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plements Mr Burke's biblical study. The author ws pastor of All Saints
Reformed Presbyterian Church, Richmond, Va.

Key words: Theology; adoption; Holv Spint; salvauon; Calvin.

First, he 1s called the Spirit of adopuoen, because he 1s the witness to us of
the free benevolence of God with which God has embraced us in his only-
begotten Son o become a Father to us .. .

The Spirit has not been given to harass us with {ear or torment us with
anxiety, but rather to allay our disquiet, to bring our minds 1o a state of
tranquility, and to stir us up to call on God with confidence and freedom.”

The adopton of believers 1s at the heart of John Galvin’s under-
standing of salvation. Nevertheless, the third book of his /nstuudes,
where Calvin treats “The Way in Which We Receive the Grace of
Christ; What Benefits Come 1o Us from It, and What Effects Follow,’
has no chapter on adoption. This may have contributed to the
strange silence on the subject in the literature on Calvin. Major the-
ologies of Calvin offer no chapter on adoption. This 1s s0 i the gen-
eral literature such as W. Niesel’s The Theology of Calvin,” and F.
Wendel’s Calvin, The Orgins and Development of His Religrous Thought.”
It is true even in the practical treatments of Calvin’s doctrine of the
Christian life by R. S. Wallace and J. Leith.” This 1s a major omission."
It is more than fair for Sinclair Ferguson to write "He does not treat
sonship as a separate locus of theology precisely because 1t under-

1 All quotations from the [nstitutes are from the tanslation by Ford L. Battes, J. T,
McNeill (ed)., {Library of Christian Cluassics, 20-21; Phidadelphia, 1960 {1977]). This
1s from IIL.1.5.

2 John Calvin, The Episiles of Paul The Apostle io the Romans and the Thessalonians, Ross
Muckenzie, Translator, David W. Torrance, Thomas F. Torrance, Lds., {Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960 [197%]) Rom. 8:15, 169-70. All references to his New
Testament commentaries will be to this editon. Further reterences will be abbre-
viated as Cormm., followed by the scripture reference.

%3 Thiladelphia, 1956.
4 Translation, New York, 1963 | Durham, N.C., 1987].
5  See Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Christian Lifr (Edmburgh, 1959 {Tvler Texas,

19821Y, and Leith, foan Calene’s Doctrine of the Christian Life (Lowsville, KY, 1989).
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girds everything he writes.”” A study of Book [II and of Calvin’s wider
theology brmg th.s to light. A qmck count of the index to the Batiles
translation of the Institutes shows that Calvin referred to Rom. &:14-
33, where the Apostle Paul deals with the Spirit and privileges of
adoption, in no fewer than fifty one sections of Book IIID References
to ‘the adoption of sons’ arc spread throughout the Insittutes. Indeed,
so comprehensive a theme is it, that it forms a basis for his entire the-
ology of redemption: in embryo in election, in his development ot
the history of redemption, and in his rreatment of Christian expert-
ence. This essay will focus on how Calvin treats the docurine of adop-
tion in the wider context of his theology. |

1. Adoption in theology, christology and soteriology

Calvin addresses the guestion of the knowledge of God the Creator
as he begins the Institutes. Piety is essential to true knowledge. Piety 1s
characterized by trust and fear: ‘Because it acknowledges him as
Lord and Father, the pious mind also deems it meet and right to
observe his authority in all things, reverence his majesty, take care to
advance his glory. . .."® The right knowledge of God begins with
knowledge of Flim as Father. This 1s not 1o say that all people know
God so, or that this knowledge of God is available through natural
revelation, rich though that is with evidence of his fatherly care.
Rather, it comes about by faith in Chnst.
Therefore, since we have fallen from life into death, the whole knowledge
of God the Creator that we have discussed would be useless unless taith
also followed, setting forth for us God our Father in Christ. . .. Even if God
wills to manifest his fatherly favor to us in many ways, yet we cannot by
contemplating the universe infer that he is Father. . .. Contemplating it, we
ought in wisdom to have known God. But because we have profited so little
by it, he calls us to faith in Christ”

What interests us is the fact that right knowledge of God, the goal
to which God would lead us, is knowledge of God as our Father.™ The
very gospel is the self-revelation of God to us as Father. At the outsct

6 A rccent exception is B. A. Gervish, Grace and Gratitude, The Eucharstic Theology of
John Calvin (Minneapols, MN: Foruess, 1993).

7 Sinclair B. Ferguson, ‘The Reformed Doctrine of Sonship’, in Pulfut and People,
Essays in Honowr of Wiltiam Still, Nigel M. DeS. Cameron and Siuclair B, Pe:guson
Fds. (Edinburgh: Rutherford Ilouse, 1986) 81-86. This essay argnes that Calvin’s
doctrine of adoption fully meets the tests offered there as an organizing principle
of the doctrine of salvatior.

§ 122

9 ILO.1.

10 Ct H1.6.3.
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of his presen tation of the Christian faith, Calvin teaches that the most
basic knowledge of God must be knowledge of him as Father.

Book IT describes the knowledge of God the Redeemer. What 15 the
rationale of redemption? It is to mwake us children of God. Adoption
is God’s purpose for the incarnation of the Son, the second Person
of the Trinity:

 what the Mediator was to accomplish was no common thing. I1is task
wis so to restore us to God's grace as Lo make of the children of men,
children of God. . .. Who could have done this had not the self-same Son
of God become the Son of man, and had not he so {aken what was ours as
to impart what was his to us, and to make what was his by narurc ours by
grace? There, relying on this pledge, we trust that we are sons of God, for

God’s natural Son fashioned for himself a body from our body, (lesh from

our flesh, bones from our bones, that he might be one with us. . .. The only

Son of God adopted us as his brothers.”

