CALVIN AND NATURAL LAMW
by
William Klempa

The problem of natural law in Calvin has proved to be a
major battle-ground in twentieth century scholarship. Two main
groups have contended on this critical issue, each claiming to be
the true interpreters of Calvin's teaching. One group of scholars
holds that natural law plays no real part in Calvin's thought.
The other group claims that Calvin built his social., ethical, and
political ideas on the foundation of natural law, and a few of
them even profess to find in Calvin's view a basis for establish-
ing a Christian theory of natural Taw for our day.

After a century of intensive research and vigorous--if not
at times acrimonious--debate, we are, I believe, in a better posi-
tion to focus again on this issue and to draw some conclusions
about Calvin's teaching. As the ensuing discussion will make evi-
dent, I shall take a middle position. or to be more accurate, I
shall dart back and forth between the deeply-dug and strongly de-
fended trenches of the opposing. sides. I am well aware that to do
so is to take the risk of being caught in the cross~fire of the
opposing sides. My one hope is that the warring factions will not
fix their sights and fire on someone who has foolishly strayed
into "no-man's land."

In the discussion which follows, I propose: first, to sur-
vey some of the significant twentieth-century studies of Calvin
and natural law; second., to set forth his teaching, taking into
account some of the significant findings of recent research: and
finally, to try to draw a number of conclusions.

Survey of Twentieth Century Scholarship

At the beginning of the century, August Lang, the German
Calvin scholar, asserted that Calvin was no "“friend of natural
Taw" because he held "too strongly the fundamental Reformation
conviction of the universal sinful corruption of the natural
man.“I MNatural law is a Catholic and a later liberal Protestant
concept, Lang said., which p?aged no part in Calvin's "judgment of
lTegal and social conditions." Lang's views were countered by G.
Beyerhaus in his work. Studien zur Staatsanschauung Calvins, in
which he sought §o relate natural law to Calvin's view of the sov-
ereignty of God. In spite of Beyerhaus' critique, Lang held res-
olutely to his position that the connections of Calvin's theology
to natural law were "external and superficia?.“4

Beyerhaus' position was supported by Ernst Troeltsch, who
stressed Calvin's acceptance of '‘a concept of relative natural Taw.
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Like Melanchthon and Luther before him. Calvin, Troeltsch said,
identified natural law with the Decalogue and made this identifi-
catijon a means of incorporating poiitical and social knowledge
into Christian ethics, "of_uniting 01d and New Testament with
Aristotle and Cicero. . . .*" But whereas Luther regarded natural
law as M"an irratigna] taw of force," Calvin understood it more
rationalistically. Troeltsch believed that an inner contradic-
tion ran through Calvin’s theology between the rationalism, of
natural law and the irrational character of the divine wi1].7 a
contradiction which Troeltsch believed was resolved as the idea of
the state became more rational in Calvinism under the impact of
such thinkers as Althusius. Grotius, and others.

Emile Doumergue, the doyen of early twentieth-century
Calvin scholars, was the next to address the question of natural
law. He rejected Lang's position but he also distanced himself
from Troeltsch's interpretation. Calvin, Doumergue said. spoke of
an order of nature f{ordo nagurae). created by God., which gives
birth to the Tlaw of nature. For Calvin, natural law not only
renders humanity inexcusable but also has a positive role. As
proof, Doumergue probided a long list of what, according to
Calvin, nature teaches. He concluded that Calvin did not espouse
a juridical system of natural right but rather affirmed "the exis-
tence of an order and law of nature:" and on iEO supported "the
edifice of legal and moral relations among men." But Doumergue
also insisted that Calvin denied the existence of an independent
law of naf¥re and of an independent morality with considerable
vehemence.

In 1934, Josef Bohatec published a major work entitled
Calvin und das Recht. According to him. neither Lang. Beyerhaus,
Troeltsch, nor Doumergue had done Justice to "the elements to
which prominence must be given in the problem of natural law." In
Bohatec's estimation., they had failed to offer a description of
nature as the origin of natural law and of the psychological and
ethical presuppositions of natural right, to distinguish clearly
between the purely natural and the Christian elements, to present
Calvin's attempted synthesis, to discuss the the doctrine histori-
cally, and finally to show its relation to Calvin's other ideas. 2
This became Bohatec's agenda.

At the very time Bohatec was concerned with these
questions, the debate between Karl Barth and Emil Brunner regard-
ing the reality of a natural knowledge of God and of his will by
means of a natural law began to rage 1in European theology.
Brunner argued that Calvin made frequent use of the concept of na-
tural law. Nature was both a concept of being and a norm. and he
repe?§ed1y used such expressions as patura docet and natura dic-
tat. His ‘position, Brunner said. was that the ". . . lex natu-
rae is ijdentical in content with the lex scripta . . . the lex
scripta has no other function but to make the lex naturae effec-
tive again. For the lex naturae is the will of God in




creation."l4

To this position., Karl Barth replied that although Calvin
"spoke of a Duplex cognitio Bomini. from creation and in Christ.
. « ." he "did not regard it as a capacity which man has retajned
and which has to be reconstituted by faith, as a point of contact
for revelation and for the new 1ife in Christ." A real knowledge
of God derived from creation is for Calvin "a possibility in prin-
ciple but not in fact. . . . One might call it an objective pos-
sibility created by God. but not a subjective possibility open to
man. Between what is possible in principle and what is possibie
in fact there inexorably 1ies the Fall. Hence this possibility
can only be discqgsed hypothetically: si integer sitetisset Adam
(Inst., I.ii,1)."

