a great measure with what might be sufficient for both purposes.

2. Let us now proceed to the subject itself. If we consult Scrip-
ture on the authority of councils, there is no promise more remark-
able than that which is contained in these words of our Saviour, 
“Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am 
I in the midst of them.” But this is just as applicable to any par-
ticular meeting as to a universal council. And yet the important 

54	 French , “Si je tien ici la bride roide pour ne lascher rien facile-
ment à nos adversaires, ce n’est pas a dire pourtant que je prise les con-
ciles anciens moins que je ne doy. Car je les honore de bonne affection, 
et desire que chacun les estime, et les ait en reverence.”—If I here keep 
the reins tight, and do not easily yield anything to our opponents, it is 
not because I prize ancient councils less than I ought. For I honour them 
sincerely and desire that every man esteem them, and hold them in rev-
erence.
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part of the question does not lie here, but in the condition which 
is added—viz. that Christ will be in the midst of a council, pro-
vided it be assembled in his name. Wherefore, though our oppo-
nents should name councils of thousands of bishops it will little 
avail them; nor will they induce us to believe that they are, as they 
maintain, guided by the Holy Spirit, until they make it credible 
that they assemble in the name of Christ: since it is as possible 
for wicked and dishonest to conspire against Christ, as for good 
and honest bishops to meet together in his name. Of this we have 
a clear proof in very many of the decrees which have proceeded 
from councils. But this will be afterwards seen. At present I only 
reply in one word, that our Saviour’s promise is made to those 
only who assemble in his name. How, then, is such an assembly 
to be defined? I deny that those assemble in the name of Christ 
who, disregarding his command by which he forbids anything to 
be added to the word of God or taken from it, determine every-
thing at their own pleasure, who, not contented with the oracles 
of Scripture, that is, with the only rule of perfect wisdom, devise 
some novelty out of their own head (Deut. 4:2; Rev. 22:18). Cer-
tainly, since our Saviour has not promised to be present with all 
councils of whatever description, but has given a peculiar mark 
for distinguishing true and lawful councils from others, we ought 
not by any means to lose sight of the distinction. The covenant 
which God anciently made with the Levitical priests was to teach 
at his mouth (Mal. 2:7). This he always required of the prophets, 
and we see also that it was the law given to the apostles. On those 
who violate this covenant God bestows neither the honour of the 
priesthood nor any authority. Let my opponents solve this diffi-
culty if they would subject my faith to the decrees of man, without 
authority from the word of God.

3. Their idea that the truth cannot remain in the Church un-
less it exist among pastors, and that the Church herself cannot 
exist unless displayed in general councils, is very far from holding 
true if the prophets have left us a correct description of their own 
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times. In the time of Isaiah there was a Church at Jerusalem which 
the Lord had not yet abandoned. But of pastors he thus speaks: 
“His watchmen are blind; they are all ignorant, they are all dumb 
dogs, they cannot bark; sleeping, lying down, loving to slumber. 
Yea, they are greedy dogs which never have enough, and they are 
shepherds that cannot understand: they all look to their own way” 
(Isa. 56:10, 11). In the same way Hosea says, “The watchman of 
Ephraim was with my God: but the prophet is a snare of a fowler in 
all his ways, and hatred in the house of his God” (Hosea 9:8). Here, 
by ironically connecting them with God, he shows that the pretext 
of the priesthood was vain. There was also a Church in the time of 
Jeremiah. Let us hear what he says of pastors: “From the prophet 
even unto the priest, every one dealeth falsely.” Again, “The proph-
ets prophesy lies in my name: I sent them not, neither have I com-
manded them, neither spake unto them” (Jer. 6:13; 14:14). And not 
to be prolix with quotations, read the whole of his thirty-third and 
fortieth chapters. Then, on the other hand, Ezekiel inveighs against 
them in no milder terms. “There is a conspiracy of her prophets in 
the midst thereof, like a roaring lion ravening the prey; they have 
devoured souls.” “Her priests have violated my law, and profaned 
mine holy things” (Ezek. 22:25, 26). There is more to the same pur-
pose. Similar complaints abound throughout the prophets; noth-
ing is of more frequent recurrence.

4. But perhaps, though this great evil prevailed among the Jews, 
our age is exempt from it. Would that it were so; but the Holy Spirit 
declared that it would be otherwise. For Peter’s words are clear, “But 
there were false prophets among the people, even as there shall be 
false teachers among you, who privily will bring in damnable her-
esies” (2 Peter 2:1). See how he predicts impending danger, not 
from ordinary believers, but from those who should plume them-
selves on the name of pastors and teachers. Besides, how often did 
Christ and his apostles foretell that the greatest dangers with which 
the Church was threatened would come from pastors? (Mt. 24:11, 
24). Nay, Paul openly declares, that Antichrist would have his seat 
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in the temple of God (2 Thess. 2:4); thereby intimating, that the 
fearful calamity of which he was speaking would come only from 
those who should have their seat in the Church as pastors. And in 
another passage he shows that the introduction of this great evil 
was almost at hand. For in addressing the Elders of Ephesus, he 
says, “I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves 
enter in among you, not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves 
shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples 
after them” (Acts 20:29, 30). How great corruption might a long 
series of years introduce among pastors, when they could degen-
erate so much within so short a time? And not to fill my pages 
with details, we are reminded by the examples of almost every 
age, that the truth is not always cherished in the bosoms of pas-
tors, and that the safety of the Church depends not on their state. 
It was becoming that those appointed to preserve the peace and 
safety of the Church should be its presidents and guardians; but it 
is one thing to perform what you owe, and another to owe what 
you do not perform.

5. Let no man, however, understand me as if I were desirous 
in everything rashly and unreservedly to overthrow the authority 
of pastors.55 All I advise is, to exercise discrimination, and not 
suppose, as a matter of course, that all who call themselves pastors 
are so in reality. But the Pope, with the whole crew of his bishops, 
for no other reason but because they are called pastors, shake off 
obedience to the word of God, invert all things, and turn them 
hither and thither at their pleasure; meanwhile, they insist that 
they cannot be destitute of the light of truth, that the Spirit of God 
perpetually resides in them, that the Church subsists in them, and 
dies with them, as if the Lord did not still inflict his judgments, 

55	 French, “Toutesfois je ne veux point que ces propos soyent en-
tendus comme si je vouloye amoindrir l’authorité des pasteurs, et in-
duire le peuple à la mepriser legerement.”—However, I would not have 
these statements to be understood as if I wished to lessen the authority 
of pastors, and induce the people lightly to despise it.
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and in the present day punish the world for its wickedness, in the 
same way in which he punished the ingratitude of the ancient peo-
ple—namely, by smiting pastors with astonishment and blindness 
(Zech. 12:4). These stupid men understand not that they are just 
chiming in with those of ancient times who warred with the word 
of God. For the enemies of Jeremiah thus set themselves against 
the truth, “Come, and let us devise devices against Jeremiah; for 
the law shall not perish from the priest, nor counsel from the wise, 
nor the word from the prophet” (Jer. 18:18).

6. Hence it is easy to reply to their allegation concerning general 
councils. It cannot be denied, that the Jews had a true Church un-
der the prophets. But had a general council then been composed of 
the priests, what kind of appearance would the Church have had? 
We hear the Lord denouncing not against one or two of them, but 
the whole order: “The priests shall be astonished, and the proph-
ets shall wonder” (Jer. 4:9). Again, “The law shall perish from the 
priest, and counsel from the ancients” (Ezek. 7:26). Again, “There-
fore night shall be unto you, that ye shall not have a vision; and it 
shall be dark unto you, that ye shall not divine; and the sun shall go 
down over the prophets, and the day shall be dark over them,” &c. 
(Micah 3:6). Now, had all men of this description been collected 
together, what spirit would have presided over their meeting? Of 
this we have a notable instance in the council which Ahab con-
vened (1 Kings 22:6, 22). Four hundred prophets were present. But 
because they had met with no other intention than to flatter the 
impious king, Satan is sent by the Lord to be a lying spirit in all 
their mouths. The truth is there unanimously condemned. Mic-
aiah is judged a heretic, is smitten, and cast into prison. So was it 
done to Jeremiah, and so to the other prophets.

7. But there is one memorable example which may suffice for 
all. In the council which the priests and Pharisees assembled at 
Jerusalem against Christ (John 11:47), what is wanting, in so far as 
external appearance is concerned? Had there been no Church then 
at Jerusalem, Christ would never have joined in the sacrifices and 
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other ceremonies. A solemn meeting is held; the high priest pre-
sides; the whole sacerdotal order take their seats, and yet Christ is 
condemned, and his doctrine is put to flight. This atrocity proves 
that the Church was not at all included in that council. But there 
is no danger that anything of the kind will happen with us. Who 
has told us so? Too much security in a matter of so great impor-
tance lies open to the charge of sluggishness. Nay, when the Spirit, 
by the mouth of Paul, foretells, in distinct terms, that a defection 
will take place, a defection which cannot come until pastors first 
forsake God (2 Thess. 2:3), why do we spontaneously walk blind-
fold to our own destruction? Wherefore, we cannot on any ac-
count admit that the Church consists in a meeting of pastors, as 
to whom the Lord has nowhere promised that they would always 
be good, but has sometimes foretold that they would be wicked. 
When he warns us of danger, it is to make us use greater caution.

8. What, then, you will say, is there no authority in the defini-
tions of councils? Yes, indeed; for I do not contend that all coun-
cils are to be condemned, and all their acts rescinded, or, as it is 
said, made one complete erasure. But you are bringing them all (it 
will be said) under subordination, and so leaving every one at lib-
erty to receive or reject the decrees of councils as he pleases. By no 
means; but whenever the decree of a council is produced, the first 
thing I would wish to be done is, to examine at what time it was 
held, on what occasion, with what intention, and who were pres-
ent at it; next I would bring the subject discussed to the standard 
of Scripture. And this I would do in such a way that the decision 
of the council should have its weight, and be regarded in the light 
of a prior judgment, yet not so as to prevent the application of the 
test which I have mentioned. I wish all had observed the method 
which Augustine prescribes in his Third Book against Maximi-
nus, when he wished to silence the cavils of this heretic against 
the decrees of councils, “I ought not to oppose the Council of 
Nice to you, nor ought you to oppose that of Ariminum to me, as 
prejudging the question. I am not bound by the authority of the 
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latter, nor you by that of the former. Let thing contend with thing, 
cause with cause, reason with reason, on the authority of Scripture, 
an authority not peculiar to either, but common to all.” In this way, 
councils would be duly respected, and yet the highest place would 
be given to Scripture, everything being brought to it as a test. Thus 
those ancient Councils of Nice, Constantinople, the first of Ephe-
sus, Chalcedon, and the like, which were held for refuting errors, 
we willingly embrace, and reverence as sacred, in so far as relates 
to doctrines of faith, for they contain nothing but the pure and 
genuine interpretation of Scripture, which the holy Fathers with 
spiritual prudence adopted to crush the enemies of religion who 
had then arisen. In some later councils, also, we see displayed a 
true zeal for religion, and moreover unequivocal marks of genius, 
learning, and prudence. But as matters usually become worse and 
worse, it is easy to see in more modern councils how much the 
Church gradually degenerated from the purity of that golden age. I 
doubt not, however, that even in those more corrupt ages, councils 
had their bishops of better character. But it happened with them as 
the Roman senators of old complained in regard to their decrees. 
Opinions being numbered, not weighed, the better were obliged to 
give way to the greater number. They certainly put forth many im-
pious sentiments. There is no need here to collect instances, both 
because it would be tedious, and because it has been done by oth-
ers so carefully, as not to leave much to be added.

9. Moreover, why should I review the contests of council with 
council? Nor is there any ground for whispering to me, that when 
councils are at variance, one or other of them is not a lawful coun-
cil. For how shall we ascertain this? Just, if I mistake not, by judging 
from Scripture that the decrees are not orthodox. For this alone is 
the sure law of discrimination. It is now about nine hundred years 
since the Council of Constantinople, convened under the Emper-
or Leo, determined that the images set up in temples were to be 
thrown down and broken to pieces. Shortly after, the Council of 
Nice, which was assembled by Irene, through dislike of the former, 
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decreed that images were to be restored. Which of the two coun-
cils shall we acknowledge to be lawful? The latter has usually pre-
vailed, and secured a place for images in churches. But Augustine 
maintains that this could not be done without the greatest dan-
ger of idolatry. Epiphanius, at a later period, speaks much more 
harshly (Epist. ad Joann. Hierosolym. et Lib. 3 contra Hæres.). For 
he says, it is an unspeakable abomination to see images in a Chris-
tian temple. Could those who speak thus approve of that council 
if they were alive in the present day? But if historians speak true, 
and we believe their acts, not only images themselves, but the 
worship of them, were there sanctioned. Now it is plain that this 
decree emanated from Satan. Do they not show, by corrupting 
and wresting Scripture, that they held it in derision? This I have 
made sufficiently clear in a former part of the work (see Book I. 
chap. 11 sec. 14). Be this as it may, we shall never be able to distin-
guish between contradictory and dissenting councils, which have 
been many, unless we weigh them all in that balance for men and 
angels, I mean, the word of God. Thus we embrace the Council 
of Chalcedon, and repudiate the second of Ephesus, because the 
latter sanctioned the impiety of Eutyches, and the former con-
demned it. The judgment of these holy men was founded on the 
Scriptures, and while we follow it, we desire that the word of God, 
which illuminated them, may now also illuminate us. Let the Ro-
manists now go and boast after their manner, that the Holy Spirit 
is fixed and tied to their councils.

10. Even in their ancient and purer councils there is something 
to be desiderated, either because the otherwise learned and pru-
dent men who attended, being distracted by the business in hand, 
did not attend to many things beside; or because, occupied with 
grave and more serious measures, they winked at some of lesser 
moment; or simply because, as men, they were deceived through 
ignorance, or were sometimes carried headlong by some feeling 
in excess. Of this last case (which seems the most difficult of all to 
avoid) we have a striking example in the Council of Nice, which 
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has been unanimously received, as it deserves, with the utmost 
veneration. For when the primary article of our faith was there in 
peril, and Arius, its enemy, was present, ready to engage any one 
in combat, and it was of the utmost moment that those who had 
come to attack Arius should be agreed, they nevertheless, feeling 
secure amid all these dangers, nay, as it were, forgetting their grav-
ity, modesty, and politeness, laying aside the discussion which was 
before them (as if they had met for the express purpose of grati-
fying Arius), began to give way to intestine dissensions, and turn 
the pen, which should have been employed against Arius, against 
each other. Foul accusations were heard, libels flew up and down, 
and they never would have ceased from their contention until they 
had stabbed each other with mutual wounds, had not the Emper-
or Constantine interfered, and declaring that the investigation of 
their lives was a matter above his cognisance, repressed their in-
temperance by flattery rather than censure. In how many respects 
is it probable that councils, held subsequently to this, have erred? 
Nor does the fact stand in need of a long demonstration; any one 
who reads their acts will observe many infirmities, not to use a 
stronger term.

11. Even Leo, the Roman Pontiff, hesitates not to charge the 
Council of Chalcedon, which he admits to be orthodox in its doc-
trines, with ambition and inconsiderate rashness. He denies not 
that it was lawful, but openly maintains that it might have erred. 
Some may think me foolish in labouring to point out errors of this 
description, since my opponents admit that councils may err in 
things not necessary to salvation. My labour, however, is not su-
perfluous. For although compelled, they admit this in word, yet by 
obtruding upon us the determination of all councils, in all matters 
without distinction, as the oracles of the Holy Spirit, they exact 
more than they had at the outset assumed. By thus acting what do 
they maintain but just that councils cannot err, of if they err, it is 
unlawful for us to perceive the truth, or refuse assent to their er-
rors? At the same time, all I mean to infer from what I have said is, 
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that though councils, otherwise pious and holy, were governed by 
the Holy Spirit, he yet allowed them to share the lot of humanity, 
lest we should confide too much in men. This is a much better 
view than that of Gregory Nanzianzen, who says (Ep. 55), that 
he never saw any council end well. In asserting that all, without 
exception, ended ill, he leaves them little authority. There is no ne-
cessity for making separate mention of provincial councils, since 
it is easy to estimate, from the case of general councils, how much 
authority they ought to have in framing articles of faith, and de-
ciding what kind of doctrine is to be received.

12. But our Romanists, when, in defending their cause, they 
see all rational grounds slip from beneath them, betake them-
selves to a last miserable subterfuge. Although they should be dull 
in intellect and counsel, and most depraved in heart and will, still 
the word of the Lord remains, which commands us to obey those 
who have the rule over us (Heb. 13:17). Is it indeed so? What if I 
should deny that those who act thus have the rule over us? They 
ought not to claim for themselves more than Joshua had, who was 
both a prophet of the Lord and an excellent pastor. Let us then 
hear in what terms the Lord introduced him to his office. “This 
book of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth; but thou shalt 
meditate therein day and night, that thou mayest observe to do 
according to all that is written therein: for then shalt thou make 
thy way prosperous, and thou shalt have good success” (Josh. 1:7, 
8). Our spiritual rulers, therefore, will be those who turn not from 
the law of the Lord to the right hand or the left. But if the doc-
trine of all pastors is to be received without hesitation, why are 
we so often and so anxiously admonished by the Lord not to give 
heed to false prophets? “Thus saith the Lord of Hosts, Hearken 
not unto the words of the prophets that prophesy unto you; they 
make you vain: they speak a vision of their own heart, and not 
out of the mouth of the Lord” (Jer. 23:16). Again, “Beware of false 
prophets, which come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly they 
are ravening wolves” (Mt. 7:15). In vain also would John exhort 
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us to try the spirits whether they be of God (1 John 4:1). From this 
judgment not even angels are exempted (Gal. 1:8); far less Satan 
with his lies. And what is meant by the expression, “If the blind 
lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch”? (Mt. 15:14) Does it 
not sufficiently declare that there is a great difference among the 
pastors who are to be heard, that all are not to be heard indiscrim-
inately? Wherefore they have no ground for deterring us by their 
name, in order to draw us into a participation of their blindness, 
since we see, on the contrary, that the Lord has used special care 
to guard us from allowing ourselves to be led away by the errors of 
others, whatever be the mask under which they may lurk. For if the 
answer of our Saviour is true, blind guides, whether high priests, 
prelates, or pontiffs, can do nothing more than hurry us over the 
same precipice with themselves. Wherefore, let no names of coun-
cils, pastors, and bishops (which may be used on false pretences 
as well as truly), hinder us from giving heed to the evidence both 
of words and facts, and bringing all spirits to the test of the divine 
word, that we may prove whether they are of God.

13. Having proved that no power was given to the Church to 
set up any new doctrine, let us now treat of the power attributed 
to them in the interpretation of Scripture. We readily admit, that 
when any doctrine is brought under discussion, there is not a bet-
ter or surer remedy than for a council of true bishops to meet and 
discuss the controverted point. There will be much more weight 
in a decision of this kind, to which the pastors of churches have 
agreed in common after invoking the Spirit of Christ, than if each, 
adopting it for himself, should deliver it to his people, or a few 
individuals should meet in private and decide. Secondly, When 
bishops have assembled in one place, they deliberate more con-
veniently in common, fixing both the doctrine and the form of 
teaching it, lest diversity give offence. Thirdly, Paul prescribes this 
method of determining doctrine. For when he gives the power of 
deciding to a single church, he shows what the course of procedure 
should be in more important cases—namely, that the churches to-
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gether are to take common cognisance. And the very feeling of 
piety tells us, that if any one trouble the Church with some novelty 
in doctrine, and the matter be carried so far that there is danger 
of a greater dissension, the churches should first meet, examine 
the question, and at length, after due discussion, decide according 
to Scripture, which may both put an end to doubt in the people, 
and stop the mouths of wicked and restless men, so as to prevent 
the matter from proceeding farther. Thus when Arius arose, the 
Council of Nice was convened, and by its authority both crushed 
the wicked attempts of this impious man, and restored peace to 
the churches which he had vexed, and asserted the eternal divin-
ity of Christ in opposition to his sacrilegious dogma. Thereafter, 
when Eunomius and Macedonius raised new disturbances, their 
madness was met with a similar remedy by the Council of Con-
stantinople; the impiety of Nestorius was defeated by the Council 
of Ephesus. In short, this was from the first the usual method of 
preserving unity in the Church whenever Satan commenced his 
machinations. But let us remember, that all ages and places are 
not favoured with an Athanasius, a Basil, a Cyril, and like vin-
dicators of sound doctrine, whom the Lord then raised up. Nay, 
let us consider what happened in the second Council of Ephesus 
when the Eutychian heresy prevailed. Flavianus, of holy memory, 
with some pious men, was driven into exile, and many similar 
crimes were committed, because, instead of the Spirit of the Lord, 
Dioscorus, a factious man, of a very bad disposition, presided. 
But the Church was not there. I admit it; for I always hold that the 
truth does not perish in the Church though it be oppressed by one 
council, but is wondrously preserved by the Lord to rise again, 
and prove victorious in his own time. I deny, however, that every 
interpretation of Scripture is true and certain which has received 
the votes of a council.

14. But the Romanists have another end in view when they 
say that the power of interpreting Scripture belongs to councils, 
and that without challenge. For they employ it as a pretext for 
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giving the name of an interpretation of Scripture to everything 
which is determined in councils. Of purgatory, the intercession of 
saints, and auricular confession, and the like, not one syllable can 
be found in Scripture. But as all these have been sanctioned by the 
authority of the Church, or, to speak more correctly, have been 
received by opinion and practice, every one of them is to be held 
as an interpretation of Scripture. And not only so, but whatever a 
council has determined against Scripture is to have the name of an 
interpretation. Christ bids all drink of the cup which he holds forth 
in the Supper. The Council of Constance prohibited the giving of it 
to the people, and determined that the priest alone should drink. 
Though this is diametrically opposed to the institution of Christ 
(Mt. 26:26), they will have it to be regarded as his interpretation. 
Paul terms the prohibition of marriage a doctrine of devils (1 Tim. 
4:1, 3); and the Spirit elsewhere declares that “marriage is honour-
able in all” (Heb. 13:4). Having afterwards interdicted their priests 
from marriage, they insist on this as a true and genuine interpre-
tation of Scripture, though nothing can be imagined more alien to 
it. Should any one venture to open his lips in opposition, he will be 
judged a heretic, since the determination of the Church is without 
challenge, and it is unlawful to have any doubt as to the accuracy 
of her interpretation. Why should I assail such effrontery? to point 
to it is to condemn it. Their dogma with regard to the power of ap-
proving Scripture I intentionally omit. For to subject the oracles of 
God in this way to the censure of men, and hold that they are sanc-
tioned because they please men, is a blasphemy which deserves not 
to be mentioned. Besides, I have already touched upon it (Book 1 
chap. 7; 8 sec. 9). I will ask them one question, however. If the au-
thority of Scripture is founded on the approbation of the Church, 
will they quote the decree of a council to that effect? I believe they 
cannot. Why, then, did Arius allow himself to be vanquished at 
the Council of Nice by passages adduced from the Gospel of John? 
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According to these, he was at liberty to repudiate them, as they 
had not previously been approved by any general council. They 
allege an old catalogue, which they call the Canon, and say that 
it originated in a decision of the Church. But I again ask, In what 
council was that Canon published? Here they must be dumb. Be-
sides, I wish to know what they believe that Canon to be. For I 
see that the ancients are little agreed with regard to it. If effect is 
to be given to what Jerome says (Præf. in Lib. Solom.), the Mac-
cabees, Tobit, Ecclesiasticus, and the like, must take their place 
in the Apocrypha: but this they will not tolerate on any account.

CHAPTER 10.
Of The Power Of Making Laws. The Cruelty Of The Pope 
And His Adherents, In This Respect, In Tyrannically Op-
pressing And Destroying Souls

This chapter treats,—I. Of human constitutions in general. Of 
the distinction between Civil and Ecclesiastical Laws. Of con-
science, why and in what sense ministers cannot impose laws on 
the conscience, sec. 1-8. II. Of traditions or Popish constitutions 
relating to ceremonies and discipline. The many vices inherent in 
them, sec. 9-17. Arguments in favour of those traditions refuted, 
sec. 17-26. III. Of Ecclesiastical constitutions that are good and 
lawful, sec. 27-32.

Sections.
1. The power of the Church in enacting laws. This made 
a source of human traditions. Impiety of these traditions.
2. Many of the Papistical traditions not only difficult, but 
impossible to be observed.
3. That the question may be more conveniently explained, 
nature of conscience must be defined.
4. Definition of conscience explained. Examples in illus-
tration of the definition.
5. Paul’s doctrine of submission to magistrates for con-



204   CHAPTER 10.  Of The Power Of Making Laws. The Cruelty 
Of The Pope And His Adherents, In This Respect, In Tyrannically 

Oppressing And Destroying Souls
science sake, gives no countenance to the Popish doctrine 
of the obligation of traditions.
6. The question stated. A brief mode of deciding it.
7. A perfect rule of life in the Law. God our only Lawgiver.
8. The traditions of the Papacy contradictory to the Word 
of God.
9. Ceremonial traditions of the Papists. Their impiety. 
Substituted for the true worship of God.
10. Through these ceremonies the commandment of God 
made void.
11. Some of these ceremonies useless and childish. Their 
endless variety. Introduce Judaism.
12. Absurdity of these ceremonies borrowed from Judaism 
and Paganism.
13. Their intolerable number condemned by Augustine.
14. Injury thus done to the Church. They cannot be ex-
cused.
15. Mislead the superstitious. Used as a kind of show and 
for incantation. Prostituted to gain.
16. All such traditions liable to similar objections.
17. Arguments in favour of traditions answered.
18. Answer continued.
19. Illustration taken from the simple administration of 
the Lord’s Supper, under the Apostles, and the complicated 
ceremonies of the Papists.
20. Another illustration from the use of Holy Water.
21. An argument in favour of traditions founded on the 
decision of the Apostles and elders at Jerusalem. This de-
cision explained.
22. Some things in the Papacy may be admitted for a time 
for the sake of weak brethren.
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23. Observance of the Popish traditions inconsistent with 
Christian liberty, torturing to the conscience, and insult-
ing to God.
24. All human inventions in religion displeasing to God. 
Reason. Confirmed by an example.
25. An argument founded on the examples of Samuel and 
Manoah. Answer.
26. Argument that Christ wished such burdens to be 
borne. Answer.
27. Third part of the chapter, treating of lawful Ecclesias-
tical arrangements. Their foundation in the general ax-
iom, that all things be done decently and in order. Two 
extremes to be avoided.
28. All Ecclesiastical arrangements to be thus tested. What 
Paul means by things done decently and in order.
29. Nothing decent in the Popish ceremonies. Description 
of true decency. Examples of Christian decency and order.
30. No arrangement decent and orderly, unless founded on 
the authority of God, and derived from Scripture. Charity 
the best guide in these matters.
31. Constitutions thus framed not to be neglected or de-
spised.
32. Cautions to be observed in regard to such constitu-
tions.

1. We come now to the second part of power, which, according 
to them, consists in the enacting of laws, from which source in-
numerable traditions have arisen, to be as many deadly snares to 
miserable souls. For they have not been more scrupulous than the 
Scribes and Pharisees in laying burdens on the shoulders of oth-
ers, which they would not touch with their finger (Mt 23:4; Luke 
11:16). I have elsewhere shown (Book 3 chap. 4 sec. 4-7) how cruel 
murder they commit by their doctrine of auricular confession. The 



206   CHAPTER 10.  Of The Power Of Making Laws. The Cruelty 
Of The Pope And His Adherents, In This Respect, In Tyrannically 

Oppressing And Destroying Souls
same violence is not apparent in other laws, but those which seem 
most tolerable press tyrannically on the conscience. I say nothing 
as to the mode in which they adulterate the worship of God, and 
rob God himself, who is the only Lawgiver, of his right. The power 
we have now to consider is, whether it be lawful for the Church 
to bind laws upon the conscience? In this discussion, civil order 
is not touched; but the only point considered is, how God may be 
duly worshipped according to the rule which he has prescribed, 
and how our spiritual liberty, with reference to God, may remain 
unimpaired. In ordinary language, the name of human traditions 
is given to all decrees concerning the worship of God, which men 
have issued without the authority of his word. We contend against 
these, not against the sacred and useful constitutions of the Church, 
which tend to preserve discipline, or decency, or peace. Our aim 
is to curb the unlimited and barbarous empire usurped over souls 
by those who would be thought pastors of the Church, but who 
are in fact its most cruel murderers. They say that the laws which 
they enact are spiritual, pertaining to the soul, and they affirm that 
they are necessary to eternal life. But thus the kingdom of Christ, 
as I lately observed, is invaded; thus the liberty, which he has given 
to the consciences of believers, is completely oppressed and over-
thrown. I say nothing as to the great impiety with which, to sanc-
tion the observance of their laws, they declare that from it they seek 
forgiveness of sins, righteousness and salvation, while they make 
the whole sum of religion and piety to consist in it. What I contend 
for is, that necessity ought not to be laid on consciences in matters 
in which Christ has made them free; and unless freed, cannot, as 
we have previously shown (Book 3 chap. 19), have peace with God. 
They must acknowledge Christ their deliverer, as their only king, 
and be ruled by the only law of liberty—namely, the sacred word 
of the Gospel—if they would retain the grace which they have once 
received in Christ: they must be subject to no bondage, be bound 
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by no chains.