Calvin continues Book II by confronting Christological heresies.
Describing the union of the two natures in Christ’s Person, he must
prove that it is the eternal Som who was enfleshed. Adoption was only
completely clear after the Incarnation.”” Calvin summarizes the rcla-
ton of Christ’s eternal Sonship to our adoption in the phrase, ‘he
possesses by nature what we receive as a gift.””

In the polemic against Nestorianism, Calvin again posits that,
‘Christ made us sons of God with him by virtue of a bond of broth-
erhood.”™ Michael Servetus argued that Christ’s sonship was purely
metaphorical, because hefore the incarnation, he ‘is nowhere called
Son of God, except figuratively.”™ Calvin vigorously maintains that
God has eternally been Father to the Son, whom he eternally begets.
Vet in this discussion of a dangerous Christological adoptionism,
Calvin is cager to assert the belever’s adoption. In other words, 1n
the most controversial context, where we night suppose our adopuon
to be rightly subordinated to the clarity of Christ’s eternal Sonship,
Calvin again maintains it at the center of his statement.

Not only are Father and Son involved in providing the belicver’s
adoption, but Calvin identifics ‘The Spirit of adoption’ as the “first
title of the Spirit.’' We shall consider his work particularly, below.

Inn the discussion of soteriology, again we find the concept of son-
ship central in Calvin’s thinking. Though Calvin did not organize the

11 11.12.2.

12 11.14.0.

1% 11.14.6.

14 I1.14.7.

15 This is Calvin’s account ol Servetus, fbid.

16 II1.1.3, noted by Ferguson.

17 See Niesel, Theology 159-60 for an excellent reatment.
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Tnstitutes according to what later Reformed theology developed as the
ordo salutis, if we look at Calvin from that perspecuve, we see that
adoption underlies major steps in that order.

Much has been made of the change of location of the docurine of
election from the earliest to the last edition of the Instuutes.” It 1s
quite clear that Calvin’s intention was 1o use the hiblical teaching on
election as Scripture itself does: in the service of assurance for beliey-
ers. Election was dangerous and only a snare when considered
abstractly. But if for the sake of the analysis of Calvin’s own thinking,
we think of it first, it is {ascinating to notice that Calvin repeatedly
refers to election as God’s adoption of the believer, This is not just the
slip of a pen: Calvin repeats it often.”

This fact accords perfectly with the Reformer’s desire to employ
election as a foundation and stay of faith. Election is not a matuter of
foreseen faith, but pure grace to the children of Adam. For example,
in expounding Eph. 1:45, "he chose us in him before the creation of
the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predes-
tined us to be adopted as sons through Jesus Christ. . .,” Calvin writes,
‘Let this reason, then, prevail among believers: we were adopted 11
Christ into the eternal inheritance, because in ourselves we were not
capable of such great excellence.” Again, expounding Jn. 6:39-40,
‘And this is the will of him who sent me, that 1 shall lose none of all
that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my
father’s will is that cvery one who looks to the Son, and believes n
him, shall have cternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day,’
Calvin writes, ‘Now it is certain that faith 1s a singular pledge of the
Father’s love, reserved for the sons whom he has adopted.™

But is this correct? In Eph. 1:5 Paul refers to election not as con-
sisting of adoption, but to adoption as the result of election. The
answer for Calvin seems to be that he sees the clection of the believer
ouly as ‘in Christ.” In other words, Christis the Son i whom we are
adopted as sons. The believer's election s seen only in his looking 10
Christ. Since he is God’s beloved Son, we may see our election and
God’s love for us only by looking to Christ in faith. This is Calvin’s
definitive statement on the subject:

Now what is the purpose of clection but that we, adopted as sons by our

Heavenly Father, may obtain salvation and immortality by his favors No

matter how much vou toss it about and mull it over, you will discover that

s final bounds still extend no farther. Accordingly, those whom God has

18 I111.22.1.2, 7,10; 111.24.4,5; also his Sermons on Ephesians, (Reprint, Edinburgh:
Banner of Truth, 1973) 35-37.

19 111.22.1.

20 TIL.22.10.
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adopted as his sons arc said o have been chosen not in themselves, but in
his Christ [Eph. 1:4]; for unless he could love them in him, he could not
honor them with the inheritance of his Kingdom if they had not previously
become partakers of him. Bu if we have beeu choscn in him, we shall not
find assurance of our election in ourselves; and not even in God the
Father, if we conceive him as severed from his Son. Christ then, 15 the
mirror wherein we must, and without self-deception may, contemplate our
own election. For since it is into his body the Father has destined those 10
be engratted whom he has willed from cternity to be his own, thar he may
hold as sons all whom he acknowledges to be among his members, we have
a sufficiendy clear and firm tesimony that we have been inscribed m the
book of life [Cf. Rev. 21:7] if we are in communion with Christ.”

There is a world of biblical and pastoral wisdom in this statcment.
Pastorally, he directs the faithful to Christ, who did not achleve the
benefits the Father gave him for himselt, but for us. Chnrist is the
focus of election; this protects us from speculation. We will consider
Calvin’s profound insight into biblical-theology below. But having
said this, Calvin’s reasoning does not appear sound tor Collapsingg
adoption and clection. The two are corrclative, to be sure, but scrip-
ture presents election in Christ as ‘to the adoption of sons’ (Eph.1:5).

Calvin also sees adoption as both preceding and following clection.
In Rom. 8:29, ‘For those God foreknew, he also predestined to be
conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn
among many brothers,” Calvin takes the predestination to be adop-
fion.