It was not long before the Ca]vi% specialists took up arms
and engaged in battie. Gunter Gloedel grovided ammunitifg for
Brunner's position. ile Peter Barth.1 Peter Brunner, and
lTater Wilhelm Niesel were the ammunition suppliers for Karl
Barth. Each side used its scholarly artillery to fire citations
from Calvin's writings at the other side. One should not make
1ight of a serijous scholarly debate in which crucial jssues were
at stake. Yet one cannot help observing that the Swiss predilec-
tion for neutrality apparently did not in this case extend to
theological matters.

In 1937, a Genevan legal scholar. Marc-Edouard Cheneviere.
enlisted on the Barthian side with a work entitled., La Pensée Pol-
jtigue de Calvin. He attacked Brunner's view that for Calvin the
Decalogue simply serves to render the natural law "perfectly
clear" (vollkommen deutlich). On the contrary. Cheneviere said,
Calvin taught that the written law expounds purely and simply whgg
the natural law could no longer teach because of sin.
Cheneviere contributed significantly to the discussion by focusing
on Calvin's teaching regarding conscience. Conscience for Calvin
was "an interior voice which has no need of reason." a God-given
faculty. obscured by the Fall and in Caivin's view effectively su-
perseded by the Decalogue, by which humanity distinguished good
from 5?11. not according to any general principle. but case by
case.

After the war, the Calvin scholar John T. McNeill published
an important article entitled. "Natural Law in the Teaching of the
Reformers," in which he emphasized the continuity of the Reformers
with their predecessors regarding natural 1law. In a not-so-
oblique reference to the Barth-Brunner debate, McNeiil stated:
"The assumption of some contemporary theologians that natural Taw
has no place in the company of Reformation theology cannot be
allowed to govern historical 1inquiry or to lead us to ignore,
minimize, or evacuate of reality. the positive utterances on natgé
ral law scattered through the works of "the Reformers."
McNeill's conclusion was that while it might be permissible to
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argue that natural law is of secondary interest to Calvin, this is
because the earthiy realm for him was subordinate to the heavenly.
"Within the mundane society., natural law is not secondary but con-
trolling--and this because it is not Sgrth1y but divine in origin,
engraved by God on all men's hearts.”

The scholariy battle resumed in 1949 with the publication
of T. F. Torrance's fine book., Calvin's Doctrine of Man., the last
two chapters of which were devoted to a discussion of natural the-
ology. Torrance made no reference to the Barth-Brunner debate or
to "works on Calvin, ancient or modern, so that Chisl 5 esentation
might be free from the imputation of partisanship." Yet the
book was far from being a so1i1oquy"-Ca1v§g speaking for himself--
but another "voice in a vehement debate."

The Barthian side was not to gain the upper hand so easily.
In 1952 Edward A. Dowey published his study, The Knowledge of God
in Calvin's Theology. He stated that his reading of Calvin led
him to follow., in general. Beyerhaus, Bohatec. Brunner, Gloede,
McNeill, and, in some respects, Doumergue, as against Lang, Peter
Barth, Niesel, Cheneviere. and T. H. L. Parker. The special
characteristic of Dowey's presentation was his,_emphasis on the
term conscience., which he set forth as fo11ows:26 the content of
conscience and natural law is a knowledge of principles rather
than detailed laws:; this content cannct be definite because sinful
humanity no longer has such complete knowledge; the formulation of
Taw in the Decalogue is accommodated to our finful incapacities
and is therefore negative and fragmentary;2 and the material
Calvin used regarding natural law came from expressions of the
innate knowledge in the bodies of law of pagan cgéture with which
Calvin became familiar as a law student in Paris.

The next contribution was from Arthur C. Cochrane in an
essay included in a collection entitled Church-State Relations in
Ecumenical Perspective (1966). Cochrane noted that "The probiﬁg
of natural law, at Tleast in Calvin, will not die down."
Although Cochrane admitted that he did not believe that Calvin
taught that there is a knowledge of God's Tﬁ}] "through a natural
law implanted in all men from creation,® he acknowledged that
Calvin's writings were so full of reference to the Taw of nature
and conscience, that these could not be brusquely dismissed. He
appeared to grant that Calvin used natural law in a positive as
well as a negative sense. But this did not mean that "we could
dispense with God's law and substitute natural Taw." Rather
Calvin's "point is that God's law is in harmony with the true
ordersff man's creatureliness which is itself known from God's
law."

Cochrane's discussion was followed by David Little's 1968
essay, "Calvin and the Prospects for a Christian Theory of Ngﬁural
Law."* Curiously, Little agreed with Cochrane's conclusions, and
then proceeded in a chastened Troeltschian fashion, contrary to
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Cochrane's 1intentions, to argue for a 1imite§3theory of natural
Taw on the basis of Calvin's general approcach.