2. These Solons, indeed, imagine that their constitutions are 
laws of liberty, a pleasant yoke, a light burden: but who sees not 
that this is mere falsehood. They themselves, indeed, feel not the 
burden of their laws. Having cast off the fear of God, they securely 
and assiduously disregard their own laws as well as those which 
are divine. Those, however, who feel any interest in their salvation, 
are far from thinking themselves free so long as they are entangled 
in these snares. We see how great caution Paul employed in this 
matter, not venturing to impose a fetter in any one thing, and with 
good reason: he certainly foresaw how great a wound would be in-
flicted on the conscience if these things should be made necessary 
which the Lord had left free. On the contrary, it is scarcely possible 
to count the constitutions which these men have most grievously 
enforced, under the penalty of eternal death, and which they exact 
with the greatest rigour, as necessary to salvation. And while very 
many of them are most difficult of observance, the whole taken to-
gether are impossible; so great is the mass. How, then, possibly can 
those, on whom this mountain of difficulty lies, avoid being per-
plexed with extreme anxiety, and filled with terror? My intention 
here then is, to impugn constitutions of this description; constitu-
tions enacted for the purpose of binding the conscience inward-
ly before God, and imposing religious duties, as if they enjoined 
things necessary to salvation.

3. Many are greatly puzzled with this question, from not distin-
guishing, with sufficient care, between what is called the external 
forum and the forum of conscience56 (Book 3 chap. 19 sec 15). 
Moreover, the difficulty is increased by the terms in which Paul 
enjoins obedience to magistrates, “not only for wrath, but also for 
conscience sake” (Rom. 13:5); and from which it would follow, that 

56	 French, “entre le siege judicial de Dieu, qui est spirituel, et la 
justice terrestre des hommes;”—between the judgment-seat of God and 
the terrestrial justice of men.
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civil laws also bind the conscience. But if this were so, nothing that 
we have said of spiritual government, in the last chapter, and are 
to say in this, would stand. To solve this difficulty, we must first 
understand what is meant by conscience. The definition must be 
derived from the etymology of the term. As when men, with the 
mind and intellect, apprehend the knowledge of things, they are 
thereby said to know, and hence the name of science or knowledge 
is used; so, when they have, in addition to this, a sense of the di-
vine judgment, as a witness not permitting them to hide their sins, 
but bringing them as criminals before the tribunal of the judge, 
that sense is called conscience. For it occupies a kind of middle 
place between God and man, not suffering man to suppress what 
he knows in himself, but following him out until it bring him to 
conviction. This is what Paul means, when he says that conscience 
bears witness, “our thoughts the meanwhile accusing or else excus-
ing each other” (Rom. 2:15). Simple knowledge, therefore, might 
exist in a man, as it were, shut up, and therefore the sense which sits 
men before the judgment-seat of God has been placed over him as 
a sentinel, to observe and spy out all his secrets, that nothing may 
remain buried in darkness. Hence the old proverb, Conscience is 
a thousand witnesses. For this reason, Peter also uses the “answer 
of a good conscience towards God” (1 Pet. 3:21); for tranquillity of 
mind, when, persuaded of the grace of Christ, we with boldness 
present ourselves before God. And the author of the Epistle to the 
Hebrews says, that we have “no more conscience of sins,” that we 
are freed or acquitted, so that sin no longer accuses us (Heb. 10:2).

4. Wherefore, as works have respect to men, so conscience bears 
reference to God; and hence a good conscience is nothing but in-
ward integrity of heart. In this sense, Paul says, that “the end of 
the commandment is charity out of a pure heart, and of a good 
conscience, and of faith unfeigned” (1 Tim. 1:5). He afterwards, in 
the same chapter, shows how widely it differs from intellect, say-
ing, the, “some having put away” a good conscience, “concerning 
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faith have made shipwreck.” For by these words he intimates, that 
it is a living inclination to worship God, a sincere desire to live 
piously and holily. Sometimes, indeed, it is extended to men also, 
as when Paul declares, “Herein do I exercise myself, to have always 
a conscience void of offence toward God, and toward men” (Acts 
24:16). But this is said, because the benefits of a good conscience 
flow forth and reach even to men. Properly speaking, however, 
it respects God alone, as I have already said. Hence a law may be 
said to bind the conscience when it simply binds a man without 
referring to men, or taking them into account. For example, God 
enjoins us not only to keep our mind chaste and pure from all lust, 
but prohibits every kind of obscenity in word, and all external las-
civiousness. This law my conscience is bound to observe, though 
there were not another man in the world. Thus he who behaves in-
temperately not only sins by setting a bad example to his brethren, 
but stands convicted in his conscience before God. Another rule 
holds in the case of things which are in themselves indifferent. For 
we ought to abstain when they give offence, but conscience is free. 
Thus Paul says of meat consecrated to idols, “If any man say unto 
you, This is offered in sacrifice unto idols, eat not for his sake that 
showed it, and for conscience sake;” “conscience, I say, not thine 
own, but of the other” (1 Cor. 10:28, 29). A believer would sin, 
if, after being warned, he should still eat such kind of meat. But 
however necessary abstinence may be in respect of a brother, as 
prescribed by the Lord, conscience ceases not to retain its liberty. 
We see how the law, while binding the external work, leaves the 
conscience free.

5. Let us now return to human laws. If they are imposed for the 
purpose of forming a religious obligation, as if the observance of 
them was in itself necessary, we say that the restraint thus laid on 
the conscience is unlawful. Our consciences have not to do with 
men but with God only. Hence the common distinction between 
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the earthly forum and the forum of conscience.57 When the whole 
world was enveloped in the thickest darkness of ignorance, it was 
still held (like a small ray of light which remained unextinguished) 
that conscience was superior to all human judgments. Although 
this, which was acknowledged in word, was afterwards violated 
in fact, yet God was pleased that there should even then exist an 
attestation to liberty, exempting the conscience from the tyranny 
of man. But we have not yet explained the difficulty which arises 
from the words of Paul. For if we must obey princes not only from 
fear of punishment but for conscience sake, it seems to follow, that 
the laws of princes have dominion over the conscience. If this is 
true, the same thing must be affirmed of ecclesiastical laws. I an-
swer, that the first thing to be done here is to distinguish between 
the genus and the species. For though individual laws do not reach 
the conscience, yet we are bound by the general command of God, 
which enjoins us to submit to magistrates. And this is the point on 
which Paul’s discussion turns—viz. that magistrates are to be hon-
oured, because they are ordained of God (Rom. 13:1). Meanwhile, 
he does not at all teach that the laws enacted by them reach to the 
internal government of the soul, since he everywhere proclaims 
that the worship of God, and the spiritual rule of living righteously, 
are superior to all the decrees of men. Another thing also worthy of 
observation, and depending on what has been already said, is, that 
human laws, whether enacted by magistrates or by the Church, are 
necessary to be observed (I speak of such as are just and good), but 
do not therefore in themselves bind the conscience, because the 
whole necessity of observing them respects the general end, and 

57	 French, “Et de fait, tel a eté le sens de cette distinction vulgaire 
qu’on a tenue par toutes les ecoles; que c’est autre choses des jurisdictions 
humaines et politiques, que de celles qui touchent à la conscience;”—
And in fact, such is the import of the common distincti has been held by 
all the schools, that human and civil jurisdictions are quite different from 
those which touch the conscience.
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consists not in the things commanded. Very different, however, is 
the case of those which prescribe a new form of worshipping God, 
and introduce necessity into things that are free.

6. Such, however, are what in the present day are called ecclesi-
astical constitutions by the Papacy, and are brought forward as part 
of the true and necessary worship of God. But as they are without 
number, so they form innumerable fetters to bind and ensnare the 
soul. Though, in expounding the law, we have adverted to this sub-
ject (Book 3 chap. 4 sec. 6), yet as this is more properly the place 
for a full discussion of it, I will now study to give a summary of it 
as carefully as I can. I shall, however, omit the branch relating to 
the tyranny with which false bishops arrogate to themselves the 
right of teaching whatever they please, having already considered 
it as far as seemed necessary, but shall treat at length of the pow-
er which they claim of enacting laws. The pretext, then, on which 
our false bishops burden the conscience with new laws is, that the 
Lord has constituted them spiritual legislators, and given them the 
government of the Church. Hence they maintain that everything 
which they order and prescribe must, of necessity, be observed by 
the Christian people, that he who violates their commands is guilty 
of a twofold disobedience, being a rebel both against God and the 
Church. Assuredly, if they were true bishops, I would give them 
some authority in this matter, not so much as they demand, but so 
much as is requisite for duly arranging the polity of the Church; 
but since they are anything but what they would be thought, they 
cannot possibly assume anything to themselves, however little, 
without being in excess. But as this also has been elsewhere shown, 
let us grant for the present, that whatever power true bishops pos-
sess justly belongs to them, still I deny that they have been set over 
believers as legislators to prescribe a rule of life at their own hands, 
or bind the people committed to them to their decrees. When I 
say this, I mean that they are not at all entitled to insist that what-
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ever they devise without authority from the word of God shall be 
observed by the Church as matter of necessity. Since such power 
was unknown to the apostles, and was so often denied to the min-
isters of the Church by our Lord himself, I wonder how any have 
dared to usurp, and dare in the present day to defend it, without 
any precedent from the apostles, and against the manifest prohibi-
tion of God.

7. Everything relating to a perfect rule of life the Lord has so 
comprehended in his law, that he has left nothing for men to add 
to the summary there given. His object in doing this was, first, that 
since all rectitude of conduct consists in regulating all our actions 
by his will as a standard, he alone should be regarded as the mas-
ter and guide of our life; and, secondly, that he might show that 
there is nothing which he more requires of us than obedience. For 
this reason James says, “He that speaketh evil of his brother, and 
judgeth his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law:” 
“There is one lawgiver, who is able to save and to destroy” (James 
4:11, 12). We hear how God claims it as his own peculiar privilege 
to rule us by his laws. This had been said before by Isaiah, though 
somewhat obscurely, “The Lord is our judge, the Lord is our law-
giver, the Lord is our king; he will save us” (Isa. 33:22). Both pas-
sages show that the power of life and death belongs to him who has 
power over the soul. Nay, James clearly expresses this. This power 
no man may assume to himself. God, therefore, to whom the pow-
er of saving and destroying belongs, must be acknowledged as the 
only King of souls, or, as the words of Isaiah express it, he is our 
king and judge, and lawgiver and saviour. So Peter, when he re-
minds pastors of their duty, exhorts them to feed the flock without 
lording it over the heritage (1 Pet. 5:2); meaning by heritage the 
body of believers. If we duly consider that it is unlawful to transfer 
to man what God declares to belong only to himself, we shall see 
that this completely cuts off all the power claimed by those who 
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would take it upon them to order anything in the Church without 
authority from the word of God.

8. Moreover, since the whole question depends on this, that 
God being the only lawgiver, it is unlawful for men to assume that 
honour to themselves, it will be proper to keep in mind the two 
reasons for which God claims this solely for himself. The one rea-
son is, that his will is to us the perfect rule of all righteousness and 
holiness, and that thus in the knowledge of it we have a perfect 
rule of life. The other reason is, that when the right and proper 
method of worshipping him is in question, he whom we ought to 
obey, and on whose will we ought to depend, alone has authority 
over our souls. When these two reasons are attended to, it will be 
easy to decide what human constitutions are contrary to the word 
of the Lord. Of this description are all those which are devised as 
part of the true worship of God, and the observance of which is 
bound upon the conscience, as of necessary obligation. Let us re-
member then to weigh all human laws in this balance, if we would 
have a sure test which will not allow us to go astray. The former 
reason is urged by Paul in the Epistle to the Colossians against the 
false apostles who attempted to lay new burdens on the churches. 
The second reason he more frequently employs in the Epistle to 
the Galatians in a similar case. In the Epistle to the Colossians, 
then, he maintains that the doctrine of the true worship of God 
is not to be sought from men, because the Lord has faithfully and 
fully taught us in what way he is to be worshipped. To demonstrate 
this, he says in the first chapter, that in the gospel is contained all 
wisdom, that the man of God may be made perfect in Christ. In 
the beginning of the second chapter, he says that all the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Christ, and from this he 
concludes that believers should beware of being led away from 
the flock of Christ by vain philosophy, according to the constitu-
tions of men (Col. 2:10). In the end of the chapter, he still more 
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decisively condemns all ἐθελοθρησκειας that is, fictitious modes of 
worship which men themselves devise or receive from others, and 
all precepts whatsoever which they presume to deliver at their own 
hand concerning the worship of God. We hold, therefore, that all 
constitutions are impious in the observance of which the worship 
of God is pretended to be placed. The passages in the Galatians in 
which he insists that fetters are not to be bound on the conscience 
(which ought to be ruled by God alone), are sufficiently plain, es-
pecially chapter 5. Let it, therefore, suffice to refer to them.

9. But that the whole matter may be made plainer by examples, 
it will be proper, before we proceed, to apply the doctrine to our 
own times. The constitutions which they call ecclesiastical, and by 
which the Pope, with his adherents, burdens the Church, we hold 
to be pernicious and impious, while our opponents defend them 
as sacred and salutary. Now there are two kinds of them, some re-
lating to ceremonies and rites, and others more especially to disci-
pline. Have we, then, any just cause for impugning both? Assuredly 
a juster cause than we could wish. First, do not their authors them-
selves distinctly declare that the very essence of the worship of God 
(so to speak) is contained in them? For what end do they bring 
forward their ceremonies but just that God may be worshipped by 
them? Nor is this done merely by error in the ignorant multitude, 
but with the approbation of those who hold the place of teachers. 
I am not now adverting to the gross abominations by which they 
have plotted the adulteration of all godliness, but they would not 
deem it to be so atrocious a crime to err in any minute tradition, 
did they not make the worship of God subordinate to their fictions. 
Since Paul then declares it to be intolerable that the legitimate wor-
ship of God should be subjected to the will of men, wherein do we 
err when we are unable to tolerate this in the present day? espe-
cially when we are enjoined to worship God according to the ele-
ments of this world—a thing which Paul declares to be adverse to 
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Christ (Col 2:20). On the other hand, the mode in which they lay 
consciences under the strict necessity of observing whatever they 
enjoin, is not unknown. When we protest against this, we make 
common cause with Paul, who will on no account allow the con-
sciences of believers to be brought under human bondage.

10. Moreover, the worst of all is, that when once religion begins 
to be composed of such vain fictions, the perversion is immedi-
ately succeeded by the abominable depravity with which our Lord 
upbraids the Pharisees of making the commandment of God void 
through their traditions (Mt. 15:3). I am unwilling to dispute with 
our present legislators in my own words;—let them gain the victory 
if they can clear themselves from this accusation of Christ. But how 
can they do so, seeing they regard it as immeasurably more wicked 
to allow the year to pass without auricular confession, than to have 
spent it in the greatest iniquity: to have infected their tongue with 
a slight tasting of flesh on Friday, than to have daily polluted the 
whole body with whoredom: to have put their hand to honest la-
bour on a day consecrated to some one or other of their saintlings, 
than to have constantly employed all their members in the greatest 
crimes: for a priest to be united to one in lawful wedlock, than to 
be engaged in a thousand adulteries: to have failed in performing a 
votive pilgrimage, than to have broken faith in every promise: not 
to have expended profusely on the monstrous, superfluous, and 
useless luxury of churches, than to have denied the poor in their 
greatest necessities: to have passed an idol without honour, than 
to have treated the whole human race with contumely: not to have 
muttered long unmeaning sentences at certain times, than never 
to have framed one proper prayer? What is meant by making the 
word of God void by tradition, if this is not done when recom-
mending the ordinances of God only frigidly and perfunctorily, 
they nevertheless studiously and anxiously urge strict obedience to 
their own ordinances, as if the whole power of piety was contained 
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in them;—when vindicating the transgression of the divine Law 
with trivial satisfactions, they visit the minutest violation of one 
of their decrees with no lighter punishment than imprisonment, 
exile, fire, or sword?—When neither severe nor inexorable against 
the despisers of God, they persecute to extremity, with implacable 
hatred, those who despise themselves, and so train all those whose 
simplicity they hold in thraldom, that they would sooner see the 
whole law of God subverted than one iota of what they call the pre-
cepts of the Church infringed. First, there is a grievous delinquen-
cy in this, that one contemns, judges, and casts off his neighbour 
for trivial matters,—matters which, if the judgment of God is to 
decide, are free. But now, as if this were a small evil, those frivolous 
elements of this world (as Paul terms them in his Epistle to the 
Galatians, Gal. 4:9) are deemed of more value than the heavenly 
oracles of God. He who is all but acquitted for adultery is judged 
in meat; and he to whom whoredom is permitted is forbidden to 
marry. This, forsooth, is all that is gained by that prevaricating obe-
dience, which only turns away from God to the same extent that it 
inclines to men.

11. There are other two grave vices which we disapprove in 
these constitutions. First, They prescribe observances which are in 
a great measure useless, and are sometimes absurd; secondly, by 
the vast multitude of them, pious consciences are oppressed, and 
being carried back to a kind of Judaism, so cling to shadows that 
they cannot come to Christ. My allegation that they are useless 
and absurd will, I know, scarcely be credited by carnal wisdom, to 
which they are so pleasing, that the Church seems to be altogeth-
er defaced when they are taken away. But this is just what Paul 
says, that they “have indeed a show of wisdom in will-worship, and 
humility, and neglecting of the body” (Col. 2:23); a most salutary 
admonition, of which we ought never to lose sight. Human tradi-
tions, he says, deceive by an appearance of wisdom. Whence this 



Of The Power Of Making Laws. The Cruelty    CHAPTER 10  217 
Of The Pope And His Adherents, In This Respect, In Tyrannically 

Oppressing And Destroying Souls
show? Just that being framed by men, the human mind recognises 
in them that which is its own, and embraces it when recognised 
more willingly than anything, however good, which is less suitable 
to its vanity. Secondly, That they seem to be a fit training to humili-
ty, while they keep the minds of men grovelling on the ground un-
der their yoke; hence they have another recommendation. Lastly, 
Because they seem to have a tendency to curb the will of the flesh, 
and to subdue it by the rigour of abstinence, they seem to be wise-
ly devised. But what does Paul say to all this? Does he pluck off 
those masks lest the simple should be deluded by a false pretext? 
Deeming it sufficient for their refutation to say that they were 
devices of men, he passes all these things without refutation, as 
things of no value. Nay, because he knew that all fictitious worship 
is condemned in the Church, and is the more suspected by believ-
ers, the more pleasing it is to the human mind—because he knew 
that this false show of outward humility differs so widely from 
true humility that it can be easily discerned; —finally, because he 
knew that this tutelage is valued at no more than bodily exercise, 
he wished the very things which commended human traditions to 
the ignorant to be regarded by believers as the refutation of them.

12. Thus, in the present day, not only the unlearned vulgar, but 
every one in proportion as he is inflated by worldly wisdom, is 
wonderfully captivated by the glare of ceremonies, while hypo-
crites and silly women think that nothing can be imagined better 
or more beautiful. But those who thoroughly examine them, and 
weigh them more truly according to the rule of godliness, in re-
gard to the value of all such ceremonies, know, first, that they are 
trifles of no utility; secondly, that they are impostures which de-
lude the eyes of the spectators with empty show. I am speaking of 
those ceremonies which the Roman masters will have to be great 
mysteries, while we know by experience that they are mere mock-
ery. Nor is it strange that their authors have gone the length of de-
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luding themselves and others by mere frivolities, because they have 
taken their model partly from the dreams of the Gentiles, partly, 
like apes, have rashly imitated the ancient rites of the Mosaic Law, 
with which we have nothing more to do than with the sacrific-
es of animals and other similar things. Assuredly, were there no 
other proof, no sane man would expect any good from such an 
ill-assorted farrago. And the case itself plainly demonstrates that 
very many ceremonies have no other use than to stupify the people 
rather than teach them. In like manner, to those new canons which 
pervert discipline rather than preserve it, hypocrites attach much 
importance; but a closer examination will show that they are noth-
ing but the shadowy and evanescent phantom of discipline.

13. To come to the second fault, who sees not that ceremonies, 
by being heaped one upon another, have grown to such a multi-
tude, that it is impossible to tolerate them in the Christian Church? 
Hence it is, that in ceremonies a strange mixture of Judaism is 
apparent, while other observances prove a deadly snare to pious 
minds. Augustine complained that in his time, while the precepts 
of God were neglected, prejudice everywhere prevailed to such an 
extent, that he who touched the ground barefoot during his octave 
was censured more severely than he who buried his wits in wine. 
He complained that the Church, which God in mercy wished to 
be free, was so oppressed that the condition of the Jews was more 
tolerable (August. Ep. 119). Had that holy man fallen on our day, in 
what terms would he have deplored the bondage now existing? For 
the number is tenfold greater, and each iota is exacted a hundred 
times more rigidly than then. This is the usual course; when once 
those perverse legislators have usurped authority, they make no 
end of their commands and prohibitions until they reach the ex-
treme of harshness. This Paul elegantly intimated by these words,—
“If ye be dead with Christ from the rudiments of the world, why, 
as though living in the world, are ye subject to ordinances? Touch 
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not, taste not, handle not” (Col. 2:20, 21). For while the word 
ἅπτεσθαι signifies both to eat and to touch, it is doubtless taken in 
the former sense, that there may not be a superfluous repetition. 
Here, therefore, he most admirably describes the progress of false 
apostles. The way in which superstition begins is this: they forbid 
not only to eat, but even to chew gently; after they have obtained 
this, they forbid even to taste. This also being yielded to them, 
they deem it unlawful to touch even with the finger.

14. We justly condemn this tyranny in human constitutions, 
in consequence of which miserable consciences are strangely tor-
mented by innumerable edicts, and the excessive exaction of them. 
Of the canons relating to discipline, we have spoken elsewhere (su-
pra, sec. 12; also chapter 12). What shall I say of ceremonies, the 
effect of which has been, that we have almost buried Christ, and 
returned to Jewish figures? “Our Lord Christ (says Augustine, Ep. 
118) bound together the society of his new people by sacraments, 
very few in number, most excellent in signification, most easy of 
observance.” How widely different this simplicity is from the mul-
titude and variety of rites in which we see the Church entangled 
in the present day, cannot well be told. I am aware of the artifice 
by which some acute men excuse this perverseness. They say that 
there are numbers among us equally rude as any among the Isra-
elitish people, and that for their sakes has been introduced this 
tutelage, which though the stronger may do without, they, howev-
er, ought not to neglect, seeing that it is useful to weak brethren. 
I answer, that we are not unaware of what is due to the weakness 
of brethren, but, on the other hand, we object that the method of 
consulting for the weak is not to bury them under a great mass 
of ceremonies. It was not without cause that God distinguished 
between us and his ancient people, by training them like children 
by means of signs and figures, and training us more simply, with-
out so much external show. Paul’s words are, “The heir, as long 
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as he is a child,”—“is under tutors and governors” (Gal. 4:1, 2). 
This was the state of the Jews under the law. But we are like adults 
who, being freed from tutory and curatory, have no need of puerile 
rudiments. God certainly foresaw what kind of people he was to 
have in his Church, and in what way they were to be governed. 
Now, he distinguished between us and the Jews in the way which 
has been described. Therefore, it is a foolish method of consulting 
for the ignorant to set up the Judaism which Christ has abrogated. 
This dissimilitude between the ancient and his new people Christ 
expressed when he said to the woman of Samaria, “The hour com-
eth, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Fa-
ther in spirit and in truth” (John 4:23). This, no doubt, had always 
been done; but the new worshippers differ from the old in this, that 
while under Moses the spiritual worship of God was shadowed, 
and, as it were, entangled by many ceremonies, these have been 
abolished, and worship is now more simple. Those, accordingly, 
who confound this distinction, subvert the order instituted and 
sanctioned by Christ. Therefore you will ask, Are no ceremonies 
to be given to the more ignorant, as a help to their ignorance? I do 
not say so; for I think that help of this description is very useful to 
them. All I contend for is the employment of such a measure as 
may illustrate, not obscure Christ. Hence a few ceremonies have 
been divinely appointed, and these by no means laborious, in or-
der that they may evince a present Christ. To the Jews a greater 
number were given, that they might be images of an absent Christ. 
In saying he was absent, I mean not in power, but in the mode of 
expression. Therefore, to secure due moderation, it is necessary to 
retain that fewness in number, facility in observance, and signifi-
cancy of meaning which consists in clearness. Of what use is it to 
say that this is not done? The fact is obvious to every eye.

15. I here say nothing of the pernicious opinions with which 
the minds of men are imbued, as that these are sacrifices by which 
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propitiation is made to God, by which sins are expiated, by which 
righteousness and salvation are procured. It will be maintained 
that things good in themselves are not vitiated by errors of this 
description, since in acts expressly enjoined by God similar errors 
may be committed. There is nothing, however, more unbecoming 
than the fact, that works devised by the will of man are held in 
such estimation as to be thought worthy of eternal life. The works 
commanded by God receive a reward, because the Lawgiver him-
self accepts of them as marks of obedience. They do not, therefore, 
take their value from their own dignity or their own merit, but be-
cause God sets this high value on our obedience toward him. I am 
here speaking of that perfection of works which is commanded by 
God, but is not performed by men. The works of the law are ac-
cepted merely by the free kindness of God, because the obedience 
is infirm and defective. But as we are not here considering how far 
works avail without Christ, let us omit that question. I again repeat, 
as properly belonging to the present subject, that whatever com-
mendation works have, they have it in respect of obedience, which 
alone God regards, as he testifies by the prophet, “I spake not unto 
your fathers, nor commanded them in the day that I brought them 
out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt-offerings or sacrifices: 
but this thing commanded I them, saying, Obey my voice ” (Jer. 
7:22). Of fictitious works he elsewhere speaks, “Wherefore do you 
spend your money for that which is not bread”? (Isa. 55:2; 29:13). 
Again, “In vain do they worship me, teaching for doctrines the 
commandments of men” (Mt. 15:9). They cannot, therefore, ex-
cuse themselves from the charge of allowing wretched people to 
seek in these external frivolities a righteousness which they may 
present to God, and by which they may stand before the celestial 
tribunal. Besides, is it not a fault deservedly stigmatised, that they 
exhibit unmeaning ceremonies as a kind of stage-play or magical 
incantation? For it is certain that all ceremonies are corrupt and 
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noxious which do not direct men to Christ. But the ceremonies in 
use in the Papacy are separated from doctrine, so that they confine 
men to signs altogether devoid of meaning. Lastly (as the belly is 
an ingenious contriver), it is clear, that many of their ceremonies 
have been invented by greedy priests as lures for catching money. 
But whatever be their origin, they are all so prostituted to filthy 
lucre, that a great part of them must be rescinded if we would pre-
vent a profane and sacrilegious traffic from being carried on in the 
Church.

16. Although I seem not to be delivering the general doctrine 
concerning human constitutions, but adapting my discourse whol-
ly to our own age, yet nothing has been said which may not be use-
ful to all ages. For whenever men begin the superstitious practice 
of worshipping God with their own fictions, all the laws enacted 
for this purpose forthwith degenerate into those gross abuses. For 
the curse which God denounces—viz. to strike those who worship 
him with the doctrines of men with stupor and blindness—is not 
confined to any one age, but applies to all ages. The uniform result 
of this blindness is, that there is no kind of absurdity escaped by 
those who, despising the many admonitions of God, spontaneous-
ly entangle themselves in these deadly fetters. But if, without any 
regard to circumstances, you would simply know the character be-
longing at all times to those human traditions which ought to be 
repudiated by the Church, and condemned by all the godly,58 the 
definition which we formerly gave is clear and certain—viz. That 
they include all the laws enacted by men, without authority from 
the word of God, for the purpose either of prescribing the mode of 
divine worship, or laying a religious obligation on the conscience, 
as enjoining things necessary to salvation. If to one or both of these 
are added the other evils of obscuring the clearness of the Gospel 
by their multitude, of giving no edification, of being useless and 

58	 Calvin on the Necessity of Reforming the Church.
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frivolous occupations rather than true exercises of piety, of being 
set up for sordid ends and filthy lucre, of being difficult of ob-
servance, and contaminated by pernicious superstitions, we shall 
have the means of detecting the quantity of mischief which they 
occasion.

17. I understand what their answer will be—viz. that these tra-
ditions are not from themselves, but from God. For to prevent 
the Church from erring, it is guided by the Holy Spirit, whose 
authority resides in them. This being conceded, it at the same time 
follows, that their traditions are revelations by the Holy Spirit, and 
cannot be disregarded without impiety and contempt of God. And 
that they may not seem to have attempted anything without high 
authority, they will have it to be believed that a great part of their 
observances is derived from the apostles. For they contend, that 
in one instance they have a sufficient proof of what the apostles 
did in other cases. The instance is, when the apostles assembled in 
council, announced to all the Gentiles as the opinion of the coun-
cil, that they should “abstain from pollution of idols, and from for-
nication, and from things strangled, and from blood” (Acts 15:20, 
29). We have already explained, how, in order to extol themselves, 
they falsely assume the name of Church (Chap. 8 sec. 10-13). If, 
in regard to the present cause, we remove all masks and glosses 
(a thing, indeed, which ought to be our first care, and also is our 
highest interest), and consider what kind of Church Christ wishes 
to have, that we may form and adapt ourselves to it as a standard, 
it will readily appear that it is not a property of the Church to dis-
regard the limits of the word of God, and wanton and luxuriate in 
enacting new laws. Does not the law which was once given to the 
Church endure for ever? “What things soever I command you, 
observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from 
it” (Deut. 12:32). And in another place, “Add thou not unto his 
words, lest he reprove thee, and thou be found a liar” (Prov. 30:6). 
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Since they cannot deny that this was said to the Church, what else 
do they proclaim but their contumacy, when, notwithstanding of 
such prohibitions, they profess to add to the doctrine of God, and 
dare to intermingle their own with it? Far be it from us to assent to 
the falsehood by which they offer such insult to the Church. Let us 
understand that the name of Church is falsely pretended wherever 
men contend for that rash human licence which cannot confine it-
self within the boundaries prescribed by the word of God, but pet-
ulantly breaks out, and has recourse to its own inventions. In the 
above passage there is nothing involved, nothing obscure, nothing 
ambiguous; the whole Church is forbidden to add to, or take from 
the word of God, in relation to his worship and salutary precepts. 
But that was said merely of the Law, which was succeeded by the 
Prophets and the whole Gospel dispensation! This I admit, but I at 
the same time add, that these are fulfilments of the Law, rather than 
additions or diminutions. Now, if the Lord does not permit any-
thing to be added to, or taken from the ministry of Moses, though 
wrapt up, if I may so speak, in many folds of obscurity, until he 
furnish a clearer doctrine by his servants the Prophets, and at last 
by his beloved Son, why should we not suppose that we are much 
more strictly prohibited from making any addition to the Law, 
the Prophets, the Psalms, and the Gospel? The Lord cannot forget 
himself, and it is long since he declared that nothing is so offensive 
to him as to be worshipped by human inventions. Hence those cel-
ebrated declarations of the Prophets, which ought continually to 
ring in our ears, “I spake not unto your fathers, nor commanded 
them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, con-
cerning burnt-offerings or sacrifices; but this thing commanded I 
them, saying, Obey my voice, and I will be your God, and ye shall 
be my people: and walk ye in all the ways that I have commanded 
you” (Jer. 7:22, 23). “I earnestly protested unto your fathers, in the 
day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, even unto this 
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day, rising early and protesting, saying, Obey my voice” (Jer. 11:7). 
There are other passages of the same kind, but the most noted 
of all is, “Hath the Lord as great delight in burnt-offerings and 
sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the Lord? Behold, to obey is 
better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams. For re-
bellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity 
and idolatry” (1 Sam. 15: 22, 23). It is easy, therefore, to prove, 
that whenever human inventions in this respect are defended by 
the authority of the Church, they cannot be vindicated from the 
charge of impiety, and that the name of Church is falsely assumed.