The foreknowledge of God here mentioned by Paul is not mere |

prescience, as some inexperienced people foolishly imagine, but '1(10pt1011
by which He has always disiinguished IHis children from the reprobate.”™

As he explains the various New Testament epistles, Calvin finds the:
language of adoption used also of effectual calling. Commenting on
Jas. 1:18, “"He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that
we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created,” he writes,

Scripture teaches us (Eph.1:4-5) that we were formerly adopted by God

belore we were born. James goes some degree far ther qilomng that we
hold the right of adoption because God also freely calls us.”

What about other divine acts of the ordor Does Calvin describe
them in terms of adoption? There is some evidence for saving so.
Nigel Westhead notes that Calvin does ‘mix the soteriological
metaphors of justfication with regeneration, reconcihaton, and

21 II1.24.5.

99 Ibid. Compare John Murray’s paraphirase, ‘'whoin he knew from eternity with dis-
tinguishing affection and de icht’, The Epistle to ihe Romans (Grand Raplds 1939)
[:317.

23 Comm. Jas. 1:18.
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sanctification,” and that ‘the impression 1s created that adopuon and
justification would hardly be separable in his mind.”™ Does Calvin
subordinate adoption to justification, as later Reformed theology did?™
Westhead leaves this an open question. On balance it appears proper
to say that for Calvin, adoption is too fundamental a category to be
subordinated to justification. His thorough and specific treatment of
justification in contrast with that of adoption arose from the context
of controversy with Rome over justification.

II. Adoption in redemptive hastory

How does Calvin treat the theme of adoption in terms of redempuive
history? The concept continues o permeate his thinking. lle
touches only briefly upon the idea of Adam as God’s son by Creation.
Sonship is not included in the image of God for Calvin. In his com-
mentary on Heb. 2:5 however, ‘Itis not to angels he has subjected the
world to come, about which we are speaking,” he argues that man’s
sin-forfeited dominion over creation is restored in Christ.” So some
of the constitutive ideas of sonship are there, if the vocabulary s not.
Taking his cue from the emphasis of Scripture on the redempuve
character of sonship, Calvin does not emphasize Adam’s created son-
ship.? Likewise Calvin is willing to call all the children of men God's
‘sons’ only in a qualified sense. Sin has atienuated the image ol God:
‘our sin is just cause for his not regarding or recognizing us as his
sons.’® Calvin’s larger treatment of adoption comes in his treatment
of the redemptive covenants.

Following Paul, Calvin expresses the difference between the Mosaic
Covenant and the New Covenant in terms of the adopuon of sons.
Broadly speaking, Calvin contrasts the two covenants. The differcnce
between Old and New, or the ‘Law and the Gospel’, is the believer’s
confidence of his adoption. Commenting on Gal. 4:5 "that we might
receive the full rights of sons,” Calvin writes that smnce Christ has
‘become a curse for us,” (Gal. 8:13), adoption means that “we should
not be borne down by an unending hondage, which would agonize

94 ‘Adoption in the Thought of John Calvin’, Seottish Bulletin of Evangelical Theology,
18:102-115 (Autumn 1995) 112

25 As noted by Ferguson, ‘Reformed Doctrine” 83.

26 Wallace, Calvin’s 131-32. Westhead makes what appears 1o be a gratuitous assump-
tion, that ‘Even the prelapsanan relafionship of humanity to Gods only “ln a cer-
ain sense” 1o be construed in terms of sonship. . ., John Calvin’s’ 105, In his
comments on Fx. 4:22, Calvin is referring to fallen humanity.

9% Commentary on the First Book of Moses Called Genesis. Calvin Translation Society,
(I'dinburgh, 1843 [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 19791) Gn. B:1-5.

98 Cited by Westhead, "Calvin's’ 163.
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our consciences with the fear of death.”® Adoption under the New
Covenant is primarily a matter of a free conscience. Rom. 8:15 has 1n
view the experience of bondage under the law, in contrast with the
Spirit of sonship. Heb. 12:18-22, likewise, shows the experience ot the
New Covenant believer diverging [rom that of the Sinai generauon,
‘where nothing is heard or seen that does not strike rinds with ter-
ror. . ..0 Gal. 4:22-3] teaches, ‘the Old Testament struck consciences
with fear and trembling, but by benefit of the New, they are releasced
into joy. The Old held consciences bound by the yoke of bondage;
the New by its spirit of liberality emancipates them into freedom.’
l.est he be misunderstood, Calvin qualifies that Old Testament
saints did have the Spirit of faith. They werc believers, adopted sons;
but the full light of their adoption had not dawned. Commenting on
Rom. 8:15, Calvin writes,
We are not, however, to infer from this either that no one was cndowed
with the Spirit of adoption before the coming of Christ, or that all who
received the law were slaves and not sons. Paul compares the ministry of
the law with the dispensation of the Gospel, rather than persons with
persons. | admit that believers are here warned how much more hiberally
God has now dealt with thern than Te did formerly with the fatbers under
the Old Testament. He regards, however, the outward dispensation, and In
this respect alone we excel them, for the faith of Abraham, Moses, and
David, was more excellent than ours. Yet in so far as (God kept them under
a ‘schoolmaster,” they had not vet attained the liberty which has been
disclosed to us.”

As we analyze the nature of what might be called ‘covenant-adop-
tion, we will see that Calvin’s distinction between ‘the ministry of the
law’ and ‘persons’ is important. Old Testament saints™ spiritual joy
arose not from the Law, but from the promises which predated it
The joy of the gospel was overlaid with bondage from the Law. Calvin
does not establish an absolute antithesis between Sinai and Zion.
Basically, they are one covenant. Calvin is insistent that God’s prom-
ises always referred to eternal life. But the ceremonial requirements
and punishments of the Old largely smothercd the joy of the gospel.

