John Calvin’s Treatise “On Civil Government”
Study Answers
Session #1
1.  Calvin was born in France and lived from 1509-1564.
2.  Along with many commentaries on specific Biblical works, Calvin’s most popular work is called Institutes of the Christian Religion.
3.  Calvin’s treatise “On Civil Government” is found where in Calvin’s theological work?    Book 4, Chapter 20
4.   When some Christians hear the name Calvin, they think only of the doctrine that has come to be called Calvinism, which is the New Testament doctrine of God’s sovereign election of people to salvation.  

5.  What event caused Calvin to leave Paris?   His sermon at the University that called for a reformation  
6.   In 1536 Calvin was compelled by Farel, a fellow reformer, to stay and minister in what city? Geneva 

7.  Calvin introduced to the city both moral laws and a confession of faith.
8.  The Roman Catholic teaching was that the church is above the state.  The Reformers taught from the Bible that the church is separate, but not above, the state. 

9.   The Reformers taught that, like the church, the state needs to be under the authority of the Bible.  The state is not to be a secular institution.   A nation needs to build its laws and governance upon an ideology, and this is, in essence, religious.
10.  The teaching that the state is to be secular came out of what movement?   The secular enlightenment
11.   In early America, the colonies declared in their charters that they were Christian States.

12.   Calvin was expelled from Geneva.   He went to teach in what city? Strasbourg, Germany
13.  Calvin was asked to return to Geneva after refuting a Bishop by the name of  Sadolet.
14.  Geneva embraced the Reformation and the authority of the Bible, and this choice affected the culture for generations.   Finish Psalm 33:12 -  “Blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord.”
15.  Which two groups opposed Calvin?  (1) The Patriots    (2) The Libertines
16.  The critics try to discredit the reformation in Geneva by bringing up the burning of Servetus at the stake.    Did John Calvin pass the sentence?   No
17.  Although the mindset in the 16th century was to deal out harsh punishment upon those who taught religious error, should we now make freedom of religion absolute?  No   Does the state have any role in regulating what is either secular or religious ideology?  Yes.   Give an example: Polygamy, Banning of the Nazi party 
18.  Which Old Testament king was judged for allowing religious pluralism?  Solomon  (1 Kings 11:1-9)

19.   Another criticism of the Reformers is that they regulated freedom of the press.
20.  There are those who succumb to the argument that we can never censor error because it will set up a precedent for the censorship of truth.  Such people tend to hold to the philosophy of  Relativism, and as such, cannot see how society could determine right ideology from wrong ideology.    

21.  How did the Reformers’ view of government differ from the secular enlightenment view of government that is prevalent in our day?    The Reformers taught that government is not to be secular and pluralistic, but that government leaders have a responsibility before God to follow the Christian worldview and ethic.
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1. What are the four views of government?   Give a brief explanation

1.   Pluralism – The state is to embrace all religions and enforce only the universal moral laws found on men’s conscience.
2.   Christian America – The governmental leaders should pass laws that follow Christian values.
3.   Theonomy (Reconstructionism) – A nation must follow the judicial laws of the Old Covenant.
4   National Confessionalism – A nation must declare in its documents the Christian faith. 

2. Which view is espoused by most Americans?   Pluralism
3.  Which view is held by Liberal Evangelicalism?   Pluralism   
4.  In 1864 the National Reform Association asked Congress to do what?  Add an amendment to the Constitution acknowledging the authority of the Scriptures and  Jesus Christ 

5.  Complete the following Scriptures:

* Psalm 47:7 “For God is the King of all the earth.”
* Revelation 1:5  “and from Jesus Christ . . . the ruler of the kings of the earth.”

* Psalm 2:10-12 
 “Now therefore, O kings, show discernment; take warning, O judges of the earth.  Worship the Lord with reverence and rejoice with trembling.   Do homage to the Son, that He not become angry, and you perish in the way, for His wrath may soon be kindled. How blessed are all who take refuge in Him!”
6.  Is it enough to simply add to the Constitution a statement that the Bible is the basis for our law?   What else should be added? 
To thwart the wolves who claim alternative interpretations of Scripture, any constitution must  include at least  (1) Biblical teaching on the limits of government  (2) An explanation that the judicial punishments in the Law of Moses are not for Gentile nations  (3) a bill of rights that clearly delineates the moral law of God that the state should enforce.
7.  Calvin begins in Section 1 by stating there are two errors

a.  Those who want to throw off all restraint of government

b.  Those who give too much power or flattery to government
8 .  Beware of those who think all problems in society can be changed by changing the polity of government.
9.  Some religious people in Calvin’s day were refuting the need for government from passages such as “It was for freedom that Christ set us free.” (Galatians 5:1)   What was Calvin’s answer to this argument?

These passages are speaking about our spiritual standing before Christ and our freedom from the penalty of the law, not our relationship with government.