18. For this reason we freely inveigh against that tyranny of 
human traditions which is haughtily obtruded upon us in the 
name of the Church. Nor do we hold the Church in derision (as 
our adversaries, for the purpose of producing obloquy, unjustly 
accuse us), but we attribute to her the praise of obedience, than 
which there is none which she acknowledges to be greater. They 
themselves rather are emphatically injurious to the Church, in 
representing her as contumacious to her Lord, when they pretend 
that she goes farther than the word of God allows, to say nothing 
of their combined impudence and malice, in continually vocifer-
ating about the power of the Church, while they meanwhile dis-
guise both the command which the Lord has given her, and the 
obedience which she owes to the command. But if our wish is as it 
ought to be, to agree with the Church, it is of more consequence to 
consider and remember the injunction which the Lord has given 
both to us and to the Church, to obey him with one consent. For 
there can be no doubt that we shall best agree with the Church 
when we show ourselves obedient to the Lord in all things. But to 
ascribe the origin of the traditions by which the Church has hith-
erto been oppressed to the apostles is mere imposition, since the 
whole substance of the doctrine of the apostles is, that conscience 
must not be burdened with new observances, nor the worship 



226   CHAPTER 10.  Of The Power Of Making Laws. The Cruelty 
Of The Pope And His Adherents, In This Respect, In Tyrannically 

Oppressing And Destroying Souls
of God contaminated by our inventions. Then, if any credit is to 
be given to ancient histories and records, what they attribute to 
the apostles was not only unknown to them, but was never heard 
by them. Nor let them pretend that most of their decrees, though 
not delivered in writing, were received by use and practice, being 
things which they could not understand while Christ was in the 
world, but which they learned after his ascension, by the revelation 
of the Holy Spirit. The meaning of that passage has been explained 
elsewhere (Chap. 8 sec. 14). In regard to the present question, 
they make themselves truly ridiculous, seeing it is manifest that 
all those mysteries which so long were undiscovered by the apos-
tles, are partly Jewish or Gentile observances, the former of which 
had anciently been promulgated among the Jews, and the latter 
among all the Gentiles, partly absurd gesticulations and empty cer-
emonies, which stupid priests, who have neither sense nor letters, 
can duly perform; nay, which children and mountebanks perform 
so appropriately, that it seems impossible to have fitter priests for 
such sacrifices. If there were no records, men of sense would judge 
from the very nature of the case, that such a mass of rites and ob-
servances did not rush into the Church all at once, but crept in 
gradually. For though the venerable bishops, who were nearest in 
time to the apostles, introduced some things pertaining to order 
and discipline, those who came after them, and those after them 
again, had not enough of consideration, while they had too much 
curiosity and cupidity, he who came last always vying in foolish 
emulation with his predecessors, so as not to be surpassed in the 
invention of novelties. And because there was a danger that these 
inventions, from which they anticipated praise from posterity, 
might soon become obsolete, they were much more rigorous in 
insisting on the observance of them. This false zeal has produced 
a great part of the rites which these men represent as apostolical. 
This history attests.
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19. And not to become prolix, by giving a catalogue of all, we 

shall be contented with one example. Under the apostles there was 
great simplicity in administering the Lord’s Supper. Their imme-
diate successors made some additions to the dignity of the ordi-
nance, which are not to be disapproved. Afterwards came fool-
ish imitators, who, by ever and anon patching various fragments 
together, have left us those sacerdotal vestments which we see in 
the mass, those altar ornaments, those gesticulations, and whole 
farrago of useless observances.59 But they object, that in old time 
the persuasion was, that those things which were done with the 
consent of the whole Church proceeded from the apostles. Of this 
they quote Augustine as a witness. I will give the explanation in the 
very words of Augustine. “Those things which are observed over 
the whole world we may understand to have been appointed either 
by the apostles themselves, or by general councils, whose authority 
in the Church is most beneficial, as the annual solemn celebration 
of our Lord’s passion, resurrection, and ascension to heaven, and 
of the descent of the Holy Spirit, and any other occurrence ob-
served by the whole Church wherever it exists” (August. Ep. 118). 
In giving so few examples, who sees not that he meant to refer the 
observances then in use to authors deserving of faith and rever-
ence;—observances few and sober, by which it was expedient that 
the order of the Church should be maintained? How widely does 
this differ from the view of our Roman masters, who insist that 
there is no paltry ceremony among them which is not apostolical?

59	 French, “Mais depuis sont survenus d’autres singes, qui ont eu 
une folle affectation de coudre piece sur piece, et ainsi ont composé tant 
les accoustremens du prestre, que les paremens de l’autel, et le badinage 
et jeu de farce que nous voyons à present à la Messe, avec tout le reste du 
borgage.”—But other apes have since appeared, who have had a foolish 
affectation of sewing piece to piece, and thus have formed all the furnish-
ings of the priests, as well as altar ornaments, the trifling and farce play 
which we now see in the Mass, with all the other garniture.
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20. Not to be tedious, I will give only one example. Should any 

one ask them where they get their holy water, they will at once 
answer,—from the apostles. As if I did not know who the Roman 
bishop is, to whom history ascribes the invention, and who, if he 
had admitted the apostles to his council, assuredly never would 
have adulterated baptism by a foreign and unseasonable symbol; 
although it does not seem probable to me that the origin of that 
consecration is so ancient as is there recorded. For when Augus-
tine says (Ep. 118) that certain churches in his day rejected the for-
mal imitation of Christ in the washing of feet, lest that rite should 
seem to pertain to baptism, he intimates that there was then no 
kind of washing which had any resemblance to baptism. Be this as 
it may, I will never admit that the apostolic spirit gave rise to that 
daily sign by which baptism, while brought back to remembrance, 
is in a manner repeated. I attach no importance to the fact, that 
Augustine elsewhere ascribes other things to the apostles. For as he 
has nothing better than conjecture, it is not sufficient for forming a 
judgment concerning a matter of so much moment. Lastly, though 
we should grant that the things which he mentions are derived 
from the apostolic age, there is a great difference between insti-
tuting some exercise of piety, which believers may use with a free 
conscience, or may abstain from if they think the observance not 
to be useful, and enacting a law which brings the conscience into 
bondage. Now, indeed, whoever is the author from whom they are 
derived, since we see the great abuses to which they have led, there 
is nothing to prevent us from abrogating them without any impu-
tation on him, since he never recommended them in such a way as 
to lay us under a fixed and immovable obligation to observe them.

21. It gives them no great help, in defending their tyranny, to 
pretend the example of the apostles. The apostles and elders of the 
primitive Church, according to them, sanctioned a decree with-
out any authority from Christ, by which they commanded all the 
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Gentiles to abstain from meat offered to idols, from things stran-
gled, and from blood (Acts 15:20). If this was lawful for them, why 
should not their successors be allowed to imitate the example as 
often as occasion requires? Would that they would always imitate 
them both in this and in other matters! For I am ready to prove, 
on valid grounds, that here nothing new has been instituted or 
decreed by the apostles. For when Peter declares in that council, 
that God is tempted if a yoke is laid on the necks of the disciples, 
he overthrows his own argument if he afterwards allows a yoke 
to be imposed on them. But it is imposed if the apostles, on their 
own authority, prohibit the Gentiles from touching meat offered 
to idols, things strangled, and blood. The difficulty still remains, 
that they seem nevertheless to prohibit them. But this will easily 
be removed by attending more closely to the meaning of their de-
cree. The first thing in order, and the chief thing in importance, 
is, that the Gentiles were to retain their liberty, which was not to 
be disturbed, and that they were not to be annoyed with the ob-
servances of the Law. As yet, the decree is all in our favour. The 
reservation which immediately follows is not a new law enacted 
by the apostles, but a divine and eternal command of God against 
the violation of charity, which does not detract one iota from that 
liberty. It only reminds the Gentiles how they are to accommodate 
themselves to their brother, and to not abuse their liberty for an 
occasion of offence. Let the second head, therefore, be, that the 
Gentiles are to use an innoxious liberty, giving no offence to the 
brethren. Still, however, they prescribe some certain thing—viz. 
they show and point out, as was expedient at the time, what those 
things are by which they may give offence to their brethren, that 
they may avoid them; but they add no novelty of their own to the 
eternal law of God, which forbids the offence of brethren.

22. As in the case where faithful pastors, presiding over church-
es not yet well constituted, should intimate to their flocks not to 
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eat flesh on Friday until the weak among whom they live become 
strong, or to work on a holiday, or any other similar things, al-
though, when superstition is laid aside, these matters are in them-
selves indifferent, still, where offence is given to the brethren, they 
cannot be done without sin; so there are times when believers can-
not set this example before weak brethren without most grievously 
wounding their consciences. Who but a slanderer would say that a 
new law is enacted by those who, it is evident, only guard against 
scandals which their Master has distinctly forbidden? But nothing 
more than this can be said of the apostles, who had no other end 
in view, in removing grounds of offence, than to enforce the divine 
Law, which prohibits offence; as if they had said, The Lord hath 
commanded you not to hurt a weak brother; but meats offered to 
idols, things strangled, and blood, ye cannot eat, without offending 
weak brethren; we, therefore, require you, in the word of the Lord, 
not to eat with offence. And to prove that the apostles had respect 
to this, the best witness is Paul, who writes as follows, undoubt-
edly according to the sentiments of the council: “As concerning, 
therefore, the eating of those things which are offered in sacrifice 
unto idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that 
there is none other God but one.”—“Howbeit, there is not in every 
man that knowledge: for some with conscience of the idol unto 
this hour eat it as a thing offered unto an idol; and their conscience 
being weak is defiled.”—“But take heed lest by any means this lib-
erty of yours become a stumbling-block to them that are weak” 
(1 Cor. 8:4-9). Any one who duly considers these things will not 
be imposed upon by the gloss which these men employ when, as 
a cloak to their tyranny, they pretend that the apostles had begun 
by their decree to infringe the liberty of the Church. But that they 
may be unable to escape without confessing the accuracy of this 
explanation, let them tell me by what authority they have dared 
to abrogate this very decree. It was, it seems, because there was 
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no longer any danger of those offences and dissensions which the 
apostles wished to obviate, and they knew that the law was to be 
judged by its end. Seeing, therefore, the law was passed with a 
view to charity, there is nothing prescribed in it except in so far as 
required by charity. In confessing that the transgression of this law 
is nothing but a violation of charity, do they not at the same time 
acknowledge that it was not some adventitious supplement to the 
law of God, but a genuine and simple adaptation of it to the times 
and manners for which it was destined?

23. But though such laws are hundreds of times unjust and in-
jurious to us, still they contend that they are to be heard without 
exception; for the thing asked of us is not to consent to errors, 
but only to submit to the strict commands of those set over us,—
commands which we are not at liberty to decline (1 Pet. 2:18). But 
here also the Lord comes to the succour of his word, and frees 
us from this bondage by asserting the liberty which he has pur-
chased for us by his sacred blood, and the benefit of which he has 
more than once attested by his word. For the thing required of 
us is not (as they maliciously pretend) to endure some grievous 
oppression in our body, but to be tortured in our consciences, and 
brought into bondage: in other words, robbed of the benefits of 
Christ’s blood. Let us omit this, however, as if it were irrelevant to 
the point. Do we think it a small matter that the Lord is deprived 
of his kingdom which he so strictly claims for himself? Now, he 
is deprived of it as often as he is worshipped with laws of human 
invention, since his will is to be sole legislator of his worship. And 
lest any one should consider this as of small moment, let us hear 
how the Lord himself estimates it. “Forasmuch as this people draw 
near me with their mouth, and with their lips do honour me, but 
have removed their heart far from me, and their fear toward me 
is taught by the precept of men: therefore, behold, I will proceed 
to do a marvellous work among the people, even a marvellous 
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work and a wonder; for the wisdom of their wise men shall perish, 
and the understanding of their prudent men shall be hid” (Isa-
iah 29:13-14). And in another place, “But in vain do they worship 
me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men” (Mt. 15:9). 
And, indeed, when the children of Israel polluted themselves with 
manifold idolatries, the cause of the whole evil is ascribed to that 
impure mixture caused by their disregarding the commandments 
of God, and framing new modes of worship. Accordingly, sacred 
history relates that the new inhabitants who had been brought by 
the king of Assyria from Babylon to inhabit Samaria were torn and 
destroyed by wild beasts, because they knew not the judgment or 
statutes of the God of that land (2 Kings 17:24-34). Though they 
had done nothing wrong in ceremonies, still their empty show 
could not have been approved by God. Meanwhile he ceased not 
to punish them for the violation of his worship by the introduction 
of fictions alien from his word. Hence it is afterwards said that, ter-
rified by the punishment, they adopted the rites prescribed in the 
Law; but as they did not yet worship God purely, it is twice repeat-
ed that they feared him and feared not. Hence we infer that part 
of the reverence due to him consists in worshipping him simply in 
the way which he commands, without mingling any inventions of 
our own. And, accordingly, pious princes are repeatedly praised (2 
Kings 22:1, &c.) for acting according to all his precepts, and not 
declining either to the right hand or the left. I go further: although 
there be no open manifestation of impiety in fictitious worship, it 
is strictly condemned by the Spirit, inasmuch as it is a departure 
from the command of God. The altar of Ahaz, a model of which 
had been brought from Damascus (2 Kings 16:10), might have 
seemed to give additional ornament to the temple, seeing it was 
his intention there to offer sacrifices to God only, and to do it more 
splendidly than at the first ancient altar: yet we see how the Spirit 
detests the audacious attempt, for no other reasons but because 
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human inventions are in the worship of God impure corruptions. 
And the more clearly the will of God has been manifested to us, 
the less excusable is our petulance in attempting anything. Ac-
cordingly, the guilt of Manasses is aggravated by the circumstance 
of having erected a new altar at Jerusalem, of which the Lord said, 
“In Jerusalem will I put my name” (2 Kings 22:3, 4), because the 
authority of God was thereby professedly rejected.

24. Many wonder why God threatens so sternly that he will 
bring astonishment on the people who worship him with the 
commandments of men, and declares that it is in vain to worship 
him with the commandments of men. But if they would consider 
what it is in the matter of religion, that is, of heavenly wisdom, to 
depend on God alone, they would, at the same time, see that it is 
not on slight grounds the Lord abominates perverse service of this 
description, which is offered him at the caprice of the human will. 
For although there is some show of humility in the obedience of 
those who obey such laws in worshipping God, yet they are by no 
means humble, since they prescribe to him the very laws which 
they observe. This is the reason why Paul would have us so care-
fully to beware of being deceived by the traditions of men, and 
what is called ἐθελοθρησκεία, that is, voluntary worship, worship 
devised by men without sanction from God. Thus it is, indeed: 
we must be fools in regard to our own wisdom and all the wis-
dom of men, in order that we may allow him alone to be wise. 
This course is by no means observed by those who seek to approve 
themselves to him by paltry observances of man’s devising, and, as 
it were, against his will obtrude upon him a prevaricating obedi-
ence which is yielded to men. This is the course which has been 
pursued for several ages, and within our own recollection, and is 
still pursued in the present day in those places in which the power 
of the creature is more than that of the Creator, where religion (if 
religion it deserves to be called) is polluted with more numerous, 
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and more absurd superstitions, than ever Paganism was. For what 
could human sense produce but things carnal and fatuous, and 
savouring of their authors?

25. When the patrons of superstition cloak them, by pretending 
that Samuel sacrificed in Ramath, and though he did so contrary 
to the Law, yet pleased God (l Sam 7:17), it is easy to answer, that 
he did not set up any second altar in opposition to the only true 
one; but, as the place for the Ark of the Covenant had not been 
fixed, he sacrificed in the town where he dwelt, as being the most 
convenient. It certainly never was the intention of the holy prophet 
to make any innovation in sacred things, in regard to which the 
Lord had so strictly forbidden addition or diminution. The case 
of Manoah I consider to have been extraordinary and special. 
He, though a private man, offered sacrifice to God, and did it not 
without approbation, because he did it not from a rash movement 
of his own mind, but by divine inspiration (Judges 13:19). How 
much God abominates all the devices of men in his worship, we 
have a striking proof in the case of one not inferior to Manoah—
viz. Gideon, whose ephod brought ruin not only on himself and 
his family, but on the whole people (Judges 8:27). In short, every 
adventitious invention, by which men desire to worship God, is 
nothing else than a pollution of true holiness.

26. Why then, they ask, did Christ say that the intolerable bur-
dens, imposed by Scribes and Pharisees, were to be borne? (Mt. 
23:3) Nay, rather, why did he say in another place that we were 
to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees? (Mt. 16:6) meaning by 
leaven, as the Evangelist Matthew explains it, whatever of human 
doctrine is mingled with the pure word of God. What can be plain-
er than that we are enjoined to shun and beware of their whole 
doctrine? From this it is most certain, that in the other passage 
our Lord never meant that the consciences of his people were to 
be harassed by the mere traditions of the Pharisees. And the words 
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themselves, unless when wrested, have no such meaning. Our Lord, 
indeed, beginning to inveigh against the manners of the Pharisees, 
first instructs his hearers simply, that though they saw nothing to 
follow in the lives of the Pharisees, they should not, however, cease 
to do what they verbally taught when they sat in the seat of Moses, 
that is, to expound the Law. All he meant, therefore, was to guard 
the common people against being led by the bad example of their 
teachers to despise doctrine. But as some are not at all moved by 
reason, and always require authority, I will quote a passage from 
Augustine, in which the very same thing is expressed. “The Lord’s 
sheepfold has persons set over it, of whom some are faithful, others 
hirelings. Those who are faithful are true shepherds; learn, howev-
er, that hirelings also are necessary. For many in the Church, pur-
suing temporal advantages, preach Christ, and the voice of Christ 
is heard by them, and the sheep follow not a hireling, but the shep-
herd by means of a hireling. Learn that hirelings were pointed out 
by the Lord himself. The Scribes and Pharisees, says he, sit in Mo-
ses’ seat; what they tell you, do, but what they do, do ye not. What 
is this but to say, Hear the voice of the shepherd by means of hire-
lings? Sitting in the chair, they teach the Law of God, and therefore 
God teaches by them; but if they choose to teach their own, hear 
not, do not.” Thus far Augustine. (August. in Joann. Tract. 46)

27. But as very many ignorant persons, on hearing that it is im-
pious to bind the conscience, and vain to worship God with human 
traditions, apply one blot to all the laws by which the order of the 
Church is established, it will be proper to obviate their error. Here, 
indeed, the danger of mistake is great: for it is not easy to see at first 
sight how widely the two things differ. But I will, in a few words, 
make the matter so clear, that no one will be imposed upon by the 
resemblance. First, then, let us understand that if in every human 
society some kind of government is necessary to insure the com-
mon peace and maintain concord, if in transacting business some 
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form must always be observed, which public decency, and hence 
humanity itself, require us not to disregard, this ought especially to 
be observed in churches, which are best sustained by a constitution 
in all respects well ordered, and without which concord can have 
no existence. Wherefore, if we would provide for the safety of the 
Church, we must always carefully attend to Paul’s injunction, that 
all things be done decently and in order (1 Cor. 14:40). But seeing 
there is such diversity in the manners of men, such variety in their 
minds, such repugnance in their judgments and dispositions, no 
policy is sufficiently firm unless fortified by certain laws, nor can 
any rite be observed without a fixed form. So far, therefore, are we 
from condemning the laws which conduce to this, that we hold 
that the removal of them would unnerve the Church, deface and 
dissipate it entirely. For Paul’s injunction, that all things be done 
decently and in order, cannot be observed unless order and decen-
cy be secured by the addition of ordinances, as a kind of bonds. 
In these ordinances, however, we must always attend to the ex-
ception, that they must not be thought necessary to salvation, nor 
lay the conscience under a religious obligation; they must not be 
compared to the worship of God, nor substituted for piety.

28. We have, therefore, a most excellent and sure mark to distin-
guish between those impious constitutions (by which, as we have 
said, true religion is overthrown, and conscience subverted) and 
the legitimate observances of the Church, if we remember that one 
of two things, or both together, are always intended—viz. that in 
the sacred assembly of the faithful, all things may be done decently, 
and with becoming dignity, and that human society may be main-
tained in order by certain bonds, as it were, of moderation and 
humanity. For when a law is understood to have been made for 
the sake of public decency, there is no room for the superstition 
into which those fall who measure the worship of God by human 
inventions. On the other hand, when a law is known to be intend-
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ed for common use, that false idea of its obligation and necessi-
ty, which gives great alarm to the conscience, when traditions are 
deemed necessary to salvation, is overthrown; since nothing here 
is sought but the maintenance of charity by a common office. But it 
may be proper to explain more clearly what is meant by the decen-
cy which Paul commends, and also what is comprehended under 
order. And the object of decency is, partly that by the use of rites, 
which produce reverence in sacred matters, we may be excited to 
piety, and partly that the modesty and gravity which ought to be 
seen in all honourable actions may here especially be conspicuous. 
In order, the first thing is, that those who preside know the law and 
rule of right government, while those who are governed be accus-
tomed to obedience and right discipline. The second thing is, that 
by duly arranging the state of the Church, provision be made for 
peace and tranquillity.

29. We shall not, therefore, give the name of decency to that 
which only ministers an empty pleasure: such, for example, as is 
seen in that theatrical display which the Papists exhibit in their 
public service, where nothing appears but a mask of useless splen-
dour, and luxury without any fruit. But we give the name of decen-
cy to that which, suited to the reverence of sacred mysteries, forms 
a fit exercise for piety, or at least gives an ornament adapted to the 
action, and is not without fruit, but reminds believers of the great 
modesty, seriousness, and reverence, with which sacred things 
ought to be treated. Moreover, ceremonies, in order to be exercises 
of piety, must lead us directly to Christ. In like manner, we shall 
not make order consist in that nugatory pomp which gives nothing 
but evanescent splendour, but in that arrangement which removes 
all confusion, barbarism, contumacy, all turbulence and dissen-
sion. Of the former class we have examples (1 Cor. 11:5, 21), where 
Paul says, that profane entertainments must not be intermingled 
with the sacred Supper of the Lord; that women must not appear 
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in public uncovered. And there are many other things which we 
have in daily practice, such as praying on our knees, and with our 
head uncovered, administering the sacraments of the Lord, not 
sordidly, but with some degree of dignity; employing some degree 
of solemnity in the burial of our dead, and so forth. In the other 
class are the hours set apart for public prayer, sermon, and solemn 
services; during sermon, quiet and silence, fixed places, singing of 
hymns, days set apart for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper, the 
prohibition of Paul against women teaching in the Church, and 
such like. To the same list especially may be referred those things 
which preserve discipline, as catechising, ecclesiastical censures, 
excommunication, fastings, &c. Thus all ecclesiastical constitu-
tions, which we admit to be sacred and salutary, may be reduced 
to two heads, the one relating to rites and ceremonies, the other to 
discipline and peace.

30. But as there is here a danger, on the one hand, lest false bish-
ops should thence derive a pretext for their impious and tyrannical 
laws, and, on the other, lest some, too apt to take alarm, should, 
from fear of the above evils, leave no place for laws, however holy, 
it may here be proper to declare, that I approve of those human 
constitutions only which are founded on the authority of God, and 
derived from Scripture, and are therefore altogether divine. Let us 
take, for example, the bending of the knee which is made in public 
prayer. It is asked, whether this is a human tradition, which any 
one is at liberty to repudiate or neglect? I say, that it is human, and 
that at the same time it is divine. It is of God, inasmuch as it is a 
part of that decency, the care and observance of which is recom-
mended by the apostle; and it is of men, inasmuch as it specially 
determines what was indicated in general, rather than expounded. 
From this one example, we may judge what is to be thought of 
the whole class—viz. that the whole sum of righteousness, and all 
the parts of divine worship, and everything necessary to salvation, 
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the Lord has faithfully comprehended, and clearly unfolded, in 
his sacred oracles, so that in them he alone is the only Master to 
be heard. But as in external discipline and ceremonies, he has not 
been pleased to prescribe every particular that we ought to ob-
serve (he foresaw that this depended on the nature of the times, 
and that one form would not suit all ages), in them we must have 
recourse to the general rules which he has given, employing them 
to test whatever the necessity of the Church may require to be 
enjoined for order and decency. Lastly, as he has not delivered any 
express command, because things of this nature are not neces-
sary to salvation, and, for the edification of the Church, should 
be accommodated to the varying circumstances of each age and 
nation, it will be proper, as the interest of the Church may require, 
to change and abrogate the old, as well as to introduce new forms. 
I confess, indeed, that we are not to innovate rashly or incessantly, 
or for trivial causes. Charity is the best judge of what tends to hurt 
or to edify: if we allow her to be guide, all things will be safe.

31. Things which have been appointed according to this rule, 
it is the duty of the Christian people to observe with a free con-
science indeed, and without superstition, but also with a pious 
and ready inclination to obey. They are not to hold them in con-
tempt, nor pass them by with careless indifference, far less openly 
to violate them in pride and contumacy. You will ask, What liberty 
of conscience will there be in such cautious observances? Nay, this 
liberty will admirably appear when we shall hold that these are 
not fixed and perpetual obligations to which we are astricted, but 
external rudiments for human infirmity, which, though we do not 
all need, we, however, all use, because we are bound to cherish mu-
tual charity towards each other. This we may recognise in the ex-
amples given above. What? Is religion placed in a woman’s bonnet, 
so that it is unlawful for her to go out with her head uncovered? Is 
her silence fixed by a decree which cannot be violated without the 
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greatest wickedness? Is there any mystery in bending the knee, or 
in burying a dead body, which cannot be omitted without a crime? 
By no means. For should a woman require to make such haste in 
assisting a neighbour that she has not time to cover her head, she 
sins not in running out with her head uncovered. And there are 
some occasions on which it is not less seasonable for her to speak 
than on others to be silent. Nothing, moreover, forbids him who, 
from disease, cannot bend his knees, to pray standing. In fine, it is 
better to bury a dead man quickly, than from want of grave-clothes, 
or the absence of those who should attend the funeral, to wait till 
it rot away unburied. Nevertheless, in those matters the custom 
and institutions of the country, in short, humanity and the rules of 
modesty itself, declare what is to be done or avoided. Here, if any 
error is committed through imprudence or forgetfulness, no crime 
is perpetrated; but if this is done from contempt, such contumacy 
must be disapproved. In like manner, it is of no consequence what 
the days and hours are, what the nature of the edifices, and what 
psalms are sung on each day. But it is proper that there should be 
certain days and stated hours, and a place fit for receiving all, if any 
regard is had to the preservation of peace. For what a seed-bed of 
quarrels will confusion in such matters be, if every one is allowed 
at pleasure to alter what pertains to common order? All will not 
be satisfied with the same course if matters, placed as it were on 
debateable ground, are left to the determination of individuals. But 
if any one here becomes clamorous, and would be wiser than he 
ought, let him consider how he will approve his moroseness to the 
Lord. Paul’s answer ought to satisfy us, “If any man seem to be con-
tentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God.”

32. Moreover, we must use the utmost diligence to prevent any 
error from creeping in which may either taint or sully this pure 
use. In this we shall succeed, if whatever observances we use are 
manifestly useful, and very few in number; especially if to this is 
added the teaching of a faithful pastor, which may prevent access 
to erroneous opinions. The effect of this procedure is, that in all 
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these matters each retains his freedom, and yet at the same time 
voluntarily subjects it to a kind of necessity, in so far as the de-
cency of which we have spoken or charity demands. Next, that in 
the observance of these things we may not fall into any supersti-
tion, nor rigidly require too much from others, let us not imagine 
that the worship of God is improved by a multitude of ceremonies: 
let not church despise church because of a difference in external 
discipline. Lastly, instead of here laying down any perpetual law 
for ourselves, let us refer the whole end and use of observances 
to the edification of the Church, at whose request let us without 
offence allow not only something to be changed, but even obser-
vances which were formerly in use to be inverted. For the present 
age is a proof that the nature of times allows that certain rites, not 
otherwise impious or unbecoming, may be abrogated according 
to circumstances. Such was the ignorance and blindness of former 
times; with such erroneous ideas and pertinacious zeal did church-
es formerly cling to ceremonies, that they can scarcely be purified 
from monstrous superstitions without the removal of many cere-
monies which were formerly established, not without cause, and 
which in themselves are not chargeable with any impiety.