Moreover, Calvin refers to the covenants themselves as “adopuion.’
Referring to Paul, he writes, ‘Consequently hie was sometimes com-
peiled to take the bare law, in a narrow sensc, even though i was other-
wise clothed in the covenant of free adoption.”” No phrase could better
express Calvin’s grounding of the Law in God’s covenand of grace.
Commenting on Rom. 94, . .. theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs

29 11.7.15.

30 Comm. Rom. 8:15.

31 I John Hesselink, ‘Luther and Calvin on [aw and Gospel in Their Galauans
Commentaries', Reformed Reviewe 37/2 (1984) 82 .78,
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the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple
worship and the promises,’ Calvin understands Paul to refer to kx.
4:99-93 “This is what the LORD says: Israel 1s my firstborn son, and |
told you ‘let my son go, that he may worship me.” Paul was warnng
the Gentile Romans against pride; he wanted them to understand
that the gospel flowed to them from natural Isracl and show them
that he still had a purpose for their good.
... their perfidy had not rendered the faithfulness of God void, not only
because He preserved for Himself some sced as a remnant from the whole
multitude, but also becausce the name of a church still continued among
(hem by the right of inherntance. .. for the Lord had adopted them as his
children. . .. By these expressions he intends not only to commend his

indulgence rowards Israel, but rather to display the power of adoption, 1n
which the promise of the heavenly inheritance is contained.™

Membership 1n the covenant community, though in unbelief,
Calvin calls ‘adoption’. Here it is important 1o note that Calvin uses
the twin concepts of ‘adoption’ and ‘inheritance’, which always stand
together for him. Adoption 13 for inheritance.

How can he simultaneously use the language of adoption for mdi-
vidual election to salvation, the calling of the Spirit, and the covenant
community of unbelieving Israel? Does he not acknowledge their
unbelief and apostasy? He is not inconsistent because he is following
the language of Scripture. But lest we think of a strange “dual-
covenant' arrangement, wherein Israel is separated from the church,
we must look more closcly.

In Calvin's exposition of the Abrahamic Covenant, he sorts out the
problem, commenting o1l Gen. 17:7, ‘1 will establish my covenant as
an everlasting covenant between me and you and vour descendants
after you for the gencranons to come, to he a God to you and to your
descendants after you.” Calvin states the question and its solution:

 God made his covenant with those sons of Abraham who were naturally

t6 be born of him. If any one object, that this opiriion by no means agrees
with the former, in which we said that they arc reckoned the children of

Abraham, who being by faith ingrafted into his body, form one family; the

difference is easily reconciled, by laying down certain distinct degrees of

adoption. . ..

By inclusion of the natural children of Abraham, God has distin-
guished Israel from the other nations of the world, which still wander
‘he earth as exiles from Eden. This was a ‘gratuitous adoption’ of all
natural Israel. It came by promise and grace, noOt NAUre. All Israelites
were thercfore "sons of God and heirs of eternal life.” This is what

32 Comm. Romi. 9:4.
93 Comm. Gn. 17:7, emphasis added.
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Paul meant by ‘Jews by nature’ in Gal. 2:15. But swhat Calvin means,
following Paul, is that they werc beneficiaries of the promise ol God,
not in the sense of God’s ‘cfficacious calling,” but ‘that outward word,
by which God conferred his favor as well upon the reprobate as upon
the elect. . ..”* The promise ‘by which God adopted them all as chil-
dren’ was common to all, and salvation was offered to all 1o 1t.

Here we need to notice that it is not two words, or promises, by
which God calls his children to himsell, but one.

Since the whole body of the people is gathered together into the fold of

(God, by one and the same volce, all without exception are, in this respect,

~ccounted children. . . butin the innermost sanctuary ol God, none others

are reckoned the sons of God, but they in whom the promise 1s ratufied by
faith.™

This is the product of God’s hidden election. There 1s but one
word, but it functions to different ends within the covenant commu-
nity, according to God’s hidden plan. Nevertheless that community 1S
yet visibly one. The distinction of elect and reprobate 1s not clear
unless revealed by God.

This accords with Calvin’s terminology we noted above: between
‘the ministry of the law,” or the Sinal Covenant, and ‘persons.” While
the ‘degrees of adoption’ language is used of the Abrahamic
Covenant, not Sinai, the idea of the outward ministry of the promise,
and of adoption, are the same in his treatment of both. This is what
we referred to as ‘covenant-adoption.’

The program of the degrees of adoption continued 1o function
among natural Israel, according to Calvin, unul the coming of Christ.
He disrupted 1t, by gratung the Gentiles into the church (Eph. 2:14),
in place of unbelieving Israel. They too, now, arc subjects of the
promise, and of adoption, who ‘before had heen strangers, began to
be called sons.™

Calvin follows the same principles in interpreung the adoption of
Israel in Ex. 4:22-23;

.. . the holy offspring of Abraham are here compared with the nations who

at that time were still heathen, and. . . in this respect are called his first-

born, because they are pre-eminent in dignity. . .7

Again, Calvin treats this ‘covenant-adoption’ as he doces election:
one must assure his adoption by faith in Christ.

34 Ihd.

a6 Ihd.

36 lhid.