10.  Is the law of conscience and institution of the church all we need for social order?  No, we need government
11.  Government is necessary for both Christians and non-Christians.   Nevertheless, the more sinful a society becomes, the greater the need for more government.  According to Proverbs 28:2,  “By the transgression of a land many are its princes.”
12.  In Section 3, Calvin gives the main outline for the information to follow:
A.  The magistrates

B.   The Law
C.  The duty of the people who are governed
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1.  In Section 4, Calvin writes that we can know that God approves of government because of the positive titles God gives to magistrates.
2.   In Psalm 82:6, the judges of the earth are called Elohims, Mighty ones
3.  According to Deuteronomy 1:17, the judgment that kings decree are who’s decree?  God’s decree
4.  According to Proverbs 8:15-16, who sets up kings?  God
5.  Are kings ever in power because of human perverseness or mistakes?   No

6.  Romans 13:1-3 reads, “For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God.”  Are evil governments established by God?   Yes
7.  The secular, rationalistic view of government teaches that the only legitimate government is what type of government?  That which is ordained by the people, popular sovereignty, democracy
8.  God made sure Israel understood that which tyrannical king was ordained of God?   (Isaiah 44:28; 45:1)  Cyrus
9.  God ordains certain forms of government based on what?   The character or need of the people
10.   Who wrote in “Spirit of Law” that “moderate government is most agreeable to the Christian religion, and despotic government to the Mahometan?”  Montesquieu
11.  Why does God allow evil rulers over some people?  To punish, humble and teach
12.  Biblically, does the American government become illegitimate if it becomes socialistic?  No
13.  How should Christians change bad government?    Not by rebellion against the state but by changing the culture gradually through the teaching of the Scriptures

14.  What is Calvin’s answer in Section 5 to those who teach the Old Testament pattern of kings is no longer valid?   Calvin refers to Psalm 2 where kings are not told to return to private life, but to submit to Christ.
15.  In Section 6, Calvin warns rulers that they ought to submit to the Word of Christ.   What verses in the Bible teach that God can ordain bad rulers and still hold them accountable to follow His law?  Matthew 18:7; Isaiah 10:5-7; Acts 4:27-28; Isaiah 33:1-2

16.  Can a Christian mock or rebel against the ruler?   No.  1 Peter 2:17 tells us to “honor the King.”
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1.   Calvin writes that the best form of polity for any nation depends upon circumstances.
2.  Complete the following from Section 8

* Monarchy is prone to tyranny. 

* Aristocracy is prone to faction.
* Popular sovereignty is prone to sedition.
3.  Which form of government does Calvin believe is the best?  Aristocracy either pure or modified 

4.  Israel was a rule by the Law of God as administrated by elders appointed by the people.

5.  Was America founded to be a democracy or a republic?  A republic 
6.  What is the difference between a democracy and a republic?   A democracy is a rule by the people.  A republic is a rule by God’s higher law as administered by representatives of the people.  In a republic the rule of God’s law is over the will of the majority.
7.    Calvin says that the best government allows for liberty with moderation

8.   Calvin writes, “Whatever be the form which God has appointed in the place in which we live, our duty is to obey and submit.
9.  What would John Calvin have thought of the American Revolution?   He would not have urged Christians to take up arms against the state, but to wait upon the Lord to be freed from bad government.
10.  Complete 1 Samuel 26:9-10: 

“But David said to Abishai, ‘Do not destroy him [Saul], for who can stretch out his hand against the Lord’s anointed and be without guilt?’  David also said, ‘As the Lord lives, surely the Lord will strike him, or his day will come that he dies, or he will go down into battle and perish.’”
11.  Many Christians involved themselves in the American Revolution because they felt compelled to follow whom?  The lower magistrates,  the leaders of their states
12.  In Section 9 Calvin teaches that the magistrate must enforce both tablets of The Law--The 10 Commandments.
13.  Give one example of states following the first four commandments:   Blasphemy laws, Blue laws
14.  Does the magistrate have a duty before God to keep idolatry and false religion out of the land?  Yes, according to Romans 13 and the Scriptural injunctions for kings
15.   The magistrates need to make piety their first care.   

16.  Laws need to consider not only the rights of man, but also the rights of God.
17 .  Give some examples of how America used to promoted piety:  adding “One nation under God” to the pledge; military chaplaincy, national day of prayer, the year of the Bible 

18.  According to Deuteronomy 17:18-20, the king was to write for himself a copy of the Law of God.
19.  When the Word of God is the basis for the law of the land, neither the king nor the people think they are the law.   “A government that abandons God soon thinks it is God.”

20.  The duty of the state is to punish whom?  Evil doers (Jeremiah 21:12; 22:3; Psalm 101:4-6; Romans 13:4)
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1.  In Section 10 Calvin argues that only the state can practice capital punishment on evil doers because the power of the sword is not given to the individual, but to the state.

