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1. Superb examples of address to contemporary issues in and through the examination of the past
can be found in John L. Thompson, Reading the Bible with the Dead: What You Can Learn from the

History of Exegesis That You Can’t Learn from Exegesis Alone (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007); Robert
Kolb and Charles P. Arand, The Genius of Luther’s Theology: A Wittenberg Way of Thinking for the

Contemporary Church (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008); and Robert Kolb, Luther and the Stories of God:

Biblical Narratives as a Foundation for Christian Living (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012).

Preface

The essays in the present volume belong to the work of several decades and
represent a series of related studies in the development of the Reformed tradition
from the time of Calvin into the era of orthodoxy. At its most general level and
approach, the book continues the basic argument posed in my other studies of the
era, albeit in relation to different topics—namely, that the Reformed tradition is a
diverse and variegated movement not suitably described as founded solely on the
thought of John Calvin or as either a derivation or a deviation from Calvin (as if his
theology were the norm for the whole tradition). The present essays press the
methodological point further by raising foundational issues concerning the nature of
a tradition and the problems inherent in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century
master-narratives concerning the changes that took place in the early modern era.

As is also the case with my previous studies of Reformation and orthodox-era
Reformed thought, this work is an exercise in intellectual history that engages in an
examination of trajectories of Reformed thought, not a work of dogmatics engaged
in the formulation of Reformed doctrines for the present day. Its method assumes
that a writer cannot simultaneously wear two hats or serve two masters and that
engagement in contemporary dogmatizing in the midst of the analysis of a historical
document only results in the muddying of historical waters and the loss of genuine
engagement with the thought of past centuries, a problem unfortunately
characteristic of much of what still passes for studies of Calvin and Calvinism. Not
that theologians should avoid reading and meditating on historical sources! Rather,
there is a need for historians and theologians to exercise methodological care—so
that the historian does not import foreign and anachronistic notions to the task of
presenting an older theology to a modern readership and that the theologian does
not distort the meaning of a document for the sake of contemporary re-presentation
or retrieval.1

On a more specific level, the essays in the book pose the argument that
developing Reformed approaches to the work of Christ and the order of salvation do
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10 Preface

not fit easily into a set of standard and sadly current caricatures and
misrepresentations both of Calvin and of later Reformed thought on such issues as
limited atonement, hypothetical universalism, union with Christ, and the order of
salvation. The more closely one examines the documents, the older largely dogmatic
narratives found in twentieth-century discussion of the era are revealed as
fundamentally mistaken and tendentious. Thus, the narrative of Calvin as the
founder of a uniformly Calvinistic Reformed tradition, the alternative narrative of
“Calvin against the Calvinists,” the notions of central dogmas or of predestinarian
versus christocentric or covenantal systems of theology, the more recent claim of
Calvin as the lonely representative of a theology of union with Christ, and the
purported connections between humanistic or scholastic methods and particular
dogmatic results need to be discarded. What appears when the dogmatic dross is set
aside is a variegated Reformed tradition that drew variously and eclectically on the
patristic and medieval backgrounds, that does not rest on the theology of any single
founder but was diverse from its beginnings, and that developed in dialogue and
debate during the early modern era. When, moreover, Calvin’s thought is placed into
the context of this developing tradition, he appears as one of several major codifiers
or systematizers of the second generation of the Reformation, whose thought was not
always appropriated directly into the theologies of later generations of Reformed
exegetes, theologians, and pastors.

There are also several places in the present volume where the differences between
my early work in Christ and the Decree and my present understanding of the place of
Calvin in the development of Reformed thought and in relation to later orthodoxy
are evident—notably in the discussion of Christ’s work and its limitation and the
discussion of the practical syllogism. In both instances, I recognize that my earlier
analysis allowed more cogency to the neo-orthodox line of argumentation about
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sources than was warranted. Specifically, I
allowed aspects of the faulty nineteenth- and twentieth-century master narratives of
early modernity and elements of the neo-orthodox macro-theological generalizations
about the thought of the Reformers and their successors to deflect my attention from
the original contexts and implications of Calvin’s thought and of the thought of
various later Reformed writers.

The chapters provide a fairly cohesive line of argument resting on two basic issues,
one methodological, the other topical. On the methodological side, chapter 1
engages the issues of problematic master narratives of the theology of the
Reformation and the early modern era, of the nature of a theological tradition,
specifically the Reformed tradition, and of how developments in doctrine, the
reception of earlier argumentation by later thinkers (e.g., Calvin by later
“Calvinists”), and transmission of confessional models into later contexts ought to
be understood. On the topical side, all of the essays relate to the work of Christ and
its application to believers. I make no attempt, however, to offer a complete survey
of the issues or thinkers involved in the Reformed development, but have sought

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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Preface 11

only to present some of the diverse strands of the development of Reformed thought.
Thus, on the issue of the extent of Christ’s work, I have noted issues in the
interpretation of Calvin in the context of his contemporaries and some of his
antecedents, and I have offered some evidences not only of the relationship of
Calvin’s approach to later versions of hypothetical universalism but also of the
significant varieties of hypothetical universalism itself—but I have not traced out the
more particularistic lines of Reformed development apart from various comparative
remarks and a brief comment on my sense of the wide variety of formulations. That
development, at the hands of thinkers like William Perkins, John Owen, and Francis
Turretin, is left for the time being for further study.

The gathering of essays found in this volume owes its origin to the efforts of Pastor
Nam Joon Kim of Yullin Church in Anyang-City, Korea, and of several other of my
Korean colleagues, Professors Won Taek Lim of Baekseok Seminary and University,
Byunghoon Kim and Sang Hyuck Ahn of Hapdong Theological Seminary, Sungho
Lee of Kosin Theological Seminary, and Byung Ho Moon of Chongshin Theological
Seminary, to organize and host a series of lectures in the autumn of 2011, to the
hospitality of the four seminaries and of the Korea Evangelical Theological Society
and the Society for Reformed Life Theology for giving me the opportunity to deliver
a plenary address at their annual meeting. These lectures form the core of the book.
An earlier form of the second chapter, “Was Calvin a Calvinist?,” was originally
delivered as a lecture sponsored by the H. Henry Meeter Center. A shorter version
of chapter 4, “A Tale of Two Wills?,” was previously published as an article in Calvin

Theological Journal. The other essays in the volume appear in print for the first time
here. I am most grateful for the careful reading of my text by Raymond A. Blacketer,
Todd Billings, and John V. Fesko, each of whom made helpful suggestions both in
content and composition. A word of profound thanks is also due to the translator of
my lectures in Korea, Byung Soo Han, whose linguistic skills and theological
expertise not only made the lectures possible but also served to clarify passages in the
English text of the essays.

Richard A. Muller
Lowell, Michigan
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1. As, e.g., in Otto Ritschl, Dogmengeschichte des Protestantismus: Grundlagen und Grundzüge der

theologischen Gedanken- und Lehrbildung in den protestantischen Kirchen, 4 vols. (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs,
1908-1912; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1926-1927); Arthur Cushman McGiffert,
Protestant Thought before Kant (London, 1911; repr. New York: Harper & Row, 1961); Hans Emil
Weber, Reformation, Orthodoxie und Rationalismus, 2 vols. in 3 parts (Gütersloh, 1937-1951; repr.,
Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1966).

1

From Reformation to Orthodoxy:

The Reformed Tradition in the Early Modern Era

Approaching Reformation and Orthodoxy

Between the beginnings of the Reformation in the first three decades of the
sixteenth century and the deconfessionalization that took place between the late
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, there was a significant development of
Protestant religion and theology, ecclesial and intellectual culture. From the
perspective of confessionality and theological formulation, that development can be
described as the rise of an institutional form of Protestantism, founded on the
historical datum of the Reformation-era break with Rome and framed in its approach
to religious and doctrinal identity by the confessional documents written largely by
the first and second generations of Reformers: in short, the development of
confessionally orthodox Protestantism or as it is typically called, Protestant
Orthodoxy. From a methodological perspective, the description and analysis of that
development is far more complex than the simple account of the theologies of
various individuals and major confessional controversies, as is typically found in the
older literature.1

The teachings of no single theologian, not even one as important as Calvin, can
account for the development of the Reformed tradition, not even in his own time,
much less over the course of nearly two centuries. Nor does analysis of such debates
as those with Rome, or with the Lutherans, or over the teachings of Arminius give
an adequate picture of the development, given the large number of debates that did
not rise to the confessional level and the even larger number of doctrinal points that
were developed with some diversity of formulation but did not become the subjects

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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14 Calvin and the Reformed Tradition

2. See the discussion in Richard A. Muller, “Diversity in the Reformed Tradition: A
Historiographical Introduction,” in Drawn into Controversie: Reformed Theological Diversity and

Debates within Seventeenth-Century British Puritanism, ed. Michael G. A. Haykin and Mark Jones
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), pp. 17-30.

of significant debate.  And, of course, neither the Reformation in general nor the2

Reformed tradition in particular arose ex nihilo: there was not only a broad late
medieval background of the Reformation; within that broad religious and theological
culture of the later Middle Ages, there were also diverse currents that carried over
into the Reformation and into post-Reformation Protestantism, the reception of
which varied from theologian to theologian.

Recent studies of this development have begun to emphasize its complexity and
variety, setting aside the over-simplified narratives of much of the earlier scholarship.
The Reformation itself, once described as an almost hermetically sealed theological
box, is now understood in the context of broader cultural patterns extending back
into the Middle Ages and forward into the early modern era. Individual Protestant
theologians are now understood not as creators of an entirely new and radically
biblical theology but as fairly conservative Reformers whose immediate theological
roots are to be found in the theological milieu of the later Middle Ages and whose
positive sources included the greater part of the older tradition of the church.
Beyond this, a larger portion of the scholarly community has recognized that
individual Reformers like Luther, Melanchthon, Zwingli, Bullinger, and Calvin
cannot rightly be understood as creators of unique theologies abstracted from the
thought of their teachers and immediate predecessors or from the theological
formulations of their contemporaries.