37 Comm. Fx. 4:29-5. Commentaries on the Four Last Books of Moses, Arfanged in the Forn
of A Harmony (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Socicty |Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
19797, 1:103-4.
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 still we must come to Christ, the only head, in order that the adopuon
should be sure. For we must hold fast to that statement ob SL. Paul, that the
blessing of Abraham was not promised 1o his seeds, but o his seced;
hecause not all that sprang from his flesh are accounted to be children, but
those that were called, as Isaac, Ishmacl being rejected, and as Jacob, Esau
being passed by, But Christ '« the root of our calling. Therefore, what in
Hosea is spoken, as here, of the whole people, Matthew limits to Christ;
and justly, since upon BHim alone, the grace of adoption 1s founded (Ho.
xi.1; Mt ii.15).%

Christ is the center of adoption as he is the center of election. The
Spirit must draw cach member, even of the adopted covenant corm-
munity, into fellowship with Christ, or the adoption remains but ‘a
visible image of the greater benefit that God bestowed on some out
of the many.’? Covenantadopton is a privileged order of life 1n
which the Word of the promise is offered to those whose gracious
“inheritance right’ it is. God’s special election alone ‘ratifics adop-
tion’-* while election as well as adoption are known alone by faith in
Christ. It is casy to explain why the ‘general election ot a people,” by
which he means the covenant relation, does not always issue in their
salvation: ‘to those with whom God makes a covenant, he does notat
once give the Spirit of regeneration that would cnable them to per-
severe in the covenant to the very end.™ The Holy Spirit makes the
saving difference by his gTacious mMINIsry, bringing the ¢hosen mem-
ber of the covenant into union with Christ. Because Christ is the
‘foundation of adoption,” we need to examine Calvin’s view of the
Spirit’s ministry in relation to Christ.

Calvin comments upon the Father’s voice spoken from heaven at
Jesus’ baptism, “This 1s my heloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased’
(Mt 3:17). He relates this directly to our adoption. 'I'he Father spoke
to Christ to assure him.

Christ was presented to us by the Father with this proclamation, in His

coming forth to fulfill His sk of Mediation, that we might rely on this

pledge of our adoption and without fear call God himself our Father.™

Calvin goes further to say that although the dtle of ‘Son’ belongs
naturally only to Chmst, he became incarnate ‘that He who alone

38 fbud.

29 II1.21.7.

40 I11.22.4.

41 TI1.21.7. Strangely, the Battles transiation does not capitalize the word ‘spirit’ here.
Comparison with [11.94.8 shows that Calvin means the Holy Spirit: There he like-
wise refers to ‘the Spirit of regeneraton’ n the context of the gencral and special
calls of God: Battles there translates as a reference to the Holv Spirit. Cf. Calvin,
IInstitution Chrétienne, Ediuons Kerygma——Editions Farel, 1978, 2:402.

49 Comm. Mt. 3:17, A Harmony of the Gospels Matthew, Mark, and Luke.
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claimed Him as Farber by right, could win Him for us also.” God’s
love was ‘so content with Christ, that it could flow out on us all.” In
the Gospels commentary and the sermon on Eph. 1.6, "to the praise
of the glory of his grace, which he has freely given us in the One he
loves,” Calvin notes that Paul inter pIG[GdJ(:‘bUS baptism as ‘for us,” in
order that we might obtain grace in the Son, ‘that we may bc loved
by God.™ Calvin likewise interprets the Father’s corresponding pro-
nouncement at Christ’s transﬁquration Calvin stresses our total
unworthiness, and lays down adoption in the Beloved as teaching at
oncc both our great misery, and the mystery of God's love for us.

In keeping with his careful development of the work of Christ as
Mediator, Calvin works the rich stratum of the equipping of Christ in
his humanity, to win redemptlon for us. This was the powerful min-
istry of the Spirit. “He 1s endowed with the Spirit, not so much for His
own sake, as for others. . . this is deliberately done to teach the faith-
ful to receive and embrace with reverence His divine power, and not
treat the weakness of His flesh with scorn.”” Ever sensitive to the his-
tory of redemption, rooted in the covenants, and seeing the profun-
dity of the biblical representation of Jesus as the Last Adam, Calvin
‘emphasizes the humiliation of Christ. He takes with full seriousness
the weakness-humanity of Christ, showing his need of the Spirit’s
strength. He sees that the Spirit is given to Christ not only for himself,
but for us. The result in redemptive history is the new experience of
adoption received by the body of Christ in the New Testament.
Commenting on Gal. 4:3, ‘that we might rcceive the adoption as sons,’
he writes that °. . . as at the last day, we receive the 1rult of our redemp-
tion, so now we receive the fruit of our adoption. . ..™

In evaluating Calvin’s doctrine of adoption in llghI of redemptive
history, we may ask whether it reflects the eschatological perspective
of the New Testament. Does his view include aspects both of the
‘already’ and the ‘not yet?” Calvin tends to treat the biblical term
‘adoption’ as a matter of present experience. When he comes to the
mnotyet’ of redemption, he prelers to speak of believers receiving the
~inheritance’ of which adoption is the first fruits. In a number of con-

texts, he approachc‘s an already/not vet framework, but does not
quite explain adoption in terms of it. The 'ldoprlon of the behever is
related to the restoration of the created order under the Headship of
Christ. "God. . . by ingrafting us into His Son, constitutes us anew to
be lords of the world, that we may lawfully use as our own all the
- wealth with which He supplies us, ™

43 [hd.