2.  In Section 11 Calvin discusses the right of the state to do what?  Go to war
3.  What should a Christian do if his state is involved in an unjust war?  Leave the country or practice civil disobedience
4.  What classic Bible text is used to support the legitimacy of a Christian’s calling to be a soldier?   Luke 3:12-14
5.  In Section 13 Calvin discusses the right of the state to do what?  Levy tax
6.  In Section 14 Calvin writes that the laws of the land should originate from God.
7.  The error that Calvin refutes is a belief that the Judicial Law of Moses is for all Gentile nations today

8.  Section 14 repudiates which view of government?  Theonomy or Reconstructionism  

9.  The Mosaic Covenant can be divided into three sections:  Judicial, Ceremonial, and Moral
10.  Which aspect of the Mosaic Covenant is still enforced?   The Moral
11.  What text in the New Testament teaches that the Mosaic Covenant is no longer enforced?   Jeremiah 31:31; Hebrews 8:13,  Acts 15

12.  Why is capital punishment for the crime of murder still for today?   It was part of the Noahic covenant that has never been set aside.
13.  “Each nation has been left at liberty to enact laws which it judges to be beneficial.”

14.  Can a magistrate today still draw on the principles of the Mosaic Law even though the exact modes of punishment need not be followed?    Yes
15.  “The Lord did not deliver it by the hand of Moses to be promulgated in all countries, and to be everywhere enforced; but having taken the Jewish nation under His special care . .  .”
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1.   In Section 17, Calvin refutes those who believe a Christian should never use the courts.
2.  Calvin describes a second group:   those who are always running to the courts.
3.  The courts should be used by Christians as long as our interest is for justice, not revenge; and we do what is good for our adversary and society.
4.  What Biblical character appealed to and used Caesar’s court?  The apostle Paul
5.  How does Calvin explain 1 Corinthians 6:6 where Paul rebukes the Corinthians for going to court?  Paul rebukes using the courts when it hurts the testimony of Christ.
6.  In Section 22 we are reminded in Scripture that we are to fear the king (Proverbs 24:21) and honor the king. (1 Peter 2:17)

7.  If we honor an evil king, we are not honoring the evil; we are honoring the office established by God.
8.  Should the private citizen take on a function of government without the request of the magistrates?  No
9.  Biblically, do the people have authority over their elected officials?  No, we need to obey the ruler once he is in his office; the ruler is certainly still under any oath of office or law of the land he swore to uphold. 
10.  In the American secular mindset, the people do not need to fear the rulers; the ruler needs to fear the people.

11.  John Locke developed the secular, rationalistic philosophy that the government derives its power from the people or the consent of the governed.  Biblically, the government derives its power from God (Romans 13)
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1.  In Section 24, Calvin teaches that evil rulers need to be recognized as legitimate.
2.  An evil ruler is a “minister of God to you for good.”
3.  The spiritual excuse for  disobeying  government is to reinterpret this passage Romans 13 to mean that if a magistrate is not a minister of God for good, then he is illegitimate and can be overthrown.

4.  Edmund Burke wrote, “The only thing necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.”  When it comes to magistrates, what is the good thing Christians should do?  Do not rebel against the magistrates but  pray, teach, and do good deeds.
5.  Uprisings against governments create more harm because rebellion seeks to change the government forms, and not the heart.,
6.  What promise does God give Israel in 1 Samuel 12:14?  If you serve God, then your king will also serve God.
7.  Since God ordains all kings and all laws, evil kings or evil laws are ordained by God and not by whom ?  The devil
8. God bestows authority on whom He wishes. (Daniel 4:17)

9.  Even though Israel disobeyed God in demanding a king, once the king was over them, they had to submit to the king.

10.  Laws in a society that permit evil punish whom?   The ones who practice the evil
11.  What Old Testament passage does Calvin say settles the question that God ordains all governments (good and evil)?   Jeremiah 27 

12.   In Section 29, should we honor rulers that do not fulfill their God-given duty?   Yes
13.  What does Calvin say we should do when we find ourselves under evil leaders?   Repent of our own faults that have moved God to curse us with evil leaders.
14.  Although the Christian should never rebel against rulers, whom does God often raise up to overthrow evil rulers?  God raises up evil men to persecute evil rulers.

15.  What passage in Ecclesiastes teaches that God causes magistrates to police other magistrates?  Ecclesiastes 5:8
16.   There are two groups called of God to overthrow rulers:  (1) The unlawful and  (2) The lawful (like Moses and the judges).

17.  In Section 33, Calvin writes that Christians need to follow the higher law of God over the law of man.  In Acts 5:29 we find the following principle of civil disobedience:   “we must obey God rather than men.” 
18.  What is a classic example in the Old Testament of civil disobedience?  Daniel

19  Answer the concluding questions from the seventh session:
*  What truths from the Bible does Calvin emphasize of which you were previously unaware?

*  In what way has the world deceived you with its ideology?

*  What changes do you need to make?