The importance of this approach to the complexity and variety of Protestant
theological development is particularly evident in the specific case of the Reformed
tradition, often identified as “Calvinism.” Given that a significant number of
Reformers contributed to the development of this tradition in the generation prior
to Calvin, including several who either individually or in accord with others
produced the first layer of Reformed confessional documents, and given that Calvin’s
own theology developed both out of this prior context and in dialogue with other
Reformers of his own generation, the rise of Reformed theology, indeed, the
formation of a specifically Reformed tradition cannot be adequately analyzed or
properly understood if individual thinkers are abstracted from this broader religious
and theological context. The theological formulations of the individual writers, in
other words, cannot be rightly understood either in isolation or in one-to-one
comparisons. The problem was recognized by John T. McNeill, who commented at
the beginning of his History and Character of Calvinism that there were already, at the
beginnings of the development of the Reformed tradition, “not inconsiderable”
differences between the theologies of Calvin and Zwingli, but that these differences
were not ultimately “divisive” of the confessional tradition. McNeill concluded,
“There is therefore no incongruity involved in making Zwinglianism a part of the

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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From Reformation to Orthodoxy 15

3. John T. McNeill, The History and Character of Calvinism (New York: Oxford University Press,
1954), p. viii.

4. Thus, J. Wayne Baker, Heinrich Bullinger and the Covenant: The Other Reformed Tradition

(Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1980); idem, “Heinrich Bullinger, the Covenant, and the
Reformed Tradition in Retrospect,” Sixteenth Century Journal, 29/2 (1998), pp. 359-376; Basil Hall,
“Calvin against the Calvinists,” in John Calvin: A Collection of Distinguished Essays, ed. Gervase
Duffield (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966), pp. 19-37; Brian G. Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut

Heresy: Protestant Scholasticism and Humanism in Seventeenth-Century France (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1969); Alan C. Clifford, Atonement and Justification: English Evangelical Theology,

1640-1790 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); and idem, Calvinus: Authentic Calvinism, a

Clarification (Norwich: Charenton Reformed Publishing, 1996).

wider movement that, in the unavoidable shorthand of language, is here called
Calvinism.”  Of course, the shorthand is avoidable and one might use the more3

accurate term “Reformed” in place of “Calvinist.”
Accordingly, attempts to drive intellectual wedges between, for example, Calvin

and Bullinger, by way of claiming two Reformed traditions—or between Calvin and
Beza, by way of claiming differences in nuance between Calvin’s theology and Beza’s
as “deviations” from Calvin—operate on a fallacious ground.  Such attempts fail to4

allow for individual diversity within a theological tradition. They fail to allow for
differing antecedents, sources, and contexts for the formulations of individual
theologians. They also fail to observe the rise and development of a confessional
tradition at the hands of a rather diverse group of formulators, they fail to consider
the tradition as itself represented by a series of documents arising from different
contexts, and they fail to identify the patterns of relationship and difference
belonging to the tradition itself. And from a methodological perspective, they also
fail to observe how the more specific characteristics of one major theologian’s
formulations are rather differently received by other thinkers within the confessional
tradition.

The issue addressed, therefore, in reassessing and reconstructing the historical
development of Reformed orthodoxy as an exercise not in modern dogmatics but in
intellectual history, is the tracing of patterns and trajectories of argumentation
within the early modern Reformed confessional tradition, with a view to the
historical context of the debates and developments productive of the rather diverse
movement toward confessionalization and institutionalization in the Reformed
churches. It is important to recognize, moreover, that the periodization of
Reformation, early, high, and late orthodoxy, extending from circa 1517 to circa
1780, provides an imprecise framework: specifically, identifying the Reformation as
an era from 1517 to 1565 and early orthodoxy as an era from 1565 to 1640 or
thereabouts does not propose either a completed Reformation as of 1565, a fully
developed early confessional orthodoxy as of 1565, or a uniformly identifiable high
orthodoxy in 1640, any more than it claims a defined Reformation-era Protestantism
in 1517. The rise of early orthodoxy in particular was a gradual development that
had its beginnings in the confessional writings of the mid-sixteenth century and its

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)
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16 Calvin and the Reformed Tradition

5. Note the literature referenced in Richard A. Muller, After Calvin: Studies in the Development

of a Theological Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 27-33, 74-80, 199-200,
212-215; and idem, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of Reformed

Orthodoxy, ca. 1520 to ca. 1725, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), I, pp. 34-37.

major systematic expression only in a series of rather different, albeit confessionally
circumscribed, theologies written between 1590 and the decades after the Synod of
Dort. Similar comments can be made concerning the high orthodox development
and the waning of orthodoxy or late orthodoxy in the eighteenth century.

Deconstructing the Master Narratives

Reappraisal of the nature and character of the Reformation and of the
developments that followed in the Protestant churches of the later sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries has been a central concern of the theological historiography
of the early modern era during the last fifty years and has resulted in a massive
recasting of our understanding of early modern Protestantism. From the perspective
of intellectual history, part of the reappraisal was grounded in the reception by
historians of the Reformation of a significant body of scholarship on the scholasticism
and humanism of the centuries preceding the Reformation that, when drawn into
an analysis of the confessional, ecclesial, academic, and dogmatically formulative
development of Protestantism, altered considerably our understandings both of the
Reformation and of the orthodoxy that followed it.  This scholarship on5

scholasticism and humanism has never been fully assimilated by proponents of the
older interpretations of the development from Reformation to orthodoxy. With these
altered understandings of scholasticism and humanism in view, the new scholarship
has also engaged in reading a rather vast array of documents that had been largely
ignored by the previous scholarship—and, indeed, that continue to be ignored by
proponents of the several older interpretations of the development of Protestant
thought.

The work of reassessing and reappraising the early modern development of
Reformed thought has typically framed its analysis in terms of continuities,
discontinuities, and diversity in the Reformed tradition. These approaches to
reassessment and reappraisal have also included discussion of the nature and
character of the Reformed tradition itself and examination of the Reformed
reception and use of older theological materials, whether patristic or medieval, both
in the earlier strata of the Reformed tradition itself and in the subsequent
generational layers of Reformed thought in what can be identified as the early and
high orthodox eras. Given, moreover, the enormous broadening of the early modern
bibliography of Reformed Protestantism, these various elements of the reassessment
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From Reformation to Orthodoxy 17

6. The following essay uses the term “master narrative” rather than its near-synonyms, “grand
narrative” and “metanarrative,” given the association particularly of the latter term with an unspoken
or untold narrative that unifies an entire cultural perspective or world-view—while master narrative
can be identified somewhat less philosophically as an actual narrative designed to give sequence and
cohesion to a series of lesser narratives concerned with more particularized contexts. The foundation
of such master narratives will, typically, be an anachronistic assumption drawn from the philosophical
and/or theological views of the writer rather than from the materials used to construct the historical
narrative.

7. Alexander Schweizer,  Die Glaubenslehre der evangelisch-reformirten Kirche dargestellt und aus

den Quellen belegt, 2 vols. (Zürich, 1844-1847); idem, Die protestantischen Centraldogmen in ihrer

Entwicklung innerhalb der reformirten Kirche, 2 vols. (Zürich, 1854-1856); Heinrich Heppe, “Der
Charakter der deutsch-reformirten Kirche und das Verhältniss derselben zum Luthertum und zum

ought to be understood as the proposal of a complete alternative to the defective
master narrative of the older scholarship.6

That older narrative has been characterized by broad theological generalizations
resting largely on nineteenth- and twentieth-century dogmatic concerns and by a
series of philosophical assumptions grounded on post-Kantian understandings of
early modern intellectual history. Both the theological and the philosophical versions
of the narrative are characterized by assumptions of a fairly radical discontinuity
between the Middle Ages and the Reformation, often defined in terms of the conflict
between scholasticism and humanism defined largely as opposing philosophies.
Scholasticism, moreover, understood as a medieval philosophical system, is viewed
by this narrative as being antithetical to the theology of the Reformation and as
functionally terminated with the end of the Middle Ages, at least from the
perspective of Protestant thought properly understood. What is more, the narrative
has been developed in terms of a “great thinker” approach to history that has tended
to elevate individuals and certain documents to the exclusion of interest in
contemporary thinkers or historical contexts.

In brief, most versions of the theological narrative have elevated Calvin out of his
context and identified him as the founder either of the Reformed tradition or of
“Calvinism” or have identified his Institutes of the Christian Religion not only as the
fundamental source of his own thought but as the norm for understanding all
subsequent developments in the Reformed tradition, breeding debates over the
relationship, whether positive or negative, of Calvin to the Calvinists and mistaking
the nature of a tradition. There are three variations on this basic approach—two
from the nineteenth century relating to the doctrinal issues of predestination and
covenant, and one from the twentieth century based on the notion of
christocentricity associated with neo-orthodoxy. In the first of these approaches,
associated primarily with the work of Alexander Schweizer but also drawing on the
studies of Heinrich Heppe, predestination is understood to be the dogmatic center
of Calvinism, with Calvin himself as the foremost early formulator of the position and
as standing in continuity with the later development of Calvinism as a predestinarian
system.  The second of these approaches, based on Heppe’s distinction between a7
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18 Calvin and the Reformed Tradition

Calvinismus,” Theologische Studien und Kritiken, Heft 3 (1850), pp. 669-706; idem, Die Dogmatik der

evangelisch-reformirten Kirche (Elberfeld: R. L. Friedrichs, 1861).
8. George Park Fisher, History of Christian Doctrine (New York: Scribner’s, 1901), pp. 347-348;

more recently, Leonard Trinterud, “The Origins of Puritanism,” Church History, 20 (1951), pp. 37-
57; Jürgen Moltmann, Gnadenbund und Gnadenwahl: Die Prädestinationslehre des Moyses Amyraut,

dargestellt im Zusammenhang der heilsgeschichtlich-foederaltheologie Tradition der Akademie von Saumur

(Göttingen, 1951); Richard Greaves, “The Origins and Early Development of English Covenant
Thought,” The Historian, 31/1 (1968), pp. 21-35; and J. Wayne Baker, Heinrich Bullinger and the

Covenant: The Other Reformed Tradition (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1980).
9. E.g., Hall, “Calvin Against the Calvinists”; Wilhelm Niesel, The Theology of Calvin, trans.

Harold Knight (London: Lutterworth, 1956); Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy; Alister
McGrath, A Life of Calvin (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990).

10. Julie Canlis, “Calvin, Osiander, and Participation in God,” International Journal of Systematic

Theology, 6/2 (2004), pp. 169-184; William B. Evans, Imputation and Impartation: Union with Christ

in American Reformed Theology (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2008); Charles Partee,  “Calvin’s Central
Dogma Again,” Sixteenth Century Journal, 18/2 (1987), pp. 191-200; idem, The Theology of John

Calvin (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 2008).
11. As found in standard manuals that were highly influential in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries, highly influential in framing the understanding of Protestant scholasticism in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century theological discussion: e.g., Friedrich Ueberweg, Grundriss der

Geschichte der Philosophie von Thales bis auf die Gegenwart, 2  ed., 3 vols. (Berlin: E. S. Mittler &nd

Sohn, 1865-1866); in translation, A History of Philosophy, from Thales to the Present Time, trans. from
the 4  German ed. by George S. Morris, with additions, by Noah Porter, 2 vols. (New York: Scribner,th

1872-1874); and Johann Eduard Erdmann, Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie, 2 vols. (Berlin:

Calvinistic predestinarian trajectory and a Melanchthonian German Reformed
theology, understood covenant as an alternative focus to the predestinarian
approach of Calvin and the Calvinists.  The third approach, associated with various8

neo-orthodox writers, represents a reassessment of Calvin to conform his theology
to the standards of neo-orthodoxy, specifically assimilating his thought to a
christocentric model and creating a narrative that poses Calvin against the
predestinarian Calvinists,  and more recently a Calvin focused on union with Christ9

against Calvinists intent on constructing a rigid ordo salutis.  All three of these10

approaches are highly reductionistic in that they superimpose large-scale dogmatic
generalizations on a highly variegated historical development.