44  Comm. Mt. 3:16.

45 Comm. Gal. 4:5.

40 From a sermon on 1 Tim. 45, cited by Wallace, Caluin’s 132,
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Calvin docs not understand Rom. 8:23, "Not only so, but we our-
selves, who have the firsi-fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we Wall
cagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies’ as
referring Lo the completion of the heliever's adoption n resurrec-
Lo,

Paul improperly refers here to our adoption as the enjoyment of the

inheritance into which we have been adopted. I{c has, however, very afelels!

reason for doing 5o, tor he mears that the cternal decree of God would be
void unless the promised resurrection, which is the effect of that decree,

were also certain. . ..Why is God our Father, if not that we should receive a

heavenly inheritance after our carthly pilgrimage:™

Again, he approaches an already/not vet framework in comment
ing on the hiddenness of our adoption untl the revelation of Christ
from heaven. On 1 [n. 3:1-2, ‘How great s the love the Father has lay-
shed on us, that we should be called the children of God! And that
is what we are!” Calvin writes,

Although the ungodly may not entice us to give up hope, our present siate
s far short of the glory of God’s children. Physically, we are dust and a
shadow, and death is always before our eyes. We are cxposed to a thousand
miseries and our souls to innpumerable evils. ... The apostle means that we
act wrongly in estimating by the present state ‘of things what God has
bestowed on us, when we ought with undoubting faith to hold to what does
not yet appear. . .. The reason why God defers the manifestation of our
glory is because Christ 1s DOt manifested in the power of 1is kingdom.™

The semi-realized state of adoption is here in substance, if not n
terminology. No doubt Calvin would have been able to reter to a
future resurrection aspect of adoption itself, as it is found n Rom.
8:99 had he seen more clearly the relation between the believer’s
adoption and Christ’s. There is apparently not a recognition that
Christ’s resurrection is presented by the New lestament as his adop-
tion."” However, the elements of the already/not yet framework tunc-
tion in his exposition. Perhaps it was Calvin’s focus on Christian expe-
rence that kept him from looking more closely at both protology
and eschatology.

47 Comm. Rom. 8:23.

A8 Comm. 1 In. 3:1.

49 Cf Richard Gaffin's comment, "The imherently forensic concept of adoption ful-
Ns itself in the somatic ansformation of reswrection, so that in view of the
(Adamic) unicy of the cesurrection of Christ and believers, what is true of the lat-
ey holds for the former.” Resurrection ¢na Redenption, A Stuay in Paul’s Sotericlogy,
(Philipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987) 179,
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III. Adoption in Christian experience

The idca of adoption also permeates Calvin’s teaching on Christian
experience. First, scripture presents our relation to God as one of
adoption to stress the pure grace of it. "God utterly hates and abhors
us while we remain in our natural state. ™
... Seeing then that our Lord Jesus Christ 1s received by God hns Father 1o
be the beloved, not onlv in his own person but also in respect of the love

that is extended to all the members of his body, by this means we are
gathered again and God embraces us as His children.”

Adoption is forensic: 1t establishes the sinner with the status of son.
The schoolmen had suggesied that Christ’s work enabled fallen man
to attain merit with God. Calvin counters with adoption: *. . . as soon
as you are engrafted into Christ through faith, you are made a son of
God and heir of heaven, a partaker m righteousness a possessor of
life; and . . . you obtain not the opportunity to gain merit, but all the
merits of Christ, for they are communicated to you.™

How does this come about? It is by the preaching of the gospel, a
proclamation of God’s message of adopuion.”™ The Holy Spirit is the
Spirit of adoption. He works faith in the elect by a secret mtluence,
and joins them to Christ. Thus the secret adoption of elecuon 1s
reproduced in the soul of the elect sinner by the Spint. Faith and
adoption arc correlative. The Holy Spirit 1s the bond who unites us
to Christ by faith.” In a striking image, Calvin says that faith 1s the
‘duplicate’ of election/adoption.

I said before that faith proceeds from election and 15 the fruut of 11, which
shows that the root is hidden within. Whosoever then believes is thereby
assured that God has worked In him, and faith 15, as 11 were, the duplicate.
copy that God gives us of the original of our adoption, God has his clernal
counsel, and he always reserves to himself the chief and original record of
which he gives us a copy by faith.™

The Spirit 1s called the Spirit of adopton, because he witniesses to
us of God’s Fatherly benevolence.” It 1s the confidence produced by
the witness of the Spirit that distinguwshes true faith from reprobate
faith.” He testifies to the Word, so that ‘to be assurcd of our salvation,
we must begin with the Word, and . . . our confidence ought to be so

Sermons on Ephesians 5.
Sermons on Efthesians 406,
[11.15.6.

[11.23.3.

i1 1.

Sermons on Fphesians 7.
I11.1.5.

[I1.2.11.
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intent as to call upon God as our Father.’® This faith is both i the
written Word, and in the Christ presented there.

Further, the Spirit produces assurance that we are the children of
God.™ The debate will doubtless continue over the relation ot assur-
ance to faith in Calvin. What is quite clear in his position is that all
faith has some component of assurance. That is the work of the Spirit.
Commenting on Rom. 8:16, "The Spirit himself testifies with our
spirit that we are God’s children,” he writes

.. . the Spirit of God affords us such a testimony that our spiritis assured of

the adoption of God, when He is our Guide and Teacher. Our mind would

not of its own accord convey this assurance (o us, unless the testumony ot the

Spirit preceded it. There is here also an explanation of the previous

sentence, for while the Spirit testifies to us that we are the children of God,

He at the same time pours this confidence into our hearts so that we dare

invoke God as our Father. . . .For we must always hold fast the principle that

we do not pray to God properly unless we are persuaded for certain m our
hearts that he is our Father, when we call on Himn as such.”

Thus the Spirit is the author both of the objective knowledge of
God, found in the Scriptures, and the subjecuve response of faith.Y
He gives the believer, always in the context of faith in the Word, the
consolation of God’s sons, and the assurance of election.'”

But the experience of adoption is not pure consolation and con-
fort for the believer. Adoption appears in us because of the ethical
transformation of the Spirit. Commentng on 1 Jn. 3:24, "Thosc who
obey his commandments live in him, and he in them. And this s how
we know that he lives in us: we know it by the Spirit he gave us,” he
writes, ©. . . it appears from this that we are God’s children, when His
Spirit rules and governs our life.”® Conformity to jesus Christ, by the
Spirit, is inseparable from jusuficanon. |

Whomever, therefore, God receives into grace, he at the same tme bestows

the Spirit of adoption [Rom.8:15], bv whose power he remakes them to his

own image. But if the brightness of the sun can not be separated irom 118

heat, shall we therefore say that the earth is warmed by its light or lighted

bv its heat? The sun, by its heat, quickens and fructifies the carth, by its
beams brightens and illumines it. Here 1s a mutual and indivisible
connection.”