CHAPTER 11
Of The Jurisdiction Of The Church, And The Abuses Of It, 
As Exemplified In The Papacy

This chapter may be conveniently comprehended under two 
heads,—I. Ecclesiastical jurisdiction, its necessity, origin, descrip-
tion, and essential parts—viz. the sacred ministry of the word, and 
discipline of excommunication, of which the aim, use, and abuse 
are explained, sec. 1-8. II. Refutation of the arguments advanced 
by Papists in defence of the tyranny of Pontiffs, the right of both 
swords, imperial pomp and dignity, foreign jurisdiction, and im-
munity from civil jurisdiction, sec. 9-16.

Sections.
1. The power of the Church in regard to jurisdiction. The 
necessity, origin, and nature of this jurisdiction. The pow-
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er of the keys to be considered in two points of view. The 
first view expounded.
2. Second view expounded. How the Church binds and 
looses in the way of discipline. Abuse of the keys in the 
Papacy.
3. The discipline of excommunication of perpetual endur-
ance. Distinction between civil and ecclesiastical power.
4. The perpetual endurance of the discipline of excom-
munication confirmed. Duly ordered under the Emperors 
and Christian magistrates.
5. The aim and use of ecclesiastical jurisdiction in the 
primitive Church. Spiritual power was kept entirely dis-
tinct from the power of the sword.
6. Spiritual power was not administered by one individu-
al, but by a lawful consistory. Gradual change. First, the 
clergy alone interfered in the judicial proceedings of the 
Church. The bishop afterwards appropriated them to him-
self.
7. The bishops afterwards transferred the rights thus ap-
propriated to their officials, and converted spiritual juris-
diction into a profane tribunal.
8. Recapitulation. The Papal power confuted. Christ 
wished to debar the ministers of the word from civil rule 
and worldly power.
9. Objections of the Papists. 1. By this external splendour 
the glory of Christ is displayed. 2. It does not interfere with 
the duties of their calling. Both objections answered.
10. The commencement and gradual progress of the Pa-
pistical tyranny. Causes, 1. Curiosity; 2. Ambition; 3. Vio-
lence; 4. Hypocrisy; 5. Impiety.
11. Last cause, the mystery of iniquity, and the Satanic 
fury of Antichrist usurping worldly dominion. The Pope 
claims both swords.
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12. The pretended donation of Constantine. Its futility 
exposed.
13. When, and by what means, the Roman Pontiffs at-
tained to imperial dignity. Hildebrand its founder.
14. By what acts they seized on Rome and other territo-
ries. Disgraceful rapacity.
15. Claim of immunity from civil jurisdiction. Contrast 
between this pretended immunity and the moderation of 
the early bishops.
16. What end the early bishops aimed at in steadfastly 
resisting civil encroachment.

1. It remains to consider the third, and, indeed, when matters 
are well arranged, the principal part of ecclesiastical power, which, 
as we have said, consists in jurisdiction. Now, the whole jurisdic-
tion of the Church relates to discipline, of which we are shortly 
to treat. For as no city or village can exist without a magistrate 
and government, so the Church of God, as I have already taught, 
but am again obliged to repeat, needs a kind of spiritual govern-
ment. This is altogether distinct from civil government, and is 
so far from impeding or impairing it, that it rather does much 
to aid and promote it. Therefore, this power of jurisdiction is, in 
one word, nothing but the order provided for the preservation of 
spiritual polity. To this end, there were established in the Church 
from the first, tribunals which might take cognisance of morals, 
animadvert on vices, and exercise the office of the keys. This or-
der is mentioned by Paul in the First Epistle to the Corinthians 
under the name of governments (1 Cor. 12:28): in like manner, 
in the Epistle to the Romans, when he says, “He that ruleth with 
diligence” (Rom. 12:8). For he is not addressing magistrates, none 
of whom were then Christians, but those who were joined with 
pastors in the spiritual government of the Church. In the Epistle 
to Timothy, also, he mentions two kinds of presbyters, some who 
labour in the word, and others who do not perform the office of 
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preaching, but rule well (1 Tim. 5:17). By this latter class there is 
no doubt he means those who were appointed to the inspection of 
manners, and the whole use of the keys. For the power of which 
we speak wholly depends on the keys which Christ bestowed on 
the Church in the eighteenth chapter of Matthew, where he orders, 
that those who despise private admonition should be sharply re-
buked in public, and if they persist in their contumacy, be expelled 
from the society of believers. Moreover, those admonitions and 
corrections cannot be made without investigation, and hence the 
necessity of some judicial procedure and order. Wherefore, if we 
would not make void the promise of the keys, and abolish altogeth-
er excommunication, solemn admonitions, and everything of that 
description, we must, of necessity, give some jurisdiction to the 
Church. Let the reader observe that we are not here treating of the 
general authority of doctrine, as in Mt. 21 and John 20, but main-
taining that the right of the Sanhedrim is transferred to the fold of 
Christ. Till that time, the power of government had belonged to 
the Jews. This Christ establishes in his Church, in as far as it was 
a pure institution, and with a heavy sanction. Thus it behoved to 
be, since the judgment of a poor and despised Church might oth-
erwise be spurned by rash and haughty men. And lest it occasion 
any difficulty to the reader, that Christ in the same words makes 
a considerable difference between the two things, it will here be 
proper to explain. There are two passages which speak of binding 
and loosing. The one is Mt. 16, where Christ, after promising that 
he will give the keys of the kingdom of heaven to Peter, immedi-
ately adds, “Whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in 
heaven; and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed 
in heaven” (Mt. 16:19). These words have the very same meaning 
as those in the Gospel of John, where, being about to send forth 
the disciples to preach, after breathing on them, he says, “Whose 
soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose so-
ever sins ye retain, they are retained” (John 20:23). I will give an 
interpretation, not subtle, not forced, not wrested, but genuine, 
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natural, and obvious. This command concerning remitting and 
retaining sins, and that promise made to Peter concerning bind-
ing and loosing, ought to be referred to nothing but the minis-
try of the word. When the Lord committed it to the apostles, he, 
at the same time, provided them with this power of binding and 
loosing. For what is the sum of the gospel, but just that all being 
the slaves of sin and death, are loosed and set free by the redemp-
tion which is in Christ Jesus, while those who do not receive and 
acknowledge Christ as a deliverer and redeemer are condemned 
and doomed to eternal chains? When the Lord delivered this 
message to his apostles, to be carried by them into all nations, in 
order to prove that it was his own message, and proceeded from 
him, he honoured it with this distinguished testimony, and that as 
an admirable confirmation both to the apostles themselves, and 
to all those to whom it was to come. It was of importance that the 
apostles should have a constant and complete assurance of their 
preaching, which they were not only to exercise with infinite la-
bour, anxiety, molestation, and peril, but ultimately to seal with 
their blood. That they might know that it was not vain or void, 
but full of power and efficacy, it was of importance, I say, that 
amidst all their anxieties, dangers, and difficulties, they might feel 
persuaded that they were doing the work of God; that though the 
whole world withstood and opposed them, they might know that 
God was for them; that not having Christ the author of their doc-
trine bodily present on the earth, they might understand that he 
was in heaven to confirm the truth of the doctrine which he had 
delivered to them. On the other hand, it was necessary that their 
hearers should be most certainly assured that the doctrine of the 
gospel was not the word of the apostles, but of God himself; not 
a voice rising from the earth, but descending from heaven. For 
such things as the forgiveness of sins, the promise of eternal life, 
and message of salvation, cannot be in the power of man. Christ 
therefore testified, that in the preaching of the gospel the apostles 
only acted ministerially; that it was he who, by their mouths as 
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organs, spoke and promised all; that, therefore, the forgiveness of 
sins which they announced was the true promise of ’ God; the con-
demnation which they pronounced, the certain judgment of God. 
This attestation was given to all ages, and remains firm, rendering 
all certain and secure, that the word of the gospel, by whomsoever 
it may be preached, is the very word of God, promulgated at the 
supreme tribunal, written in the book of life, ratified firm and fixed 
in heaven. We now understand that the power of the keys is simply 
the preaching of the gospel in those places, and in so far as men are 
concerned, it is not so much power as ministry. Properly speaking, 
Christ did not give this power to men but to his word, of which he 
made men the ministers.

2. The other passage, in which binding and loosing are men-
tioned, is in the eighteenth chapter of Matthew, where Christ says, 
“If he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the Church: but if he 
neglect to hear the Church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man 
and a publican. Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on 
earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatsoever ye shall loose on 
earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Mt. 18:17, 18). This passage is not 
altogether similar to the former, but is to be understood somewhat 
differently. But in saying that they are different, I do not mean that 
there is not much affinity between them. First, they are similar in 
this, that they are both general statements, that there is always the 
same power of binding and loosing (namely, by the word of God), 
the same command, the same promise. They differ in this, that the 
former passage relates specially to the preaching which the min-
isters of the word perform, the latter relates to the discipline of 
excommunication which has been committed to the Church. Now, 
the Church binds him whom she excommunicates, not by plung-
ing him into eternal ruin and despair, but condemning his life and 
manners, and admonishing him, that, unless he repent, he is con-
demned. She looses him whom she receives into communion, be-
cause she makes him, as it were, a partaker of the unity which she 
has in Christ Jesus. Let no one, therefore, contumaciously despise 
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the judgment of the Church, or account it a small matter that he 
is condemned by the suffrages of the faithful. The Lord testifies 
that such judgment of the faithful is nothing else than the prom-
ulgation of his own sentence, and that what they do on earth is 
ratified in heaven. For they have the word of God by which they 
condemn the perverse: they have the word by which they take back 
the penitent into favour. Now, they cannot err nor disagree with 
the judgment of God, because they judge only according to the law 
of God, which is not an uncertain or worldly opinion, but the holy 
will of God, an oracle of heaven. On these two passages, which I 
think I have briefly, as well as familiarly and truly expounded, these 
madmen, without any discrimination, as they are borne along by 
their spirit of giddiness, attempt to found at one time confession, 
at another excommunication, at another jurisdiction, at another 
the right of making laws, at another indulgences. The former pas-
sage they adduce for the purpose of rearing up the primacy of the 
Roman See. So well known are the keys to those who have thought 
proper to fit them with locks and doors, that you would say their 
whole life had been spent in the mechanic art.

3. Some, in imagining that all these things were temporary, as 
magistrates were still strangers to our profession of religion, are 
led astray, by not observing the distinction and dissimilarity be-
tween ecclesiastical and civil power. For the Church has not the 
right of the sword to punish or restrain, has no power to coerce, 
no prison nor other punishments which the magistrate is wont to 
inflict. Then the object in view is not to punish the sinner against 
his will, but to obtain a profession of penitence by voluntary chas-
tisement. The two things, therefore, are widely different, because 
neither does the Church assume anything to herself which is prop-
er to the magistrate, nor is the magistrate competent to what is 
done by the Church. This will be made clearer by an example. Does 
any one get intoxicated? In a well-ordered city his punishment will 
be imprisonment. Has he committed whoredom? The punish-
ment will be similar, or rather more severe. Thus satisfaction will 
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be given to the laws, the magistrates, and the external tribunal. 
But the consequence will be, that the offender will give no signs 
of repentance, but will rather fret and murmur. Will the Church 
not here interfere? Such persons cannot be admitted to the Lord’s 
Supper without doing injury to Christ and his sacred institution. 
Reason demands that he who, by a bad example, gives offence to 
the Church, shall remove the offence which he has caused by a 
formal declaration of repentance. The reason adduced by those 
who take a contrary view is frigid. Christ, they say, gave this office 
to the Church when there were no magistrates to execute it. But 
it often happens that the magistrate is negligent, nay, sometimes 
himself requires to be chastised; as was the case with the Emperor 
Theodosius. Moreover, the same thing may be said regarding the 
whole ministry of the word. Now, therefore, according to that view, 
let pastors cease to censure manifest iniquities, let them cease to 
chide, accuse, and rebuke. For there are Christian magistrates who 
ought to correct these things by the laws and the sword. But as the 
magistrate ought to purge the Church of offences by corporal pun-
ishment and coercion, so the minister ought, in his turn, to assist 
the magistrate in diminishing the number of offenders. Thus they 
ought to combine their efforts, the one being not an impediment 
but a help to the other.

4. And indeed, on attending more closely to the words of Christ, 
it will readily appear that the state and order of the Church there 
described is perpetual, not temporary. For it were incongruous that 
those who refuse to obey our admonitions should be transferred 
to the magistrate—a course, however, which would be necessary 
if he were to succeed to the place of the Church. Why should the 
promise, “Verily I say unto you, What thing soever ye shall bind 
on earth,” be limited to one, or to a few years? Moreover, Christ 
has here made no new enactment, but followed the custom always 
observed in the Church of his ancient people, thereby intimating, 
that the Church cannot dispense with the spiritual jurisdiction 
which existed from the beginning. This has been confirmed by the 
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consent of all times. For when emperors and magistrates began to 
assume the Christian name, spiritual jurisdiction was not forth-
with abolished, but was only so arranged as not in any respect to 
impair civil jurisdiction, or be confounded with it. And justly. For 
the magistrate, if he is pious, will have no wish to exempt himself 
from the common subjection of the children of God, not the least 
part of which is to subject himself to the Church, judging accord-
ing to the word of God; so far is it from being his duty to abolish 
that judgment. For, as Ambrose says, “What more honourable ti-
tle can an emperor have than to be called a son of the Church? A 
good emperor is within the Church, not above the Church” (Am-
bros. ad Valent. Ep. 32).

Those, therefore, who to adorn the magistrate strip the Church 
of this power, not only corrupt the sentiment of Christ by a false 
interpretation, but pass no light condemnation on the many holy 
bishops who have existed since the days of the apostles, for hav-
ing on a false pretext usurped the honour and office of the civil 
magistrate.

5. But, on the other hand, it will be proper to see what was 
anciently the true use of ecclesiastical discipline, and how great 
the abuses which crept in, that we may know what of ancient 
practice is to be abolished, and what restored, if we would, af-
ter overthrowing the kingdom of Antichrist, again set up the true 
kingdom of Christ. First, the object in view is to prevent the oc-
currence of scandals, and when they arise, to remove them. In the 
use two things are to be considered: first, that this spiritual power 
be altogether distinct from the power of the sword; secondly, that 
it be not administered at the will of one individual, but by a lawful 
consistory (1 Cor. 5:4). Both were observed in the purer times 
of the Church. For holy bishops did not exercise their power by 
fine, imprisonment, or other civil penalties, but as became them, 
employed the word of God only. For the severest punishment of 
the Church, and, as it were, her last thunderbolt, is excommu-
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nication, which is not used unless in necessity.60 This, moreover, 
requires neither violence nor physical force, but is contented with 
the might of the word of God61 In short, the jurisdiction of the an-
cient Church was nothing else than (if I may so speak) a practical 
declaration of what Paul teaches concerning the spiritual power of 
pastors. “The weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty 
through God to the pulling down of strongholds; casting down 
imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself against the 
knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought to 
the obedience of Christ; and having in a readiness to revenge all 
disobedience” (2 Cor. 10:4-6). As this is done by the preaching of 
doctrine, so in order that doctrine may not be held in derision, 
those who profess to be of the household of faith ought to be 
judged according to the doctrine which is taught. Now this cannot 
be done without connecting with the office of the ministry a right 
of summoning those who are to be privately admonished or sharp-

60	 There is nothing repugnant to this in the statement of Augustine 
(Ep. 119), that as the teachers of liberal arts and pursuits, so bishops also 
were often accustomed, in their judicial proceedings, to chastise with the 
rod.

61	 120 D120 It is truly unfortunate that these sound sentiments 
were not heeded by Calvin himself, when, exactly six years before this 
definitive edition of 1559 was published, he asked the councils of Geneva 
to arrest the heretic Michael Servetus, brought charges against him, car-
ried on the debate to prove that his heresy was threatening the Church 
of Christ, and approved of the verdict to put him to death (although 
he urged beheading instead of burning at the stake). Calvin even wrote 
a small book defending the death sentence upon Servetus. Today there 
is a monument on Champel, the hill upon which Servetus perished in 
the flames. It was erected on the 350th anniversary of the execution, by 
followers of Calvin. The inscription reads: As reverent and grateful sons 
of Calvin, our great Reformer, repudiating his mistake, which was the 
mistake of his age, and according to the true principles of the Reforma-
tion and the Gospel, holding fast to freedom of conscience, we erect this 
monument of reconciliation on this 27th of October 1903.
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ly rebuked, a right, moreover, of keeping back from the commu-
nion of the Lord’s Supper, those who cannot be admitted without 
profaning this high ordinance. Hence, when Paul elsewhere asks, 
“What have I to do to judge them also that are without?” (1 Cor. 
5:12), he makes the members of the Church subject to censures 
for the correction of their vices, and intimates the existence of 
tribunals from which no believer is exempted.

6. This power, as we have already stated, did not belong to an 
individual who could exercise it as he pleased, but belonged to 
the consistory of elders, which was in the Church what a coun-
cil is in a city. Cyprian, when mentioning those by whom it was 
exercised in his time, usually associates the whole clergy with the 
bishop (Cyprian, Lib. 3 Ep. 14, 19). In another place, he shows 
that though the clergy presided, the people, at the same time, 
were not excluded from cognisance: for he thus writes:—“From 
the commencement of my bishopric, I determined to do nothing 
without the advice of the clergy, nothing without the consent of 
the people.” But the common and usual method of exercising this 
jurisdiction was by the council of presbyters, of whom, as I have 
said, there were two classes. Some were for teaching, others were 
only censors of manners. This institution gradually degenerated 
from its primitive form, so that, in the time of Ambrose, the clergy 
alone had cognisance of ecclesiastical causes. Of this he complains 
in the following terms:—“The ancient synagogue, and afterwards 
the Church, had elders, without whose advice nothing was done: 
this has grown obsolete, by whose fault I know not, unless it be 
by the sloth, or rather the pride, of teachers, who would have it 
seem that they only are somewhat” (Ambros. in 1 Tim. 5). We see 
how indignant this holy man was because the better state was in 
some degree impaired, and yet the order which then existed was 
at least tolerable. What, then, had he seen those shapeless ruins 
which exhibit no trace of the ancient edifice? How would he have 
lamented? First, contrary to what was right and lawful, the bishop 
appropriated to himself what was given to the whole Church. For 
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this is just as if the consul had expelled the senate, and usurped the 
whole empire. For as he is superior in rank to the others, so the 
authority of the consistory is greater than that of one individual. 
It was, therefore, a gross iniquity, when one man, transferring the 
common power to himself, paved the way for tyrannical licence, 
robbed the Church of what was its own, suppressed and discarded 
the consistory ordained by the Spirit of Christ.

7. But as evil always produces evil, the bishops, disdaining this 
jurisdiction as a thing unworthy of their care, devolved it on oth-
ers. Hence the appointment of officials to supply their place. I am 
not now speaking of the character of this class of persons; all I say 
is, that they differ in no respect from civil judges. And yet they call 
it spiritual jurisdiction, though all the litigation relates to worldly 
affairs. Were there no other evil in this, how can they presume to 
call a litigious forum a church court? But there are admonitions; 
there is excommunication. This is the way in which God is mocked. 
Does some poor man owe a sum of money? He is summoned: if 
he appears, he is found liable; when found liable, if he pays not, 
he is admonished. After the second admonition, the next step is 
excommunication. If he appears not, he is admonished to appear; 
if he delays, he is admonished, and by-and-by excommunicated. I 
ask, is there any resemblance whatever between this and the insti-
tution of Christ, or ancient custom or ecclesiastical procedure? But 
there, too, vices are censured. Whoredom, lasciviousness, drunk-
enness, and similar iniquities, they not only tolerate, but by a kind 
of tacit approbation encourage and confirm, and that not among 
the people only, but also among the clergy. Out of many they sum-
mon a few, either that they may not seem to wink too strongly, or 
that they may mulct them in money. I say nothing of the plunder, 
rapine, peculation, and sacrilege, which are there committed. I say 
nothing of the kind of persons who are for the most part appoint-
ed to the office. It is enough, and more than enough, that when 
the Romanists boast of their spiritual jurisdiction, we are ready to 
show that nothing is more contrary to the procedure instituted by 
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Christ, that it has no more resemblance to ancient practice than 
darkness has to light.

8. Although we have not said all that might here be adduced, 
and even what has been said is only briefly glanced at, enough, 
I trust, has been said to leave no man in doubt that the spiritual 
power on which the Pope plumes himself, with all his adherents, 
is impious contradiction of the word of God, and unjust tyranny 
against his people. Under the name of spiritual power, I include 
both their audacity in framing new doctrines, by which they led 
the miserable people away from the genuine purity of the word 
of God, the iniquitous traditions by which they ensnared them, 
and the pseudo-ecclesiastical jurisdiction which they exercise by 
suffragans and officials. For if we allow Christ to reign amongst 
us, the whole of that domination cannot but immediately tumble 
and fall. The right of the sword which they also claim for them-
selves, not being exercised against consciences, does not fall to 
be considered in this place. Here, however, it is worth while to 
observe, that they are always like themselves, there being nothing 
which they less resemble than that which they would be thought 
to be—viz. pastors of the Church. I speak not of the vices of par-
ticular men, but of the common wickedness, and, consequently, 
the pestiferous nature of the whole order, which is thought to 
be mutilated if not distinguished by wealth and haughty titles. If 
in this matter we seek the authority of Christ, there can be no 
doubt that he intended to debar the ministers of his word from 
civil domination and worldly power when he said, “The princes of 
the Gentiles exercise dominion over them, and they that are great 
exercise authority upon them. But it shall not be so among you” 
(Mt. 20:25, 26). For he intimates not only that the office of pastor 
is distinct from the office of prince, but that the things differ so 
widely that they cannot be united in the same individual. Moses 
indeed held both (Exod. 18:16); but, first, this was the effect of a 
rare miracle; and, secondly, it was temporary, until matters should 
be better arranged. For when a certain form is prescribed by the 
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Lord, the civil government is left to Moses, and he is ordered to 
resign the priesthood to his brother. And justly; for it is more than 
nature can do, for one man to bear both burdens. This has in all 
ages been carefully observed in the Church. Never did any bish-
op, so long as any true appearance of a church remained, think of 
usurping the right of the sword: so that, in the age of Ambrose, it 
was a common proverb, that emperors longed more for the priest-
hood than priests for imperial power.62 For the expression which 
he afterwards adds was fixed in all minds, Palaces belong to the 
emperor, churches to the priest.

9. But after a method was devised by which bishops might hold 
the title, honour, and wealth of their office without burden and 
solicitude, that they might be left altogether idle, the right of the 
sword was given them, or rather, they themselves usurped it. With 
what pretext will they defend this effrontery? Was it the part of 
bishops to entangle themselves with the cognisance of causes, and 
the administration of states and provinces, and embrace occupa-
tions so very alien to them—of bishops, who require so much time 
and labour in their own office, that though they devote themselves 
to it diligently and entirely, without distraction from other avoca-
tions, they are scarcely sufficient? But such is their perverseness, 
that they hesitate not to boast that in this way the dignity of Christ’s 
kingdom is duly maintained, and they, at the same time, are not 
withdrawn from their own vocation. In regard to the former al-
legation, if it is a comely ornament of the sacred office, that those 
holding it be so elevated as to become formidable to the greatest 
monarchs, they have ground to expostulate with Christ, who in 
this respect has grievously curtailed their honour. For what, ac-
cording to their view, can be more insulting than these words, “The 
kings of the Gentiles exercise authority over them”? “But ye shall 
not be so” (Luke 22:25, 26). And yet he imposes no harder law on 
his servants than he had previously laid on himself. “Who,” says he, 

62	 This is stated by Ambrose, Hom. de Basilic. Tradend. See also 
August. De Fide et Operibus, cap. 4.
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“made me a judge or divider over you?” (Luke 12:14) We see that 
he unreservedly refuses the office of judging; and this he would 
not have done if the thing had been in accordance with his office. 
To the subordination to which the Lord thus reduced himself, will 
his servants not submit? The other point I wish they would prove 
by experience as easily as they allege it. But as it seemed to the 
apostles not good to leave the word of God and serve tables, so 
these men are thereby forced to admit, though they are unwilling 
to be taught, that it is not possible for the same person to be a 
good bishop and a good prince. For if those who, in respect of the 
largeness of the gifts with which they were endued, were able for 
much more numerous and weighty cares than any who have come 
after them, confessed that they could not serve the ministry of the 
word and of tables, without giving way under the burden, how are 
these, who are no men at all when compared with the apostles, 
possibly to surpass them a hundred times in diligence? The very 
attempt is most impudent and audacious presumption. Still we 
see the thing done; with what success is plain. The result could not 
but be that they have deserted their own functions, and removed 
to another camp.

10. There can be no doubt that this great progress has been 
made from slender beginnings. They could not reach so far at one 
step, but at one time by craft and wily art, secretly raised them-
selves before any one foresaw what was to happen; at another time, 
when occasion offered, by means of threats and terror, extorted 
some increase of power from princes; at another time, when they 
saw princes disposed to give liberally, they abused their foolish 
and inconsiderate facility. The godly in ancient times, when any 
dispute arose, in order to escape the necessity of a lawsuit, left the 
decision to the bishop, because they had no doubt of his integrity. 
The ancient bishops were often greatly dissatisfied at being entan-
gled in such matters, as Augustine somewhere declares; but lest 
the parties should rush to some contentious tribunal, unwilling-
ly submitted to the annoyance. These voluntary decisions, which 
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altogether differed from forensic strife, these men have converted 
into ordinary jurisdiction. As cities and districts, when for some 
time pressed with various difficulties, betook themselves to the 
patronage of the bishops, and threw themselves on their protec-
tion, these men have, by a strange artifice, out of patrons made 
themselves masters. That they have seized a good part by the vio-
lence of faction cannot be denied. The princes, again, who spon-
taneously conferred jurisdiction on bishops, were induced to it by 
various causes. Though their indulgence had some appearance of 
piety, they did not by this preposterous liberality consult in the 
best manner for the interests of the Church, whose ancient and 
true discipline they thus corrupted, nay, to tell the truth, complete-
ly abolished. Those bishops who abuse the goodness of princes to 
their own advantage, gave more than sufficient proof by this one 
specimen of their conduct, that they were not at all true bishops. 
Had they had one spark of the apostolic spirit, they would doubt-
less have answered in the words of Paul, “The weapons of our war-
fare are not carnal,” but spiritual (2 Cor. 10:4). But hurried away by 
blind cupidity, they lost themselves, and posterity, and the Church.

11. At length the Roman Pontiff, not content with moderate 
districts, laid hands first on kingdoms, and thereafter on empire. 
And that he may on some pretext or other retain possession, se-
cured by mere robbery, he boasts at one time that he holds it by 
divine right, at another, he pretends a donation from Constantine, 
at another, some different title. First, I answer with Bernard, “Be it 
that on some ground or other he can claim it, it is not by apostolic 
right. For Peter could not give what he had not, but what he had 
he gave to his successors—viz. care of the churches. But when our 
Lord and Master says that he was not appointed a judge between 
two, the servant and disciple ought not to think it unbecoming 
not to be judge of all” (Bernard. de Considerat. Lib. 2). Bernard 
is spearing of civil judgments, for he adds, “Your power then is 
in sins, not in rights of property, since for the former and not the 
latter you received the keys of the kingdom of heaven. Which of 
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the two seems to you the higher dignity, the forgiving of sins or 
the dividing of lands? There is no comparison. These low earth-
ly things have fotheir judges the kings and princes of the earth. 
Why do you invade the territories of others?” &c. Again, “You 
are made superior” (he is addressing Pope Eugenius), “for what? 
not to domineer, I presume. Let us therefore remember, however 
highly we think of ourselves, that a ministry is laid upon us, not 
a dominion given to us. Learn that you have need of a slender 
rod, not of a sceptre, to do the work of a prophet.” Again, “It is 
plain that the apostles are prohibited to exercise dominion. Go 
you, therefore, and dare to usurp for yourself, either apostleship 
with dominion, or dominion with apostleship.” Immediately after 
he says, “The apostolic form is this; dominion is interdicted, min-
istry is enjoined.” Though Bernard speaks thus, and so speaks as 
to make it manifest to all that he speaks truth, nay, though with-
out a word the thing itself is manifest, the Roman Pontiff was not 
ashamed at the Council of Arles to decree that the supreme right 
of both swords belonged to him of divine right.

12. As far as pertains to the donation of Constantine, those who 
are moderately versant in the history of the time have no need of 
being told, that the claim is not only fabulous but also absurd. But 
to say nothing of history, Gregory alone is a fit and most complete 
witness to this effect. For wherever he speaks of the emperor he 
calls him His Most Serene Lord, and himself his unworthy ser-
vant.63 Again, in another passage he says, “Let not our Lord in 
respect of worldly power be too soon offended with priests, but 
with excellent consideration, on account of him whose servants 
they are, let him while ruling them also pay them due reverence.” 
We see how in a common subjection he desires to be accounted 
one of the people. For he there pleads not another’s but his own 
cause. Again, “I trust in Almighty God that he will give long life 
to pious rulers, and place us under your hand according to his 

63	 Gregor. Lib. 2 Ep. 5; Lib. 3 Ep. 20; Lib. 2 Ep. 61; Lib. 4 Ep. 31, 
34.
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mercy.” I have not adduced these things here from any intention 
thoroughly to discuss the question of Constantine’s donation, but 
only to show my readers by the way, how childishly the Romanists 
tell lies when they attempt to claim an earthly empire for their Pon-
tiff. The more vile the impudence of Augustine Steuchus, who, in 
so desperate a cause, presumed to lend his labour and his tongue 
to the Roman Pontiff. Valla, as was easy for a man of learning and 
acuteness to do, had completely refuted this fable. And yet, as he 
was little versant in ecclesiastical affairs, he had not said all that 
was relevant to the subject. Steuchus breaks in, and scatters his 
worthless quibbles, trying to bury the clear light. And certainly 
he pleads the cause of his master not less frigidly than some wit 
might, under pretence of defending the same view, support that of 
Valla. But the cause is a worthy one, which the Pope may well hire 
such patrons to defend; equally worthy are the hired ravers whom 
the hope of gain may deceive, as was the case with Eugubinus.