There were other valuable discussions of natural Taw:
Ronald S. Wallace, in his Calvin's Doctrine of the Christian Life,
devoted a helpful chapt§£ to the subject, "The order of nature and
the Christian life." Frangois Wendel argued that Calvin
ratained the notion of natural law that he had acquired from the
Stoics, and did no more than accommodate it to Christian princi-
ples.®™ Yet natural law remained a foreign body in his theology,
and its existence alongside §ﬂ$ divine Taw expressed in the Deca-
logue was hardly justifiable. Harro HBpfl, in his The Christian
Polity of John Calvin., stated that in Calvin's theology "natural
Taw was systematically being ground into insignificance between
the upper millstone of divine Taw and the nether millstone of pos-
itive law." Though H8pfl1 found that references to natural law are
"not peripheral or casual," he believed t?gt it had an "entirely
secondary importance" in Calvin's thought.

Calvin's Teaching on Natural Law

I shall begin by quoting an important passage from the
final chapter of the [nstitutes, a passage which remained
unaltered from the 1536 edition. In other words, I shall commence
where Calvin concludes and work back to the beginning and I shall
begin, so to speak, at the top. Tooking at law from the perspec-
tive of God's gracious intgftion and then work down fto Calvin's
discussion of human nature. The passage is as follows:

It is a fact that the law of God which we call the moral
Taw is nothing else than a testimony of natural Taw and of
that conscience (naturalis legis testimonium id est con-
scientiae) which God has engraved (a Deg insculpta) upon
the minds of men. Consequently, the entire scheme of this
equity (aequitatis ratio) . . . has been prescribed in it.
Hence, this equit% alone must be the goal and rule and
Timit of all laws. 8

In- this significant statement, the important concepts of the law
of God, the moral law. natural Taw. conscience., and equity are not
only brought into the discussion but are also closely associated
with one another. They have a similar content or intent which
might lead one to think they are identical. Yet Calvin's thought
is more subile than such a simple identification. [ propose now
to 1ook at each of them in turn.

The Law of God

Law s a fundamental coqﬁfpt in Calvin's theology. As the
revelation of the will of God, law is the means of maintaining
the relationship of humanity to God. When Adam is still in thé
Garden of Eden, *A iaw is imposed on him," Calvin says (in his
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comments on Genesis 2:16), "as a sign of his subjection. . . ."
To be sure, Calvin knows Paul's view that the "law was not made
for the righteous" (1 Timothy 1:9) and that "the law is the minis-
ter of death" (2 Corinthians 3:7), yet Paul knew that this is so
"accidentally and from the corruption of nature." Still at the
beginning, Calvin says. "a prﬁﬁept was given man whence he might
know that God ruled over him."

Calvin made a distinction between the positive, pre-fall
function of the Taw and its negative or accidental post-fall func-
tion. As E. A. Dowey has commented instructively: "The concept
of law here is seen to belong to the revelation of God the Creator
and to carry no hint of sin or disharmony. It is not something
that comes in between God and man, destrggtive of a personal rela-
tion, but is the mode of that relation.” To be under law, to be
under the command of the Creator. is. for Calvin, an essential
condition of humanity. a signum subjectionis. We are by our very
nature subjects under subjection to a sovereign Creator.

Calvin sets forth his view of law in the context of the
discussion of civil government in Book IV, chapter 20 of the
Institutes. Laws., he states, are the "strongest sinews of govern-
ment" (validissimi rerum publicarum nervi), or in a statement ai-
cribed to Plato by Cicero., laws are "the souls™ of government. 2
He notes that there are those who "deny that a commonwealth is
duly framed which neglects the laws of Moses and is ruled by the
common law of nations," and he brands this a "perilous and $§d1~
tious doctrine." Then in a manner reminiscent of Aquinas,
divides the Mosaic laws into moral. ceremonial, and judiciai.
Calvin grants that ceremonial and judicial laws relate to morals.,
but since they can be altered or abrogated without destroy1ng mo-
rality. they are not properly called moral Taws.

The Moral Law

The next term in the key passage is moral law. If Taw gov-
erns in the pre-fall state, it continues to regulate humanity in
its post-fall condition in the form of moral law. The moral law
is expressed in the Decalogue:

The moral law . . . is contained under two heads. one of
which simply commands us to worship God with pure faith
and piety: the other, to embrace men with sincere affec-
tion. Accordingly. it is the true and eternal rule of
righteousness, prescribed for men of all nations and
times, who wish to conform their lives to God's wiil. For
it is his eternal and unchangeable will that he himself
indeed Ef worshiped by us all, and that we Tove one
another. ‘

Four points should be noted about the moral Taw: (1) that it is
eternal and unchangeable; (2) that it is universal, prescribed for
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“men of all nations and times"; (3} that it teaches that God is to
be worshiped by us all:; and (4) that it teaches that we ought to
love one ancther.