The problematic master narrative concerning the history of early modern
philosophy, often read in tandem with these theological narratives, assumes the
demise of scholasticism and of the Western Aristotelian or Peripatetic tradition with
the dawn of the Reformation, regards its continuation into the seventeenth century
as vestigial, and assumes that the rise of rationalism, whether of the deductive
Cartesian or of the inductive Baconian variety, utterly replaced the older
Aristotelianism with little competition from other variant philosophies—rendering
incomprehensible either the lively continuation of the Peripatetic tradition or the
ongoing use of scholastic method among seventeenth-century Protestants and
yielding a detachment of Protestant orthodoxy from the thought of the Reformers.11
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From Reformation to Orthodoxy 19

W. Hertz, 1869); in translation, A History of Philosophy, ed. Williston S. Hough, 2  ed., 3 vols.nd

(London: S. Sonnenschein; New York: Macmillan, 1890-1892).
12. Thus, Amand Saintes, Histoire critique du rationalisme en Allemagne depuis son origine jusqu’à

nos jours (Paris: Jules Renouard, 1844); John M. Robertson, A History of Freethought, Ancient and

Modern, 2  ed., 2 vols. (London: Watts, 1906).nd

13. Cf. Friedrich August Tholuck, Vorgeschichte des Rationalismus, 4 vols. (Halle: E. Anton,
1853-1862); also note John Dillenberger, Protestant Thought and Natural Science: A Historical

Interpretation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1960).
14. Evident in Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, pp. 32-42, 129; Jack B. Rogers and

Donald K. McKim, The Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: An Historical Approach (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1979), pp. 47, 75-76, 149-150, 160-169,175, 185-188, 221-223, etc.

15. Thus, Hans Emil Weber, Reformation, Orthodoxie und Rationalismus, 2 vols. in 3 parts
(Gütersloh, 1937-1951; repr. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1966); and Ernst Bizer,
Frühorthodoxie und Rationalismus (Zürich: EVZ Verlag, 1963).

Indeed, in many histories of early modern philosophy, the only thinkers mentioned
are Descartes, Spinoza, Malebranche, Leibniz, Locke, sometimes with the addition
of Bacon and, more rarely, of Gassendi—and all treated as part of a massive break
with the past and as founders of modernity. Associated with this broader
philosophical narrative, there are two primary alternative approaches to Protestant
thought. One of these approaches, perhaps by way of an older view of the
Renaissance as beginning to strip away the superstitions of the Middle Ages and
replacing them with a focus on humanity, identifies the Reformation as the
wellspring of theological and philosophical freethought and the ancestor of
rationalism, whether for good or for ill.  When this understanding is followed, the12

master narrative interprets Protestant Orthodoxy and its scholastic tendencies as a
form of dogmatism contrary to the Reformation and so obscurantistic in its views
that rationalism, the true heir of the Renaissance and Reformation, ultimately
triumphed.  The alternative approach interprets the Reformation’s emphasis on13

Scripture as a form of fideism, and reads the era of orthodoxy and Protestant
scholasticism as a turn toward rationalism that opened the doorway to the
Enlightenment.  In either case, the traditional Aristotelianism and scholasticism of14

seventeenth-century Reformed thought are understood as preliminary to the rise of
rationalism, with the dominant line of argument identifying Protestant orthodoxy as
a form of rationalism or proto-rationalism.  And, of course, when medieval15

scholasticism is improperly identified as a form of rationalism and the phenomenon
of scholastic method not understood as itself developing and changing over the
course of centuries, the purported rationalism of the Protestant scholastics becomes
not only the predecessor of later but also a recrudescence of earlier rationalisms.

Nearly all of these theological and philosophical master narratives are indebted
to the grand modern master narrative of the end of the Middle Ages in the
Renaissance and Reformation as signaled by the rise of humanism and the downfall
of scholasticism, the most famous version of which appeared in Jacob Burckhardt’s
Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy:
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20 Calvin and the Reformed Tradition

16. Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. S. C. G. Middlemore
(London: S. Sonnenschein; New York: Macmillan, 1904), p. 129.

17. Burckhardt, Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, p. 203
18. Perhaps most notably, Paul Oskar Kristeller, Renaissance Thought: The Classic, Scholastic, and

Humanist Strains (New York: Harper & Row, 1961).

In the Middle Ages both sides of the human consciousness—that which was turned
within as that which was turned without—lay dreaming or half awake beneath a
common veil. The veil was woven of faith, illusion, and childish prepossession,
through which the world and history were seen clad in strange hues. ... In Italy this
veil first melted into air; an objective treatment and consideration of the state and of
all things of this world became possible. The subjective side at the same time asserted
itself with corresponding emphasis; man became a spiritual individual, and recognized
himself as such.16

According to Burckhardt, humanism stood utterly opposed to medieval culture:

as competitor with the whole culture of the Middle Ages, which was essentially
clerical and was fostered by the Church, there appeared a new civilization, founding
itself on that which lay on the other side of the Middle Ages. Its active
representatives became influential because they knew what the ancients knew …
because they began to think, and soon to see, as the ancients thought and felt.17

The underlying problem with all of these narratives is that they are largely of
nineteenth-century origin and do not at all reflect the currents of thought that were
actually present in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Reassessments of
medieval thought and culture have clearly indicated that humanism was not only a
product of the intellectual culture of the Middle Ages, but also that it arose, not as
a successor to scholasticism, but as a parallel development in the university faculties
of the thirteenth century.  Those reassessments have also pointed to both18

humanism and scholasticism as primarily descriptors of method—specifically of
patterns or models of argument that were applied to the various subject areas of the
medieval university curriculum, both of which carried over into the early modern
era. Indeed, the most recent studies of scholastic method have indicated that, in a
series of developments and modifications, including an accommodation to
humanistic interests, it carried over from the Middle Ages as far as the first half of
the eighteenth century.

Recent examinations of the writings of the Reformers have begun to detail
medieval backgrounds, sometimes to be associated with the orders or academic
backgrounds of individual thinkers, sometimes to be associated with diverse patterns
of reception of late medieval materials. Thus, Martin Luther has been studied in
terms of antecedents in late medieval nominalism and in the varied currents of
thought within the Order of Augustinian Eremites and in terms of his reception of
various threads of medieval thought in and through his studies at Erfurt and his
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19. See, e.g., David C. Steinmetz, Luther and Staupitz: An Essay in the Intellectual Origins of the

Protestant Reformation (Durham: Duke University Press, 1980); Dennis Janz, Luther and Late Medieval

Thomism: A Study in Theological Anthropology (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1983); and
John Farthing, Thomas Aquinas and Gabriel Biel: Interpretations of St. Thomas Aquinas on the Eve of

the Reformation (Durham: Duke University Press, 1988).
20. Cf. John Patrick Donnelly, Calvinism and Scholasticism in Vermigli’s Doctrine of Man and Grace

(Leiden: Brill, 1975); idem, “Calvinist Thomism,” Viator, 7 (1976), pp. 441-455; and idem, “Italian
Influences on the Development of Calvinist Scholasticism,” Sixteenth Century Journal, 7/1 (1976),
pp. 81-101; with Frank A. James III, Peter Martyr Vermigli and Predestination: The Augustinian

Inheritance of an Italian Reformer (Oxford: Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press,
1998); and idem, De iustificatione: the Evolution of Peter Martyr Vermigli’s Doctrine of Justification

(Ph.D. diss. Westminster Theological Seminary, 2000).
21. Thus, e.g., Karl Reuter, Das Grundverständnis der Theologie Calvins (Neukirchen: Neukirchner

Verlag, 1963); idem, Vom Scholaren bis zum jungen Reformator (Neukirchen: Neukirchner Verlag,
1981); A. N. S. Lane, John Calvin: Student of the Church Fathers (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), pp.
15-66, 87-150; and Dennis Tamburello, Union with Christ: John Calvin and the Mysticism of St.

Bernard (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994). Also note Arvin Vos, Aquinas, Calvin, and

Contemporary Protestant Thought: A Critique of Protestant Views of the Thought of Thomas Aquinas

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985).
22. See, e.g., David Bagchi, “Sic et Non: Luther and Scholasticism” in Protestant Scholasticism:

Essays in Reassessment, ed. Carl Trueman and R. Scott Clark (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1999), pp.
3-15; David C. Steinmetz, “The Scholastic Calvin,” in ibid., pp. 16-30; and Richard A. Muller, The

Unaccommodated Calvin: Studies in the Formation of a Theological Tradition (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000), pp. 39-61.

reading of Gabriel Biel’s theology.  Peter Martyr Vermigli’s thought has been19

analyzed in terms of its backgrounds in the Thomist and Augustinian trajectories of
medieval theology.  John Calvin’s work has been shown to evidence the impact of20

various lines of medieval thought extending from Bernard of Clairvaux to late
medieval Scotism and Augustinianism, albeit without any definitive identification
of his patterns of reception or his specific backgrounds other than from the sources
actually cited by him.21

Similarly, recent scholarship has identified, both by way of the Reformers’
academic study and by way of their diverse reception of materials both medieval and
contemporary, a rather varied intermixture of humanistic and scholastic elements
in their thought in addition to their often rather different patterns of appropriation
and rejection of aspects of scholastic and humanistic approaches to the materials of
theology. Appraisal of Luther’s and Calvin’s well-known polemics against scholastic
theology and philosophy has been tempered and nuanced by recognition of the levels
of continuity between their thought and the teachings of various late medieval
thinkers and, in addition, by examination of the elements of scholastic method and
vocabulary found throughout their writings.  So too has it been recognized that the22

very real debates of the Renaissance and early modern eras between advocates of
scholastic and humanistic methods did not carry over into theology as neatly defined
oppositions—and it marks a fundamental misapprehension of the materials to
identify the Reformers as humanists and the Reformation as a humanistic
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23. Cf. Stephen Ozment, “Humanism, Scholasticism, and the Intellectual Origins of the
Reformation,” in Continuity and Discontinuity in Church History, ed. F. Forrester Church and T.
George  (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1979), pp. 133-149; with Erika Rummel, The Humanist-Scholastic Debate

in the Renaissance and Reformation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), pp. 126-134.
24. Cf. Josef Bohatec, Calvin et humanisme (Paris: Revue Historique, 1939); and idem, Budé und

Calvin (Graz: Herman Bölhaus, 1950), pp 121-147; with François Wendel, Calvin et l’humanisme

(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1976).
25. Bucer to Calvin, August 1549, in G. C. Gorham, Gleanings of a few scattered ears, during the

period of the Reformation in England and of the times immediately succeeding; A.D. 1533 to A.D. 1588

(London: Bell and Daldy, 1857), pp. 100-104.
26. Calvin to Vermigli (18 Jan. 1555), in CO 15, col. 388 (Selected Works, VI, p. 124).
27. Cf. Laski, Catechismus ecclesiae Emdanae, Q & R, 67, in Opera, ed. Kuyper, II, p. 530, with

idem, Catechismus ecclesiae Londini, Q. 240, in ibid., II, p. 468; and note Laski to Bucer, 23 June
1545; Laski to Bullinger and Pellican, 23 March 1546, in Gorham, Gleanings, pp. 30-35.

