CALVIN AS EVANGELIST:
A STUDY OF THE REFORMER’S SERMONS IN PREPARATION
For THE CHRISTIAN CELEBRATION OF PASSOVER1

Hughes Oliphant Old

What this paper will attempt to show is that John Calvin, the Reformer of Geneva, had
a very distinct evangelistic ministry and that it was thought out in its relation to the sacrament
of the Lord's Supper. Calvin’s evangelism culminated in the sacrament of Communion.
Recent scholarship has thrown considerable light on the way the American approach to
evangelism developed out of the seventeenth century Scottish Communion seasons.?2 What
this paper will claim is that the tradition goes back even further, namely, to the preparatory
services for Easter Communion at which Calvin preached an evangelistic message. It is firmly
based on a covenantal understanding of the sacraments, as it was developed by the High
Rhenish Reformers early in the sixteenth century, Calvin’s working out of the implications of
this covenantal theology of the sacraments is particularly evident in the preparatory sermons
he preached at Easter in the year 1558.3

Nine sermons have been preserved.# The first was preached on the Sunday morning
before Easter, the second at Vespers later that day and then one each day through the rest of
the week, the ninth sermon being preached on Easter Sunday morning at the celebration of
communion.5 The Scripture lessons were taken from the Gospel of Matthew as follows:

1. Sunday Moming Matthew 26:36-39
Garden of Gethsemane

2. Sunday Vespers Matthew 26:40-50
The Arrest

3. Monday Matthew 26:51-66
Trial before the High Priest

4, Tuesday Matthew 26:67-27:11

The Denial of Peter and
the Despair of Judas

5. Wednesday Matthew 27:11-26
Jesus before Pilate

6. Thursday Matthew 27:27-44
Jesus Mocked

7. Friday Matthew 27:45-54
Jesus on the Cross

8. Saturday Matthew 27:55-60
The Burial

9. Sunday Moming Matthew 28:1-10

The Resurrection

In 1548 the city council specificly indicated that the pastors were to preach on the Passion
narrative during the week before Easter.® The concemn of the city council in this matter may
go back to the evangelistic tradition of such fifteenth century Italian Franciscans as
Bemardino di Siena. The Franciscans regularly had evangelistic preaching at Easter. The
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annual Easter evangelistic crusade was a significant feature of the devotional life of the Italian
cities in the century before the Reformation.”

There is a definite pastoral integrity to these sermons. The first in the series
announces that on the Lord’s Day following, that is, on Easter Sunday, the Lord’s Supper is
to be celebrated.8 This is a tip off to the fact that the whole series of sermons is a preparation
for that celebration. The conclusion of the series is the invitation to participate in the covenant
meal, and, thereby, make a faith commitment. This makes it even clearer that the pastoral
thrust of the series is evangelistic. What we have here is the beginning of the Reformed
Communion season, the prototype of the traditional Reformed preparatory service. Let us
look at the content of these sermons. Here, very clearly, we see Calvin as evangelist.?

I

First of all this is evident when we see how Calvin presents the religious experience of
those who surrounded the Cross and applies this to the religious experience of those in his
congregation. In speaking of the disciples who accompanied Jesus to the Garden of
Gethsemane and who in that trying hour fell asleep, Calvin admonishes his congregation to
reflect on how slow even the best of us are. We are too often asleep to the spiritual needs of
the hour and yet Christ died to save even the sleepy.l? In this sermon preached the Sunday
evening before Communion Calvin urges his congregation, “So then let each one prepare
himself, knowing for what he has been called of God and what responsibility he has been
given.”11 The theme of preparation is sounded clearly. A bit further on in the same sermon
Calvin speaks about Judas and the way he betrayed Jesus with a kiss which pretended to be a
mark of affection, “But in coming to him let us be well advised never to call him master with
the tip of the tongue when we are nevertheless his enemies.”12 Here Calvin as a proper
evangelist is talking about how it is we come to Christ. In the third sermon Calvin speaks
about Caiaphas the High Priest who failed in the most sacred of ministries. His example
should be a warning to us. Let us not be like Caiaphas who refused to recognize Christ, but
rather, “Let us receive Him as our sovereign Prince.”1® The sermon on the following day
takes up Peter’s denial of Christ and his sorrow when he realized what he had done. For
Calvin this is an opportunity to speak at length on the subject of repentance, a subject which
needs to be treated when one is preparing a congregation for Communion, especially when
one sees this preparation as a time for preaching a specifically evangelistic message. As Calvin
understands it, repentance comes about when God reveals his love to us in spite of our sins
and thereby draws us to himself. “For just as he has declared his love for the human race by
the fact that he did not hold back his own Son, but delivered him up to death for our sins, so
in the same way he has declared a special love for us when through his Holy Spirit he brought
us to a recognition of our sins and to a sense of sorrow for them and thereby with repentance
draws us to himself.”14 In other words, the preaching of the Passion narrative is a
fundamental element in evangelistic preaching because it reveals both the love of God and
our need of salvation.

