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Abstract -

Philosophical and theological influences in John Calvin's
thought: reviewing some research results

A profound thinker like Calvin basically has to answer the
following two questions: What “is” and what “ought” to be? The
first question deals with what reality looks like, its ontological
structure or one'’s type of thought. The second question con-
cerns one's view of the norms valid for created reality, the
direction which one’s life takes or the spiritual trend of one'’s
thinking.

In a previous article in the same issue of this journal, Calvin’s
answer to the second question was already investigated.
Among all the spiritual trends of his time, his main motive was
to be obedient to God, his Word and his will. We now turn to the
answer to the first question: What types of philosophies and
theologies emerged within these various spiritual trends which
could have influenced Calvin's thinking?

The investigation develops through the following steps. Firstly,
the question is posed whether Calvin really succeeded in the
direction of his thinking, viz. to be a radical-biblical reformational
thinker. This question is divided into three sub-questions: was
Calvin influenced by extra-biblical ideas? If so, to what extent?
How did he employ pre-Christian insights? The second and
main section tries to answer these difficult questions by
reviewing seven most prominent philosophical and theological
types of thinking. The third section indicates the contribution of
a Christian philosophical analysis of his worldview. The con-
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cluding section draws the last lines of Calvin's ‘intellectual
portrait”.

Opsomming

Filosofiese en teologiese invioede op die denke van
Johannes Calvyn: 'n bespreking van enkele
navorsingsresuliate

'n Diepsinnige denker soos Calvyn behoort die voigende twee
basiese vrae te beantwoord: Wat “is" en wat “behoort"? Die
eerste vraag handel oor hoe die werklikheid lyk, die ontologiese
strukture, of 'n mens se tipe denke. Die tweede vraag het be-
trekking op 'n mens se visie op die norme wat vir die geskape
werklikheid geld, oor die rigting van 'n mens se lewe, of die
geestestroming waarbinne iemand dink.

In die vorige artikel in dieseifde nommer van hierdie tydskrif is
Calvyn se antwoord op die tweede vraag reeds ondersoek.
Onder al die geestestromings van sy tyd was sy hoofmotief om
aan God alleen, sy Woord en sy wil gehoorsaam fe wees.
Hierdie artikel ondersoek sy antwoord op die eerste vraag:
Watter soort filosofieé en teologieé, wat in die verskillende
geestestromings gestalte gekry het, het moontlik Calvyn se
denke beinvioed?

Die ondersoek word in die volgende stappe ontwikkel. Ten
eerste word die vraag gestel of Calvyn werklik volledig geslaag
het in die rigting van sy denke, naamlik om 'n radikaal-bybelse
reformatoriese denker te wees. Hierdie vraag word in drie sub-
vrae onderverdeel: Was Calvyn beinvioed deur buite-bybelse
insigte? Indien wel, tot watter mate? Hoe het hy hierdie idees
gebruik? Die tweede afdeling probeer om hierdie moeilike vrae
te beantwoord deur 'n oorsigtelike bespreking van sewe van die
mees prominente filosofiese en teologiese tipes denke. Die
derde afdeling bespreek die bydrae van 'n Christelik-filosofiese
analise van sy lewensvisie. In die afsluitende gedeelte word die
laaste buitelyne van Calvyn se “intellektuele portret” getrek.

1. Introduction

Before embarking on our topic, some preliminary questions, like the
following, should be asked: Did Calvin succeed in his deepest mo-
tive to develop a radical-biblical worldview or did he also employ
extra-biblical ideas? (The answer to this question is obvious: No
thinker can read the Bible without preconceptions. However, be-
cause many theologians regard Calvin as a purely biblical thinker,
this remains an issue to be discussed.) If so, to what extent and how
did he rely on foreign influences?
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1.1 Calvin’s deepest motive: to be a radical-biblical reformer

The unique character of the Reformation resides not only i

that_ itbwas anti-synthetic minded (the negative), but eSpchi?:\I}:eirTa;tc;
Christian anti-synthetic character (the positive). The Reformation
wanted to break with medieval synthetic thought not because of an
prot_)lems about the biblical element contained in it (which was thg
motive behind secular anti-synthetic thought), but to free the Word of
God, obscured through synthesis with pagan thought. Sola Scriptura
was written boldly on the Reformation banner.

j’his was also the‘spirit of the great reformer, John Calvin. He. for
instance (cf. Qalwn, 1559: Institutes, 2.2.4), criticises the chtllrch
fathers by saying that “... they have come far too close to the [Greek
gnd_ Toma;]lgllosophers ... they strove to harmonize the doctrine of
cripture halfway with the beliefs of the philosophers” i
1960; translation — Battles). ¥ sl

1.2 Did Calvin succeed?

Calvin was convinced that the Scriptures should be allowed

clearly for themselves and should not be explained allegorictgu?(pza;g
reverence towards the Bible (inherited from his humanistic traiﬁing)
pfeventgd him from applying the method of eisegesis and exegesis
Easege§|s-e>§egesrs was one of the methods applied during medievai
syn_thetlc thinking (cf. Vollenhoven, 2005a:66-68) to read extra-
biblical pljilosophical ideas into the Bible (= eisegesis) and in this
way acqu!red biblical approval for the unbiblical, pre-Christian Greek
phrlqsophacal ideas (= exegesis). An example is how the unbiblical
dualism of body and soul could receive biblical sanction — resulting
in a synthesis between the Bible and ancient anthropologies.