In identifying the moral Taw with the Deca¥ogue,45 Calvin
understood the latter in a broader sense than simply the Ten Com-
mandmen&g but "as the form of religion handed down by God through
Moses," or as he says in the Preface to his Commentary on the
Harmony of the Pentateuch (1563). the Ten Commandments sum up "the
rule of a just and holy 1ife" but we must not separate "from them
thosi interpretations which the Lawgiver has added disconnected-
Ty 7 Although Calvin's discussion and exposition of the Deca-
tTogue is located in Book II, "The Knowledge of God the Redeemer,"
it is evident. as Professor Dowey has %%inted out, that the moral
law is also related to God the Creator. I am not, however, con-
vinced by E. A. Dowey's argument that Calvin's location of the
exposition of the Decalogue in the 1559 edition "is not a reliable
index of Calvin's total evaluation of the Taw."9 It is true that
it was not until the 1559 edition that the relation of moral law
to soteriology was made explicit, particularly in the title of
Book I1I, chapter 7. "The Law Was Given . . . To Foster Hope of
Salvation in Christ Until His Coming:" but even in the 1539 to
1554 editions, the discussion of law always follows the doctrine
of sin and so is related implicitly to soteriology. Law is rela-
ted to God who is both Creator and Redeemer.

Calvin's discussion of the Decalogue follows the tradi-
tional two-table division (commandments one through four defining
duties owed to God and commandments five through ten, the duties
owed to others). Two points need to be kept in mind in relation
to this discussion. The first is the preliminary and crucial
point that "Christ is the eng of the law" which Calvin stressed
repeatedly in the Institutes. 0" oThe Taw in all its parts has a
reference to Chgfst“ is the way he expresses it in his Commentary
on_Romans 10:4. Secondly, in his exposition of the Second Table
of the law, Calvin transposes each of the commandments from its
negative to its positive form, thereby giving each commandment a
universal character. We shall return to this point in our discus-
sion of Calvin's view.of equity.

Natural Law

If in the first place., moral law is to be understood in re-
lation to the Decalogue, it is also to be understood in relation
to natural law which precedes it both historically and psychologi-
caily. In the passage quoted from Institutes IV.20.16, Calvin
describes the moral law as "nothing else than a testimony of natu-
ral law and of that conscience which God has engraved upon the
minds of men." This close association of the moral law and the
natural law (we will discuss conscience later) is made not only
here but also in II.8.1., where Calvin argues that what the Deca-
logue asserts is the same as what is available in the natural or
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tinternal law":

Moreover, the very things contained in the two tables are.
in a manner, dictated to us by that internal law (quadam-
modo nobis dictate lex iila interior). which . . . is in a
manner written and stamped on everyEﬂfart {inscriptam et
quasi impressam superius dictum est).

Two initial comments need to be made before we 100k more
closely at the meaning of the term "law of nature.® First, the
two phrases, "in a manner dictated" and "in a manner written®
would seem to indicate that Calvin did not intend that we should
understand the words "dictated® and "written" literally. They are
simply metaphors that express figuratively the fact that God im-
poses a law upon us and that we know it with a certain degree of
immediacy.

Secondly, for Calvin. unlike Aquinas.53 there are not two
Taws, one law of "nature® and another of "revelation." There is
only one 1aw§ that is., the moral law is ultimately identical with
natural Taw. 4 The very things taught in the Decalogue are taught
by the "internal law." Henry Stob has argued persuasively in an
article on "Natural Law Ethics." that the reason for this is that:
"The moral law under which human beings reside is the Taw of God,
which is one and constant because it is the unitary gef1ection of
God's self-consistent being and unchanging purpose."5 To distin-
guish natural and divine Taw. as Aquinas did, is to fall into the
danger of dualistic thinking. The attempted resolution in the
formula "grace perfects nature" is probiematic as this is formu-
lated as occurring fundamentally by addition rather than by trans-
formation. The whole that nature ang grace constitute becomes,
therefore, not a true unity but a sum. 6

What does Calvin mean by the term "law of nature"? We have
explored briefly Calvin's understanding of law. We turn next to
his understanding of nature. The idea of "nature® is used in a
twofold sense in Calvin's writings. It can refer to the original
created perfection, in other words the state of the world and of
humanity before the Fall. But it can also E?fer. as in the phras-
es, "corrupted nature" and "fallen nature" to nature as we now
know it. Sin has caused nature to be other than what it should
be. Yet for Calvin this is an accidental or adventitious quality
which has come upon humanity rather than a substantial property.
The two uses are placed side by side in a striking way in a pas-
sage in Institutes I1.1.11:

Therefore we declare that man is corrupted through natural
vitiation (naturali hominem vitiositate corruptum) but a
vitiation that did not flow from nature (a_natura non
fluxerit). We deny that it has flowed from nature in
order to indicate that it is an adventitious quality which
comes upon man rather than a substantial property which




has beerg81'mp1anted from the beginning (ab initio indita
fuerit).

Misunderstanding of Calvin's teaching about nature and natural law
can easily arise if we fail to note the particular sense in which
he employs these terms in a specific context.