Calvin develops his ideas on repentance by contrasting the repentance of Judas which
led to despair and the repentance of Peter which led to forgiveness.!5 In the sermon on the
trial of Jesus before Pilate Calvin brings up the Roman official’s supercilious taunt, “What is
truth?” and wamns his congregation, “And if today there be many Pilates who refuse to be
taught in the school of God and thereby render themselves unteachable, as though they were
already sufficiently wise, let us not fail to take a stance of obedience and of faith so that we
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accept that which our Lord shows us and proposes to us.”16 In the sixth sermon our preacher
takes the story of the two thieves crucified on either side of Jesus as emblematic of two kinds
of humanity. There are those who in the troubles of life become ever more contemptuous of
God and go from mockery to mockery and there are those who like the penitent thief
experiencing the same troubles recognize their faults and reverently appeal to the mercy of
God. Just as Calvin contrasted Peter and Judas so now he contrasts the two thieves to show his
congregation the way of salvation.17 -

In the sermon on the burial of Christ Calvin points to the example of the women who
were steadfast in their faith even in the darkest hour. He even goes so far as to say, “The truth
is that Saint Matthew has more faith in the constancy of the women than that of the men.”18
Then a bit further on he says, “But when women have been led by the Spirit of God there is
more boldness in them than in men...in that we recognize God’s special care and it is to him
therefore that the glory should be given.1® The steadfast faith of the women should teach us
that God by his Holy Spirit can strengthen us in our darkest hour. In the same sermon the
faithfulness of Joseph and Nicodemus is held up as well. The two of them could so easily
have been like the other eminent men of their day, but God worked a change in their
hearts.20 It was a change that needs to be worked in the hearts of all of us, a change which the
ministry of evangelistic preaching is supposed to help bring about.

Throughout the course of these sermons Calvin gives careful attention to the disciples
who could not stay awake in the Garden of Gethsemane, Peter’s failure of faith, the despair of
Judas, Pilate’s agnosticism, the blindness of the Scribes, the repentance of the thief on the
cross, the devotion of the women, Joseph of Arimathea’s piety, and the final faithfulness of
Nicodemus. As Calvin preached he was aware that each one of them was sitting in his
congregation. Before him sat those whose faith had failed just as Peter’s had, those who, as
Nicodemus, had come to Jesus by night but might now be ready to come to him in broad
daylight, those whose lives had been changed by Christ, as had Mary Magdalene’s, and would
come to Christ faithfully wherever he might be and do his bidding wherever he might send
her. There were those who had betrayed Jesus as had Judas and to such Calvin wanted to
make clear the way of repentance was open, just as it had been to Peter. There were those who
like the thief on the cross would in the preaching of Christ’s Passion come to see Jesus as the
Lamb of God and pray that he would remember them when he came into his kingdom.2! In
fact when one reads Calvin’s treatment of the repentant thief, one realizes most clearly that
that was just how Calvin understood his preaching ministry during the week before Easter. It
was his job to present the Passion so that those who were in the congregation would recognize
Christ as their Savior and so come to the Lord’s Table and pledge their faith in him by
participating in the covenant meal. For Calvin the preaching of the Cross meant to present
Christ’s sacrifice as the revelation of God’s atoning love for the humanity he had created, and
to present it so clearly that those who heard it would believe it. That, if we would follow the
example of Calvin, is how we ought to preach at the Christian celebration of Passover.

II.