58 1I1.24.3.

50 See for instance, A. N. 8. Lane, ‘Calvin’s Docurine of Assurance’, Vox Evangefica 9
(1979), 82-34, and Paul Helm, Calvin and the Calvinists (Edinburgh: Banner of
Truth, 1979).

60 Comm. Rom. 8:16.

6l 62. b

62 Comm. Rom. 8:32, and cf. 111.24.1.

63 Comm. 1 Jn. 3:23-4, also 1 In. 4:17.

604 IIL11.8.
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In fact, obedience of life ‘confirms’ adoption.*” "Paul teaches us
that only those are finally reckoned to be the sons of God who are
ruled by His Spirit, since by this mark, GGod acknowledges His own.’

- - bl c . L] . f . $ . - - P " -
The Spirit’'s ‘leading’ in Rom. 8:14 i1s ‘sanctification.” Calvin com-
menis on Rom. 8:29:

The sum of the passage 1s that free adopton, 1n which our salvanon

consists, 1s mseparable from this other decree, that He had appointed us

to bear the cross. No one can be an heir of heaven who has not {irst been
conformed to the only-begotten Son of God.*™

This ethical-experiential conformity to Christ 1s the veryv eternal
purpose of God. The grace of adoption has its end in good works: ‘we
are adopted on the ground that He should, in turn, have us as his
obedient children.™

The practical effect of joining God’s family 1s freedom to love God.
Love for God flows 1 the channel of obedience to the moral law, not
as a matter of merit, but of calling from God:

Whenever, therefore, we hear that he does good o those who keep his law,

let us remember that the children of God are there designated by the duty

that ought i them to be perpetual, and that we have been adopted for this
reason: to reverence Him as our Father. Accordingly, not w renounce our
right of adoption, we must ever strive in the direction of our call.””

Strikingly, the ministry of the Spirit of adoption, which as Calvin
often reminds us, produces faith and assurance of God’s Fatherly
love, at the same ume leads to godly fear in the believer. By 1t a
believer avoids provoking God, or calls on God tor strength when he
sees his own moral frailty in facing temptation. This lear strengthiens
faith. Believers are enabled by godly fear not to losc the grace of
adoption.’ Calvin is quite clear that God preserves his elect children
to the end. At just the same time, and in perfect harmony with this
grace, they must persevere daily i the grace of jusufication and
adoption.”” True humility follows from the grace of adoption.™

They persevere by the FHoly Spirit who dwells in them. Again we see
Calvin’s Christ-centered approach. The Spirit has been poured out
on him as Mediator. The church is joined to Christ as his body by the

6b TIL.6.1.

66 Comm. Rom. &:14.

67 Ibid.

68 Comm. Rom. 8:29.

69 Comm. | Pet. 1:14; also, Sermons on Ephesians 37.

70 II1.17.6.

71 1I11.2.22.

72 Compare the title of 11114, "The Beginning ot Justificadon and lts Continual
Progress’.

73 Ibid.
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hond of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit of love poured out on the Son 18
given to him that he might “nstill it in his members.™ Since the same
Spirit is in Christ and his members, there is a deeply rooted confi-
dence of the love of the Father, and that love from God is recipro-
cated by his sons in return. The obedience therefore of the sons of
God is sincere and permanent, not hirelings. This love is the effccrof
true faith, worked by the Spirit of adoption, ‘poured out in our
hearts, through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us’ (Rom.
5:5). What follows is an ethic of adoption. |
Calvin works this out in the realm of common grace. Even though
God does often judge his encmics and “drive them from the face of
the earth, . . . in this area we do not have Him for an example to copy,
for the judgment of the world doés notrest upon us, bt is his prop-
erty.”” Instcad, the ethic of adoption is kindness to the unworthy. In
a passage of striking beauty (among many others), Calvin writes,
Do not think we are made sons of God by our kind deeds, butas the same
Spirit (who 1s the Witness, and the Pledge and Seal, of our free adopuon)
corrects the base emotions of the flesh which conuadict charity, CGhrist
gives proof, from the effect, that the sons of God are precisely those who
approach Him in their humility and tenderness. At this place Luke reads,
Ve shall be sons of the Most Fligh.

ILis the free kindness, goodness, and mercy of God 10 vile sinners
that marks his adoption; he encourages the samc in his sons.™*

Another element of the children’s experience is to know the prov-
dence of God as Father. Though God is merciful o all the world, he
is yet more merciful to his children. ‘... throughout their life i1 this
present world they are specially protected from evil, specially pro-
vided for and specially blessed,” writes Wallace.” . .. As our heavenly
Father nourishes us today, he will not Lail us to morrow.” ™ He cares for
.nd fecds his children, but not with more bounty than is good {or
them! Too much bread will lead to temptation and sin in the still lust-
ful children. Besides, not even 4n abundance would be anyv use
‘anless it were divinely turncd to nourishment.”

The Father's care has its blows too. Unbelievers and believers alike
are struck by God’s rods. The unbelicver’s mind is ‘fugitive,” he can
not bhelieve that God’s judgments are from the true God, and for
good. The believer, on the other hand, is called upon by Scripture to
cec that the rods are those of a Father's love. "When believers {ind

74 111.2.12.