Thus when Calvin says that moral lTaw and the law of nature
are identical. he appears to have in mind the first sense of %na-
ture,” that is, the uncorrupted., ordered nature of humanity and
the world before the Fall. It is this "substantial property which
has been implanted from the beginning.® <Calvin, I believe, also
has this sense pri&@ri]y in mind when he says "nature teaches,"
"nature diﬂ%?tes.“ As Emile Doumergue, Edward A. Dowey. and
Harro H&pfl have shown in the lists they have compgled. nature
teaches man%zthings: the knowledge and fear of God, obedience
of prince563 authority of husbands over wives a%g parents over
chi1dren6 sanctity of. . monogamous marriage, 4 degrees of
marriage, 5 breastfee%éng.sG respect for the e]der1g967 simplicity
of clothing and food,"® the obiigatig% of promises.”” the need for
a distiyftion of ranks in society:; 73and natuf21 law prahibits
incest, aduitery, h?mfsexua1ity, murder, slavery. and
even the ruie of one man.

Harro H&pfl has observed that Calvin made these appeals to
natural law with a sesying unconcern about the difficulties of
this type of argument. Some of these difficulties have bheen
noted by critics of natural law theory, as for example by Richard
Rorty, who in his book, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature argues
that nature is but a mirror whi reflects back the faces of those
who peer inquisitively into it. What we would Tike to know is:
Did Calvin actually believe that nature teaches all of the above
or was this a case of reading into nature what he had learned from
the revealed law? Did he appeal to the jus gentium of his own
cultural tradition. There is no certain way of knowing, although
it is evident that Calvin believed in a God-given objective order
of nature that taught certain important truths. Some of these
truths were expressed in the corpus of pagan laws with which
Calvin became familiar as a law student.: It can be inferred that
Calvin was aware of a certain degree of cultural relativity. Yet
one cannot resist the conclusion that he saw these laws with the
assistance of the spectacles of the revealed law, or at least that
he used the revealed law as a criterion for evaluating them., as,
for example, when he spoke of those "barbarous and savage laws®"
which gave honor to thieves and permitted promiscuous intercourse
and which he judged to be not laws at all because they are "abhor-
rent not only to all justice, but also to all humanity and gentle-
ness" (Inst. IV.20.15). <Clearly they were examples of the corrup-
tion of nature.

This leads us to the next point. While natural law is ul-
timately identical with the divine law, the relation of the Taw of
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nature as we know it and divine law are not now simply identical.
Therefore., in the very section where he argues that what the re-
vealed law asserts is the same as what is available in "“inward® or
"natural law," Calvin states that this natural Taw is ineffective
by itself. It is ineffective because ". . . man is so shrouded in
the darkness of errors that he hardly begins to grasp through this
natural taw what worship is acceptable to God." Calvin continues:

Surely he is very far removed from a true estimate of it.
Besides this., he is so puffed up with haughtiness and am-
bition and so blinded by self-lTove. . . . Accordingly
{(because it is necessary both for our dullness and for our
arrogance), the Lord has provided us with a written law to
give us a clearer witness of what was too obscure in the
natural Jlaw. shake off our 1i essness. and strike more
vigorously our mind and memory.

Sin obscures and darkens humanity's comprehension of the law of
nature. The written law has been revealed to remove the obscuri-
ty, to shake off lethargy and to impress our minds and memories
more vigorousiy.

Conscience

We turn next to a consideration of the fourth term in
Calvin's equation-like statement--conscience. According to
Calvin, the law of nature is discovered by the use of reason and
conscience 1n cooperation. Marc-Edouard Cheneviere has argued
that Calvin made a sharp break with the medieval tradition which
had over-emphasized the PDT%BOf reason and that instead he placed
the emphasis on conscience. 0 Cheneviere's point is well-taken,
as is evident from the definition Calvin gives of natural Taw in
Institutes 11.2.22:

natural law is that apprehension (agnitio) of con-
science which distinguishes sufficiently between just and
unjust, and which deprives men of the excuse of ignorance,
while it proves them guilty by their own testimony.

Cheneviere was wrong, however, in severing the connection between
conscience and reason since for Calvin reason and conscience coop-
aerate.

Calvin makes four points regarding the relation of natural
law and conscience. First. he speaks of conscience as the natural
knowledge of the law: that is. it is not itself the law but is the
knowledge of the law. A distinctive of conscience is its noetic
character. The close association of conscience and natural law is
also made in the Commentary on Romans 2:14-16, even though it is
more implicit than explicit. In speaking of the testimony of con-
science, Calvin notes that it is "equivalent to a thousand
witnesses." He refers to the pagan aphorism that "a good
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conscience is the largest theatre, but a bad one the worst of ex-
ecutioners," and then he states: "There is, therefore, a certain
natural knowledge of the law, {(naturaiis gquaedam legis intelligen-
tia), which states that one action is good and worthy %ﬁ being
followed, while another is to be shunned with horror." For
Calvin, conscience distinguishes between good and evil and it is a
convicting agency, "the worst of executioners.”

Secondly, Calvin associates conscience with the understand-
ing rather than with the will. After speaking of the fact that
the Gentiles have "imprinted on their hearts a discrimination and
judgment (discrimen et Jjudicium)" by which they distinguish
between justice and injustice, Calvin adds immediately that Paul
did not mean that they had it engraved on their will so that they
pursted it diligently. Calvin's conclusion is: "There is no
hasis for deducing the power of the will from the present passage,
as if Paul had said that the keeping of the law is within our
power, for he does not %%fak of our power to fulfill the law. but
of our knowledge of it."