28. Cf. Marvin W. Anderson, “Peter Martyr, Reformed Theologian (1542-1562): His Letters to
Heinrich Bullinger and John Calvin,” Sixteenth Century Journal, 4/1 (1973), pp. 41-64.

phenomenon.  Not only does the thought of a humanistically-trained Reformer like23

Calvin evidence scholastic aspects, but Calvin’s appropriation of humanism was itself
tempered by polemic against philosophical developments brought on by humanistic
study of the ancients—as is evident in Calvin’s polemics against Epicureans, Stoics,
and, in some cases, Sophists.24

Further, as examination of the extensive correspondence of the Reformers
indicates, they consulted one another, discussed and debated doctrinal issues, and
did not offer any indication that the formulations of one theologian had preeminence
over another. Specifically, we have no indication from Calvin’s correspondence that
his theology was viewed as the primary expression of Reformed thought in his
generation. A few examples should suffice. Bucer offered criticism to Calvin of
several aspects of the Consensus Tigurinus of 1549, notably that the document had
refrained from a clear language of union with or participation in Christ and that it
had gone too far in indicating that Christ’s body is located in heaven.  There is a25

correspondence among Calvin, Vermigli, and Laski from 1555 over various doctrinal
issues in which Calvin noted, without any specifics, that there was a difference in the
interpretation of predestination between himself and Laski and then, at some length,
complained about Laski’s emphasis on “participation” and “communion” with Christ
in the Lord’s Supper, when on most other points he and Laski were in fundamental
agreement.  Laski, who was a decade older than Calvin and had discussed issues26

regarding the Lord’s Supper with Bucer and Bullinger in the mid-1540s, did not alter
his formulations on Calvin’s account.  The extant letters between Calvin and27

Vermigli evidence a mutuality such that Vermigli (who was also a decade older than
Calvin) might well be called the mentor of Calvin.  In the case of the doctrine of28

union with Christ, Vermigli’s letters to Calvin and Beza indicate that he stands
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29. Peter Martyr Vermigli, Loci communes, 2  ed. (London: Thomas Vautrollerius, 1583), p. 1095nd

(letter to Calvin); p. 1109 (letter to Beza); in translation, The Common Places of Peter Martyr, trans.
Anthony Marten (London: Henrie Denham et al., 1583), part 5, pp. 96-99, 105-106.

30. See the documentation in Richard A. Muller, “Reception and Response: Referencing and
Understanding Calvin in Post-Reformation Calvinism,” in Calvin and His Influence, 1509-2009, ed.
Irena Backus and Philip Benedict (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 182-201.

31. The latter phrase is taken from Michael A. Peters, Poststructuralism, Marxism, and

Neoliberalism: Between Theory and Politics (Lanham: Rowan and Littlefield, 2001), p. 7.
32. See the magisterial essay by Perez Zagorin, “Rejoinder to a Postmodernist,” History and

Theory, 39/2 (2000), pp. 201-209; responding to Keith Jenkins, “A Postmodern Reply to Perez
Zagorin,” History and Theory, 39/2 (2000), pp. 181-200; and Zagorin’s earlier essay, “History the
Referent, and the Narrative: Reflections on Postmodernism Now,” History and Theory, 38/1 (1999),
pp. 1-24. Also note Thomas L. Haskell, “Objectivity is Not Neutrality: Rhetoric vs. Practice in Peter
Novick’s That Noble Dream,” History and Theory, 29/2 (1990), pp. 129-157.

clearly with them as a primary formulator of the Reformed position and that he most
probably added greater analytical clarity to the discussion.29

Beyond this, Reformed theologians of the seventeenth century typically took
umbrage at being called “Calvinists” and viewed Calvin as one of a group of
significant forebears—not, indeed, emphatically not, as the founder and norm of
their confessional tradition.  Their patterns of doctrinal formulation also echo their30

comments about Calvinism: they formulated their doctrines in the context of then-
contemporary debates and conversations, following out trajectories of biblical
interpretation that typically can be traced through one or another of the major
Reformers into the medieval and even patristic past. The specific patterns of
definition found in their writings often indicate the influence of one or another of
the Reformers, looking sometimes to Calvin but also, sometimes, to Bullinger,
Musculus, or Vermigli—or, indeed, some other teacher of the era of the
Reformation.

The methodological question that rather naturally arises at this point concerns
the use of master narratives and, given the rejection of the older master narratives
concerning the history of early modern Reformed thought, how, precisely, a new
master narrative ought to be constructed. The simple answer is that a new master
narrative ought not to be constructed. Any such narrative that would rest, as do the
narratives just rejected, on philosophical or theological constructs would also be
found lacking foundation in the historical sources. Nor is the issue to take up one or
another of the postmodernist challenges to reject master narratives and metahistory
by the creation of “local narratives” that recognize a “multiplicity of theoretical
standpoints.”  The problem of all such narratives, master, meta, or local, is precisely31

that they rest on so-called theoretical standpoints. The issue is to examine the
sources and from the sources themselves construct a narrative that imposes as few
of the historian’s present philosophical and theological assumptions or prejudices as
is methodologically possible.  In what follows, I propose to examine in more detail32

specific aspects of the older master narratives and of the work of reassessing early
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33. Cf. the various definitional statements in Richard A. Muller, Christ and the Decree: Christology

and Predestination in Reformed Theology from Calvin to Perkins, reissued, with a new preface (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 2008), pp. ix-x, 11-12; idem, After Calvin: Studies in the Development of a Theological

Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 27-33, 74-78; idem, PRRD, I, pp. 189-204.
34. Thus, Partee, Theology of John Calvin, p. 22; cf. Myk Habets, Review of Christ and the Decree,

American Theological Inquiry, 3/2 (2010), p. 107; and note my response, “Reassessing the Relation
of Reformation and Orthodoxy—A Methodological Rejoinder,” American Theological Inquiry, 4/1
(2011), pp. 3-12.

modern Reformed thought—as both furthering the critique of the older narratives
and clarifying the premises of the newer approach.

Method and Content—Once Again 

One of the issues central to the reappraisal of early modern Reformed thought
and to the demolition of the problematic older master narratives is the proper
identification of scholasticism and humanism as phenomena belonging to the
intellectual history and, specifically, to the academic culture of the Middle Ages and
early modern eras rather than as a particular theologies or philosophies. A distinction
needs to be made between the methods employed in formulating and presenting
theology in the early modern era and the conclusions drawn by the theologians, on
the basis of exegetical, confessional, traditionary, philosophical, and contextual
concerns—yielding what can properly be called the doctrinal content of their
theologies. This point needs to be made with regard both to scholasticism and
humanism and to their impact on the work of the Reformers and of the later
Protestant writers. The point is not, of course, to declare that method and content
can be utterly separated. Nor does the point constitute a denial of interrelationship
between method and content. Rather, the point is that method (whether scholastic
or humanistic) does not yield a specific doctrinal content, as, for example, an
Augustinian or a Semi-Pelagian doctrine of grace or, for that matter, a
metaphysically controlled so-called predestinarian system.33

The point is simple enough—indeed, it ought to have been self-evident and in
need of no comment had it not been for the major confusion caused by older
definitions of Protestant scholasticism, definitions that still remain in vogue in
particular among the proponents of the “Calvin against the Calvinists” methodology.
Several recent works, including one embodying this defective methodology, have
further confused the point by misrepresenting the distinction, as if it were a denial
that method has any effect on content.  It therefore bears further attention here,34

particularly in view of the confusion of scholasticism with predestinarianism and
determinism and of scholasticism with Aristotelianism, so evident in the “Calvin
against the Calvinists” literature.

As a preliminary issue, it needs to be emphasized that the definitions of
scholasticism as primarily a matter of method, specifically, of academic method,
rather than a reference to content and particular conclusions whether philosophical
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35. See, e.g., the definitions in G. Fritz and A. Michel, “Scholastique,” in Dictionnaire de Théologie

Catholique, ed. A. Vacant et al., 23 vols. (Paris: Librairie Letouzey et Ane, 1923-1950), XIV/2, col.
1691; Kristeller, Renaissance Thought, pp. 92-119; David Knowles, The Evolution of Medieval Thought

(New York: Vintage Books, 1962), p. 87; Armand Maurer, Medieval Philosophy (New York: Random
House, 1962), p. 90; J. A. Weisheipl, “Scholastic Method,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia (New York:
Catholic University of America, 1967), XII, pp. 1145-1146; Calvin G. Normore, s.v.,
“Scholasticism,” in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ed.  R. Audi (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), pp. 716-717; and Ulrich G. Leinsle, Einführung in die scholastische Theologie

(Paderborn: Schöningh, 1995), pp. 5-15.
36. Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, p. 32; cf. ibid, pp. 120-121.

or theological—very much like the definitions of humanism as a matter of method,
specifically, of philological method, rather than a reference to content and particular
conclusions—were not definitions devised by a revisionist scholarship for the sake
of refuting the “Calvinist against the Calvinists” understanding of Protestant
scholasticism. Rather, they are definitions held in common by several generations of
medieval and Renaissance historians,  definitions well in place prior to the dogmatic35

recasting of the notion of scholasticism by the “Calvin against the Calvinists” school
of thought, definitions characteristically ignored by that school in its presentations
of the thought of Calvin and later Reformed theologians. In other words,
identification of scholasticism as primarily referencing method places the reappraisal
of Protestant scholasticism and orthodoxy firmly in an established trajectory of
intellectual history, while the content-laden definitions of the “Calvin against the
Calvinists” school have been formulated in a historical vacuum filled with the
doctrinal agendas of contemporary theologians. This problem is particularly evident
in the more recent versions of the “Calvin against the Calvinists” claim, inasmuch
as they cite the revisionist literature on the issue of Protestant scholasticism rather
selectively and fail to engage the significant body of scholarship on the issue of nature
scholasticism, indeed, of the nature of humanism as well, as has been consistently
referenced as an element in the formulation of a revised perspective on early modern
Protestant thought, and in addition, fail to engage the sources that have been
analyzed in the process of reappraising the scholasticism of early modern
Protestantism.