Second we notice that for Calvin it was very important to present the cross as vicarious
atonement.22 That was of the essence of Calvin’s evangelistic message. Christ suffered for us
and for our salvation. The preaching of the cross is, after all, Gospel. It is good news. The
cross is far more than an example, far more than something for us to do; it is something that
has been done for us; something we could not do for ourselves.23 Apparently it was Calvin’s
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regular practice to preach through the Passion Narrative during the week before Easter. That
was what he understood by preaching the cross. And the point of preaching the cross for
Calvin is not to exhort his congregation to take up their cross and follow Christ, especially if
by taking up the cross and following Christ was meant the performing of the ascetic
disciplines so popular in the Middle Ages.24 That was the message of Lent and had been ever
since Pope Leo the Great. Calvin was never shy about preaching self denial, Although that
theme is not absent from Calvin’s preaching, it is not primary.25 The primary theme is that
“God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself.” Christ’s declaration on the cross,
“It is finished,” is the key word for understanding the Passion. It means the sacrifice has
been accomplished, the atonement has been made. Evangelistic preaching for Calvin was to
preach the Cross. It was to tell the story of how Christ made atonement for our sins.

Several different dimensions of the vicarious atonement are brought out with
particular clarity in this series of sermons. That the sacrifice of Christ was a vicarious
atonement rather than simply an heroic example was made clear as Calvin saw it when Jesus
stood trial both before Caiaphas and Pilate. Jesus made no defense because he willingly
offered himself as sacrifice for those who were guilty, that he might suffer in their place.26
Pilate recognized the innocence of Jesus and yet sent him to death just the same. As Calvin
sees it, Jesus could have established his innocence just as he could have escaped except that he
knew that the Father had sent him to offer the expiatory sacrifice which could be offered only
by one who was innocent. For Calvin all this is implied in that Christ is called the Lamb of
God.

From the very beginning of the series Calvin wants to make clear that the suffering of
the Passion was the experiencing of God’s rejection of sin.2? “But when it was necessary that
our Lord Jesus Christ endure such struggles it becomes a sign of his love for us. He loved us
so much that he forgot himself, letting the full force of the storm fall on his head, so that we
might be delivered from the wrath of God.”?8 This becomes clear when we hear Jesus
praying the twenty-second psalm, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.” As
Calvin sees it this shows that Jesus bore the full weight of God’s rejection of sin. The agony
was quite real. It was the agony of knowing that God had turned away. And yet Jesus never
lost faith. He still claimed God as his God. He knew his God would be faithful.29 The
suffering was the experiencing of God’s anger at sin, the experiencing of God’s wrath at
injustice and unrighteousness in all forms. Christ died, Calvin tells us, that he might sense the
curse of God.30 That is the divine curse which rests upon sin, But he experienced it for us,
that experiencing it, he might atone for it. The imagery here comes from the sacrificial
system of the Old Testament. As the Lamb of God he took the curse for us.3!

In another of these sermons, Calvin tells us that Jesus took upon himself the ignominy
which we merited and as the scapegoat he bore it away,32 The rite of the scapegoat was a
distinctly different image from that of the passover lamb. Both are figures of vicarious
sacrifice. While the passover lamb is a figure of the redemptive power of innocent suffering,
particularly as we find it in Isaiah 53, the figure of the scapegoat emphasizes the bearing away
of the sin. These are two important dimensions of the concept of vicarious sacrifice.

There is a third dimension of this concept and that is the concept of ransom. When a
prisoner was captured by an enemy, that prisoner could be recovered by the payment of a
ransom, This is another biblical figure for Christ’s sacrifice (Mark 10:45). Calvin uses it to
convey the urgency of the demand for the offering of a sacrifice.33 The figure of the paying
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of a ransom also conveys another dimension of this complex mystery of vicarious sacrifice
and that is that the captive is powerless to save himself. He is in the power of the enemy and
must be saved by someone who has not been overpowered by the enemy.

A fourth biblical figure of vicarious sacrifice which Calvin uses is that Christ’s
obedience on the cross paid back to God the debt which man owes to God for his
disobedience. Man’s disobedience is an offense to God, and reparation needs to be made.
The obedience of Christ, an obedience even unto death, pays the debt that is owed and repairs
the ruptured relationship between God and his creation. That this member of the human race
who suffered the cross was the incarnate Son of God makes his obedient suffering so
exceedingly precious to his Father that it abundantly covers the whole debt of human sin.34
These four themes are sounded again and again in this series of sermons.35 For Calvin
evangelistic preaching is far more than telling the congregation what they must do to win
Christ. It is at a far deeper level telling the congregation what Christ has done to win them.