Thirdly., the knowledge which reason or conscience has of
the Taw of nature is not a full knowledge. Again after affirming
that the Gentiles have imprinted on their hearts a discrimination,
Calvin adds this proviso: "We cannot conclude from this passage
that there is in men a full knowledge of the law but that there
are some seeds of justice impianted in their nature." The “"seeds
of justice" (semina justitiae) have to do with both the first and
the second table of the law.

For Calvin conscience is a knowledge of general principles.
In the Institutes II.2.23, he says that the intellect is very
rarely deceived in general definitions; but it is illusory when it
"applies the principle to particular cases.™ Conscience, for ex-
ampte, teaches that murder and adultery are evil. "But he who is
plotting the death of an enemy contemplates murder as something
good. The adulterer will condemn adultery in general, but will
privately flatter himself in his own adultery.” These comments
show that Calvin was a keen observer of human nature and behavior.
There is a natural order of moral laws to be discerned and men and
women do in fact discern it when it does not cross their personal
interests. But when it conflicts with their own interests they
engage in the foolish flatiery that their particular situation is
exceptional. Yet the objection could be raised that the same
holds true of the written divine law. Presumably Calvin would
argue that for those who know God's revelation in the Decalogue
there can be no simple evasion of it, for it "stands written.®

According, to Calvin conscience and reason cooperate in the
natural knowledge of the 1aw and therefore some attention must be
devoted to the role of reason. Calvin spoke in an ambivalent way
about reason. On the one hand, he states that "whatever is in
man, from the understanding to the will, from the soul even to the
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flesh has been defiled and crammed with . . . concupiscence.“83
0n the other hand, he asserts, "the many pre-eminent gifts with
which the human mind is endowed proclaim that something divine has
been engqued upon it; all these are testimonies of an immortal
essence." The effects of the Fall extend to every part of human
nature. Yet in the very chapters in which he speaks of total de-
pravity Calvin holds that even fallen human beings seek for truth:
"For we see implanted in human nature some sort of desire to
search out the truth to which man would not at all aspire if he
had not already savored it. Human understanding then possesses
some power %ﬂsperception. since 1% is by nature captivated by Tove
of truth.® According to Calvin. "reason_Jis proper to our
nature: it distinguishes us from brute beasts.“86

The doctrine of total depravity does not mean that human
reason is altogether powerless to govern human nature. In speak-
ing of reason, Calvin makes use of the traditional Augustinian
distinction between natural and supernatural gifts. He holds that
"the natural gifts were corrupted thr%ggh sin," while "the super-
natural gifts were stripped" from us. Yet something of under-
standing and judgment remain as a residue (residuum). The natural
gift of reason by which we distinguish between good and evil,
though it is "partly weakened and partly corrupted." is not
*totally wiped out" (in totum deleri). Some sparks still gleam in
degenerate nature. Yet in his customary fashion of saying "“on the
one hand" and then "on the other hand," Calvin cannot help adding
that this Tight is "choked %gth dense ignorance, so that it cannot
come forth effectively." 8 Similarly Ca]gin can speak of
conscience as "this tiny 1ittle spark of 1ight" 9 and can describe
it as "a kind of medium between God and man" (quiddam inter Deum .
et hominem medium). But he can also state emphatically that con-
science by itself is ineffective: it needs the assistance of the
written law. We misrepresent Calvin if we come down heavily on
one side or the other. as has been the case in the history of the
interpretation of Calvin's views on natural law.

Calvin was aware of two perils. On the one hand, he knew
that the doctrine of total depravity could be used to Jjustify
moral inactivity: "When man is denied all uprightness. he immedi-
ately takes occasion for complacency from that fact: and, because
he is said to have no ability to pursue righteousness on his own,
he holds all such pursuit to be of no consequence, as if it did
not pertain to him at all."® On the other hand, Calvin was insis-
tent that "Nothing, however slight., can be credited to man without
depriving God of his honor., and Hithout man himself falling into
ruin through brazen confidence.“9

These were the rocks on both sides on which one could easi-
1y crash, but Calvin believed that one could steer between them.
In a seemingly hopeless situation there is a basis for realistic
hope: we can be impelled to aspire to a good of which we are
empty. to receive a freedom of which we have been deprived. Here
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we are at the very heart of the whole intent of Calvin's theology.
It is what gave Calvinism its dynamic character and made it such a
transformative force in society.

Calvin spoke of two kinds of understanding. One was of
heavenly things; namely. the pure knowledge of God, the nature of
true righteousness, and the mysteries of the Heavenly Kingdom.
Here reason did not have any power. The other kind of understand-
ing was of "earthly things.™ In this category Calvin dincluded
“sovernment, Q¥Fseho1d management. all mechanical skills and the
liberal arts."