In brief, the “Calvin against the Calvinists” definition assumed that the intrusion
of scholasticism into Protestant theology brought with it forms of “deductive
ratiocination … invariably based upon an Aristotelian philosophic commitment” and
implying “a pronounced interest in metaphysical matters, in abstract speculative
thought, particularly with reference to the doctrine of God,” with the “distinctive
Protestant position” being “made to rest on a speculative formulation of the will of
God.”  This line of argument also offers a false dichotomy, grounded in notions of36

theological content, between scholasticism and humanism. The scholastic line is
Aristotelian, predestinarian, and a priori, even utterly syllogistic in its
argumentation—the humanistic line is anti-Aristotelian, perhaps Platonic,
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37. Cf. Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, pp. 120-121; with Jürgen Moltmann, “Zur
Bedeutung des Petrus Ramus für Philosophie und Theologie im Calvinismus,” Zeitschrift für

Kirchengeschichte, 68 (1956-1957), pp. 295-318.
38. Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, pp. 140-141, 151; cf. Hall, “Calvin against the

Calvinists,” pp. 25-28; Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism, pp. 29-31.
39. Cf. Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, pp. 38, 129, 136-139; idem, “Duplex cognitio

Dei, Or? The Problem and Relation of Structure, Form, and Purpose in Calvin's Theology,”  in
Probing the Reformed Tradition: Historical Essays in Honor of Edward A. Dowey, Jr., ed. Elsie Anne
McKee and Brian G. Armstrong (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1989), p. 136; with Hall,
“Calvin against the Calvinists,” pp. 19-20, 25-26, 28; William J. Bouwsma, John Calvin: A Sixteenth-

Century Portrait (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 5, 238, note 24; and idem, “The
Spirituality of John Calvin,”in Christian Spirituality: High Middle Ages and Reformation, ed. Jill Raitt
(New York: Crossroad, 1987), pp. 318-319.

40. Thus, Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, pp. 120-121, 123, 127-129, etc.
41. Thus, Partee, Theology of John Calvin, pp. 3, 4, 25, 27.
42. Cf. Kristeller, Renaissance Thought, pp. pp. 92-119.

covenantal, and a posteriori in its argumentation.  It is scholasticism that generates37

“limited atonement,” rigid predestinarianism, and arid dogmatic theology while
humanism presses toward “universal atonement,” covenantal or salvation-historical
thinking, and biblical theology.  Humanism, as the driving force in Calvin’s thought,38

produced a “balanced” theology rather than a system inasmuch as Calvin scorned
what was passed off as “systematic theology” in his time—scholasticism destroyed the
balance of Calvin’s thought.  These claims are not only characterized by neat and39

unsupportable dichotomies of predestinarianism versus christocentrism,
predestinarianism versus covenantalism, a priorism versus a posteriorism, limited
atonement versus universal atonement, and so forth, all artificially constructed
around a basic scholasticism versus humanism dichotomy, as if history could be
written as a neat series of pigeonholes.  They also rest on the rather bizarre40

assumption that Calvin can be placed in one of the pigeonholes and then used as a
convenient index for the assessment of the development of a whole tradition, the
assessment itself typically being based an a highly anachronistic approach to Calvin’s
theology pronounced by its modern dogmatic advocates to be “complete and
sufficient subject” in and of itself for examination and, by implication, for the
assessment of a whole tradition.41

There are at least two historical issues at play here: first, there is the issue of the
relationship between humanism and scholasticism, and, second, there is the issue of
the relationship of method to content. On the first of these issues, scholarship on the
history of humanism and scholasticism in the later Middle Ages and the early
modern era has indicated that humanism ought to be understood not as a successor
movement to scholasticism but as a movement in the study of arts and language that
began at about the same time as the rise of scholasticism in the thirteenth century
and that developed alongside scholasticism. The same scholarship has indicated that
both humanism and scholasticism ought to be understood primarily as methods.42
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43. Cf. the rather different evaluations of the debates in  John F. D’Amico, “Humanism and Pre-
Reformation Theology,” in Renaissance Humanism: Foundations, Forms, and Legacy, 3 vols.
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988), pp. 349-379; and Lewis W. Spitz, “Humanism
and the Protestant Reformation,” in ibid., pp. 380-411; Charles G. Nauert, “The Clash of Humanists
and Scholastics: An Approach to Pre-Reformation Controversies,” in Sixteenth Century Journal, 4
(1973), pp.1-18; idem, “Humanism as Method: Roots of Conflict with the Scholastics,” Sixteenth

Century Journal, 29/2 (1998), pp. 427-438; and Erika Rummel, “Et cum theologo bella poeta gerit:
The Conflict between Humanists and Scholastics Revisited,” in Sixteenth Century Journal, 23/4
(1992), pp. 713-726. Much of the difference between these accounts—recognized certainly by
Nauert—arises because of the rather different contexts of humanism being examined, notably Spitz
examining the Reformation-era theological context and Rummel looking primarily to disputes in the
arts. The authors do, however, all agree with Kristeller that both scholasticism and humanism ought
to be referred to method.

44. Thus, Armstrong, Calvin and the Amyraut Heresy, pp. 14-16, 38-41, et passim; Hall, “Calvin
against the Calvinists,” pp. 25-26.

45. Cf. Nauert, “Clash of Humanists and Scholastics,” pp. 3-4, 13-14; with Erika Rummel, “Et
cum theologo bella poeta gerit: The Conflict between Humanists and Scholastics Revisited,” pp. 715,
725-726, who argues the  intensity of the early sixteenth-century conflict but indicates the
importance of recognizing “regional,” “chronological,” and “thematic variations.”

This redefinition of the history and primary intellectual and curricular implications
of scholasticism and humanism does not, however, lessen the impact or diminish the
intensity of the debates between humanists and scholastics that took place during
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Rather, it refines and focuses our
sense of the nature of the debates.  Whereas the “Calvin against the Calvinists”43

literature, as typified by Armstrong’s account of the backgrounds and conduct of the
Amyraldian controversy, tends to assume that the divergence between humanist and
scholastic had vast implications for the content of theology, it also assumes that the
early conflict between humanism and scholasticism that can be identified in the era
of the Reuchlin controversy carried over into the second and third generation of
Reformers and into the early seventeenth century without particular modification
of the interrelationships between humanism and scholasticism.  In other words, it44

offers a rather static understanding of humanism and scholasticism and of their
relationship.

Scholarship has shown, however, that this is not at all the case. There are,
arguably, fairly distinct stages and a host of contextual nuances in the relationship
between humanism and scholasticism,  some of which are conditioned by the45

subject areas and training of the thinkers and some of which are conditioned, at least
from the perspective of what precisely is being criticized, by alterations in the
application of the term “scholastic.” (We remind ourselves that no one in the early
modern era was using the term “humanist.”) The early humanist-scholastic debates
of the pre-Reformation era were over the clash of methods and approaches to
documents that took place largely among members of university faculties and had
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46. Note the comments in D’Amico, “Humanism and Pre-Reformation Theology,” pp. 349-350,
353-355, 366-373; and Spitz, “Humanism and the Protestant Reformation,” pp. 393-395.

47. Cf., e.g., Steinmetz, “Scholastic Calvin,” pp. 16-30.
48. Scott Manetsch, “Psalms before Sonnets: Theodore Beza and the Studia humanitatis,” in

Continuity and Change: The Harvest of Late Medieval and Reformation History. Essays Presented to Heiko

A. Oberman on His 70  Birthday, ed.  Andrew C. Gow and Robert J. Bast (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2000),th

pp. 400-416; on the limitation of Beza’s scholasticism, see Jeffrey Mallinson, Faith, Reason, and

Revelation in Theodore Beza (1519-1605) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 67-70.

little directly to do with theology.  In the era of the Reformation, the issue was46

complicated by the use of humanistic methods in debate with scholastic theologians
and philosophers whose appeal to traditionary authorities could be critiqued from the
perspective of an analysis of ancient sources, including the original language texts of
Scripture. The humanist critics did not, of course, uniformly align with the
Reformation. These early Reformation debates were in turn succeeded by debates in
which theologians, some trained initially as humanists, others in a more traditional
scholastic fashion, began to alter the context and blur the lines of debate—and
these, in turn, gave way to debates over scholasticism, specifically over kinds and eras
of nominally scholastic theology and philosophy in which the debaters typically had
either dual training in both humanistic and scholastic approaches or at least
evidence either scholastic characteristics in their more humanistic methods or
strongly humanistic aspects to their scholastic methods. To make the point in
another way, there is a significant difference between the character and conduct of
the pre-Reformation humanist-scholastic debates and the developing Reformation
and post-Reformation relationships between scholastic and humanistic methods in
the fields of theology and philosophy.

Thus, for example, Calvin clearly evidences the humanist training but also
elements of scholastic method and its distinctions in his theological argumentation.47

Beza, despite the claims of some modern scholars, was arguably more the humanist
than the scholastic, focusing on language and philology and evidencing only some
of the characteristics of scholastic argumentation.  By the time of the Amyraut48

controversy, nearly all of the major Reformed writers were trained in a humanistic
approach to language, as evidenced, among other things, by their delivery of
academic orations in Ciceronian style, but they also were well-practiced in scholastic
method as evidenced by their disputations and by their large-scale academic
theological works. Quite specifically, at least in these theological circles, the early
battles between humanistic and scholastic approaches were over, and the two
methods had come to subsist together as aspects of the academic preparation of
theologians. Attacks on the scholastics, from the time of Calvin down into the
seventeenth century, were typically highly focused attacks on certain trajectories and
doctrinal results in academic theology that distinguished between an older,
acceptable scholastic theology and a more recent problematic late medieval or
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49. See Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, I, pp. 189-204.

Roman Catholic theological trajectory, often with the proviso that the “scholastic”
approaches of Protestants were not subject to the same criticism.49

As to the question of the relationship of method and content in scholasticism: any
observant reader of the recent revisionist studies of Reformed orthodoxy would have
noticed several points at which the issue of the relationship of scholastic method to
doctrinal content has been raised, the point made that the two are not mutually
exclusive, and some space devoted to indicating specifically either what kind of
content and conclusions are not generated by the method as such or what kind of
content specifically relates to the adoption of the method. It ought to be fairly
evident even from a cursory survey of the scholastic method or methods employed
by theologians from the thirteenth through the seventeenth century that
scholasticism did not dictate specific doctrinal conclusions, certainly not such
conclusions as indicated in the arguments offered by the “Calvin against the
Calvinists” school of thought. The same can be said of humanism. Adoption of a
scholastic approach did not lead either to predestinarianism or to synergism. Use of
the Aristotelian fourfold causality, likewise, did not bring about a metaphysical
interest, much less metaphysical determinism. Humanism did not lead to covenantal
emphases in theology. How odd and ahistorical would it be to bifurcate Calvin and
link his doctrine of predestination to a scholastic bent and his understanding of
covenant to his humanistic training! How odd and ahistorical it is to bifurcate the
Reformed tradition into scholastic predestinarians teaching limited atonement and
kinder, gentler humanists teaching hypothetical universalism! (Perhaps we need to
remind ourselves of those two humanists, Pietro Pomponazzi and Lorenzo Valla, who
argued philosophical determinism—or of scholastics like Gabriel Biel, Luiz Molina,
and Jacob Arminius, who argued forms of synergistic theology.) The presence of
elements of scholastic or of humanistic method does not account either for the
specific doctrines of predestination or covenant held by the writers of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries or for the kinds of doctrinal nuances included in the
formulations, as, for example, whether a given thinker held a supra- or an
infralapsarian doctrine of the decrees.