For Calvin the preaching of the cross witnesses to the supreme revelation of God’s
love. This is both the first point and the last point that Calvin makes in this series of sermons.
“As Scripture explains, three things are to be recognized in regard to our salvation. The first
is the inestimable love which God has for us.”3® God’s love for his fallen creatures is so
great that he sends out his unique Son, his beloved Son, to make the ultimate sacrifice that
they be restored to fellowship with him.37 So precious are human souls to God!38 In the
final sermon of the series the invitation to the Lord’s Supper is presented as a call to the
children of God to gather around the table of their Father, for it is at this table that the
children of God experience the fraternity of the household of faith and the infinite goodness
of God.3% “For since our Lord Jesus Christ graciously acknowledges us as his brothers so
that we might have access to Ged, lef us seck him and come to him quite openly, being so
warmly invited.”40

We are well aware of course that there are those who tell us that Calvin has nothing to
say of the love of God, or that the love of God does not seem to have any function in Calvin’s
theology. We will let others worry about whether this rather harsh judgment is justified
elsewhere in Calvin’s writings. One thing is clear when Calvin enters the pulpit to preach the
cross; that is, at the heart of his ministry, we hear quite a bit about the love of God. For Calvin
there is no understanding of the cross without seeing it in terms of the relation of the Father
to the Son and the Son to the Father. This is a relationship of love and it is the type, or
paitern, of our relationship to God and through faith in Christ we are brought into this
relationship of love.4! Faith, for Calvin, is the means of entering into communion with God
and that communion is nothing other than a love relationship. Faith is the means; love is the
end.

1.

Finally, we notice a third characteristic of these sermons. The Passover of the Law is
the type of the celebration of the Christian Lord’s Supper.

And this then is why St. Paul says that our paschal lamb has been crucified
and immolated and that now there is nothing left for us to do than that we
keep the feast and that we participate in the sacrifice. And just as in ancient
times under the Law, when the sacrifice was offered one ate so, now, it is for us
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to take our food and spiritual refreshment in this sacrifice which has been
offered for our redemption.42

For Calvin the preaching of Easter is therefore the preaching of the Christian Passover.43 Itis
not two celebrations, a cclebration of Christ’s death on Good Friday and a celebration of his
Resurrection on Easter Sunday. It is one celebration, the Christian celebration of Passover.44
It presents to us the story of how Christ made the passage from this life to the life to come.
The Gospels are of course already permeated with this thought.#> That Calvin should preach
nine sermons during Easter and have only one of them deal with the Resurrection seems a bit
unbalanced. It is only to be explained by the fact that the Gospels themselves are written that
way. They give much more space to the Passion than to the Resurrection. There is something
clse, however, and that is Calvin aims in his preaching to show us that the way is open for us to
make the same passage. The passage is made by faith, the faith that receives the message that
the Christ who died for us is risen for us. The good news of the Resurrection announces to us
that the Father is waiting for us, too. The risen Christ has made the passage to the Father, to
his Father and our Father and this good news is addressed to the whole multitude of the
faithful, It is because Christ is risen that we have communion with the Father,46 The
Resurrection appearances as Calvin presents them have the function of assuring us that indeed
the passage was made. In this sense these sermons reflect the Gospels themselves.

The sermon concludes with an invitation to the Lord’s Supper. The table has been
prepared for us that we be united to Christ as he is united to the Father. This union is a union
of love, the covenantal love which binds together the family of God’s people. It is for this
reason that we are called Christ’s brethren. He would have us participate in the sacrifice which
he has once and for all made for our salvation. He would bring us from death to resurrection,
The gate of heaven is open so that we may come before our Father, presenting ourselves 1o
him, knowing that he always receives us as his children.4?

Here then is how today we should benefit from this holy Supper which has
been prepared for us. This Supper conducts us to the death and the passion of
our Lord Jesus Christ and to his resurrection as well, that there we find faith
for life and for salvation. And since by the victory of his resurrection he has
won for us justification, and since the gate of paradise is open to us, let us
therefore present ourselves before him, knowing that always he receives us as
his children.*8

Calvin, of course, never used the word “Easter.” That word is unique to Germanic languages.
Calvin used the French word Pdques, or Passover. In the sermon he preached for the Christian
celebration of Passover in the year of our Lord 1558, he reminded his congregation of the
words of the Apostle Paul that Christ our Passover has been sacrificed and that we should
therefore keep the feast by leaving sin behind us and uniting with Christ in the Supper set
before us. That, of course, is a very ancient evangelistic message.
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Christ (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1950). These preparatory sermons were originally
published by Conrad Badius in Geneva under the title, Plusieurs Sermons de Iehan Calvin touchant la
divinite, humanite, et nativite de nostre Seigneur lesus Christ: Item touchant sa passion, mort,
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