13. Should any one ask at what period this fictitious empire be-
gan to emerge, five hundred years have not yet elapsed since the 
Roman Pontiffs were under subjection to the emperors, and no 
pontiff was elected without the emperor’s authority. An occasion 
of innovating on this order was given to Gregory VII. by Henry 
IV., a giddy and rash man, of no prudence, great audacity, and a 
dissolute life. When he had the whole bishoprics of Germany in his 
court partly for sale, and partly exposed to plunder, Hildebrand, 
who had been provoked by him, seized the plausible pretext for 
asserting his claim. As his cause seemed good and pious, it was 
viewed with great favour, while Henry, on account of the insolence 
of his government, was generally hated by the princes. At length 
Hildebrand, who took the name of Gregory VII., an impure and 
wicked man, betrayed his sinister intentions. On this he was de-
serted by many who had joined him in his conspiracy. He gained 
this much, however, that his successors were not only able to shake 
off the yoke with impunity, but also to bring the emperors into 
subjection to them. Moreover, many of the subsequent emperors 
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were liker Henry than Julius Cæsar. These it was not difficult to 
overcome while they sat at home sluggish and secure, instead of 
vigorously exerting themselves, as was most necessary, by all le-
gitimate means to repress the cupidity of the pontiffs. We see what 
colour there is for the grand donation of Constantine, by which 
the Pope pretends that the western empire was given to him.

14. Meanwhile the pontiff ceased not, either by fraud, or by 
perfidy, or by arms, to invade the dominions of others. Rome it-
self, which was then free, they, about a hundred and thirty years 
ago, reduced under their power. At length they obtained the do-
minion which they now possess, and to retain or increase which, 
now for two hundred years (they had begun before they usurped 
the dominion of the city) they have so troubled the Christian 
world that they have almost destroyed it. Formerly, when in the 
time of Gregory, the guardians of ecclesiastical property seized 
upon lands which they considered to belong to the Church, and, 
after the manner of the exchequer, affixed their seals in attestation 
of their claim, Gregory having assembled a council of bishops, 
and bitterly inveighed against that profane custom, asked whether 
they would not anathematise the churchman who, of his own ac-
cord, attempted to seize some possession by the inscription of a ti-
tle, and in like manner, the bishop who should order it to be done, 
or not punish it when done without his order. All pronounced 
the anathema. If it is a crime deserving of anathema for a church-
man to claim a property by the inscription of a title—then, now 
that for two hundred years, the pontiffs meditate nothing but war 
and bloodshed, the destruction of armies, the plunder of cities, 
the destruction or overthrow of nations, and the devastation of 
kingdoms, only that they may obtain possession of the property 
of others—what anathemas can sufficiently punish such conduct? 
Surely it is perfectly obvious that the very last thing they aim at is 
the glory of Christ. For were they spontaneously to resign every 
portion of secular power which they possess, no peril to the glory 
of God, no peril to sound doctrine, no peril to the safety of the 
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Church ensues; but they are borne blind and headlong by a lust for 
power, thinking that nothing can be safe unless they rule, as the 
prophet says, “with force and with cruelty” (Ezek. 34:4).

15. To jurisdiction is annexed the immunity claimed by the 
Romish clergy. They deem it unworthy of them to answer before 
a civil judge in personal causes; and consider both the liberty and 
dignity of the Church to consist in exemption from ordinary tribu-
nals and laws. But the ancient bishops, who otherwise were most 
resolute in asserting the rights of the Church, did not think it any 
injury to themselves and their order to act as subjects. Pious em-
perors also, as often as there was occasion, summoned clergy to 
their tribunals, and met with no opposition. For Constantine, in a 
letter to the Nicomedians, thus speaks:—“Should any of the bish-
ops unadvisedly excite tumult, his audacity shall be restrained by 
the minister of God, that is, by my executive” (Theodoret. Lib. 1 
c. 20). Valentinian says, “Good bishops throw no obloquy on the 
power of the emperor, but sincerely keep the commandments of 
God, the great King, and obey our laws” (Theodoret. Lib. 4 c. 8). 
This was unquestionably the view then entertained by all. Eccle-
siastical causes, indeed, were brought before the episcopal court; 
as when a clergyman had offended, but not against the laws, he 
was only charged by the Canons; and instead of being cited be-
fore the civil court, had the bishop for his judge in that particular 
case. In like manner, when a question of faith was agitated, or one 
which properly pertained to the Church, cognisance was left to the 
Church. In this sense the words of Ambrose are to be understood: 
“Your father, of august memory, not only replied verbally, but en-
acted by law, that, in a question of faith, the judge should be one 
who was neither unequal from office, nor incompetent from the 
nature of his jurisdiction” (Ambros. Ep. 32). Again, “If we attend 
to the Scriptures, or to ancient examples, who can deny that in a 
question of faith, a question of faith, I say, bishops are wont to judge 
Christian emperors, not emperors to judge bishops?” Again, “I 
would have come before your consistory, O emperor, would either 
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the bishops or the people have allowed me to come: they say that 
a question of faith should be discussed in the Church before the 
people.” He maintains, indeed, that a spiritual cause, that is, one 
pertaining to religion, is not to be brought before the civil court, 
where worldly disputes are agitated. His firmness in this respect 
is justly praised by all. And yet, though he has a good cause, he 
goes so far as to say, that if it comes to force and violence, he will 
yield. “I will not desert the post committed to me, but, if forced, I 
will not resist: prayers and tears are our weapons” (Ambros. Hom. 
de Basilic. Traden.). Let us observe the singular moderation of 
this holy man, his combination of prudence, magnanimity, and 
boldness. Justina, the mother of the emperor, unable to bring him 
over to the Arian party, sought to drive him from the government 
of the Church. And this would have been the result had he, when 
summoned, gone to the palace to plead his cause. He maintains, 
therefore, that the emperor is not fit to decide such a controversy. 
This both the necessity of the times, and the very nature of the 
thing, demanded. He thought it were better for him to die than 
consent to transmit such an example to posterity; and yet if vio-
lence is offered, he thinks not of resisting. For he says, it is not the 
part of a bishop to defend the faith and rights of the Church by 
arms. But in all other causes he declares himself ready to do what-
ever the emperor commands. “If he asks tribute, we deny it not: 
the lands of the Church pay tribute. If he asks lands, he has the 
power of evicting them; none of us interposes.” Gregory speaks 
in the same manner. “I am not ignorant of the mind of my most 
serene lord: he is not wont to interfere in sacerdotal causes, lest he 
may in some degree burden himself with our sins.” He does not 
exclude the emperor generally from judging priests, but says that 
there are certain causes which he ought to leave to the ecclesias-
tical tribunal.

16. And hence all that these holy men sought by this exception 
was, to prevent irreligious princes from impeding the Church in 
the discharge of her duty, by their tyrannical caprice and violence. 
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They did not disapprove when princes interposed their authority 
in ecclesiastical affairs, provided this was done to preserve, not to 
disturb, the order of the Church, to establish, not to destroy dis-
cipline. For, seeing the Church has not, and ought not to wish to 
have, the power of compulsion (I speak of civil coercion), it is the 
part of pious kings and princes to maintain religion by laws, edicts, 
and sentences. In this way, when the emperor Maurice had com-
manded certain bishops to receive their neighbouring colleagues, 
who had been expelled by the Barbarians, Gregory confirms the 
order, and exhorts them to obey.64 He himself, when admonished 
by the same emperor to return to a good understanding with John, 
Bishop of Constantinople, endeavours to show that he is not to be 
blamed; but so far from boasting of immunity from the secular 
forum, rather promises to comply as far as conscience would per-
mit: he at the same time says, that Maurice had acted as became a 
religious prince, in giving these commands to priests.

CHAPTER 12
Of The Discipline Of The Church, And Its Principal Use In 
Censures And Excommunication.

This chapter consists of two parts:—I. The first part of eccle-
siastical discipline, which respects the people, and is called com-
mon, consists of two parts, the former depending on the power 
of the keys, which is considered, sec. 1-14; the latter consisting in 
the appointment of times for fasting and prayer, sec. 14-21. II. The 
second part of ecclesiastical discipline relating to the clergy, sec. 
22-28.

Sections.
1. Of the power of the keys, or the common discipline of 
the Church. Necessity and very great utility of this disci-
pline.
2. Its various degrees. 1. Private admonition. 2. Rebukes 
before witnesses. 3. Excommunication.

64	 Lib. 1 Ep. 43; Lib. 4 Ep. 32, 34; Lib. 7 Ep. 39.
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3. Different degrees of delinquency. Modes of procedure in 
both kinds of chastisement.
4. Delicts to be distinguished from flagitious wickedness. 
The last to be more severely punished.
5. Ends of this discipline. 1. That the wicked may not, by 
being admitted to the Lord’s Table, put insult on Christ. 2. 
That they may not corrupt others. 3. That they themselves 
may repent.
6. In what way sins public as well as secret are to be cor-
rected. Trivial and grave offences.
7. No person, not even the sovereign, exempted from this 
discipline. By whom and in what way it ought to be exer-
cised.
8. In what spirit discipline is to be exercised. In what re-
spect some of the ancient Christians exercised it too rig-
orously. This done more from custom than in accordance 
with their own sentiments. This shown from Cyprian, 
Chrysostom, and Augustine.
9. Moderation to be used, not only by the whole Church, 
but by each individual member.
10. Our Saviour’s words concerning binding and loos-
ing wrested if otherwise understood. Difference between 
anathema and excommunication. Anathema rarely if 
ever to be used.
11. Excessive rigour to be avoided, as well by private indi-
viduals as by pastors.
12. In this respect the Donatists erred most grievously, as 
do also the Anabaptists in the present day. Portraiture by 
Augustine.
13. Moderation especially to be used when not a few indi-
viduals, but the great body of the people, have gone astray.
14. A second part of common discipline relating to fast-
ings, prayer, and other holy exercises. These used by be-
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lievers under both dispensations. To what purposes ap-
plied. Of Fasting.
15. Three ends of fasting. The first refers more especially to 
private fasting. Second and third ends.
16. Public fasting and prayer appointed by pastors on any 
great emergency.
17. Examples of this under the Law.
18. Fasting consists chiefly in three things—viz. time, the 
quality, and sparing use of food.
19. To prevent superstition, three things to be inculcated. 
1. The heart to be rent, not the garments. 2. Fasting not 
to be regarded as a meritorious work or kind of divine 
worship. 3. Abstinence must not be immoderately extolled.
20. Owing to an excess of this kind the observance of Lent 
was established. This superstitious observance refuted by 
three arguments. It was indeed used by the ancients, but 
on different grounds.
21. Laws afterwards made to regulate the choice of food. 
Various abuses even in the time of Jerome. Practically 
there is no common ecclesiastical discipline in the Papacy.
22. The second part of discipline having reference to the 
clergy. What its nature, and how strict it formerly was. 
How miserably neglected in the present day. An example 
which may suit the Papists.
23. Of the celibacy of priests, in which Papists place the 
whole force of ecclesiastical discipline. This impious tyr-
anny refuted from Scripture. An objection of the Papists 
disposed of.
24. An argument for the celibacy of priests answered.
25. Another argument answered.
26. Another argument answered.
27. An argument drawn from the commendation of vir-
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ginity as superior to marriage. Answer.
28. The subject of celibacy concluded. This error not fa-
voured by all ancient writers.

1. The discipline of the Church, the consideration of which has 
been deferred till now, must be briefly explained, that we may be 
able to pass to other matters. Now discipline depends in a very 
great measure on the power of the keys and on spiritual jurisdic-
tion. That this may be more easily understood, let us divide the 
Church into two principal classes—viz. clergy and people. The 
term clergy I use in the common acceptation for those who per-
form a public ministry in the Church.65 We shall speak first of the 
common discipline to which all ought to be subject, and then pro-
ceed to the clergy, who have besides that common discipline one 
peculiar to themselves. But as some, from hatred of discipline, are 
averse to the very name, for their sake we observe,—If no society, 
nay, no house with even a moderate family, can be kept in a right 
state without discipline, much more necessary is it in the Church, 
whose state ought to be the best ordered possible. Hence as the sav-
ing doctrine of Christ is the life of the Church, so discipline is, as it 
were, its sinews; for to it it is owing that the members of the body 
adhere together, each in its own place. Wherefore, all who either 
wish that discipline were abolished, or who impede the restoration 
of it, whether they do this of design or through thoughtlessness, 
certainly aim at the complete devastation of the Church. For what 
will be the result if every one is allowed to do as he pleases? But 
this must happen if to the preaching of the gospel are not added 
private admonition, correction, and similar methods of maintain-
ing doctrine, and not allowing it to become lethargic. Discipline, 
therefore, is a kind of curb to restrain and tame those who war 

65	 French, “J’use de ce mot de Cleres pource qu’il est commun, 
combien qu’il soit impropre; par lequel j’entens ceux qui ont office et 
ministere en l’Eglise.”—I use this word Clergy because it is common, 
though it is improper; by it I mean those who have an office and ministry 
in the Church.
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against the doctrine of Christ, or it is a kind of stimulus by which 
the indifferent are aroused; sometimes, also, it is a kind of fatherly 
rod, by which those who have made some more grievous lapse are 
chastised in mercy with the meekness of the spirit of Christ. Since, 
then, we already see some beginnings of a fearful devastation in 
the Church from the total want of care and method in managing 
the people, necessity itself cries aloud that there is need of a rem-
edy. Now the only remedy is this which Christ enjoins, and the 
pious have always had in use.

2. The first foundation of discipline is to provide for private ad-
monition; that is, if any one does not do his duty spontaneously, or 
behaves insolently, or lives not quite honestly, or commits some-
thing worthy of blame, he must allow himself to be admonished; 
and every one must study to admonish his brother when the case 
requires. Here especially is there occasion for the vigilance of pas-
tors and presbyters, whose duty is not only to preach to the people, 
but to exhort and admonish from house to house, whenever their 
hearers have not profited sufficiently by general teaching; as Paul 
shows, when he relates that he taught “publicly, and from house 
to house,” and testifies that he is “pure from the blood of all men,” 
because he had not shunned to declare “all the counsel of God” 
(Acts 20:20, 26, 27) Then does doctrine obtain force and authority, 
not only when the minister publicly expounds to all what they owe 
to Christ, but has the right and means of exacting this from those 
whom he may observe to be sluggish or disobedient to his doc-
trine. Should any one either perversely reject such admonitions, or 
by persisting in his faults, show that he contemns them, the injunc-
tion of Christ is, that after he has been a second time admonished 
before witnesses, he is to be summoned to the bar of the Church, 
which is the consistory of elders, and there admonished more 
sharply, as by public authority, that if he reverence the Church he 
may submit and obey (Mt. 18:15, 17). If even in this way he is not 
subdued, but persists in his iniquity, he is then, as a despiser of the 
Church, to be debarred from the society of believers.
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3. Put as our Saviour is not there speaking of secret faults mere-
ly, we must attend to the distinction that some sins are private, 
others public or openly manifest. Of the former, Christ says to 
every private individual, “go and tell him his fault between thee 
and him alone” (Mt. 18:15). Of open sins Paul says to Timothy, 
“Those that sin rebuke before all, that others also may fear” (1 
Tim. 5:20). Our Saviour had previously used the words, “If thy 
brother shall trespass against thee” This clause, unless you would 
be captious, you cannot understand otherwise than, If this hap-
pens in a manner known to yourself, others not being privy to it. 
The injunction which Paul gave to Timothy to rebuke those open-
ly who sin openly, he himself followed with Peter (Gal. 2:14). For 
when Peter sinned so as to give public offence, he did not admon-
ish him apart, but brought him forward in face of the Church. 
The legitimate course, therefore, will be to proceed in correcting 
secret faults by the steps mentioned by Christ, and in open sins, 
accompanied with public scandal, to proceed at once to solemn 
correction by the Church.

4. Another distinction to be attended to is, that some sins are 
mere delinquencies, others crimes and flagrant iniquities. In cor-
recting the latter, it is necessary to employ not only admonition or 
rebuke, but a sharper remedy, as Paul shows when he not only ver-
bally rebukes the incestuous Corinthian, but punishes him with 
excommunication, as soon as he was informed of his crime (1 
Cor. 5:4). Now then we begin better to perceive how the spiritual 
jurisdiction of the Church, which animadverts on sins according 
to the word of the Lord, is at once the best help to sound doctrine, 
the best foundation of order, and the best bond of unity. Therefore, 
when the Church banishes from its fellowship open adulterers, 
fornicators, thieves, robbers, the seditious, the perjured, false wit-
nesses, and others of that description; likewise the contumacious, 
who, when duly admonished for lighter faults, hold God and his 
tribunal in derision, instead of arrogating to itself anything that 
is unreasonable, it exercises a jurisdiction which it has received 
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from the Lord. Moreover, lest any one should despise the judgment 
of the Church, or count it a small matter to be condemned by the 
suffrages of the faithful, the Lord has declared that it is nothing else 
than the promulgation of his own sentence, and that that which 
they do on earth is ratified in heaven. For they act by the word 
of the Lord in condemning the perverse, and by the word of the 
Lord in taking the penitent back into favour (John 20:23). Those, 
I say, who trust that churches can long stand without this bond 
of discipline are mistaken, unless, indeed, we can with impunity 
dispense with a help which the Lord foresaw would be necessary. 
And, indeed, the greatness of the necessity will be better perceived 
by its manifold uses.

5. There are three ends to which the Church has respect in thus 
correcting and excommunicating. The first is, that God may not be 
insulted by the name of Christians being given to those who lead 
shameful and flagitious lives, as if his holy Church were a combi-
nation of the wicked and abandoned. For seeing that the Church is 
the body of Christ, she cannot be defiled by such fetid and putrid 
members, without bringing some disgrace on her Head. There-
fore that there may be nothing in the Church to bring disgrace 
on his sacred name, those whose turpitude might throw infamy 
on the name must be expelled from his family. And here, also, re-
gard must be had to the Lord’s Supper, which might he profaned 
by a promiscuous admission.66 For it is most true, that he who is 
intrusted with the dispensation of it, if he knowingly and willingly 
admits any unworthy person whom he ought and is able to repel, 
is as guilty of sacrilege as if he had cast the Lord’s body to dogs. 
Wherefore, Chrysostom bitterly inveighs against priests, who, 
from fear of the great, dare not keep any one back. “Blood (says he, 
Hom. 83, in Mt.) will be required at your hands. If you fear man, 
he will mock you, but if you fear God, you will be respected also by 
men. Let us not tremble at fasces, purple, or diadems; our power 

66	   Vide Cyril in Joann. cap. 50, et Luther, de Commun. Populi, 
tom. 2



     Of The Discipline Of The Church, And Its  CHAPTER 12   269 
Principal Use In Censures And Excommunication.

here is greater. Assuredly I will sooner give up my body to death, 
and allow my blood to be shed, than be a partaker of that pollu-
tion.” Therefore, lest this most sacred mystery should be exposed 
to ignominy, great selection is required in dispensing it, and this 
cannot be except by the jurisdiction of the Church. A second end 
of discipline is, that the good may not, as usually happens, be cor-
rupted by constant communication with the wicked. For such is 
our proneness to go astray, that nothing is easier than to seduce us 
from the right course by bad example. To this use of discipline the 
apostle referred when he commanded the Corinthians to discard 
the incestuous man from their society. “A little leaven leaveneth 
the whole lump” (1 Cor. 5:6) And so much danger did he foresee 
here, that he prohibited them from keeping company with such 
persons. “If any man that is called a brother be a fornicator, or 
covetous, or an idolater, or a railer, or a drunkard, or an extortion-
er; with such an one, no not to eat” (1 Cor. 5:11). A third end of 
discipline is, that the sinner may be ashamed, and begin to repent 
of his turpitude. Hence it is for their interest also that their iniq-
uity should be chastised, that whereas they would have become 
more obstinate by indulgence, they may be aroused by the rod. 
This the apostle intimates when he thus writes —“If any man obey 
not our word by this epistle, note that man, and have no com-
pany with him, that he may be ashamed” (2 Thess. 3:14). Again, 
when he says that he had delivered the Corinthian to Satan, “that 
the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (1 Cor. 5:5); 
that is, as I interpret it, he gave him over to temporal condemna-
tion, that he might be made safe for eternity. And he says that he 
gave him over to Satan because the devil is without the Church, as 
Christ is in the Church. Some interpret this of a certain infliction 
on the flesh, but this interpretation seems to me most improbable. 
(August. de Verb. Apostol. Serm. 68)

6. These being the ends proposed, it remains to see in what way 
the Church is to execute this part of discipline, which consists in 
jurisdiction. And, first, let us remember the division above laid 
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down, that some sins are public, others private or secret. Public are 
those which are done not before one or two witnesses, but openly, 
and to the offence of the whole Church. By secret, I mean not such 
as are altogether concealed from men, such as those of hypocrites 
(for these fall not under the judgment of the Church), but those 
of an intermediate description, which are not without witnesses, 
and yet are not public. The former class requires not the differ-
ent steps which Christ enumerates; but whenever anything of the 
kind occurs, the Church ought to do her duty by summoning the 
offender, and correcting him according to his fault. In the second 
class, the matter comes not before the Church, unless there is con-
tumacy, according to the rule of Christ. In taking cognisance of 
offences, it is necessary to attend to the distinction between delin-
quencies and flagrant iniquities. In lighter offences there is not so 
much occasion for severity, but verbal chastisement is sufficient, 
and that gentle and fatherly, so as not to exasperate or confound 
the offender, but to bring him back to himself, so that he may rath-
er rejoice than be grieved at the correction. Flagrant iniquities re-
quire a sharper remedy. It is not sufficient verbally to rebuke him 
who, by some open act of evil example, has grievously offended 
the Church; but he ought for a time to be denied the communion 
of the Supper, until he gives proof of repentance. Paul does not 
merely administer a verbal rebuke to the Corinthian, but discards 
him from the Church, and reprimands the Corinthians for having 
borne with him so long (1 Cor. 5:5). This was the method observed 
by the ancient and purer Church, when legitimate government was 
in vigour. When any one was guilty of some flagrant iniquity, and 
thereby caused scandal, he was first ordered to abstain from partic-
ipation in the sacred Supper, and thereafter to humble himself be-
fore God, and testify his penitence before the Church. There were, 
moreover, solemn rites, which, as indications of repentance, were 
wont to be prescribed to those who had lapsed. When the penitent 
had thus made satisfaction to the Church, he was received into 
favour by the laying on of hands. This admission often receives 
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the name of peace from Cyprian, who briefly describes the form.67 
“They act as penitents for a certain time, next they come to confes-
sion, and receive the right of communion by the laying on of hands 
of the bishop and clergy.” Although the bishop with the clergy thus 
superintended the restoration of the penitent, the consent of the 
people was at the same time required, as he elsewhere explains.

7. So far was any one from being exempted from this discipline, 
that even princes submitted to it in common with their subjects; 
and justly, since it is the discipline of Christ, to whom all scep-
tres and diadems should be subject. Thus Theodosius,68 when ex-
communicated by Ambrose, because of the slaughter perpetrat-
ed at Thessalonica, laid aside all the royal insignia with which he 
was surrounded, and publicly in the Church bewailed the sin into 
which he had been betrayed by the fraud of others, with groans and 
tears imploring pardon. Great kings should not think it a disgrace 
to them to prostrate themselves suppliantly before Christ, the King 
of kings; nor ought they to be displeased at being judged by the 
Church. For seeing they seldom hear anything in their courts but 
mere flattery, the more necessary is it that the Lord should correct 
them by the mouth of his priests. Nay, they ought rather to wish 
the priests not to spare them, in order that the Lord may spare. I 
here say nothing as to those by whom the jurisdiction ought to be 
exercised, because it has been said elsewhere (Chap. 11 sec. 5, 6). I 
only add, that the legitimate course to be taken in excommunica-
tion, as shown by Paul, is not for the elders alone to act apart from 
others, but with the knowledge and approbation of the Church, 
so that the body of the people, without regulating the procedure, 
may, as witnesses and guardians, observe it, and prevent the few 
from doing anything capriciously. Throughout the whole proce-
dure, in addition to invocation of the name of God, there should be 
a gravity bespeaking the presence of Christ, and leaving no room 
to doubt that he is presiding over his own tribunal.

67	 Cyprian, Lib. 1 Ep. 2; Lib. 3 Ep. 14, 26.
68	 Ambros. Lib. 1 Ep. 3; et Oratio habita in Funere Theodosii.
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8. It ought not, however, to be omitted, that the Church, in exer-
cising severity, ought to accompany it with the spirit of meekness. 
For, as Paul enjoins, we must always take care that he on whom dis-
cipline is exercised be not “swallowed up with overmuch sorrow” 
(2 Cor. 2:7): for in this way, instead of cure there would be destruc-
tion. The rule of moderation will be best obtained from the end 
contemplated. For the object of excommunication being to bring 
the sinner to repentance and remove bad examples, in order that 
the name of Christ may not be evil spoken of, nor others tempted 
to the same evil courses: if we consider this, we shall easily under-
stand how far severity should be carried, and at what point it ought 
to cease. Therefore, when the sinner gives the Church evidence of 
his repentance, and by this evidence does what in him lies to oblit-
erate the offence, he ought not on any account to be urged farther. 
If he is urged, the rigour now exceeds due measure. In this respect 
it is impossible to excuse the excessive austerity of the ancients, 
which was altogether at variance with the injunction of our Lord, 
and strangely perilous. For when they enjoined a formal repen-
tance, and excluded from communion for three, or four, or seven 
years, or for life, what could the result be, but either great hypoc-
risy or very great despair? In like manner, when any one who had 
again lapsed was not admitted to a second repentance, but eject-
ed from the Church, to the end of his life (August. Ep. 54), this 
was neither useful nor agreeable to reason. Whosoever, therefore, 
looks at the matter with sound judgment, will here regret a want of 
prudence. Here, however, I rather disapprove of the public custom, 
than blame those who complied with it. Some of them certainly 
disapproved of it, but submitted to what they were unable to cor-
rect. Cyprian, indeed, declares that it was not with his own will he 
was thus rigorous. “Our patience, facility, and humanity (he says, 
Lib. 1 Ep. 3), are ready to all who come. I wish all to be brought 
back into the Church: I wish all our fellow-soldiers to be contained 
within the camp of Christ and the mansions of God the Father. I 
forgive all; I disguise much; from an earnest desire of collecting 
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the brotherhood, I do not minutely scrutinise all the faults which 
have been committed against God. I myself often err, by forgiving 
offences more than I ought. Those returning in repentance, and 
those confessing their sins with simple and humble satisfaction, I 
embrace with prompt and full delight.” Chrysostom, who is some-
what more severe, still speaks thus: “If God is so kind, why should 
his priest wish to appear austere?” We know, moreover, how indul-
gently Augustine treated the Donatists; not hesitating to admit any 
who returned from schism to their bishopric, as soon as they de-
clared their repentance. But, as a contrary method had prevailed, 
they were compelled to follow it, and give up their own judgment.

9. But as the whole body of the Church are required to act thus 
mildly, and not to carry their rigour against those who have lapsed 
to an extreme, but rather to act charitably towards them, according 
to the precept of Paul, so every private individual ought propor-
tionately to accommodate himself to this clemency and humanity. 
Such as have, therefore, been expelled from the Church, it belongs 
not to us to expunge from the number of the elect, or to despair 
of, as if they were already lost. We may lawfully judge them aliens 
from the Church, and so aliens from Christ, but only during the 
time of their excommunication. If then, also, they give greater evi-
dence of petulance than of humility, still let us commit them to the 
judgment of the Lord, hoping better of them in future than we see 
at present, and not ceasing to pray to God for them. And (to sum 
up in one word) let us not consign to destruction their person, 
which is in the hand, and subject to the decision, of the Lord alone; 
but let us merely estimate the character of each man’s acts accord-
ing to the law of the Lord. In following this rule, we abide by the 
divine judgment rather than give any judgment of our own. Let us 
not arrogate to ourselves greater liberty in judging, if we would not 
limit the power of God, and give the law to his mercy. Whenever 
it seems good to Him, the worst are changed into the best; aliens 
are ingrafted, and strangers are adopted into the Church. This the 
Lord does, that he may disappoint the thoughts of men, and con-
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found their rashness; a rashness which, if not curbed, would usurp 
a power of judging to which it has no title.