In Calvin's estimation, reason has a certain competence in
earthly things, particulariy in political matters:

Since man is by nature a social animal. he tends through
natural instinct to foster and preserve society. Conse-
quently, we observe that there exist in all men's minds
universal impressions of a certain civic fair dealing and
order. Hence no man is to be found who does not
understand that every sort of human organization must be
reguiated by laws. and who does not comprehend the prin-
ciples of those Taws. Hence arises that unvarying consent
of all nations and of individual mortals with regard to
laws. For their seeds hav%? without teacher or Tawgiver,
been implanted in all men. >

According to Calvin, "Men have somewhat more understanding
of the precepts of the Second Table because these are more close%g
concerned with the preservation of c¢ivil society among them.*
But Calvin adds immediately: "Yet even here one sometimes detects
a failure to endure.”

Fourthly. Calvin teaches that the purpose of our knowledge
of natural Taw is to render us inexcusable before God. The
strongest statement of this primary purpose of natural Taw is
found in the Institutes II1.2.22: ". . . Paul immedijately adds that
for them conscience stands in place of law; this is sufficient
reason for their just condemnation. The purpose of natural Taw,
therefore, is to render man inexcusable.®

Equity

We come to the final term in Calvin's opening statement;
namely, equity. In the quotation with which we began, Calvin
states that "equity alone must be the goal and rule and 1imit of
all laws® (Inst. IV.20.15). Laws may differ from nation to nation
but they must "all equally press toward the same goal of equity."
This is so because equity is natural and it "cannot but be the
same for all, and therefore, this same purpose ought to apply to
all laws, whatever their object."” We have already seen that
Calvin held that the two parts of the moral law are that God "be
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worshipped by us all and that we love one another"(Inst.
1v.20.15).

What is equity? Simply stated. it is "the perpetual rule
of love." from which all legal as well as moral obligations derive
and to which they all point. The perpetual rule of love is the
law of creation. or the law according to which., as David Little
says, "the entire natural-social order was designed.“g4 As Calvin
writes:

. .« surely every nation is left free to make such Taws
as it foresees to be profitable for itself. Yet these
must be in conformity to that perpetual rule of Jove. gg
that they indeed vary in form but have the same purpose.

When Calvin offers his exposition of the Decalogue, he in-
terprets a number of the commandments not only as prohibitory but
as recommending positive obligations that would appear to derive
from the "perpetual rule of love."™ To take an example, the sixth
commandment, "Thou shalt not kill.," means that since the Lord has
bound all humanity together by a certain um'ty9 that "each man
ought to concern himself with the safety of all.® 6 " And even more
explicitly on the tenth commandment. "Thou shalt not covet,™
Calvin writes:

The purpose of this commandment is: since God wills that
our whole soul be possessed with a disposition to love, we
must banish from our hearts all desire contrary to love.
To sum up., then: no thought should steal upon us to move
our hearts to % harmful covetousness that tends to our
neighbor's loss. /

He also argues that the word "neighbor" includes even "the most
remote person": "We ought to embrace the whole human race without
exception in a single feeling of love; here there is no distinc-
tion between barbarian and Greek, worthy and unworthy, friend and
enemy. sinﬁf all should be contemplated in God, not in
themselves." Occasionally one wonders whether Calvin did not.
1ike Augustine before him. read the principle of love back from
the end of history instead of up from a truncated nature within
history. Love represents itself as true nature in the eschaton.

According to Calvin, love is also served when justice and
order are preserved in society: "Perfect justice would undoubted-
1y prevail among us, if we were as faithful in learning active
charity (if we may use t&? expression) as we are skillful in
teaching passive charity." Interestingly, for Calvin Tove is
served not only by maintaining the rights of all but also in de-
fending the civil magistrate as the guardian of peace and equity:
"Paul meant to refer the precept respecting the power of
magistrates to the law of love." Calvin says in his comments on
Romans 13:8: "It is as though he [Paull had said, 'When I require
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you to obey princes I require nothing more than what . . . is de-
manded by the T;Hn?f love, . . . He then who introduces anarchy.
violates love.'"

Love also involves subjection to one another. "God has so
bound us to each other," Calvin says., "that no one ought to avoid
subjectiorl01 And where love reigns there is a mutual
servitude.® Calvin will not even exempt kings and governors,
“for they rule that they may serve." Sometimes subjection to su-
periors is "contrary to the whole order of nature" and is a conse-
quence of the Fall. But on the whole Calvin finds the origin and
basis of all relationships involving superiority and subordination
not in the Fall. but in the order of nature. Such order is neces-
sary, not only to avoid confusion but to enable human beings to
express their true humanity. At the same time the authority of
superiors to inferiors--of rulers to their subjects, husbands to
wives, masters to slaves--is not to be tyrannical and arbitrary.
For the subjection is mutual--the superior to the inferior and
vice versa.