For what kind of content, then, does method account? Given the academic
nature and context of works that follow a scholastic method, a scholastic theology
written in the early modern era would assume a grasp and deployment of a wide
variety of sources and skills. Among the sources, the scholastic tradition assumed a
demonstrable grasp of the text of Scripture; of the materials of the church’s tradition,
notably the works of the major church fathers; of major works of ancient philosophy;
of trajectories of argument belonging to the medieval tradition; of the works of
predecessors in the specific confessional tradition of the author; of writings of various
opponents whether theological or philosophical; and so forth. Among the skills
assumed by early modern scholastic writers were abilities in classical languages

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Muller_CalvinRefTradit_BKB_djm.indd   29Muller_CalvinRefTradit_BKB_djm.indd   29 8/27/12   3:43 PM8/27/12   3:43 PM

Richard A. Muller, Calvin and the Reformed Tradition
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2012. Used by permission.



30 Calvin and the Reformed Tradition

50. See the discussion in Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, I, pp. 187-188.

typically associated with Renaissance learning and grasp of models of argumentation
gleaned from training in logic and rhetoric. The content of a scholastic treatise, then,
drew on the method in terms of the grasp and breadth of materials employed in
argumentation, including assumptions concerning the relative authority of various
sources, materials, and tools. Thus, in a scholastic theological work, content would
include referencing and use not only of Scripture but also of various church fathers,
various medieval theologians, and various philosophers whether ancient or more
recent—and the content of these sources would influence the work. Once that has
been said, however, the argumentative content and the theological conclusions
reached have more to do with the choice of materials and the theological and
philosophical proclivities of the individual author than with the method itself.

This scholastic methodological demand of broad grasp, positive and negative,
formulative and polemical, of a wide range of sources, some of which had a relative
authoritative status, leads to consideration of two related aspects of early modern
scholastic method, both of which had roots in the medieval academic tradition and
one of which, in particular, evidenced the impact of Renaissance dialectic or
logic—namely, the disputation and the locus. The disputation was largely an
academic exercise, related to the locus inasmuch as it was designed to argue a specific
topic. A series of topical disputations, moreover, could be arranged into a basic, often
thetical or propositional body of Christian doctrine, in which what had originally
been a series of academic exercises had become the basis for a set of theological loci.
The topics or loci were generated, as were the disputations, by a topical reading of
the source materials, whether Scripture, the fathers, other traditionary sources,
philosophical issues, or contemporary debates. Thus, clearly, the method did affect
the content but, again, not in terms of the specific topic chosen, the sources
emphasized, or the doctrinal conclusions drawn.

As argued elsewhere, one of the effects of this topical or locus method was an
emphasis on the integrity or integral formulation of a topic and a deemphasis on,
even a barrier to, the development of overarching dogmatic models such as used in
the deductive, systematic, central dogma approaches characteristic of nineteenth-
century theology.  This barrier to the rise of deductive approaches to the whole of50

theology was reinforced by the clear distinction (absent from those nineteenth-
century works) between causal and logical necessity: an early modern Reformed
theologian could, in other words, argue on biblical grounds the causal
interconnection of such doctrinal topics as predestination, calling, faith, union with
Christ, justification, sanctification, and glorification, and at the same time recognize
that no one of these topics could be deduced logically from another. It is a
misreading, therefore, of the method and the materials of early modern theology to
conclude that the locus method stood in the way of identifying and developing those
doctrinal interrelationships that had been indicated or implied in the sources
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51. Contra Evans, Imputation and Impartation, pp. 46, 52-53. On Calvin and the locus method,
see Muller, Unaccommodated Calvin, pp. 29-30, 101-117, 119-130. 

52. Cf. Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, I, pp. 189-204.

themselves, just as it is a mistake to assume that theologians like Calvin and
Bullinger who did not identify their more systematic works as loci communes were
exempt from or somehow transcended the method. The method did stand in the way
of a logical deduction of one locus from another (as would have been the case in a
theology that deduced other doctrines from predestination or Christology or some
other topic). This methodological issue, moreover, is not one that divided the
Reformers from the later Reformed orthodox writers or that stood in the way of
differences over the identification of the thematic contents of topics or over the ways
in which the topics themselves were related. As illustrated by the early modern
development of the concepts of a “chain” or causal structure of the work of salvation
and of union with Christ in relation to this causal structure, there was significant
common ground between Calvin and various of his contemporaries and later
formulations, as well as a fairly wide variety in the deployment and interrelations of
the various topics and subtopics.51

Also at the most general level of argumentation, method relates to content in
terms of the genre of the work and its intended audience. Given that the writers of
the era consistently distinguished between scholastic (or academic) method and
popular, catechetical, or exegetical methods—as also between synthetic and analytic
methods—method accounts for the content of the documents with regard to levels
of detail, format, kinds of argument employed, topics to be included or excluded, and
the order and arrangement of topics. This understanding of “scholastic” primarily as
an identifier of method and, therefore, as related to the genre of a document is,
moreover, embedded in the usages of later Middle Ages and early modern era.
Reformed writers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries regularly distinguished
between works of a scholastic, catechetical, and exegetical character, identifying as
scholastic those works deriving from the academic setting.  They also did not52

assume, in identifying some as scholastic and others as catechetical, that the former
would define basic doctrinal points differently than the latter—only that levels of
detail, placement, and treatment of doctrines would differ.

Certain topics and subtopics appear in scholastic theological works, given that
they are directed toward an academic audience, that do not appear, for example, in
catechetical works. Similarly, catechetical works follow different patterns of order
and organization than scholastic exercises or polemical treatments. Thus, for
example, a fairly central element of the “Calvin against the Calvinists” theory,
namely, the relatively a posteriori or analytic placement of predestination in Calvin’s
Institutes, as contrasted with the more or less a priori or synthetic placement of
predestination in many of the theological systems of the seventeenth century, can
be shown to have nothing to do either with differences in definition or with the
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53. See Richard A. Muller, “The Placement of Predestination in Reformed Theology: Issue or
Non-Issue?,” in Calvin Theological Journal, 40/2 (2005), pp. 184-210.

54. This is the approach of L. M. de Rijk, Middeleeuwse Wijsbegeerte: Traditie en Vernieuwing

(Assen: Van Gorcum, 1977); in translation, La philosophie au Moyen Age (Leiden: Brill, 1985).

development of a predestinarian system; rather it has everything to do with differing
orders of argument related to the various methods of organizing and teaching
theology. The writers of the day understood the uses of scholastic, catechetical, and
creedal orderings, the implications of following a more causal ordering in scholastic
models or of a more analytical “Pauline” ordering in catechesis. Without changing
his views on the theological content or implication of a doctrine, an author could,
on grounds of method, alter placement, reduce the scope and detail of the topic, or
remove the topic entirely.53

Even so, a more scholastic exposition will be clearly thetical; move to establish
clear, often propositional definitions or conclusions, argue logically; pose and resolve
questions—without the method determining either the questions raised or the
conclusions reached. A more humanistically modeled exposition will be more
discursive, moving toward a rhetoric or persuasion as distinct from a logic of
demonstration—again, without the method ultimately determining either the topics
identified or the content of the argumentation. Method does determine content
when the work, given its genre and understood in terms of its detail, includes certain
distinctions related to the particular topic: thus, the topic and genre determine the
distinctions employed, and the distinctions guide the development of the argument.
Still, given the flexible character or what could be called the neutrality of scholastic
method and of its distinctions,  the distinctions themselves do not dictate the final54

direction or the conclusions of the argument.
Thus, a further illustration of the ways in which scholastic method influences

content but does not prejudice conclusions can be drawn from the nature and use
of distinctions in scholastic theology and philosophy. For example, the distinction
between a hidden will of God (voluntas arcana) and the revealed will (voluntas

revelata) adds to the content of the doctrine of the divine will the notion that some
aspects of the divine willing are unknowable, other aspects knowable—but it does
not specify what cannot be known and what is revealed. It can be used equally by
theologians who argue a correlation between the ad intra divine standards of justice
and righteousness and the ad extra revelation of the law and by those who argue that
God’s will is ex lex. Employment of causal language, distinguishing between efficient,
formal, material, and final causality does, of course, add by way of content
assumptions concerning the basic causes or, more precisely the reasons, that
something exists or that a particular result obtains, but the distinction of causes does
not lead to the specific identification of causes, so that causal language could be used
to argue either monergistic or synergistic soteriologies, various understandings of the
nature and character of Scripture, and so forth. There is, in short, an impact of
method on content but not a determination of topic or doctrinal conclusion.
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So also, the distinction between an antecedent and a consequent divine will
(voluntas antecedens and voluntas consequens) could be and was used to explain the
Arminian doctrine of predestination and the non-Arminian doctrine of the decrees
developed by the Reformed hypothetical universalist Moïse Amyraut—and it could
be used, with qualification by more particularistic Reformed orthodox thinkers.
Thus, contrary to what was claimed in the old “Calvin against the Calvinists” theory
concerning such distinctions, they do not imply a “speculative” theology. Some of
their uses are quite anti-antispeculative. Similarly, the standard distinction between
the sufficiency and efficiency of Christ’s satisfaction, like the alternative distinction
between the accomplishment (impetratio) and the application (applicatio) of Christ’s
satisfaction, could be used to argue either an Arminian or a Reformed position, in
each case with a different content and implication of the terms of the distinction.
The distinction between a necessity of the consequent thing and a necessity of the
consequence, namely, between an absolute necessity and a contingency, could be
used to illustrate an argument either for or against free choice.

Once the issue of the nature and use of scholastic method in post-Reformation
Reformed theology has been identified, it is also important that the impact of
scholastic method on Reformed theology not be overestimated. The older
scholarship, following out the implications of Armstrong’s problematic definitions,
tended not only to confuse the method with content and result but also to
characterize Reformed orthodoxy in general as “scholastic” without properly
recognizing the limitation of the method to specific genres of theological works and
without acknowledging the deep impact of humanistic methods on all genres of
writing, including the scholastic. Whereas there certainly was an increasing reliance
on scholastic approaches in (as one would expect) academic settings, principally
those dedicated to the positive and polemical elaboration of theological loci, there
were other disciplines, like exegesis, and other settings, like the ecclesial, in which
other methods were employed. Scholastic method had little impact on catechesis and
the basic patterns of catechetical instruction carried over from Reformation into
orthodoxy. Similarly, basic models of exegesis such as the philological annotation and
theological commentary also carried over from Reformation into the era of
orthodoxy. And not only did these methods carry over, but it is also possible to trace
out trajectories of interpretation, argumentation, and formulation that run through
the Reformation into the era of orthodoxy. There are, in other words, significant
interrelationships between the theological content of the commentaries, catechisms,
and sermons of the era and the more scholastic dogmatic works, clearly identifiable
both in terms of basic doctrinal assumptions and in terms of the constructive
relationship of the exegetical works to specific loci theologici that carried over into the
systematic treatises. In other words, the rise of Protestant scholasticism hardly
accounts for the entirety of the development of later Protestant thought.
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55. See Martin I. Klauber, “Continuity and Discontinuity in Post-Reformation Reformed
Theology: An Evaluation of the Muller Thesis,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 33
(1990), pp. 467-475, for what is probably the first instance of a summary statement of the “thesis”;
more recently, Thomas L. Wenger, “The New Perspective on Calvin: Responding to Recent Calvin
Interpretations,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 50/2 (2007), pp. 311-328; also note
Habets, Review of Christ and the Decree, pp. 105-106, 107.