10. For when our Saviour promises that what his servants bound 
on earth should be bound in heaven (Mt. 18:18), he confines the 
power of binding to the censure of the Church, which does not 
consign those who are excommunicated to perpetual ruin and 
damnation, but assures them, when they hear their life and man-
ners condemned, that perpetual damnation will follow if they do 
not repent. Excommunication differs from anathema in this, that 
the latter completely excluding pardon, dooms and devotes the in-
dividual to eternal destruction, whereas the former rather rebukes 
and animadverts upon his manners; and although it also punishes, 
it is to bring him to salvation, by forewarning him of his future 
doom. If it succeeds, reconciliation and restoration to communion 
are ready to be given. Moreover, anathema is rarely if ever to be 
used. Hence, though ecclesiastical discipline does not allow us to 
be on familiar and intimate terms with excommunicated persons, 
still we ought to strive by all possible means to bring them to a 
better mind, and recover them to the fellowship and unity of the 
Church: as the apostle also says, “Yet count him not as an enemy, 
but admonish him as a brother” (2 Thess. 3:15). If this humanity 
be not observed in private as well as public, the danger is, that our 
discipline shall degenerate into destruction.69

11. Another special requisite to moderation of discipline is, 
as Augustine discourses against the Donatists, that private indi-
viduals must not, when they see vices less carefully corrected by 
the Council of Elders, immediately separate themselves from the 
Church; nor must pastors themselves, when unable to reform all 
things which need correction to the extent which they could wish, 
cast up their ministry, or by unwonted severity throw the whole 

69	 French, “Il y a danger, que de discipline nous ne tombions en 
une maniere de gehene, et que de correcteurs nous ne devenions bour-
reaux.”—There is a danger, lest instead of discipline we fall into a kind of 
gehenna, and instead of correctors become executioners.
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Church into confusion. What Augustine says is perfectly true: 
“Whoever corrects what he can, by rebuking it, or without vio-
lating the bond of peace, excludes what he cannot correct, or un-
justly condemns while he patiently tolerates what he is unable to 
exclude without violating the bond of peace, is free and exempted 
from the curse” (August. contra Parmen. Lib. 2 c. 4). He elsewhere 
gives the reason. “Every pious reason and mode of ecclesiastical 
discipline ought always to have regard to the unity of the Spirit 
in the bond of peace. This the apostle commands us to keep by 
bearing mutually with each other. If it is not kept, the medicine of 
discipline begins to be not only superfluous, but even pernicious, 
and therefore ceases to be medicine” (Ibid. Lib. 3 c. 1). “He who 
diligently considers these things, neither in the preservation of 
unity neglects strictness of discipline, nor by intemperate correc-
tion bursts the bond of society” (Ibid. cap. 2). He confesses, in-
deed, that pastors ought not only to exert themselves in removing 
every defect from the Church, but that every individual ought to 
his utmost to do so; nor does he disguise the fact, that he who ne-
glects to admonish, accuse, and correct the bad, although he nei-
ther favours them, nor sins with them, is guilty before the Lord; 
and if he conducts himself so that though he can exclude them 
from partaking of the Supper, he does it not, then the sin is no 
longer that of other men, but his own. Only he would have that 
prudence used which our Lord also requires, “lest while ye gather 
up the tares, ye root up also the wheat with them” (Mt. 13:29). 
Hence he infers from Cyprian, “Let a man then mercifully correct 
what he can; what he cannot correct, let him bear patiently, and in 
love bewail and lament.”

12. This he says on account of the moroseness of the Donatists, 
who, when they saw faults in the Church which the bishops in-
deed rebuked verbally, but did not punish with excommunica-
tion (because they did not think that anything would be gained 
in this way), bitterly inveighed against the bishops as traitors to 
discipline, and by an impious schism separated themselves from 
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the flock of Christ. Similar, in the present day, is the conduct of 
the Anabaptists, who, acknowledging no assembly of Christ unless 
conspicuous in all respects for angelic perfection, under pretence 
of zeal overthrow everything which tends to edification.70 “Such 
(says Augustin. contra Parmen. Lib. 3 c. 4), not from hatred of oth-
er men’s iniquity, but zeal for their own disputes, ensnaring the 
weak by the credit of their name, attempt to draw them entire-
ly away, or at least to separate them; swollen with pride, raving 
with petulance, insidious in calumny, turbulent in sedition. That it 
may not be seen how void they are of the light of truth, they cover 
themselves with the shadow of a stern severity: the correction of 
a brother’s fault, which in Scripture is enjoined to be done with 
moderation, without impairing the sincerity of love or breaking 
the bond of peace, they pervert to sacrilegious schism and purpos-
es of excision. Thus Satan transforms himself into an angel of light 
(2 Cor. 11:14) when, under pretext of a just severity, he persuades 
to savage cruelty, desiring nothing more than to violate and burst 
the bond of unity and peace; because, when it is maintained, all 
his power of mischief is feeble, his wily traps are broken, and his 
schemes of subversion vanish.”

13. One thing Augustine specially commends—viz. that if the 
contagion of sin has seized the multitude, mercy must accompany 
living discipline. “For counsels of separation are vain, sacrilegious, 
and pernicious, because impious and proud, and do more to dis-
turb the weak good than to correct the wicked proud” (August. 
Ep. 64). This which he enjoins on others he himself faithfully prac-
ticed. For, writing to Aurelius, Bishop of Carthage, he complains 
that drunkenness, which is so severely condemned in Scripture, 
prevails in Africa with impunity, and advises a council of bishops 
to be called for the purpose of providing a remedy. He immedi-
ately adds, “In my opinion, such things are not removed by rough, 
harsh, and imperious measures, but more by teaching than com-

70	 See a lengthened refutation in Calv. Instructio adv. Anabap. Art. 
2. See also Calv. de Cœna Domini.
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manding, more by admonishing than threatening. For thus ought 
we to act with a multitude of offenders. Severity is to be exercised 
against the sins of a few” (August. Ep. 64). He does not mean, how-
ever, that the bishops were to wink or be silent because they are 
unable to punish public offences severely, as he himself afterwards 
explains. But he wishes to temper the mode of correction, so as to 
give soundness to the body rather than cause destruction. And, ac-
cordingly, he thus concludes: “Wherefore, we must on no account 
neglect the injunction of the apostle, to separate from the wicked, 
when it can be done without the risk of violating peace, because he 
did not wish it to be done otherwise (1 Cor. 5:13); we must also en-
deavour, by bearing with each other, to keep the unity of the Spirit 
in the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:2).

14. The remaining part of discipline, which is not, strictly speak-
ing, included in the power of the keys, is when pastors, according 
to the necessity of the times, exhort the people either to fasting and 
solemn prayer, or to other exercises of humiliation, repentance, 
and faith, the time, mode, and form of these not being prescribed 
by the Word of God, but left to the judgment of the Church. As 
the observance of this part of discipline is useful, so it was always 
used in the Church, even from the days of the apostles. Indeed, the 
apostles themselves were not its first authors, but borrowed the ex-
ample from the Law and Prophets. For we there see,71 that as often 
as any weighty matter occurred the people were assembled, and 
supplication and fasting appointed. In this, therefore, the apostles 
followed a course which was not new to the people of God, and 
which they foresaw would be useful. A similar account is to be giv-
en of the other exercises by which the people may either be aroused 
to duty, or kept in duty and obedience. We everywhere meet with 
examples in Sacred History, and it is unnecessary to collect them. 
In general, we must hold that whenever any religious controversy 

71	 See a striking instance in Ezra 8:21, on the appointment of a fast 
at the river Ahava, on the return of the people from the Babylonish cap-
tivity.
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arises, which either a council or ecclesiastical tribunal behoves to 
decide;72 whenever a minister is to be chosen; whenever, in short, 
any matter of difficulty and great importance is under consider-
ation: on the other hand, when manifestations of the divine anger 
appear, as pestilence, war, and famine, the sacred and salutary cus-
tom of all ages has been for pastors to exhort the people to public 
fasting and extraordinary prayer. Should any one refuse to admit 
the passages which are adduced from the Old Testament, as being 
less applicable to the Christian Church, it is clear that the apostles 
also acted thus; although, in regard to prayer, I scarcely think any 
one will be found to stir the question. Let us, therefore, make some 
observations on fasting, since very many, not understanding what 
utility there can be in it, judge it not to be very necessary, while 
others reject it altogether as superfluous. Where its use is not well 
known it is easy to fall into superstition.

15. A holy and lawful fast has three ends in view. We use it ei-
ther to mortify and subdue the flesh, that it may not wanton, or to 
prepare the better for prayer and holy meditation; or to give evi-
dence of humbling ourselves before God, when we would confess 
our guilt before him. The first end is not very often regarded in 
public fasting, because all have not the same bodily constitution, 
nor the same state of health, and hence it is more applicable to 
private fasting. The second end is common to both, for this prepa-
ration for prayer is requisite for the whole Church, as well as for 
each individual member. The same thing may be said of the third. 
For it sometimes happens that God smites a nation with war or 
pestilence, or some kind of calamity. In this common chastisement 
it behoves the whole people to plead guilty, and confess their guilt. 
Should the hand of the Lord strike any one in private, then the 
same thing is to be done by himself alone, or by his family. The 
thing, indeed, is properly a feeling of the mind. But when the mind 

72	 French “Quand il advient quelque different en Chretienté, qui 
tire grande consequence.”—When some difference on a matter of great 
consequence takes place in Christendom.
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is effected as it ought, it cannot but give vent to itself in external 
manifestation, especially when it tends to the common edifica-
tion, that all, by openly confessing their sin, may render praise to 
the divine justice, and by their example mutually encourage each 
other.

16. Hence fasting, as it is a sign of humiliation, has a more fre-
quent use in public than among private individuals, although as 
we have said, it is common to both. In regard, then, to the disci-
pline of which we now treat, whenever supplication is to be made 
to God on any important occasion, it is befitting to appoint a pe-
riod for fasting and prayer. Thus when the Christians of Antioch 
laid hands on Barnabas and Paul, that they might the better rec-
ommend their ministry, which was of so great importance, they 
joined fasting and prayer (Acts 13:3). Thus these two apostles af-
terwards, when they appointed ministers to churches, were wont 
to use prayer and fasting (Acts 14:23). In general, the only object 
which they had in fasting was to render themselves more alert 
and disencumbered for prayer. We certainly experience that after 
a full meal the mind does not so rise toward God as to be borne 
along by an earnest and fervent longing for prayer, and perse-
verance in prayer. In this sense is to be understood the saying of 
Luke concerning Anna, that she “served God with fastings and 
prayers, night and day” (Luke 2:37). For he does not place the 
worship of God in fasting, but intimates that in this way the holy 
woman trained herself to assiduity in prayer. Such was the fast of 
Nehemiah, when with more intense zeal he prayed to God for the 
deliverance of his people (Neh. 1:4). For this reason Paul says, that 
married believers do well to abstain for a season (1 Cor. 7:5), that 
they may have greater freedom for prayer and fasting, when by 
joining prayer to fasting, by way of help, he reminds us it is of no 
importance in itself, save in so far as it refers to this end. Again, 
when in the same place he enjoins spouses to render due benev-
olence to each other, it is clear that he is not referring to daily 
prayer, but prayers which require more than ordinary attention.
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17. On the other hand, when pestilence begins to stalk abroad, 
or famine or war, or when any other disaster seems to impend 
over a province and people (Esther 4:16), then also it is the duty of 
pastors to exhort the Church to fasting, that she may suppliantly 
deprecate the Lord’s anger. For when he makes danger appear, he 
declares that he is prepared and in a manner armed for vengeance. 
In like manner, therefore, as persons accused were anciently wont, 
in order to excite the commiseration of the judge, to humble them-
selves suppliantly with long beard, dishevelled hair, and coarse gar-
ments, so when we are charged before the divine tribunal, to dep-
recate his severity in humble raiment is equally for his glory and 
the public edification, and useful and salutary to ourselves. And 
that this was common among the Israelites we may infer from the 
words of Joel. For when he says, “Blow the trumpet in Zion, sanc-
tify a fast, call a solemn assembly,” &c. (Joel 2:15), he speaks as of 
things received by common custom. A little before he had said that 
the people were to be tried for their wickedness, and that the day 
of judgment was at hand, and he had summoned them as crimi-
nals to plead their cause: then he exclaims that they should has-
ten to sackcloth and ashes, to weeping and fasting; that is, humble 
themselves before God with external manifestations. The sackcloth 
and ashes, indeed, were perhaps more suitable for those times, but 
the assembly, and weeping and fasting, and the like, undoubtedly 
belong, in an equal degree, to our age, whenever the condition of 
our affairs so requires. For seeing it is a holy exercise both for men 
to humble themselves, and confess their humility, why should we 
in similar necessity use this less than did those of old? We read 
not only that the Israelitish Church, formed and constituted by the 
word of God, fasted in token of sadness, but the Ninevites also, 
whose only teaching had been the preaching of Jonah.599 Why, 
therefore, should not we do the same? But it is an external ceremo-
ny, which, like other ceremonies, terminated in Christ. Nay, in the 
present day it is an admirable help to believers, as it always was, 
and a useful admonition to arouse them, lest by too great security 
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and sloth they provoke the Lord more and more when they are 
chastened by his rod. Accordingly, when our Saviour excuses his 
apostles for not fasting, he does not say that fasting was abrogated, 
but reserves it for calamitous times, and conjoins it with mourn-
ing. “The days will come when the bridegroom shall be taken from 
them” (Mt. 9:35; Luke 5:34).

18. But that there maybe no error in the name, let us define 
what fasting is; for we do not understand by it simply a restrained 
and sparing use of food, but something else. The life of the pious 
should be tempered with frugality and sobriety, so as to exhibit, as 
much as may be, a kind of fasting during the whole course of life. 
But there is another temporary fast, when we retrench somewhat 
from our accustomed mode of living, either for one day or a certain 
period, and prescribe to ourselves a stricter and severer restraint in 
the use of that ordinary food. This consists in three things—viz. 
the time, the quality of food, and the sparing use of it. By the time 
I mean, that while fasting we are to perform those actions for the 
sake of which the fast is instituted. For example, when a man fasts 
because of solemn prayer, he should engage in it without having 
taken food. The quality consists in putting all luxury aside, and, 
being contented with common and meaner food, so as not to ex-
cite our palate by dainties. In regard to quantity, we must eat more 
lightly and sparingly, only for necessity and not for pleasure.

19. But the first thing always to be avoided is, the encroachment 
of superstition, as formerly happened, to the great injury of the 
Church. It would have been much better to have had no fasting at 
all, than have it carefully observed, but at the same time corrupted 
by false and pernicious opinions, into which the world is ever and 
anon falling, unless pastors obviate them by the greatest fidelity 
and prudence. The first thing is constantly to urge the injunction 
of Joel, “Rend your heart, and not your garments” (Joel 2:13); that 
is, to remind the people that fasting in itself is not of great value 
in the sight of God, unless accompanied with internal affection 
of the heart, true dissatisfaction with sin and with one’s self, true 
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humiliation, and true grief, from the fear of God; nay, that fast-
ing is useful for no other reason than because it is added to these 
as an inferior help. There is nothing which God more abominates 
than when men endeavour to cloak themselves by substituting 
signs and external appearance for integrity of heart. Accordingly, 
Isaiah inveighs most bitterly against the hypocrisy of the Jews, in 
thinking that they had satisfied God when they had merely fasted, 
whatever might be the impiety and impure thoughts which they 
cherished in their hearts. “Is it such a fast that I have chosen?” (Isa. 
58:5) See also what follows. The fast of hypocrites is, therefore, not 
only useless and superfluous fatigue, but the greatest abomination. 
Another evil akin to this, and greatly to be avoided, is, to regard 
fasting as a meritorious work and species of divine worship. For 
seeing it is a thing which is in itself indifferent, and has no impor-
tance except on account of those ends to which it ought to have 
respect, it is a most pernicious superstition to confound it with the 
works enjoined by God, and which are necessary in themselves 
without reference to anything else. Such was anciently the dream 
of the Manichees, in refuting whom Augustine clearly shows,73 that 
fasting is to be estimated entirely by those ends which I have men-
tioned, and cannot be approved by God, unless in so far as it refers 
to them. Another error, not indeed so impious, but perilous, is to 
exact it with greater strictness and severity as one of the principal 
duties, and extol it with such extravagant encomiums as to make 
men imagine that they have done something admirable when they 
have fasted. In this respect I dare not entirely excuse ancient writ-
ers74 from having sown some seeds of superstition, and given oc-
casion to the tyranny which afterwards arose. We sometimes meet 
with sound and prudent sentiments on fasting, but we also ever 
and anon meet with extravagant praises, lauding it as one of the 
cardinal virtues.

73	 August de Morib. Manich. Lib. 2 c. 13; et cont. Faustum, Lib. 30
74	 See Chrysostom. Homil. sub. initium Quadragesimæ, where he 

terms fasting a cure of souls and ablution for sins.
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20. Then the superstitious observance of Lent had everywhere 
prevailed: for both the vulgar imagined that they thereby perform 
some excellent service to God, and pastors commended it as a holy 
imitation of Christ; though it is plain that Christ did not fast to 
set an example to others, but, by thus commencing the preaching 
of the gospel, meant to prove that his doctrine was not of men, 
but had come from heaven. And it is strange how men of acute 
judgment could fall into this gross delusion, which so many clear 
reasons refute: for Christ did not fast repeatedly (which he must 
have done had he meant to lay down a law for an anniversary fast), 
but once only, when preparing for the promulgation of the gospel. 
Nor does he fast after the manner of men, as he would have done 
had he meant to invite men to imitation; he rather gives an exam-
ple, by which he may raise all to admire rather than study to im-
itate him. In short, the nature of his fast is not different from that 
which Moses observed when he received the law at the hand of the 
Lord (Exod. 24:18; 34:28). For, seeing that that miracle was per-
formed in Moses to establish the law, it behoved not to be omitted 
in Christ, lest the gospel should seem inferior to the law. But from 
that day, it never occurred to any one, under pretence of imitating 
Moses, to set up a similar form of fast among the Israelites. Nor 
did any of the holy prophets and fathers follow it, though they had 
inclination and zeal enough for all pious exercises; for though it is 
said of Elijah that he passed forty days without meat and drink (1 
Kings 19:8), this was merely in order that the people might rec-
ognise that he was raised up to maintain the law, from which al-
most the whole of Israel had revolted. It was therefore merely false 
zeal, replete with superstition, which set up a fast under the title 
and pretext of imitating Christ; although there was then a strange 
diversity in the mode of the fast, as is related by Cassiodorus in 
the ninth book of the History of Socrates: “The Romans,” says he, 
“had only three weeks, but their fast was continuous, except on the 
Lord’s day and the Sabbath. The Greeks and Illyrians had, some six, 
others seven, but the fast was at intervals. Nor did they differ less 
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in the kind of food: some used only bread and water, others added 
vegetables; others had no objection to fish and fowls; others made 
no difference in their food.” Augustine also makes mention of this 
difference in his latter epistle to Januarius.

21. Worse times followed. To the absurd zeal of the vulgar were 
added rudeness and ignorance in the bishops, lust of power, and 
tyrannical rigour. Impious laws were passed, binding the con-
science in deadly chains. The eating of flesh was forbidden, as if a 
man were contaminated by it. Sacrilegious opinions were added, 
one after another, until all became an abyss of error. And that no 
kind of depravity might be omitted, they began, under a most ab-
surd pretence of abstinence, to make a mock of God;75 76 for in the 
most exquisite delicacies they seek the praise of fasting: no dain-
ties now suffice; never was there greater abundance or variety or 
savouriness of food. In this splendid display they think that they 
serve God. I do not mention that at no time do those who would 
be thought the holiest of them wallow more foully. In short, the 
highest worship of God is to abstain from flesh, and, with this res-
ervation, to indulge in delicacies of every kind. On the other hand, 
it is the greatest impiety, impiety scarcely to be expiated by death, 
for any one to taste the smallest portion of bacon or rancid flesh 
with his bread. Jerome, writing to Nepotian, relates, that even in 
his day there were some who mocked God with such follies: those 
who would not even put oil in their food caused the greatest del-
icacies to be procured from every quarter; nay, that they might 
do violence to nature, abstained from drinking water, and caused 
sweet and costly potions to be made for them, which they drank, 
not out of a cup, but a shell. What was then the fault of a few is now 

75	 Bernard in Serm. 1 in die Paschæ, censures, among others, 
princes also, for longing, during the season of Lent, for the approaching 
festival of our Lord’s resurrection, that they might indulge more freely

76	 121 D121 Bernard censures, among others, princes also, for 
longing, during the season of Lent, for the approaching festival of our 
Lord’s resurrection, that they might indulge more freely.
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common among all the rich: they do not fast for any other purpose 
than to feast more richly and luxuriously. But I am unwilling to 
waste many words on a subject as to which there can be no doubt. 
All I say is, that, as well in fasts as in all other parts of discipline, 
the Papists are so far from having anything right, anything sincere, 
anything duly framed and ordered, that they have no occasion to 
plume themselves as if anything was left them that is worthy of 
praise.

22. We come now to the second part of discipline, which relates 
specially to the clergy. It is contained in the canons, which the an-
cient bishops framed for themselves and their order: for instance, 
let no clergyman spend his time in hunting, in gaming, or in feast-
ing; let none engage in usury or in trade; let none be present at 
lascivious dances, and the like. Penalties also were added to give 
a sanction to the authority of the canons, that none might violate 
them with impunity. With this view, each bishop was intrusted 
with the superintendence of his own clergy, that he might govern 
them according to the canons, and keep them to their duty. For 
this purpose, certain annual visitations and synods were appoint-
ed, that if any one was negligent in his office he might be admon-
ished; if any one sinned, he might be punished according to his 
fault. The bishops also had their provincial synods once, anciently 
twice, a-year, by which they were tried, if they had done anything 
contrary to their duty. For if any bishop had been too harsh or vio-
lent with his clergy, there was an appeal to the synod, though only 
one individual complained. The severest punishment was deposi-
tion from office, and exclusion, for a time, from communion. But 
as this was the uniform arrangement, no synod rose without fixing 
the time and place of the next meeting. To call a universal coun-
cil belonged to the emperor alone, as all the ancient summonings 
testify. As long as this strictness was in force, the clergy demanded 
no more in word from the people than they performed in act and 
by example; nay, they were more strict against themselves than the 
vulgar; and, indeed, it is becoming that the people should be ruled 
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by a kindlier, and, if I may so speak, laxer discipline; that the clergy 
should be stricter in their censures, and less indulgent to them-
selves than to others. How this whole procedure became obsolete 
it is needless to relate, since, in the present day, nothing can be 
imagined more lawless and dissolute than this order, whose licen-
tiousness is so extreme that the whole world is crying out. I admit 
that, in order not to seem to have lost all sight of antiquity, they, by 
certain shadows, deceive the eyes of the simple; but these no more 
resemble ancient customs than the mimicry of an ape resembles 
what men do by reason and counsel. There is a memorable passage 
in Xenophon, in which he mentions, that when the Persians had 
shamefully degenerated from the customs of their ancestors, and 
had fallen away from an austere mode of life to luxury and effem-
inacy, they still, to hide the disgrace, were sedulously observant 
of ancient rites (Cyrop. Lib. 8). For while, in the time of Cyrus, 
sobriety and temperance so flourished that no Persian required to 
wipe his nose, and it was even deemed disgraceful to do so, it re-
mained with their posterity, as a point of religion, not to remove 
the mucus from the nostril, though they were allowed to nour-
ish within, even to putridity, those fetid humours which they had 
contracted by gluttony. In like manner, according to the ancient 
custom, it was unlawful to use cups at table; but it was quite tol-
erable to swallow wine so as to make it necessary to be carried off 
drunk. It was enjoined to use only one meal a-day: this these good 
successors did not abrograte, but they continued their surfeit from 
mid-day to midnight. To finish the day’s march, fasting, as the law 
enjoined it, was the uniform custom; but in order to avoid lassi-
tude, the allowed and usual custom was to limit the march to two 
hours. As often as the degenerate Papists obtrude their rules that 
they may show their resemblance to the holy fathers, this example 
will serve to expose their ridiculous imitation. Indeed, no painter 
could paint them more to the life.

23. In one thing they are more than rigid and inexorable—in 
not permitting priests to marry. It is of no consequence to men-
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tion with what impunity whoredom prevails among them, and 
how, trusting to their vile celibacy, they have become callous to 
all kinds of iniquity. The prohibition, however, clearly shows how 
pestiferous all traditions are, since this one has not only deprived 
the Church of fit and honest pastors, but has introduced a fearful 
sink of iniquity, and plunged many souls into the gulf of despair. 
Certainly, when marriage was interdicted to priests, it was done 
with impious tyranny, not only contrary to the word of God, but 
contrary to all justice. First, men had no title whatever to forbid 
what God had left free; secondly, it is too clear to make it neces-
sary to give any lengthened proof that God has expressly provided 
in his Word that this liberty shall not be infringed. I omit Paul’s 
injunction, in numerous passages, that a bishop be the husband of 
one wife; but what could be stronger than his declaration, that in 
the latter days there would be impious men “forbidding to marry”? 
(1 Tim. 4:3) Such persons he calls not only impostors, but devils. 
We have therefore a prophecy, a sacred oracle of the Holy Spirit, 
intended to warn the Church from the outset against perils, and 
declaring that the prohibition of marriage is a doctrine of devils. 
They think that they get finely off when they wrest this passage, 
and apply it to Montanus, the Tatians, the Encratites, and other 
ancient heretics. These (they say) alone condemned marriage; we 
by no means condemn it, but only deny it to the ecclesiastical or-
der, in whom we think it not befitting. As if, even granting that 
this prophecy was primarily fulfilled in those heretics, it is not ap-
plicable also to themselves; or, as if one could listen to the childish 
quibble that they do not forbid marriage, because they do not for-
bid it to all. This is just as if a tyrant were to contend that a law is 
not unjust because its injustice presses only on a part of the state.

24. They object that there ought to be some distinguishing 
mark between the clergy and the people; as if the Lord had not 
provided the ornaments in which priests ought to excel. Thus they 
charge the apostle with having disturbed the ecclesiastical order, 
and destroyed its ornament, when, in drawing the picture of a per-
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fect bishop, he presumed to set down marriage among the other 
endowments which he required of them. I am aware of the mode 
in which they expound this—viz. that no one was to be appointed 
a bishop who had a second wife. This interpretation, I admit, is 
not new; but its unsoundness is plain from the immediate con-
text, which prescribes the kind of wives whom bishops and dea-
cons ought to have. Paul enumerates marriage among the quali-
ties of a bishop; those men declare that, in the ecclesiastical order, 
marriage is an intolerable vice; and, indeed, not content with this 
general vituperation, they term it, in their canons, the uncleanness 
and pollution of the flesh (Siric. ad Episc. Hispaniar.). Let every 
one consider with himself from what forge these things have come. 
Christ deigns so to honour marriage as to make it an image of his 
sacred union with the Church. What greater eulogy could be pro-
nounced on the dignity of marriage? How, then, dare they have the 
effrontery to give the name of unclean and polluted to that which 
furnishes a bright representation of the spiritual grace of Christ?

25. Though their prohibition is thus clearly repugnant to the 
word of God, they, however, find something in the Scriptures to 
defend it. The Levitical priests, as often as their ministerial course 
returned, behoved to keep apart from their wives, that they might 
be pure and immaculate in handling sacred things; and it were 
therefore very indecorous that our sacred things, which are more 
noble, and are ministered every day, should be handled by those 
who are married: as if the evangelical ministry were of the same 
character as the Levitical priesthood. These, as types, represented 
Christ, who, as Mediator between God and men, was, by his own 
spotless purity, to reconcile us to the Father. But as sinners could 
not in every respect exhibit a type of his holiness, that they might, 
however, shadow it forth by certain lineaments, they were enjoined 
to purify themselves beyond the manner of men when they ap-
proached the sanctuary, inasmuch as they then properly prefig-
ured Christ appearing in the tabernacle, an image of the heavenly 
tribunal, as pacificators, to reconcile men to God. As ecclesiastical 
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pastors do not sustain this character in the present day, the com-
parison is made in vain. Wherefore the apostle declares distinctly, 
without reservation, “Marriage is honourable in all, and the bed 
undefiled; but whoremongers and adulterers God will judge” (Heb. 
13:4). And the apostles showed, by their own example, that mar-
riage is not unbefitting the holiness of any function, however ex-
cellent; for Paul declares, that they not only retained their wives, 
but led them about with them (1 Cor. 9:5).

26. Then how great the effrontery when, in holding forth this 
ornament of chastity as a matter of necessity, they throw the great-
est obloquy on the primitive Church, which, while it abounded in 
admirable divine erudition, excelled more in holiness. For if they 
pay no regard to the apostles (they are sometimes wont strenu-
ously to contemn them), what, I ask, will they make of all the an-
cient fathers, who, it is certain, not only tolerated marriage in the 
episcopal order, but also approved it? They, forsooth, encouraged 
a foul profanation of sacred things when the mysteries of the Lord 
were thus irregularly performed by them. In the Council of Nice, 
indeed, there was some question of proclaiming celibacy: as there 
are never wanting little men of superstitious minds, who are al-
ways devising some novelty as a means of gaining admiration for 
themselves. What was resolved? The opinion of Paphnutius was 
adopted, who pronounced legitimate conjugal intercourse to be 
chastity (Hist. Trip. Lib. 2 c. 14). The marriage of priests, there-
fore, continued sacred, and was neither regarded as a disgrace, nor 
thought to cast any stain on their ministry.

27. In the times which succeeded, a too superstitious admi-
ration of celibacy prevailed. Hence, ever and anon, unmeasured 
encomiums were pronounced on virginity, so that it became the 
vulgar belief that scarcely any virtue was to be compared to it. And 
although marriage was not condemned as impurity, yet its dignity 
was lessened, and its sanctity obscured; so that he who did not 
refrain from it was deemed not to have a mind strong enough to 
aspire to perfection. Hence those canons which enacted, first, that 
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those who had attained the priesthood should not contract mar-
riage; and, secondly, that none should be admitted to that order 
but the unmarried, or those who, with the consent of their wives, 
renounced the marriage-bed. These enactments, as they seemed to 
procure reverence for the priesthood, were, I admit, received even 
in ancient times with great applause. But if my opponents plead 
antiquity, my first answer is, that both under the apostles, and for 
several ages after, bishops were at liberty to have wives: that the 
apostles themselves, and other pastors of primitive authority who 
succeeded them, had no difficulty in using this liberty, and that the 
example of the primitive Church ought justly to have more weight 
than allow us to think that what was then received and used with 
commendation is either illicit or unbecoming. My second answer 
is, that the age, which, from an immoderate affection for virginity, 
began to be less favourable to marriage, did not bind a law of celi-
bacy on the priests, as if the thing were necessary in itself, but gave 
a preference to the unmarried over the married. My last answer is, 
that they did not exact this so rigidly as to make continence neces-
sary and compulsory on those who were unfit for it. For while the 
strictest laws were made against fornication, it was only enacted 
with regard to those who contracted marriage that they should be 
superseded in their office.