One must therefore raise questions about Jane Dempsey
Douglass® brief discussion of natural Taw in her fine study,
Women, Freedom and Calvin. She notes that Calvim included the
matter of women's silence in the church in the category of
adiaphora. On that basis she argues that Calvin's authority can
be used 1in support of women's ordination. Surely the issue is
more ambiguous than Professor Douglass allows. Calvin, she says.
"makes clear that no eternal law of God requires women's silence
in church, and that customs which serve the edification of the
church in one era can well be changed 16 another if they cease to
serve the edification of the church." 2 Although this may be
where the argument logically leads, and where personally I would
Tike it to lead, it is not where Calvin followed his own argument.
It is doubtful that Calvin himself would have approved of women
preaching and teaching in a regularly constituted congregation,
although he acknowledged that situations might arise where there
was a need for women to preach and teach. Professor Douglass is
right W?ﬁﬁ she says that the natural order is less than
absolute. Yet according to Calvin it is not to be rejected
except where it comes into conflict with the command of God.
Although we may disagree with Calvin on this point, what he
teaches is the submission of women to men according to both the
natural order and the command of God. As Calvin says in his
Commentary on I Timothy. God's extraordinary acts do not annul the
ordinary rules by which he wishes to be bound. According to
Calvin, women by nature are born to obey: "Thus for a woman to
usurp the right to teach would be a sort of mingling of earth and
heaven. Thus q% bids them be silent and abide within the limits
of their sex." 4 The one compensating idea, which I am sure
strikes women as not really compensating or of much comfort is
that Calvin says God has not given men an infinite empire to h?ég
women under their feet or oppress them or tyrannize them.
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Sti11 Calvin counsels that although men have a preeminence over
women, "they ought to be connected togetTﬁg by mutual benevolence,
for the one cannot do without the other"

Conclusion

Qur first conclusion is that while there is some continuity

with aspects of the earlier tradition, Calvin departed from this
tradition and identified natural Taw with moral law. According to
Calvin, ultimately there is only one law and not & separate and
independent Taw for the Gentiles and a Taw for the Jews. The
moral agreement which Calvin observed in the moral judgments ex-
pressed in the body of pagan laws compelled him to speak of a uni-
tary law. That we are to reverence God, that we are not to lie.
or steal, or kill., or betray a trust; that on the contrary we are
to be loyal, helpful, and considerate--all this is part of the
moral wisdom and heritage of the race. As Henry Stob writes:
i, . the proponents of a consensus gentium moralis are not
wholly mistaken. Through the relative chaos there shines some
evidence of a unitary law in relation to which peopie form their
judgments and fashioq yheir lives, thereby creating some sort of
universal community." 0 i

Secondly, references to natural law are found throughout
the corpus of Calvin's writings. Lang is wrong to say that these
are "superficial and external.® H&pfl is closer to the truth when
he says that they are "not peripheral or casual." But as H8pfl
adds, what diminishes the impressiveness of the array of allusions
is that Calvin never allowed to natural knowledge of the moral law
any independent adequacy as a guide to moral conduct for
Christians. It was always treated as an inferior adjunct to the
written divine law. Doumergue was right in stating that Calvin
denied an independent law of nature and an independent morality
with considerable vehemence. When Grotius a century later asser-
ted that natural law would be valid "even if God did not exist."
he had clearly left the Lalvinistic fold.

John T. McNeill. it seems, overstates the matter when he
says that within mundane society natural law is "not secondary but
controlling.” While this may have been the position of some of
the Scholastics, it was not Calvin's view. What is controlling
for him is the divine law. The primary function of natural law is
to render humanity "inexcusable" and rob it of every pretext.

H8pf1 has stated that for Calvin "natural law was systemat-
ically being ground into insignificance between the upper
millstone of divine law and the nether millstone of positive law."
It is a clever remark. but one js tempted to respond in the manner
of the Tate Prime Minister Harold MacMillan. who once said of such
a remark that it was too clever by half. To be sure. natural law
is not of the same importance as divine Taw, but we must not
evacuate it of any importance. Calvin had sound theological rea-
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sons for doubting the capacity of tallen humanity for any worth-
while knowledge about God or about the "rule of rightecusness" out
of its own unaided reason. Experience, natural law, and custom
are reliable guides to the will of God only when tutored by Scrip-
ture. Yet contrary to H&pfl. Calvin did not regard the references
to natural law as entirely redundant. They provide enough moral
knowledge to enable pagans to sustain a semblance of c¢ivility and
to condemn them in their own consciences, and they are are also
supplementary political resources for the Christian.

Thirdly and finally. Calvin definitely believed that there
is a natural order of laws which can be discerned and men and
women do in fact discern it. "If the Gentiles by nature have law
righteousness engraved upon their minds," Calvin writes, "we sure-
Ty caTBgt say they are utterly blind as to the conduct of
Tife." Here we have a clue to the degree of moral light which
Calvin believed unredeemed humanity possesses. It has power to
distinguish between what is just and unjust, between what is good
and what is evil. Men and women have a "natural instinct" for
government and the preservation of society. a natural repugnance
of cruelty, brutality. and bloodshedding, Tag even an inclination
to give sympathy and succor to the weak. Pagans understand
many aspects of good behavior which are reinforced by the teaching
of Scripture. Yet what is objectively available to them they sub-
jectively repulse. or else misconstrue and pervert. God's right-
egusness may again and again be held down in unrighteousness. Yet
Calvin was convinced that it could not be nullified. "The light
shines in the darkness. but the darkness cannot put it out."
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