While one‘should have the greatest appreciation for Calvin's new
hermeneutlcs (discussed extensively by many authors at different
Calvin Research Congresses), the question still has to be asked
whether he always applied it consistently. No human being can read
the Bible without any preconceptions.

'ln tﬁis regard the Calvin scholar Wendel (1963:359), wrote the fol-
owing:

But sometimes, for the sake of logical coherence or out of
a;tachment to pre-established dogmatic positions, he also did
violence to the biblical texts. His principle of Scriptural authority
then led him to search the Scriptures for illusionary support, by
means of purely arbitrary interpretations ... Although Callvin
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showed himself capable of profiting by the methods of the
humanists, and on many occasions gave proof of a sense of
history that was rare enough in that epoch, he also knew how to
adapt a text to the requirements of his doctrine ... It would be
ungracious of us to labour this point. But truth compels one to
admit frankly that, despite all his fidelity to the Bible, he seems
to have been searching the Scriptures more frequently for texts
to support a doctrine accepted in advance than to derive

doctrine from the Scriptures.

ls it thus possible that Calvin's efforts towards a scripturally deter-
mined worldview sometimes failed, because he went to the Scrip-
tures to find textual support for-ideas accepted in advance, while
being unaware of the fact that his philosophical preconceptions were

not Scriptural.

1.3 The nature of this investigation

My preceding article in this journal investigated the religious direc-
tion (spiritual trend) of Calvin's thought among other contemporary
trends. The conclusion was that Calvin’s thinking was motivated by
a Christian direction of obedience to God's Word alone. In this
respect Calvin was unique, indicating a new way among a chaos of

spiritual confusion.

This follow-up article will investigate possible influences on his view
of reality (his type of worldview or philosophy). Since direction and
type is intimately connected, the major question (as already stated)
will now be whether Calvin fully succeeded in applying the Christian
direction of his thinking also to its contents. (For a detailed ex-
planation of the distinction between trends and types or direction
and structure, cf. Vollenhoven, 2005a:99-115; 2005b; 2005¢:xxvii et
seq. and Bril & Boonstra, 2000:38, 401-405.) In this respect, as will
become evident, Calvin’s ideas were not as novel as he remained

stuck in past and contemporary ideas.

To summarise the preceding: The “real Calvin® was not only the
non-conformist reformer, who challenged the prevalent notions of
his day, striking out a new path (cf. Klapwijk, 1991a:128), but also
the Calvin who could not free himself fully from past and con-
temporary — even unbiblical — influences.

This article on Calvin's intellectual “pedigree” will therefore be of a
worldviewish-philosophical nature. The author is of the opinion that
such a philosophical approach is in the position to uncover the basic
foundations of Calvin’s thought. A Christian-reformational philoso-
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phical approach includes the additional advantage that it does not
(as e.g. secular appr_oaches) simply rejects Calvin’s ideas or delibe-
rately tries to force his thinking into a foreign mold.

1.4 Important preliminary questions

The main qqestion about foreign influences in Calvin’s thinking ma
be divided in the following three sub-questions: Was Cahfi]n 5
f!ueqced by extra-biblical ideas?; If so, to what extent?: Ho clinr;
Calvin employ non-biblical insights in his own thinking? R

Answering the first question, research has already indi
there_can be no doubt anymore that Calvin also lea?nér(;dlgztaer? ﬂfggwt
the Bible, much from his contemporary spiritual environmlent We will
therefore be very brief on this point. My previous research ‘(cf Valn
der Walt, 1979; 1991) will not only be updated, but also abbreviated
Only a s:efection of some of the most important research result ‘Ii
be mentioned to assist (new) Calvin researches. a

As will transpire, no definite answer could thu i

sepond question, viz. to what extent Calvin ?vl:sr zi;féﬂ;gr?f ;ﬁ tI!-clﬁ
nt'e:gn (e.g. Grgek and Roman) philosophical influences. Researchers
end to err either per defectum (denying such influences) or per
excessum (over-emphasising them). | also doubt whether this pro-
blem_ will soon be fully answered and a consensus achieved F;\
cor_dlng to Wendel (1963:359) it will be a gigantic task, re uirin. thc-
patience of a whole team of researchers. P o

1.5 The sense of such an endeavour

The sense of such an endeavour depends on : i i

on the correct relation between Christ[i)an and noonrlgl?\rﬁs:gnvtﬁr:‘lzic:m
When they are regarded as mutually exclusive, it will be important t%
kn_ow to what extent Calvin was also influenced by pre-Christian
Fhlnkgrs. Klapwijk (1973) not only discusses Calvin's own viewpoint
in tl'ps regard, but he himself (Klapwijk) is of the opinion that the
relation _between Christian and pre-Christian (secular) thought can-
not be simply understood in terms of negation and exclusion. In th

light of 2 Corinthians 10:5, a Christian thinker's attitude éhoulde
according to Klapwijk, (1973:44, 45, 61 and for the detail Kla wi‘k’
1_£-}91bJ_be both opposition (“Casting down reasonings and Fe)vej /
2;:?;1’? rt:;lgg ;E}at is ;leled against the knowledge of God ...") an?;

s (%.. an ingi i ivity |
Sbod o s ringing every thought into captivity to the
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