Toward a Contextualized Intellectual History of Reformed Protestantism

A word needs to added here about the “Muller Thesis” as referenced in some of
the more recent debates over the issue of Calvin and Calvinism. The term is not
mine and, apart from this set of comments, is found nowhere in my own writing.55

It is highly problematic, in my view, to reduce the arguments concerning
reinterpretation and reassessment of developments in early modern Reformed
theology to a single thesis, particularly when that thesis is described simply as an
argument for continuity between the Reformers and the Reformed orthodox or,
indeed, when the reassessment is reduced to a discussion of “continuities and
discontinuities” or to a search for what might be called dogmatic equivalencies in the
thought of Calvin and later Reformed thinkers. 

To the extent that those who either appeal to the “thesis” on behalf of a
particular dogmatic claim concerning the identity of Calvin’s teaching with the
formulations of a particular theologian in the later Reformed tradition, or declaim
against it for the sake of highlighting differences in formulation, they are often
inhabiting a rather narrow world of reductionistic argumentation. Neither side of this
debate contributes anything significant to the historical discussion. To the extent,
moreover, that these appeals to the thesis are actually to a reductionist portrayal of
continuities or discontinuities between Calvin and purported “Calvinists,” evidence
presented in its favor does not support the work of analyzing the development of
post-Reformation Reformed orthodoxy, and evidence presented against it has little
relevance to arguing either for or against the actual proposals belonging to the work
of reappraising the early modern development of the Reformed confessional tradition
and its theology. In short, reappraisal of the relationship between the Reformation
and the era of orthodoxy (at least as far as my own approach is concerned) does not
claim a continuity unaccompanied by change and development between the time
Calvin and his contemporaries and later phases of the Reformed tradition, does not
assume a uniform pattern of reception of Calvin’s thought or the thought of other
early Reformers on the part of later Reformed theologians, and does not deny
discontinuities.

The approach of the reappraisal or reassessment has been to emphasize the
breadth and diversity of the early modern Reformed tradition as it formulated both
its confessional documents and its more detailed expositions of theology, typically
with acknowledgment of the confessional boundaries. This approach refrains from
making Calvin or any other single Reformer the normative voice in the tradition;
allows for multiple sources, backgrounds, and contexts of formulation; and assesses
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56. Cf. Muller, “Diversity in the Reformed Tradition,” pp. 17-18.
57. See the comments in Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, I, pp. 82-84, 309-310, 398;

II, pp. 140-148; III, pp. 138-150.
58. As, e.g, the eleven premisses presented in my essays on “Calvin and the ‘Calvinists’” in After

Calvin, pp. 63-102.

the question of orthodoxy in terms of the early modern standards
themselves—recognizing that many of the controversies in which the Reformed
engaged were internecine and involved neither determinations of heresy nor the
framing of new confessional documents.  This approach also assumes change and56

development in the Reformed tradition, with differences in formulation arising both
in the debates and in the positive formulations and reformulations that occurred in
various national and geographical contexts and, as the tradition developed, among
the various confessional subgroups. In addition, any examination of Reformed
theology that attempts to span the entire early modern scene from Reformation
through the era of orthodoxy will recognize significant change with regard to
questions of the nature of religion, the authority of Scripture, and the formulation
of specific doctrines that increasingly took place in the late seventeenth and the
eighteenth centuries. Indeed, by the mid-eighteenth century, when the term
“Calvinism” was generally received by the more predestinarian Protestants as a
positive descriptor, the effects of deconfessionalization together with differences in
doctrinal formulation, in the understanding of religion, and in the use of reason in
theology had become significant enough that the theological heritage of both
Reformation and orthodoxy was often highly attenuated and sometimes entirely lost.
Arguably, this alteration of Reformed thought, splintering of the confessional
tradition, and rise of increasingly rationalistic patterns of doctrine and piety belongs
not to the era of orthodoxy, scholasticism, and modified Peripatetic philosophy in the
Reformed tradition but to demise of orthodoxy, the withering away of scholastic
method, and the loss of traditional, broadly Christian Aristotelian philosophical
understandings that occurred toward the beginning of the eighteenth century.57

There is no single all-encompassing thesis to be applied across the board to the
interpretation of post-Reformation Reformed theology, certainly not a simple theory
of doctrinal continuity or discontinuity. Rather, there is a series of premisses or
understandings, reflecting positively, negatively, or in a somewhat mixed way on
both the early modern materials and the history of scholarly discussion, some of
which are more or less my own conclusions, some of which are the conclusions of
older lines of scholarship, with which I have been in dialogue during the course of
research.  There is also a series of subtheses that pertain to arguments concerning58

individual topics and issues in early modern Reformed theology. A primary example
of a positively received thesis found in a major line of twentieth-century scholarship
is the identification of scholasticism and humanism as primarily matters of method
that, although they can influence content in fairly subtle ways, do not directly
determine either the content itself or the conclusions that are drawn. Despite what

the question of orthodoxy in terms of the early modern standards themselves— 
recognizing that many of the controversies in which the Reformed engaged 
were internecine and involved neither determinations of heresy nor the fram-
ing of new confessional documents.56 This approach also assumes change and
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59. Thus, e.g., Armand Maurer, Medieval Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1962), p. 90;
David Knowles, The Evolution of Medieval Thought (New York: Vintage Books, 1962), p. 87; J. A.
Weisheipl, “Scholastic Method,” in NCE, 12, p. 1145; Fritz and Michel, “Scholastique,” col. 1691;
Kristeller, Renaissance Thought, pp. 92-119, with idem, “Humanism,” in The Cambridge History of

Renaissance Philosophy, pp. 113-114, and with Charles B. Schmitt, Aristotle and the Renaissance

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), pp. 24-25; Stephen Ozment, The Age of Reform,

1250-1550: An Intellectual and Religious History of Late Medieval and Reformation Europe (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1980), pp. 304-309.

60. As it seems to be viewed in Partee, Theology of John Calvin, pp. 3-4, et passim.
61. Reinhold Seeberg, Text-book of the History of Doctrines, trans. Charles E. Hay, 2 vols. (Grand

Rapids: Baker, 1977), II, p. 394.
62. George Park Fisher, History of the Christian Church (New York: Scribner’s, 1894), p. 318;

McNeill, History and Character of Calvinism, pp. 3-4.
63. Williston Walker, John Calvin: The Organizer of Reformed Protestantism (1509-1564), repr.,

with a bibliographical essay by John T. McNeill (New York: Schocken, 1969), p. 1.

seems to be the assumption of many who appeal to the “Muller Thesis,” I can hardly
claim this as my idea—and my citations have consistently indicated the large body
of scholarship on medieval and Renaissance learning that has argued and
substantiated this understanding over many decades.  The only credit I can take on59

this point lies in my attempt (only partially successful) to induce modern writers on
the subject of Calvinism to expand their understanding of the backgrounds to the
work of Calvin and of other Reformed theologians, whether of the sixteenth or of the
seventeenth century, and to expand their reading list not only into the works of
highly criticized but largely unread Reformed writers of the late sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries but also into a significant body of scholarship on the nature
of scholasticism and humanism that they have typically ignored.

Similarly, identification of Calvin as one of a group of major second-generation
codifiers of the Reformation, who influenced the development of the Reformed
tradition and who was perceived by the theologians of the era of orthodoxy neither
as their sole normative predecessor nor as the founding formulator of the Reformed
faith is hardly a new thought.  Reinhold Seeberg long ago commented that60

it is of the first importance, for a proper appreciation of Calvin, to remember that he
is a man of the second generation of this great period. He received his ideas and
program of action by tradition, in an essentially complete form. It was his task, in the
church as in theology, to complete and organize.61

George Park Fisher and John T. McNeill similarly identified Calvin as belonging to
a second phase of the Reformation and as serving as a codifier and systematizer,  as62

did Williston Walker:

Calvin belongs to the second generation of the reformers. His place chronologically,
and, to a large extent, theologically, is among the heirs rather than with the initiators
of the Reformation.63
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64. Perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (New York: Macmillan, 1939;
repr. Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), p. 93; and note Richard A. Muller, “Reception and Response,”
pp. 182-184.

65. See the more specific critique of several such works in Richard A. Muller,  “Demoting Calvin?
The Issue of Calvin and the Reformed Tradition,” in John Calvin: Myth and Reality: Images and Impact

of Geneva’s Reformer, ed. Amy Burnett (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2011), pp. 3-5; and cf. Muller, After

Calvin, p. 193.

Nor did established scholarship on Calvin and Calvinism ignore the point that the
Reformed themselves in the seventeenth century set Calvin into this second-
generation context and did not view his thought as a norm for the Reformed
tradition: it was stated with great clarity in relation to New England Puritan theology
by Perry Miller. The Puritans, he commented, “did not think of [Calvin] as the
fountain head of their thought, nor of themselves as members of a faction of which
he was the founder.”64

The issue broached by an identification of Calvin as a second-generation codifier
or systematizer of Reformed thought is, once again, the issue of historical context
and of the significant distortion of Calvin’s thought and of his contribution to the
Reformed tradition that occurs when scholarship ignores the context. The
methodological problem in setting aside Calvin’s second-generation codifier status
lies in the creation of a “great thinker” approach to history and of a mythology of a
Golden Age somehow abstracted from the actual course of events. Such
argumentation recedes from a coherent examination of texts, whether primary or
secondary, into a dogmatic and often hagiographical mode, steps away from a
contextual examination of Calvin’s thought, and isolates his reflections on a series
of important theological issues from the similar formulations of his contemporaries
and of later Reformed theologians.65

There appears to be, moreover, a presentizing dogmatic motivation behind such
decontextualized readings of the theology of Calvin or, for that matter, the theology
of other Reformers, most notably Luther. When Calvin is properly placed in his
historical context as a second-generation codifier of Reformed thought, his theology
is seen as part of a larger ecclesial development and is placed within the broader
doctrinal patterns of a catholic orthodoxy extending back into the Middle Ages and
the early church, sharing a series of interpretive assumptions and exegetical
conclusions and, in the specific case of the Reformed branch of the tradition, guided
by confessional norms written either by various predecessors of Calvin in the
Reformed tradition or by Calvin himself and his own contemporaries. He is also
placed into a tradition that, obliged by the same confessional documents, extends for
several centuries after him, with notable attention in the later sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries to the confessional boundaries set by Calvin and his
contemporaries. Isolation of Calvin from this ecclesial and confessional context,
indeed, often from the meaning and implication of his own words, places his theology
at the disposal of modern systematic projects and renders his theology a projection
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66. See the important essay by J. Todd Billings, “The Catholic Calvin,” in Pro Ecclesia, 20/2
(2011), pp. 120-134, on this point, p. 128.