75 Comm. Mt. 5:4D.
76 1bud.

77 Calvin’s 132-33.
78 111.20.44.



The Lurst Tatle of the Spivit’: Adeption in Calvin’s Seterology 1hl

God in the midst of their punishments, they have a sure pledge of His
loving kindnecss, because if He did not love them, He would not be
concerned for their salvation.”™ Because we are his children. con-
vinced of his love we are to reverence our Father’s blows. Because
(zod 1s our Father, he is very patient with us. We remain children to
God all our lives, but we may remove ourselves from that number if
we seek to avold the Cross,

Calvin’s emphasis on conformity to Christ in his humiliation is very
strong. This too, is part of the meaning of adoption. Commenting on
Rom 8:17, ‘if indeed we suffer with him,” Calvin writes that the inher-
itance is ours because God has adopted us as sons by grace. But since
Christ received the inheritance for us by suffering, so we must also
travel that path.™ Here again we notice the Christocentricity of his
doctrine, and his attention to redemptive historv,

We turn finally to Calvin’s exposition of adoption in rclation to
prayer. Central to his presentation is the ministry of the Spirit of
adopuon m Rom. 8 and Gal. 4. The Spirit helps us, as Paul savs in
Rom. 8:26, because we are not naturally keen of mind nor warm-
hcarted. The Spirit is given to “tell us what is right and to temper our
emotions. ™ The ‘groans too deep for words™ are not the Spirit’s
groans, but the believer’s. He is ‘guided’ to them by the Spirit. Battles
notes that this is the same terminology Calvin uses with respect to the
Spirit’'s ‘guidance’ to understand Scripuure.®

The Spinit gives us boldness to call on God as ‘Father.” Conviction
of God’s holiness and our sin would preclude having the faith 1o call
God ‘Father,” apart from the witness of the Spirit of adopuon in our
hearts. Our hearts are naturally narrow and unbelieving: we do not
casily believe the gospel. The remcedy? The Spirit of adoption.

. not only 15 Ghnist the pledge and guarantee of our adopton, but he
gives the Spirit as witness 10 us of the same adoption, through whom with
frec and full voice we may cry, ‘Abba, Father.” Therefore, whenever any
hesitation shall hinder us, let us remember to ask him to correct our
fearfulness, and to set before us that Spirit that he may guide us to pray
boldly.®
For Calvin, true prayer is the exercise of faith in God as Father. This

comes about only by adoption and the witness of the Spirit of adop-
fion. In the Lord’s Praver, *. . . not only does the intimate namec
‘Father’ engender trust but 1t is effective also, to keep our minds

79 Comm. Heb. 12:5-6.
80 Comm. Rom. 8:16.
81 TI1.20.5.

82 Institutes 856 n..

383 11.20.37.



152 The Lvangelical Quarterly

from being drawn awav to doubtful and false gods, permitung them
to rise up from the only-begotien Son. . .. Encouragement to pray,
confidence that our sins are forgiven, and the - wranquility to seek
God’s help are the elfect of the Spirit of adoption.®

As 1n living a holy life, the Spirit imwardly teaches the sons of God
not only to trust God, but also to love the things that please him. As
we pray, lhy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in
heaven,’ the truth of our adoption 1s made clear. Those who prayv this
prayer not filled with zeal for God’s glory, should not be considered
God’s sons.™ As the status of adopuion brings the believer into free-
dom of conscience, a good conscience, so it leads him to obedience
of life. Both are the fruit of the Spirit of adoption.”

IV. Conclusion

We have seen that for Calvin, adopton is a fundamental structural
category for the doctrine of salvation. If later ages would dig deeper
into the redemptive historical understanding of the believer’s adop-
ton as conforrmuty to Chnst's exaltation/adoption, nevertheless
Calvin is thoroughly Christ-centered in his understanding.® His doc-
irine of salvation is centered upon union with Christ in his death and
resurrcction, that union being established by the Spirit. Thus
Calvin’s doctrine of adoption can bring out both the forensic and the
vital aspect of the New Testament teaching, disunguishing them
without separation. They are like the heat and light of the sun. |

[ would like to look further into the discussion of ‘Calvin versus the
Calvinists.” But Calvin’s emphasis on confidence as the sure mark of
the Spirit’s ministry inclines me to think that for him, assurance must
be found in faith. The elements of Calvin’s docirine of adoprtion are
beautifully summarized in the Westminster Comnfession of Faith,
chapter X1 Further study may demonstrate that the Assembly drew
directly on the Instifules. In any event, the division bewween ‘Calvin
and thc Calvinists’ appears not to be very substantial.

If'we do theology from the redemptive historical position, attention
to the doctrine of creation and Adam as God’s son will fill out
Calvin’s picture. Likcwise, seen in Light of the ultmate goal of God’s
work, adopuon 1s the very heart of the gospel.

- ——— ——

84 T111,20.40.

85 Comm. Rom. 8:13; and 1 Jn. 3:21; f IIL.2.11.

86 I11.20.43.

87 111.19.4.5.

38 This 15 to be understood as in addition to Christ’s eternal annd onological staras as
Son of God. CI Gaffin, Resurrection 1171
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Abstract

The theme of adoption into the family of God has been largely neg-
lected in studies of Calvin’s theology. This is a serious oversight.
Adoption is a central concept in Calvin’s understanding of the
gospel. The true knowledge of God the Greator, found in the gospel,
is to know him as Father. The purpose of the incarnation and atone-
ment is adoption. Election is a kind of incipient adoption. The work
of the Spirit in salvation brings us to know God as Father. Calvin
explores the biblical history of redemption in terms of the covenant,
which he develops as ‘the covenant of free adoption’. As pastor,
Calvin develops Christian experience as adoption under the cate-
gories of comfort, chastening, and prayer. Behind this 1s his undecr-
standing of salvation as union with Christ through the Spirit.
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