28. Therefore, as often as the defenders of this new tyranny ap-
peal to antiquity in defence of their celibacy, so often should we 
call upon them to restore the ancient chastity of their priests, to put 
away adulterers and whoremongers, not to allow those whom they 
deny an honourable and chaste use of marriage, to rush with im-
punity into every kind of lust, to bring back that obsolete discipline 
by which all licentiousness is restrained, and free the Church from 
the flagitious turpitude by which it has long been deformed. When 
they have conceded this, they will next require to be reminded not 
to represent as necessary that which, being in itself free, depends 
on the utility of the Church. I do not, however, speak thus as if I 
thought that on any condition whatever effect should be given to 
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those canons which lay a bond of celibacy on the ecclesiastical 
order, but that the better-hearted may understand the effrontery 
of our enemies in employing the name of antiquity to defame the 
holy marriage of priests. In regard to the Fathers, whose writings 
are extant, none of them, when they spoke their own mind, with 
the exception of Jerome, thus malignantly detracted from the 
honour of marriage. We will be contented with a single passage 
from Chrysostom, because he being a special admirer of virgin-
ity, cannot be thought to be more lavish than others in praise of 
matrimony. Chrysostom thus speaks: “The first degree of chastity 
is pure virginity; the second, faithful marriage. Therefore, a chaste 
love of matrimony is the second species of virginity” (Chrysost. 
Hom. de Invent. Crucis.).

CHAPTER 13
Of Vows. The Miserable Entanglements Caused By Vowing 
Rashly

This chapter consists of two parts,—I. Of vows in general, sec. 
1-8. II. Of monastic vows, and specially of the vow of celibacy, 
sec. 8-21.

Sections.
1. Some general principles with regard to the nature of 
vows. Superstitious errors not only of the heathen, but of 
Christians, in regard to vows.
2. Three points to be considered with regard to vows. 
First, to whom the vow is made—viz. to God. Nothing to 
be vowed to him but what he himself requires.
3. Second, Who we are that vow. We must measure our 
strength, and have regard to our calling. Fearful errors 
of the Popish clergy by not attending to this. Their vow 
of celibacy.
4. Third point to be attended to—viz. the intention with 
which the vow is made. Four ends in vowing. Two of 
them refer to the past, and two to the future. Examples 
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and use of the former class.
5. End of vows which refer to the future.
6. The doctrine of vows in general. Common vow of Chris-
tians in Baptism, &c. This vow sacred and salutary. Par-
ticular vows how to be tested.
7. Great prevalence of superstition with regard to vows.
8. Vows of monks. Contrast between ancient and modern 
monasticism.
9. Portraiture of the ancient monks by Augustine.
10. Degeneracy of modern monks. 1. Inconsiderate rigour. 
2. Idleness. 3. False boast of perfection.
11. This idea of monastic perfection refuted.
12. Arguments for monastic perfection. First argument 
answered.
13. Second argument answered.
14. Absurdity of representing the monastic profession as a 
second baptism.
15. Corrupt manners of monks.
16. Some defects in ancient monasticism.
17. General refutation of monastic vows.
18. Refutation continued.
19. Refutation continued.
20. Do such vows of celibacy bind the conscience? This 
question answered.
21. Those who abandon the monastic profession for an 
honest living, unjustly accused of breaking their faith.

1. It is indeed deplorable that the Church, whose freedom was 
purchased by the inestimable price of Christ’s blood, should have 
been thus oppressed by a cruel tyranny, and almost buried under 
a huge mass of traditions; but, at the same time, the private infat-
uation of each individual shows, that not without just cause has so 
much power been given from above to Satan and his ministers. It 
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was not enough to neglect the command of Christ, and bear any-
burdens which false teachers might please to impose, but each in-
dividual behoved to have his own peculiar burdens, and thus sink 
deeper by digging his own cavern. This has been the result when 
men set about devising vows, by which a stronger and closer ob-
ligation might be added to common ties. Having already shown 
that the worship of God was vitiated by the audacity of those who, 
under the name of pastors, domineered in the Church, when they 
ensnared miserable souls by their iniquitous laws, it will not be 
out of place here to advert to a kindred evil, to make it appear 
that the world, in accordance with its depraved disposition, has 
always thrown every possible obstacle in the way of the helps by 
which it ought to have been brought to God. Moreover, that the 
very grievous mischief introduced by such vows may be more ap-
parent, let the reader attend to the principles formerly laid down. 
First, we showed (Book 2 chap. 8 sec. 5) that everything requisite 
for the ordering of a pious and holy life is comprehended in the 
law. Secondly, we showed that the Lord, the better to dissuade us 
from devising new works, included the whole of righteousness in 
simple obedience to his will. If these positions are true, it is easy 
to see that all fictitious worship, which we ourselves devise for the 
purpose of serving God, is not in the least degree acceptable to 
him, how pleasing soever it may be to us. And, unquestionably, 
in many passages the Lord not only openly rejects, but grievously 
abhors such worship. Hence arises a doubt with regard to vows 
which are made without any express authority from the word of 
God; in what light are they to be viewed? can they be duly made 
by Christian men, and to what extent are they binding? What is 
called a promise among men is a vow when made to God. Now, we 
promise to men either things which we think will be acceptable 
to them, or things which we in duty owe them. Much more care-
ful, therefore, ought we to be in vows which are directed to God, 
with whom we ought to act with the greatest seriousness. Here 
superstition has in all ages strangely prevailed; men at once, with-
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out judgment and without choice, vowing to God whatever came 
into their minds, or even rose to their lips. Hence the foolish vows, 
nay, monstrous absurdities, by which the heathen insolently sport-
ed with their gods. Would that Christians had not imitated them 
in this their audacity! Nothing, indeed, could be less becoming; 
but it is obvious that for some ages nothing has been more usual 
than this misconduct—the whole body of the people everywhere 
despising the Law of God,77 and burning with an insane zeal of 
vowing according to any dreaming notion which they had formed. 
I have no wish to exaggerate invidiously, or particularise the many 
grievous sins which have here been committed; but it seemed right 
to advert to it in passing, that it may the better appear, that when 
we treat of vows we are not by any means discussing a superfluous 
question.

2. If we would avoid error in deciding what vows are legitimate, 
and what preposterous, three things must be attended to—viz. who 
he is to whom the vow is made; who we are that make it; and, lastly, 
with what intention we make it. In regard in the first, we should 
consider that we have to do with God, whom our obedience so 
delights, that he abominates all will-worship, how specious and 
splendid soever it be in the eyes of men (Col. 2:23). If all will-wor-
ship, which we devise without authority, is abomination to God, it 
follows that no worship can be acceptable to him save that which 
is approved by his word. Therefore, we must not arrogate such li-
cence to ourselves as to presume to vow anything to God without 
evidence of the estimation in which he holds it. For the doctrine 
of Paul, that whatsoever is not of faith is sin (Rom. 14:23), while it 
extends to all actions of every kind, certainly applies with peculiar 
force in the case where the thought is immediately turned towards 

77	  See Ps. 119:106. “I have sworn, and I will perform it, that I will 
keep thy righteous judgments.” Calvin observes on these words, that the 
vow and oath to keep the law cannot be charged with rashness, because 
it trusted to the promises of God concerning the forgiveness of sins, and 
to the spirit of regeneration.



      Of Vows. The Miserable Entanglements  CHAPTER 13     295
Caused By Vowing Rashly

God. Nay, if in the minutest matters (Paul was then speaking of 
the distinction of meats) we err or fall, where the sure light of 
faith shines not before us, how much more modesty ought we 
to use when we attempt a matter of the greatest weight? For in 
nothing ought we to be more serious than in the duties of reli-
gion. In vows, then, our first precaution must be, never to proceed 
to make any vow without having previously determined in our 
conscience to attempt nothing rashly. And we shall be safe from 
the danger of rashness when we have God going before, and, as it 
were, dictating from his word what is good, and what is useless.

3. In the second point which we have mentioned as requiring 
consideration is implied, that we measure our strength, that we 
attend to our vocation so as not to neglect the blessing of liberty 
which God has conferred upon us. For he who vows what is not 
within his means, or is at variance with his calling, is rash, while 
he who contemns the beneficence of God in making him lord of ’ 
all things, is ungrateful. When I speak thus, I mean not that any-
thing is so placed in our hand, that, leaning on our own strength, 
we may promise it to God. For in the Council of Arausica (cap. 
11) it was most truly decreed, that nothing is duly vowed to God 
save what we have received from his hand, since all things which 
are offered to him are merely his gifts. But seeing that some things 
are given to us by the goodness of God, and others withheld by his 
justice, every man should have respect to the measure of grace be-
stowed on him, as Paul enjoins (Rom. 12:3; 1 Cor. 12:11). All then 
I mean here is, that your vows should be adapted to the measure 
which God by his gifts prescribes to you, lest by attempting more 
than he permits, you arrogate too much to yourself, and fall head-
long. For example, when the assassins, of whom mention is made 
in the Acts, vowed “that they would neither eat nor drink till they 
had killed Paul” (Acts 23:12), though it had not been an impious 
conspiracy, it would still have been intolerably presumptuous, as 
subjecting the life and death of a man to their own power. Thus 
Jephthah suffered for his folly, when with precipitate fervour he 
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made a rash vow (Judges 11:30). Of this class, the first place of in-
sane audacity belongs to celibacy. Priests, monks, and nuns, forget-
ful of their infirmity, are confident of their fitness for celibacy.78 But 
by what oracle have they been instructed, that the chastity which 
they vow to the end of life, they will be able through life to main-
tain? They hear the voice of God concerning the universal con-
dition of mankind, “It is not good that the man should be alone” 
(Gen. 2:18). They understand, and I wish they did not feel that the 
sin remaining in us is armed with the sharpest stings. How can 
they presume to shake off the common feelings of their nature for 
a whole lifetime, seeing the gift of continence is often granted for 
a certain time as occasion requires? In such perverse conduct they 
must not expect God to be their helper; let them rather remember 
the words, “Ye shall not tempt the Lord your God” (Deut. 6:16). 
But it is to tempt the Lord to strive against the nature implanted by 
him, and to spurn his present gifts as if they did not appertain to 
us. This they not only do, but marriage, which God did not think 
it unbecoming his majesty to institute, which he pronounced hon-
ourable in all, which Christ our Lord sanctified by his presence, 
and which he deigned to honour with his first miracle, they pre-
sume to stigmatise as pollution, so extravagant are the terms in 
which they eulogise every kind of celibacy; as if in their own life 
they did not furnish a clear proof that celibacy is one thing and 
chastity another. This life, however, they most impudently style 
angelical, thereby offering no slight insult to the angels of God, 
to whom they compare whoremongers and adulterers, and some-
thing much worse and fouler still.606 And, indeed, there is here 
very little occasion for argument, since they are abundantly refuted 
by fact. For we plainly see the fearful punishments with which the 
Lord avenges this arrogance and contempt of his gifts from over-
weening confidence. More hidden crimes I spare through shame; 

78	 On the vow of celibacy. see Calv. de Fugiend. Micit. sacris, Adv. 
Theolog. Paris. De Necessit. Reform. Eccl.; Præfat. Antidoti ad Concil. 
Trident.; Vera Eccles. Reform. Ratio; De Scandalis.
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what is known of them is too much. Beyond all controversy, we 
ought not to vow anything which will hinder us in fulfilling our 
vocation; as if the father of a family were to vow to leave his wife 
and children, and undertake other burdens; or one who is fit for a 
public office should, when elected to it, vow to live private. But the 
meaning of what we have said as to not despising our liberty may 
occasion some difficulty if not explained. Wherefore, understand 
it briefly thus: Since God has given us dominion over all things, 
and so subjected them to us that we may use them for our conve-
nience, we cannot hope that our service will be acceptable to God 
if we bring ourselves into bondage to external things, which ought 
to be subservient to us. I say this, because some aspire to the praise 
of humility, for entangling themselves in a variety of observanc-
es from which God for good reason wished us to be entirely free. 
Hence, if we would escape this danger, let us always remember that 
we are by no means to withdraw from the economy which God has 
appointed in the Christian Church.

4. I come now to my third position—viz that if you would ap-
prove your vow to God, the mind in which you undertake it is 
of great moment. For seeing that God looks not to the outward 
appearance but to the heart, the consequence is, that according to 
the purpose which the mind has in view, the same thing may at 
one time please and be acceptable to him, and at another be most 
displeasing. If you vow abstinence from wine, as if there were any 
holiness in so doing, you are superstitious; but if you have some 
end in view which is not perverse, no one can disapprove. Now, as 
far as I can see, there are four ends to which our vows may be prop-
erly directed; two of these, for the sake of order, I refer to the past, 
and two to the future. To the past belong vows by which we either 
testify our gratitude toward God for favours received, or in order 
to deprecate his wrath, inflict punishment on ourselves for faults 
committed. The former, let us if you please call acts of thanksgiv-
ing; the latter, acts of repentance. Of the former class, we have an 
example in the tithes which Jacob vowed (Gen. 28:20), if the Lord 
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would conduct him safely home from exile; and also in the ancient 
peace-offerings which pious kings and commanders, when about 
to engage in a just war, vowed that they would give if they were vic-
torious, or, at least, if the Lord would deliver them when pressed by 
some greater difficulty. Thus are to be understood all the passages 
in the Psalms which speak of vows (Ps. 22:26; 56:13; 116:14, 18). 
Similar vows may also be used by us in the present day, whenever 
the Lord has rescued us from some disaster or dangerous disease, 
or other peril. For it is not abhorrent from the office of a pious man 
thus to consecrate a votive offering to God as a formal symbol of 
acknowledgment that he may not seem ungrateful for his kind-
ness. The nature of the second class it will be sufficient to illustrate 
merely by one familiar example. Should any one, from glutton-
ous indulgence, have fallen into some iniquity, there is nothing to 
prevent him, with the view of chastising his intemperance, from 
renouncing all luxuries for a certain time, and in doing so, from 
employing a vow for the purpose of binding himself more firmly. 
And yet I do not lay down this as an invariable law to all who have 
similarly offended; I merely show what may be lawfully done by 
those who think that such a vow will be useful to them. Thus while 
I hold it lawful so to vow, I at the same time leave it free.

5. The vows which have reference to the future tend partly, as we 
have said, to render us more cautious, and partly to act as a kind of 
stimulus to the discharge of duty. A man sees that he is so prone to 
a certain vice, that in a thing which is otherwise not bad he cannot 
restrain himself from forthwith falling into evil: he will not act ab-
surdly in cutting off the use of that thing for some time by a vow. If, 
for instance, one should perceive that this or that bodily ornament 
brings him into peril, and yet allured by cupidity he eagerly longs 
for it, what can he do better than by throwing a curb upon himself, 
that is, imposing the necessity of abstinence, free himself from all 
doubt? In like manner, should one be oblivious or sluggish in the 
necessary duties of piety, why should he not, by forming a vow, 
both awaken his memory and shake off his sloth? In both, I con-
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fess, there is a kind of tutelage, but inasmuch as they are helps to 
infirmity, they are used not without advantage by the ignorant and 
imperfect. Hence we hold that vows which have respect to one 
of these ends, especially in external things, are lawful, provided 
they are supported by the approbation of God, are suitable to our 
calling, and are limited to the measure of grace bestowed upon us.

6. It is not now difficult to infer what view on the whole ought 
to be taken of vows. There is one vow common to all believers, 
which taken in baptism we confirm, and as it were sanction, by 
our Catechism,79 and partaking of the Lord’s Supper. For the sac-
raments are a kind of mutual contracts by which the Lord conveys 
his mercy to us, and by it eternal life, while we in our turn promise 
him obedience. The formula, or at least substance, of the vow is, 
That renouncing Satan we bind ourselves to the service of God, 
to obey his holy commands, and no longer follow the depraved 
desires of our flesh. It cannot be doubted that this vow, which 
is sanctioned by Scripture, nay, is exacted from all the children 
of God, is holy and salutary. There is nothing against this in the 
fact, that no man in this life yields that perfect obedience to the 
law which God requires of us. This stipulation being included in 
the covenant of grace, comprehending forgiveness of sins and the 
spirit of holiness, the promise which we there make is combined 
both with entreaty for pardon and petition for assistance. It is 
necessary, in judging of particular vows, to keep the three former 
rules in remembrance: from them any one will easily estimate the 
character of each single vow. Do not suppose, however, that I so 
commend the vows which I maintain to be holy that I would have 
them made every day. For though I dare not give any precept as to 
time or number, yet if any one will take my advice, he will not un-
dertake any but what are sober and temporary. If you are ever and 
anon launching out into numerous vows, the whole solemnity will 
be lost by the frequency, and you will readily fall into superstition. 

79	 Latin, “Catechism.”—French, “En faisant protestation de notre 
foy;”—in making profession of our faith.
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If you bind yourself by a perpetual vow, you will have great trouble 
and annoyance in getting free, or, worn out by length of time, you 
will at length make bold to break it.

7. It is now easy to see under how much superstition the world 
has laboured in this respect for several ages. One vowed that he 
would be abstemious, as if abstinence from wine were in itself an 
acceptable service to God. Another bound himself to fast, another 
to abstain from flesh on certain days, which he had vainly imag-
ined to be more holy than other days. Things much more boyish 
were vowed though not by boys. For it was accounted great wisdom 
to undertake votive pilgrimages to holy places, and sometimes to 
perform the journey on foot, or with the body half naked, that the 
greater merit might be acquired by the greater fatigue. These and 
similar things, for which the world has long bustled with incredi-
ble zeal, if tried by the rules which we formerly laid down, will be 
discovered to be not only empty and nugatory, but full of manifest 
impiety. Be the judgment of the flesh what it may, there is nothing 
which God more abhors than fictitious worship. To these are add-
ed pernicious and damnable notions, hypocrites, after performing 
such frivolities, thinking that they have acquired no ordinary righ-
teousness, placing the substance of piety in external observances, 
and despising all others who appear less careful in regard to them.

8. It is of no use to enumerate all the separate forms. But as 
monastic vows are held in great veneration, because they seem to 
be approved by the public judgment of the Church, I will say a few 
words concerning them. And, first, lest any one defend the mona-
chism of the present day on the ground of the long prescription, it 
is to be observed, that the ancient mode of living in monasteries 
was very different. The persons who retired to them were those 
who wished to train themselves to the greatest austerity and pa-
tience. The discipline practiced by the monks then resembled that 
which the Lacedemonians are said to have used under the laws of 
Lycurgus, and was even much more rigorous. They slept on the 
ground, their drink was water, their food bread, herbs, and roots, 
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their chief luxuries oil and pulse. From more delicate food and 
care of the body they abstained. These things might seem hyper-
bolical were they not vouched by experienced eye witnesses, as 
Gregory Nazianzen, Basil, and Chrysostom. By such rudimentary 
training they prepared themselves for greater offices. For of the 
fact that monastic colleges were then a kind of seminaries of the 
ecclesiastical order, both those whom we lately named are very 
competent witnesses (they were all brought up in monasteries, and 
thence called to the episcopal office), as well as several other great 
and excellent men of their age. Augustine also shows that in his 
time the monasteries were wont to furnish the Church with cler-
gy. For he thus addresses the monks of the island of Caprae: “We 
exhort you, brethren in the Lord, to keep your purpose, and per-
severe to the end; and if at any time our mother Church requires 
your labour, you will neither undertake it with eager elation, nor 
reject it from the blandishment of sloth, but with meek hearts obey 
God. You will not prefer your own ease to the necessities of the 
Church. Had no good men been willing to minister to her when 
in travail, it would have been impossible for you to be born”608 
(August. Ep. 82). He is speaking of the ministry by which believers 
are spiritually born again. In like manner, he says to Aurelius (Ep. 
76), “It is both an occasion of lapse to them, and a most unbecom-
ing injury to the clerical order, if the deserters of monasteries are 
elected to the clerical warfare, since from those who remain in the 
monastery our custom is to appoint to the clerical office only the 
better and more approved. Unless, perhaps, as the vulgar say, A 
bad chorister is a good symphonist, so, in like manner, it will be 
jestingly said of us, A bad monk is a good clergyman. There will 
be too much cause for grief if we stir up monks to such ruinous 
pride, and deem the clergy deserving of so grave an affront, seeing 
that sometimes a good monk scarcely makes a good clerk; he may 
have sufficient continence, but be deficient in necessary learning.” 
From these passages, it appears that pious men were wont to pre-
pare for the government of the Church by monastic discipline, that 



302  CHAPTER 13    Of Vows. The Miserable Entanglements 
Caused By Vowing Rashly

thus they might be more apt and better trained to undertake the 
important office: not that all attained to this object, or even aimed 
at it, since the great majority of monks were illiterate men. Those 
who were fit were selected.

9. Augustine, in two passages in particular, gives a portraiture of 
the form of ancient monasticism. The one is in his book, De Mori-
bus Ecclesiœ Catholicœ (On the Manners of the Catholic Church), 
where he maintains the holiness of that profession against the 
calumnies of the Manichees; the other in a treatise, entitled, De 
Opere Monachorum (On the Work of Monks), where he inveighs 
against certain degenerate monks who had begun to corrupt that 
institution. I will here give a summary of what he there delivers, 
and, as far as I can, in his own words: “Despising the allurements 
of this world, and congregated in common for a most chaste and 
most holy life, they pass their lives together, spending their time in 
prayer, reading, and discourse, not swollen with pride, not turbu-
lent through petulance, not livid with envy. No one possesses any-
thing of his own: no one is burdensome to any man. They labour 
with their hands in things by which the body may be fed, and the 
mind not withdrawn from God. The fruit of their labour they hand 
over to those whom they call deans. Those deans, disposing of the 
whole with great care, render an account to one whom they call fa-
ther. These fathers, who are not only of the purest morals, but most 
distinguished for divine learning, and noble in all things, without 
any pride, consult those whom they call their sons, though the for-
mer have full authority to command, and the latter a great inclina-
tion to obey. At the close of the day they assemble each from his 
cell, and without having broken their fast, to hear their father, and 
to the number of three thousand at least (he is speaking of Egypt 
and the East) they assemble under each father. Then the body is 
refreshed, so far as suffices for safety and health, every one curbing 
his concupiscence so as not to be profuse in the scanty and very 
mean diet which is provided.

Thus they not only abstain from flesh and wine for the purpose 



      Of Vows. The Miserable Entanglements  CHAPTER 13     303
Caused By Vowing Rashly

of subduing lust, but from those things which provoke the appetite 
of the stomach and gullet more readily, from seeming to some, as 
it were, more refined. In this way the desire of exquisite dainties, 
in which there is no flesh, is wont to be absurdly and shamefully 
defended. Any surplus, after necessary food (and the surplus is 
very great from the labour of their hands and the frugality of their 
meals), is carefully distributed to the needy, the more carefully 
that it was not procured by those who distribute. For they never 
act with the view of having abundance for themselves, but always 
act with the view of allowing no superfluity to remain with them” 
(August. De Mor. Eccl. Cath. c. 31). Afterwards describing their 
austerity, of which he had himself seen instances both at Milan 
and elsewhere, he says, “Meanwhile, no one is urged to austeri-
ties which he is unable to bear: no one is obliged to do what he 
declines, nor condemned by the others, whom he acknowledges 
himself too weak to imitate. For they remember how greatly char-
ity is commended: they remember that to the pure all things are 
pure (Tit. 1:15). Wherefore, all their vigilance is employed, not 
in rejecting kinds of food as polluted, but in subduing concupis-
cence, and maintaining brotherly love. They remember, ‘Meats for 
the belly, and the belly for meats,’ &c. (1 Cor. 6:13). Many, how-
ever strong, abstain because of the weak. In many this is not the 
cause of action; they take pleasure in sustaining themselves on the 
meanest and least expensive food. Hence the very persons who 
in health restrain themselves, decline not in sickness to use what 
their health requires. Many do not drink wine, and yet do not 
think themselves polluted by it, for they most humanely cause it 
to be given to the more sickly, and to those whose health requires 
it; and some who foolishly refuse, they fraternally admonish, lest 
by vain superstition they sooner become more weak than more 
holy. Thus they sedulously practice piety, while they know that 
bodily exercise is only for a short time. Charity especially is ob-
served: their food is adapted to charity, their speech to charity, 
their dress to charity, their looks to charity. They go together, and 
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breathe only charity: they deem it as unlawful to offend charity as 
to offend God; if any one opposes it, he is cast out and shunned; if 
any one offends it, he is not permitted to remain one day” (August. 
De Moribus Eccl. Cath. c. 33). Since this holy man appears in these 
words to have exhibited the monastic life of ancient times as in a 
picture, I have thought it right to insert them here, though some-
what long, because I perceive that I would be considerably longer 
if I collected them from different writers, however compendious I 
might study to be.

10. Here, however, I had no intention to discuss the whole sub-
ject. I only wished to show, by the way, what kind of monks the 
early Church had, and what the monastic profession then was, that 
from the contrast sound readers might judge how great the effron-
tery is of those who allege antiquity in support of present monk-
ism. Augustine, while tracing out a holy and legitimate monasti-
cism, would keep away all rigorous exaction of those things which 
the word of the Lord has left free. But in the present day nothing 
is more rigorously exacted. For they deem it an inexpiable crime 
if any one deviates in the least degree from the prescribed form in 
colour or species of dress, in the kind of food, or in other frivo-
lous and frigid ceremonies. Augustine strenuously contends that 
it is not lawful for monks to live in idleness on other men’s means. 
(August. De Oper. Monach.) He denies that any such example was 
to be found in his day in a well-regulated monastery. Our monks 
place the principal part of their holiness in idleness. For if you take 
away their idleness, where will that contemplative life by which 
they glory that they excel all others, and make a near approach to 
the angels? Augustine, in fine, requires a monasticism which may 
be nothing else than a training and assistant to the offices of piety 
which are recommended to all Christians. What? When he makes 
charity its chief and almost its only rule, do we think he praises that 
combination by which a few men, bound to each other, are sepa-
rated from the whole body of the Church? Nay, he wishes them 
to set an example to others of preserving the unity of the Church. 
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So different is the nature of present monachism in both respects, 
that it would be difficult to find anything so dissimilar, not to say 
contrary. For our monks, not satisfied with that piety, on the study 
of which alone Christ enjoins his followers to be intent, imagine 
some new kind of piety, by aspiring to which they are more perfect 
than all other men.

11. If they deny this, I should like to know why they honour 
their own order only with the title of perfection, and deny it to all 
other divine callings.80 I am not unaware of the sophistical solu-
tion that their order is not so called because it contains perfection 
in itself, but because it is the best of all for acquiring perfection. 
When they would extol themselves to the people; when they would 
lay a snare for rash and ignorant youth; when they would assert 
their privileges and exalt their own dignity to the disparagement 
of others, they boast that they are in a state of perfection. When 
they are too closely pressed to be able to defend this vain arro-
gance, they betake themselves to the subterfuge that they have not 
yet obtained perfection, but that they are in a state in which they 
aspire to it more than others; meanwhile, the people continue to 
admire as if the monastic life alone were angelic, perfect, and pu-
rified from every vice. Under this pretence they ply a most gainful 
traffic, while their moderation lies buried in a few volumes.81 Who 
sees not that this is intolerable trifling? But let us treat with them 
as if they ascribed nothing more to their profession than to call it 
a state for acquiring perfection. Surely by giving it this name, they 

80	 Laurentius, defending his written assertion, that the monks 
falsely imagined that by means of their profession they merited more 
than others, admirably concludes, “There is no safer, no better way than 
that taught by Christ, and in it no profession is enjoined.”

81	 French, “,Par ce moyen ils attirent farine au moulin et vendent 
leur sainteté tres cherement; cependant cette glose est cachee et comme 
ensevelie en peu de livres;”—by this means they bring grist to their mill, 
and sell their holiness very dear; meanwhile, the gloss is concealed, and 
is, as it were, buried in a few books.
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distinguish it by a special mark from other modes of life. And who 
will allow such honour to be transferred to an institution of which 
not one syllable is said in approbation, while all the other callings 
of God are deemed unworthy of the same, though not only com-
manded by his sacred lips, but adorned with distinguished titles? 
And how great the insult offered to God, when some device of man 
is preferred to all the modes of life which he has ordered, and by 
his testimony approved?

12. But let them say I calumniated them when I declared that 
they were not contented with the rule prescribed by God. Still, 
though I were silent, they more than sufficiently accuse themselves; 
for they plainly declare that they undertake a greater burden than 
Christ has imposed on his followers, since they promise that they 
will keep evangelical counsels regarding the love of enemies, the 
suppression of vindictive feelings, and abstinence from swear-
ing, counsels to which Christians are not commonly astricted. In 
this what antiquity can they pretend? None of the ancients ever 
thought of such a thing: all with one voice proclaim that not one 
syllable proceeded from Christ which it is not necessary to obey. 
And the very things which these worthy expounders pretend that 
Christ only counselled they uniformly declare, without any doubt, 
that he expressly enjoined. But as we have shown above, that this is 
a most pestilential error, let it suffice here to have briefly observed 
that monasticism, as it now exists, founded on an idea which all 
pious men ought to execrate—namely, the pretence that there is 
some more perfect rule of life than that common rule which God 
has delivered to the whole Church. Whatever is built on this foun-
dation cannot but be abominable.

13. But they produce another argument for their perfection, 
and deem it invincible. Our Lord said to the young man who put 
a question to him concerning the perfection of righteousness, “If 
thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the 
poor” (Mt. 19:21). Whether they do so, I do not now dispute. Let 
us grant for the present that they do. They boast, then, that they 
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have become perfect by abandoning their all. If the sum off per-
fection consists in this, what is the meaning of Paul’s doctrine, that 
though a man should give all his goods to feed the poor, and have 
not charity, he is nothing? (1 Cor. 13:3). What kind of perfection 
is that which, if charity be wanting, is with the individual himself 
reduced to nothing? Here they must of necessity answer that it is 
indeed the highest, but is not the only work of perfection. But here 
again Paul interposes; and hesitates not to declare that charity, 
without any renunciation of that sort, is the “bond of perfectness” 
(Col. 3:14). If it is certain that there is no disagreement between the 
scholar and the master, and the latter clearly denies that the per-
fection of a man consists in renouncing all his goods, and on the 
other hand asserts that perfection may exist without it, we must see 
in what sense we should understand the words of Christ, “If thou 
wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast.” Now, there wil1 not be 
the least obscurity in the meaning if we consider (this ought to be 
attended to in all our Saviour’s discourses) to whom the words are 
addressed (Luke 10:25). A young man asks by what works he shall 
enter into eternal life. Christ, as he was asked concerning works, 
refers him to the law. And justly; for, considered in itself, it is the 
way of eternal life, and its inefficacy to give eternal life is owing to 
our depravity. By this answer Christ declared that he did not deliv-
er any other rule of life than that which had formerly been deliv-
ered in the law of the Lord. Thus he both bore testimony to the di-
vine law, that it was a doctrine of perfect righteousness, and at the 
same time met the calumnious charge of seeming, by some new 
rule of life, to incite the people to revolt from the law. The young 
man, who was not ill-disposed, but was puffed up with vain con-
fidence, answers that he had observed all the precepts of the law 
from his youth. It is absolutely certain that he was immeasurably 
distant from the goal which he boasted of having reached. Had his 
boast been true, he would have wanted nothing of absolute perfec-
tion. For it has been demonstrated above, that the law contains in 
it a perfect righteousness. This is even obvious from the fact, that 
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the observance of it is called the way to eternal life. To show him 
how little progress he had made in that righteousness which he too 
boldly answered that he had fulfilled, it was right to bring before 
him his besetting sin. Now, while he abounded in riches, he had his 
heart set upon them. Therefore, because he did not feel this secret 
wound, it is probed by Christ—“Go,” says he, “and sell that thou 
hast.” Had he been as good a keeper of the law as he supposed, he 
would not have gone away sorrowful on hearing these words. For 
he who loves God with his whole heart, not only regards every-
thing which wars with his love as dross, but hates it as destruc-
tion (Phil. 3:8). Therefore, when Christ orders a rich miser to leave 
all that he has, it is the same as if he had ordered the ambitious 
to renounce all his honours, the voluptuous all his luxuries, the 
unchaste all the instruments of his lust. Thus consciences, which 
are not reached by any general admonition, are to be recalled to a 
particular feeling of their particular sin. In vain, therefore, do they 
wrest that special case to a general interpretation, as if Christ had 
decided that the perfection of man consists in the abandonment of 
his goods, since he intended nothing more by the expression than 
to bring a youth who was out of measure satisfied with himself to 
feel his sore, and so understand that he was still at a great distance 
from that perfect obedience of the law which he falsely ascribed 
to himself. I admit that this passage was ill understood by some of 
the Fathers;82 and hence arose an affectation of voluntary poverty, 
those only being thought blest who abandoned all earthly goods, 
and in a state of destitution devoted themselves to Christ. But I am 
confident that, after my exposition, no good and reasonable man 
will have any dubiety here as to the mind of Christ.

14. Still there was nothing with the Fathers less intended than to 
establish that kind of perfection which was afterwards fabricated 

82	 Chrysostom, in his Homily on the words of Paul, “Salute Prisca,” 
&c., says, “All who retire to monasteries separate themselves from the 
Church, seeing they plainly assert that their monasticism is the form of a 
second baptism.”
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by cowled monks, in order to rear up a species of double Christi-
anity. For as yet the sacrilegious dogma was not broached which 
compares the profession of monasticism to baptism, nay, plainly 
asserts that it is the form of a second baptism. Who can doubt 
that the Fathers with their whole hearts abhorred such blasphe-
my? Then what need is there to demonstrate, by words, that the 
last quality which Augustine mentions as belonging to the ancient 
monks—viz. that they in all things accommodated themselves to 
charity—is most alien from this new profession? The thing itself 
declares that all who retire into monasteries withdraw from the 
Church. For how? Do they not separate themselves from the le-
gitimate society of the faithful, by acquiring for themselves a spe-
cial ministry and private administration of the sacraments? What 
is meant by destroying the communion of the Church if this is 
not? And to follow out the comparison with which I began, and at 
once close the point, what resemblance have they in this respect 
to the ancient monks? These, though they dwelt separately from 
others, had not a separate Church; they partook of the sacra-
ments with others, they attended public meetings, and were then 
a part of the people. But what have those men done in erecting 
a private altar for themselves but broken the bond of unity? For 
they have excommunicated themselves from the whole body of 
the Church, and contemned the ordinary ministry by which the 
Lord has been pleased that peace and charity should be preserved 
among his followers. Wherefore I hold that as many monasteries 
as there are in the present day, so many conventicles are there 
of schismatics, who have disturbed ecclesiastical order, and been 
cut off from the legitimate society of the faithful. And that there 
might be no doubt as to their separation, they have given them-
selves the various names of factions. They have not been ashamed 
to glory in that which Paul so execrates, that he is unable to ex-
press his detestation too strongly. Unless, indeed, we suppose that 
Christ was not divided by the Corinthians, when one teacher set 
himself above another (1 Cor. 1:12, 13; 3:4); and that now no in-
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jury is done to Christ when, instead of Christians, we hear some 
called Benedictines, others Franciscans, others Dominicans, and 
so called, that while they affect to be distinguished from the com-
mon body of Christians, they proudly substitute these names for a 
religious profession.

15. The differences which I have hitherto pointed out between 
the ancient monks and those of our age are not in manners, but 
in profession. Hence let my readers remember that I have spoken 
of monachism rather than of monks; and marked, not the vices 
which cleave to a few, but vices which are inseparable from the 
very mode of life. In regard to manners, of what use is it to particu-
larise and show how great the difference? This much is certain,612 
that there is no order of men more polluted by all kinds of vicious 
turpitude; nowhere do faction, hatred, party-spirit, and intrigue, 
more prevail. In a few monasteries, indeed, they live chastely, if 
we are to call it chastity, where lust is so far repressed as not to 
be openly infamous; still you will scarcely find one in ten which 
is not rather a brothel than a sacred abode of chastity. But how 
frugally they live? Just like swine wallowing in their sties. But lest 
they complain that I deal too unmercifully with them, I go no far-
ther; although any one who knows the case will admit, that in the 
few things which I have said, I have not spoken in the spirit of an 
accuser. Augustine though he testifies, that the monks excelled so 
much in chastity, yet complains that there were many vagabonds, 
who, by wicked arts and impostures, extracted money from the 
more simple, plying a shameful traffic, by carrying about the relics 
of martyrs, and vending any dead man’s bones for relics, bringing 
ignominy on their order by many similar iniquities. As he declares 
that he had seen none better than those who had profited in mon-
asteries; so he laments that he had seen none worse than those who 
had backslidden in monasteries. What would he say were he, in the 
present day, to see now almost all monasteries overflowing, and in 
a manner bursting, with numerous deplorable vices? I say nothing 
but what is notorious to all; and yet this charge does not apply to all 
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without a single exception; for, as the rule and discipline of holy 
living was never so well framed in monasteries as that there were 
not always some drones very unlike the others; so I hold that, in 
the present day, monks have not so completely degenerated from 
that holy antiquity as not to have some good men among them; 
but these few lie scattered up and down among a huge multitude 
of wicked and dishonest men, and are not only despised, but even 
petulantly assailed, sometimes even treated cruelly by the others, 
who, according to the Milesian proverb, think they ought to have 
no good man among them.

16. By this contrast between ancient and modern monasticism, 
I trust I have gained my object, which was to show that our cowled 
monks falsely pretend the example of the primitive Church in de-
fence of their profession; since they differ no less from the monks 
of that period than apes do from men. Meanwhile I disguise not 
that even in that ancient form which Augustine commends, there 
was something which little pleases me. I admit that they were not 
superstitious in the external exercises of a more rigorous disci-
pline, but I say that they were not without a degree of affectation 
and false zeal. It was a fine thing to cast away their substance, 
and free themselves from all worldly cares; but God sets more 
value on the pious management of a household, when the head 
of it, discarding all avarice, ambition, and other lusts of the flesh, 
makes it his purpose to serve God in some particular vocation. 
It is fine to philosophise in seclusion, far away from the inter-
course of society; but it ill accords with Christian meekness for 
any one, as if in hatred of the human race, to fly to the wilderness 
and to solitude, and at the same time desert the duties which the 
Lord has especially commanded. Were we to grant that there was 
nothing worse in that profession, there is certainly no small evil 
in its having introduced a useless and perilous example into the 
Church.

17. Now, then, let us see the nature of the vows by which the 
monks of the present day are initiated into this famous order. 
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First, as their intention is to institute a new and fictitious worship 
with a view to gain favour with God, I conclude from what has 
been said above, that everything which they vow is abomination 
to God. Secondly, I hold that as they frame their own mode of 
life at pleasure, without any regard to the calling of God, or to his 
approbation, the attempt is rash and unlawful; because their con-
science has no ground on which it can support itself before God; 
and “whatsoever is not of faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). Moreover, I 
maintain that in astricting themselves to many perverse and impi-
ous modes of worship, such as are exhibited in modern monasti-
cism, they consecrate themselves not to God but to the devil. For 
why should the prophets have been permitted to say that the Isra-
elites sacrificed their sons to devils and not to God (Deut. 32:17; 
Ps. 106:37), merely because they had corrupted the true worship 
of God by profane ceremonies; and we not be permitted to say the 
same thing of monks who, along with the cowl, cover themselves 
with the net of a thousand impious superstitions? Then what is 
their species of vows? They offer God a promise of perpetual vir-
ginity, as if they had previously made a compact with him to free 
them from the necessity of marriage. They cannot allege that they 
make this vow trusting entirely to the grace of God; for, seeing he 
declares this to be a special gift not given to all (Mt. 19:11), no man 
has a right to assume that the gift will be his. Let those who have 
it use it; and if at any time they feel the infirmity of the flesh, let 
them have recourse to the aid of him by whose power alone they 
can resist. If this avails not, let them not despise the remedy which 
is offered to them. If the faculty of continence is denied, the voice 
of God distinctly calls upon them to marry. By continence I mean 
not merely that by which the body is kept pure from fornication, 
but that by which the mind keeps its chastity untainted. For Paul 
enjoins caution not only against external lasciviousness, but also 
burning of mind (1 Cor. 7:9). It has been the practice (they say) 
from the remotest period, for those who wished to devote them-
selves entirely to God, to bind themselves by a vow of continence. 
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I confess that the custom is ancient, but I do not admit that the 
age when it commenced was so free from every defect that all that 
was then done is to be regarded as a rule. Moreover, the inexorable 
rigour of holding that after the vow is conceived there is no room 
for repentance, crept in gradually. This is clear from Cyprian. “If 
virgins have dedicated themselves to Christian faith, let them live 
modestly and chastely, without pretence. Thus strong and stable, 
let them wait for the reward of virginity. But if they will not, or can-
not persevere, it is better to marry, than by their faults to fall into 
the fire.” In the present day, with what invectives would they not 
lacerate any one who should seek to temper the vow of continence 
by such an equitable course? Those, therefore, have wandered far 
from the ancient custom who not only use no moderation, and 
grant no pardon when any one proves unequal to the performance 
of his vow, but shamelessly declare that it is a more heinous sin to 
cure the intemperance of the flesh by marriage, than to defile body 
and soul by whoredom.

18. But they still insist and attempt to show that this vow was 
used in the days of the apostles, because Paul says that widows 
who marry after having once undertaken a public office, “cast off 
their first faith” (1 Tim. 5:12). I by no means deny that widows 
who dedicated themselves and their labours to the Church, at the 
same time came under an obligation of perpetual celibacy, not be-
cause they regarded it in the light of a religious duty, as afterwards 
began to be the case, but because they could not perform their 
functions unless they had their time at their own command, and 
were free from the nuptial tie. But if, after giving their pledge, they 
began to look to a new marriage, what else was this but to shake off 
the calling of God? It is not strange, therefore, when Paul says that 
by such desires they grow wanton against Christ. In further ex-
planation he afterwards adds, that by not performing their prom-
ises to the Church, they violate and nullify their first faith given 
in baptism; one of the things contained in this first faith being, 
that every one should correspond to his calling. Unless you choose 
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rather to interpret that, having lost their modesty, they afterwards 
cast off all care of decency, prostituting themselves to all kinds of 
lasciviousness and pertness, leading licentious and dissolute lives, 
than which nothing can less become Christian women. I am much 
pleased with this exposition. Our answer then is, that those wid-
ows who were admitted to a public ministry came under an obli-
gation of perpetual celibacy, and hence we easily understand how, 
when they married, they threw off all modesty, and became more 
insolent than became Christian women that in this way they not 
only sinned by violating the faith given to the Church, but revolt-
ed from the common rule of pious women. But, first, I deny that 
they had any other reason for professing celibacy than just because 
marriage was altogether inconsistent with the function which they 
undertook. Hence they bound themselves to celibacy only in so 
far as the nature of their function required. Secondly, I do not ad-
mit that they were bound to celibacy in such a sense that it was 
not better for them to marry than to suffer by the incitements of 
the flesh, and fall into uncleanness. Thirdly, I hold that what Paul 
enjoined was in the common case free from danger, because he or-
ders the selection to be made from those who, contented with one 
marriage, had already given proof of continence. Our only reason 
for disapproving of the vow of celibacy is, because it is improperly 
regarded as an act of worship, and is rashly undertaken by persons 
who have not the power of keeping it.

19. But what ground can there be for applying this passage 
to nuns? For deaconesses were appointed, not to soothe God by 
chantings or unintelligible murmurs, and spend the rest of their 
time in idleness; but to perform a public ministry of the Church to-
ward the poor, and to labour with all zeal, assiduity, and diligence, 
in offices of charity. They did not vow celibacy, that they might 
thereafter exhibit abstinence from marriage as a kind of worship 
rendered to God, but only that they might be freer from encum-
brance in executing their office. In fine, they did not vow on attain-
ing adolescence, or in the bloom of life, and so afterwards learn, by 
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too late experience, over what a precipice they had plunged them-
selves, but after they were thought to have surmounted all danger, 
they took a vow not less safe than holy. But not to press the two for-
mer points, I say that it was unlawful to allow women to take a vow 
of continence before their sixtieth year, since the apostle admits 
such only, and enjoins the younger to marry and beget children. 
Therefore, it is impossible, on any ground, to excuse the deduc-
tion, first of twelve, then of twenty, and, lastly, of thirty years. Still 
less possible is it to tolerate the case of miserable girls, who, before 
they have reached an age at which they can know themselves, or 
have any experience of their character, are not only induced by 
fraud, but compelled by force and threats, to entangle themselves 
in these accursed snares. I will not enter at length into a refuta-
tion of the other two vows. This only I say, that besides involving 
(as matters stand in the present day) not a few superstitions, they 
seem to be purposely framed in such a manner, as to make those 
who take them mock God and men. But lest we should seem, with 
too malignant feeling, to attack every particular point, we will be 
contented with the general refutation which has been given above.

20. The nature of the vows which are legitimate and acceptable 
to God, I think I have sufficiently explained. Yet, because some 
ill-informed and timid consciences, even when a vow displeases, 
and is condemned, nevertheless hesitate as to the obligation, and 
are grievously tormented, shuddering at the thought of violating a 
pledge given to God, and, on the other hand, fearing to sin more 
by keeping it,—we must here come to their aid, and enable them 
to escape from this difficulty. And to take away all scruple at once, 
I say that all vows not legitimate, and not duly conceived, as they 
are of no account with God, should be regarded by us as null. (See 
Calv. ad Concil. Trident.) For if, in human contracts, those prom-
ises only are binding in which he with whom we contract wishes 
to have us bound, it is absurd to say that we are bound to perform 
things which God does not at all require of us, especially since our 
works can only be right when they please God, and have the tes-
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timony of our consciences that they do please him. For it always 
remains fixed, that “whatsoever is not of faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). 
By this Paul means, that any work undertaken in doubt is vicious, 
because at the root of all good works lies faith, which assures us 
that they are acceptable to God. Therefore, if Christian men may 
not attempt anything without this assurance, why, if they have un-
dertaken anything rashly through ignorance, may they not after-
wards be freed, and desist from their error? Since vows rashly un-
dertaken are of this description, they not only oblige not, but must 
necessarily be rescinded. What, then, when they are not only of no 
estimation in the sight of God, but are even an abomination, as has 
already been demonstrated? It is needless farther to discuss a point 
which does not require it. To appease pious consciences, and free 
them from all doubt, this one argument seems to me sufficient—
viz. that all works whatsoever which flow not from a pure fountain, 
and are not directed to a proper end, are repudiated by God, and 
so repudiated, that he no less forbids us to continue than to begin 
them. Hence it follows, that vows dictated by error and supersti-
tion are of no weight with God, and ought to be abandoned by us.

21. He who understands this solution is furnished with the 
means of repelling the calumnies of the wicked against those who 
withdraw from monasticism to some honest kind of livelihood. 
They are grievously charged with having perjured themselves, and 
broken their faith, because they have broken the bond (vulgarly 
supposed to be indissoluble) by which they had bound themselves 
to God and the Church. But I say, first, there is no bond when that 
which man confirms God abrogates; and, secondly, even granting 
that they were bound when they remained entangled in ignorance 
and error, now, since they have been enlightened by the knowl-
edge of the truth, I hold that they are, at the same time, free by the 
grace of Christ. For if such is the efficacy of the cross of Christ, 
that it frees us from the curse of the divine law by which we were 
held bound, how much more must it rescue us from extraneous 
chains, which are nothing but the wily nets of Satan? There can be 
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no doubt, therefore, that all on whom Christ shines with the light 
of his Gospel, he frees from all the snares in which they had en-
tangled themselves through superstition. At the same time, they 
have another defence if they were unfit for celibacy. For if an im-
possible vow is certain destruction to the soul, which God wills to 
be saved and not destroyed, it follows that it ought by no means 
to be adhered to. Now, how impossible the vow of continence is to 
those who have not received it by special gift, we have shown, and 
experience, even were I silent, declares: while the great obscenity 
with which almost all monasteries teem is a thing not unknown. 
If any seem more decent and modest than others, they are not, 
however, chaste. The sin of unchastity urges, and lurks within. 
Thus it is that God, by fearful examples, punishes the audacity 
of men, when, unmindful of their infirmity, they, against nature, 
affect that which has been denied to them, and despising the 
remedies which the Lord has placed in their hands, are confident 
in their ability to overcome the disease of incontinence by con-
tumacious obstinacy. For what other name can we give it, when 
a man, admonished of his need of marriage, and of the remedy 
with which the Lord has thereby furnished, not only despises it, 
but binds himself by an oath to despise it?



318 		    FURTHER PUBLICATIONS
FURTHER PUBLICATIONS

All publications available from Amazon.co.uk and Amazon.
co.uk and  Kindle
Servetus and Calvin

A Study of an Important Epoch in the History of the Reforma-
tion Paperback – 15 Jan 2019 by Robert Willis 

On 16 February 1553, Michael Servetus while in Vienne, 
France, was denounced as a heretic by Guillaume de Trie, a rich 
merchant who had taken refuge in Geneva. On 4 April 1553 Ser-
vetus was arrested by Roman Catholic authorities, and imprisoned 
in Vienne.At his trial, Servetus was condemned on two counts, for 
spreading and preaching Nontrinitarianism, specifically, Modalis-
tic Monarchianism, or Sabellianism, and anti-paedobaptism (an-
ti-infant baptism). Of paedobaptism, Servetus had said, “It is an 
invention of the devil, an infernal falsity for the destruction of all 
Christianity.On 17 June, he was convicted of heresy, and sentenced 
to be burned with his books. In his absence, he and his books were 
burned.Calvin is to be regarded as the author of the prosecution. 
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Nicholas de la Fontaine was a refugee in Geneva and entered the 
service of Calvin, by whom he was employed as secretary.There 
are a number of English books purporting to give an account of 
the life of Servetus, but most are a compilation of second-hand 
information or a translation wholly or in principal part from the 
French. Not one appears to have referred to the works of Serve-
tus and his contemporaries. Such is the purpose of the work now 
presented to the reader. 
The Doctrine Of The Sabbath 1622

The Doctrine Of The Sabbath 2nd Edition: 1622 Paperback – 3 
Oct 2018, by Dr John Prideaux

Of all the controverts which have exercised the Church of 
Christ, there is none more ancient than that of the Sabbath: So 
ancient that it took beginning even in the infancy of the Church, 
and grew up with it. For as we read in the Acts There rose up cer-
tain of the sect of the Pharisees, which believed, saying, that it was 
needful to circumcise the people, and to command them to keep 
the law of Moses; whereof the Sabbath was apart: Which in the 
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general, as the apostles labours to suppress in their first General 
Council, held in Jerusalem: So did S. Paul, upon occasion of whose 
ministry this controversy first began, endeavor what he could 
against the particular, shapely reproving those which hallowed yet 
the Jewish Sabbath and observed days, and months, and times, as if 
he had bestowed his labor in vain upon them. But more particular-
ly in his epistle to the Colossians, Let no man judge you in respect 
of a holy day or of the new moon, or of the Sabbath days, which 
were a shadow of things to come but the body is of Christ. Both 
which expressions of Paul are in this following discourse produced 
to this very purpose. Yet notwithstanding all this care both gen-
erally of the Apostles and more especially of Paul to suppress this 
error; it grew up still and had its patrons and abettors. This repro-
duction of, ‘The doctrine of the Sabbath’, by Dr. John Prideaux has 
been presented for those who have been troubled by the insistence 
of those religious people who insist that the first day of the week 
is the Sabbath day and to be kept holy, as dictated by the law of 
Moses. It is not. We include also Dr. John Gill on the subject of the 
circumstances of public worship as to place and time. It is the view 
of this publisher that the time and place of Christian worship it is a 
matter for the Christian community to decide and is not legislated 
in the scriptures.
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Difficulties Associated With Articles of Religion 

Among Particular Baptists

Articles of religion or confessions of faith are used to inform 
others of what a person, a church or society believe with respect 
to religious beliefs. Some churches restrict membership to those 
who will subscribe to their articles of religion. One of the prob-
lems that this brings is that there comes a time when a new be-
liever cannot, in conscience, subscribe to a tenet of belief that 
they do not understand. It may be the article is badly worded or 
poorly written or may, in fact, be in error. In which case a new 
believer could not in conscience subscribe to something they do 
not understand. Or it may be a member of the church begins to 
realize their articles of religion are in error. This book seeks to 
inform of the difficulties that articles of religion among Partic-
ular Baptists have experienced since the first London Baptists 
1646 2nd Edition was published and offers an alternative solu-
tion to this problem. This book contains the First Particular Bap-
tists London Confession 1646 2nd Edition, The Second London 
Baptists Confession 1689, Bierton Particular Baptists 1831, The 
Gospel Standard articles of religion 1878 and Bierton Particular 
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Baptists, Pakistan 2016 with observations of the difficulties that 
have proven difficult, in the past. Contents Introduction Articles 
of Religion Important Authors Testimony Bierton Particular Bap-
tist Church A Difficulty Over Articles Of Religion Written From 
Experience Bierton Particular Baptists History 1 First London Par-
ticular Baptists Confession 1646, 2nd Edition The Development of 
Articles Of Religion Act of Toleration Additions That Are Wrong 
2 London Baptist Confession 1689 Notes on The London Baptists 
Confession 1689 3 Bierton Particular Baptists Article of Religion, 
1831 Difficulties Over Articles of Religion Notes on Bierton Par-
ticular Baptists 1831 4 The Gospel Standard Articles of Religion 
1878 Observations of the Gospel Standard Articles Of religion Let-
ter to Mr Role’s of Luton Added Articles My comments Article 32 
The Difficulties Of these Articles Proved Serious Doctrinal Errors 
Held Recommendation for Serious Minded 5 Bierton Particular 
Baptists Pakistan 2016 6 Added Articles of the Gospel Standard 
1878 Gospel Standard 31 Articles
The Bierton Crisis 1984

The following pages contain a collection of recorded events, 
which seek to explain the reason for my secession from the Bier-



 		    FURTHER PUBLICATIONS		  323
ton Strict and Particular Baptist Church. Bierton is a village near 
Aylesbury in Buckinghamshire. The Bierton Church was a soci-
ety, in law, called Strict and Particular Baptists, formed in 1831 
and was presided by the son of John Warburton of Trowbridge, 
Wiltshire. It and became a Gospel Standard listed church in 1983. 
My succession from this church was not a separation from any 
other Strict Baptist church just the Bierton Church. I was not the 
subject of church discipline but rather I withdrew from the com-
munion as a matter of conscience. And according to our church 
rules practice I am still a member. Conscience Free My voluntary 
leaving of this society leaves me free in conscience to relate my 
experiences, being bound only by the Law of Christ and not the 
rules of that society. The date of my secession was the 26th of June 
1984. This is written believing this may help any persons finding 
themselves in similar situations and to point out the ignorance of 
some religious people.
Bierton Strict and Particular Baptists

My Testimony Being Set for a defence and confirmation of the 
Gospel Kindle Edition

by David Clarke (Author)
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There are three separate accounts in the New Testament of 

a man who had been possessed with devils. He had been living 
among the tombs and the people had attempted to bind him with 
chains and fetters but he broke them so he would not be bound. 
People were afraid of him and avoided him. He had no house and 
wore no cloths and the devil drove him often into the wilderness.

And Jesus had just demonstrated his authority over the wind 
and the tempest to his disciples and now had commanded the un-
clean spirit to come out of the man and gave leave for the legion of 
devils to go into the swine and as a result the man was found at the 
feet of Jesus clothed in his right mind. The man wanted to be with 
Jesus and go with him, but Jesus said no but rather got to his own 
city and tell of all that the Lord had done for him. And straight way 
he went and published throughout the whole city of all that Jesus 
had done for him.

This book is a record of the personal testimony of the author 
in which he tells of what the Lord Jesus Christ has done for him it 
was first published on 11th February 2001 under the title Convert-
ed on LSD Trip. It is not written to glorify his past life but written 
as a testimony to what the Lord has done for him, despite his past 
sinful and criminal life. In this he tells of his early life before his 
sudden conversion from crime to Christ, him learning the doc-
trines of the grace of God and him joining the Bierton Strict and 
Particular Baptists church, in 1976. He tells of his succession from 
the church over matters of conscience, in 1984. These matters are 
told in detail, in his book The Bierton Crisis 1984

Even the apostle Paul told of is past life as a religious man in 
his own defense when persecuted by the jews. He was a Hebrew of 
the Hebrews, circumcised the 8th day, Of the tribe of Benjamin, as 
toughing the Law blameless, not in a way of boasting but to show 
his past life, even though he was a religious man he considered it 
as worthless. He had been a Pharisee and from a religious zeal-
ous point of view persecuted the church even unto strange cities. 
He punished them oft in every synagogue, and compelled them to 
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blasphemy, and being exceeding mad against them.

When the Apostle Paul was arrested by the lord on the Damas-
cus Rod he fell to the ground and Jesus instructed him that he was 
to make him a minister and a witness both of the things he had 
seen and those things He would appear to him.

The author has written this book for this reason to inform the 
reader of all the that lord Jesus has done for him and to point out 
those important truths of the gospel of Christ.
The Marrow Of Doctrinal Divinity

This republication of Dr William Ames work seeks to promote 
the doctrines of distinguishing grace. Dr John Gill quotes often 
from Dr Ames in his works and for this reason we have made The 
Marrow of Sacred Divinity available for the reader of today. The 
gospel truths are clearly Calvinists and clearly beneficial for all to 
read. This work was translated for the latin and we have done our 
best to correct the old fashion way of spelling words so please ex-
cuse the erroWilliam Ames ( 1576 – 14 November 1633) was an En-
glish Protestant divine, philosopher, and controversialist. He spent 
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much time in the Netherlands and is noted for his involvement 
in the controversy between the Calvinists and the Arminians. The 
Arminians, or Remonstrants as they were better known opposed 
the “rigid” Calvinism of the Dutch Reformed churches–a “rigidity” 
also shared among the English Puritans. The Remonstrants argued 
two main points: that the human will played a significant, if not a 
controlling role in salvation and that Christ died for all men, not 
just the elect. On the second point, Arminius had made a special 
attack on theory of predestination held by William Perkins, Ames’ 
respective Cambridge tutor. Ames did battle in several tracts with 
Jan Uitenbogaert, Simon Episcopius, and especially Nicolaas Gre-
vinchoven, an influential Remonstrant minister in Rotterdam. In 
the winter of 1618-1619 the whole Arminian conflict came to a 
climax during the Synod of Dort to which Reformed theologians 
came from England, Holland, France, Switzerland and Germany. 
Ames served as a consultant to the moderator of the Synod, which 
finally condemned Arminian theology. He prepared this work as 
his Medulla Theologiae (The Marrow of Theology), a manual of 
Calvinistic doctrine, for his students. His works, which the Bi-
ographia Britannica (1778) testifies were known over Europe, were 
collected at Amsterdam in five volumes. Only a small proportion 
was translated into English. Ames’ thought was particularly influ-
ential in New England.
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Infant-Baptism A Part And Pillar Of Popery

A Vindication of a Paragraph in a Preface to a Reply to Mr 
Clarke’s Defence of Infant- Baptism

To Which Is Added
 A Postscript containing a full an sufficient Answer to Six Let-

ters of Candidus, on the Subjects and Mode of Baptism, &c.
Plus several items on the subject of Baptism
This republication to Dr John Gills works on the subject of bap-

tism was prompted by recent claim of those who practice infant 
baptism who argue that it is a sign of the Covenant and that it 
relates to circumcision. 

Dr John Gill argues that infant baptism is part and pillar of Pop-
ery.
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