67. Thus, Arthur C. Cochrane, Reformed Confessions of the 16  Century (Philadelphia:th

Westminster, 1966), p. 139.
68. J. Todd Billings, “The Contemporary Reception of Luther and Calvin’s Doctrine of Union

with Christ: Mapping a Biblical, Catholic, and Reformational Motif,” in Calvin and Luther: The

Unfinished Conversation (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, forthcoming); and cf. my comments
in Unaccommodated Calvin, pp. 4-11, 181-188.

of the modern systematic exercise. Calvin’s thought is, in other words, projected
through a dogmatic lens, and Calvin becomes the ally, even the justification, of a
particular modern theological stance, while at the same time that the modern
theological stance has managed to detach itself from any responsibility either to the
broader Reformed tradition or to the confessional documents produced by the pens
of the Reformers and the second-generation codifiers of Reformation theology,
including Calvin himself.

Indeed, the decontextualized Calvin can be juxtaposed with the Reformed
tradition and its confessional documents as if they had little or nothing to do with
the central theological developments of the Reformation and had no relation to
Calvin’s thought. One telling example is the use of Calvin’s declamations against
speculation to set aside the enumerations of divine attributes found in most of the
Reformed confessions—as if these enumerations were somehow speculative and as
if Calvin himself would have disagreed with the confessional formulations concerning
God. The decontextualized (and misinterpreted) Calvin becomes a basis for
dismissing the confessions.  A similar and similarly problematic claim involves the66

dismissal of brief statements concerning natural revelation found in the Gallican and
Belgic confessions either on the ground that Calvin’s theology does not countenance
any positive reference to God’s revelation in nature or, most oddly and ahistorically,
on the ground that these documents, published in 1559 and 1561 respectively, do
not represent “the original witness of the Reformed confessions of the 16th

century”!67

As Billings has pointed out, this modern dogmatic approach to Calvin and other
Reformers involves a “primitivist” assumption that identifies what moderns presume
to be doctrinal problems in the tradition and then searches for the earlier, purer form
of the doctrine in order to claim an alternative trajectory of development from the
original form of the doctrine, skipping over the developments that have been
declared problematic as inconsistent with the original purer form and ending in the
formulations of the modern theologian, now argued as a contemporary
representation of the primitive or original teaching.  Following this approach, one68

can read Calvin apart from his background and context as a proponent of some
nineteenth- or twentieth- or twenty-first-century theological approach and,
accordingly, sever his thought from the tradition of which he was a part, presumably
for the sake of severing oneself from a part of that tradition (typically the “scholastic”
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69. A series of particularly striking examples of this highly tendentious and distortive
historiography in the service of modern dogmatics can be found in the essays by James B. Torrance,
“The Concept of Federal Theology—Was Calvin a Federal Theologian?,” in Calvinus Sacrae

Scripturae Professor, edited by Wilhelm H. Neuser (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), pp. 15-40; idem,
“Covenant or Contract? A Study of the Theological Background or Worship in Seventeenth-Century
Scotland,” in Scottish Journal of Theology, 23 (1970), pp. 51-76; idem, “The Incarnation and “Limited
Atonement,” The Evangelical Quarterly, 55 (1983), pp. 83-94; and Thomas F. Torrance, Scottish

Theology: From John Knox to John McLeod Campbell (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996). Note, for
example the trenchant critique of the latter work by Donald Macleod, “Dr T. F. Torrance and
Scottish Theology: A Review Article,” in Evangelical Quarterly, 72/1 (2000), pp. 57-72. The
Torrances’ problematic readings of the Reformed tradition continue to carry over into the
historiography, including some of the essays identified in this volume, notably, Evans, Imputation and

Impartation; so also is the Torrances’ argumentation uncritically absorbed via Rolston’s work on the
Westminster Confession by Partee, Theology of John Calvin, pp. 17-18; cf. Holmes Rolston III, John

Calvin versus the Westminster Confession (Richmond: John Knox, 1972).
70. As in Partee, Theology of John Calvin, pp. 3, 4, 25, 27; Canlis, “Calvin, Osiander, and

Participation in God,” pp. 177-184; Evans, Imputation and Impartation, pp. 57-83, 258-267, et passim;
and Richard B. Gaffin,  “Calvin’s Soteriology: The Structure of the Application of Redemption in
Book Three of the Institutes,” Ordained Servant, 18 (2009), pp. 68-77.

71. See Muller, After Calvin, pp. 78-80; and PRRD, I, pp. 123-146, 388-405.

or “orthodox” part) on the claim that Calvin wrote “good theology” and others
distorted its “balance,” all for the sake of severing Calvin either from the Reformed
confessional tradition or from other Reformed thinkers whether in his own time or
in the centuries immediately following and claiming to offer good, balanced, but
highly anachronistic Calvinian models for theology in the present. The techniques
used to argue this primitivist model have employed generalizations that, for example,
identify Calvin as a theologian of grace who put grace prior to law and identify later
Reformed writers as legalists who put law prior to grace.  Equally so, such techniques69

have been used to identify Calvin as the theologian par excellence of union with
Christ and later Reformed writers as either virtually lacking the doctrine or as having
distorted its original Calvinian formulation by associating it with the order of
salvation or with the categories of federal theology.  But that is not historiography70

at all—and its Calvin has little to do with the Reformation or the Reformed
tradition.

Yet another example of an element in the argumentation associated with the
reassessment of orthodoxy that belongs to a fairly long line of older scholarship is the
point that the understanding of the relationship of faith and reason, theology and
philosophy found among the Reformed orthodox writers of the seventeenth century
(contra writers like Bizer and Kickel) is neither a form of rationalism nor a step
toward rationalism, given among other issues, the nature and character of
rationalism in the early modern era.  I can hardly claim this point as my own thesis.71

Several of the older histories of rationalism had argued its rise in theological circles
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72. E.g., Amand Saintes, A Critical History of Rationalism in Germany, from Its Origin to the Present

Time (London: Simpkin, Marshall, 1849), pp. 90-91; John Fletcher Hurst, History of Rationalism, rev.
ed. (New York: Eaton & Mains, 1901), pp. 336, 339, 346-347, 349.

73. See Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics, I, pp. 388-405.
74. E.g., Etienne Gilson, Reason and Revelation in the Middle Ages (New York: Scribner, 1938).
75. E.g., Frederick Copleston, A History of Philosophy, 9 vols. (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press,

1946-1974; repr. Garden City: Image Books, 1985), IV, pp. 1-33; Michael Ayers, “Theories of
Knowledge and Belief,” in The Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Philosophy, ed. Daniel Garber
and Michael Ayers, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), II, pp. 1003-1049.

76. Jeffrey Mallinson, Faith, Reason, and Revelation in Theodore Beza, 1519-1605 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003); and Sebastian Rehnman, Divine Discourse: The Theological Methodology of

John Owen (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002), pp. 109-128.
77. See Carl R. Trueman, “The Reception of Calvin: Historical Considerations,” Church History

and Religious Culture, 91/1-2 (2011), pp. 19-27.

as part of a reaction against a waning Protestant scholasticism.  The Protestant72

scholastics evidence a view of the relationship of revelation and reason that
consistently identified revelation as foundational and reason as a tool in discourse
and argumentation.  There is, moreover, a significant older discussion of the various73

relationships between revelation and reason in the history of theology and philosophy
that have made much the same point with respect to medieval scholasticism.74

Furthermore, there is a consistent recognition of the differences between the
traditional more or less Christian Aristotelian philosophies of the seventeenth
century and the new rationalisms in major recent histories of philosophy,  and there75

are recent studies of Reformed orthodoxy that have also drawn the conclusion of a
traditional balance of faith and reason rather than a form of rationalism in the work
of thinkers like Beza and Owen.76

The approach to the problem of describing and analyzing post-Reformation
Protestantism that emerges from application of these several theses or premisses,
moreover, respects both the variety of views that inhabit the developing Reformed
tradition and the rather varied relationships that can be identified between
Protestant thought in the era of the Reformation and Protestant thought in the era
of orthodoxy, particularly as focus shifts from one theological issue to another and
as contexts and debates alter from one era to another. In fact, the language of
continuity and discontinuity or of continuity understood in terms of development,
elaboration, and modification of approaches in the light of altered contexts appears
here not so much as the primary focus of investigation as a counter to the rather
simplistic game of radical discontinuity proposed not only by the “Calvin against the
Calvinists” school of thought but by proponents of a radical discontinuity between
medieval scholastic theology and the theology of the Reformers. Thus, the issue is
not a simple matter of identifying or claiming continuity or discontinuity between the
views of one thinker and the views of another—rather, it is a matter of identifying
both the place of a particular thinker in his own context and in relation to various
trajectories or traditions of thought.  These trajectories or traditions, moreover,77
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78. Contra, e.g., Partee, Theology of John Calvin, pp. 25-26.
79. See my comments in “Demoting Calvin? The Issue of Calvin and the Reformed Tradition,”

pp. 3-17.

embody complex patterns of reception and use involving exegesis, formulae, and
arguments drawn out of patristic and medieval backgrounds, as well as arguments
and formulations either mediated through or derived from the Reformation-era
debates.

To make the point in another way, the identification of differences between
Calvin’s formulations of a doctrinal argument and the formulations offered by any
number of later Reformed writers does not substantially alter the argument for
reassessment any more than the discovery of citations of Calvin’s definitions as
authoritative for Reformed thought in the latter quarter of the seventeenth century
would substantiate it. The language of “continuity and discontinuity” applies, as a
kind of shorthand, to the description of broader trajectories of argumentation within
what in its medieval manifestation can be loosely called the tradition of Augustinian
soteriology and in its Reformation and post-Reformation manifestation can be
identified as the developing Reformed tradition. Thus, in rejecting a “Calvin against
the Calvinists” approach, the thesis does not attempt to replace that approach with
an equally flawed “Calvin for the Calvinists” theory—because, in short, it neither
identifies Calvin as the founder or sole codifier of the Reformed tradition nor
concedes to the identification of the Reformed tradition as “Calvinist” in a restrictive
sense of the term.

One of the historical premises of the reassessment of Reformed orthodoxy is that
Calvin did not invent the Reformed tradition and was not its sole second-generation
codifier. Specifically, Calvin’s work ought to be understood as a development of a
Reformed tradition that began with such Reformers as Zwingli, Bucer, and
Oecolampadius and, as such, represents one contribution, albeit a significant one,
among others made by thinkers of Calvin’s generation (e.g., Bullinger, Vermigli,
Viret, Musculus, Hyperius, à Lasco) toward the confessional and dogmatic
codification of a tradition. This is, moreover, a historical conclusion resting on
examinations of patterns and trajectories of Reformed thought, specifically on the
reception of the thought of the Reformers of the first part of the sixteenth century
by later generations of Reformed writers—as opposed to the dogmatic identification
of Calvin as the founder and norm of the Reformed tradition.  It is a simple78

historical datum that Calvin was neither the founder nor the sole continuator of the
Reformed tradition—the witness of Calvin’s correspondence with other Reformers
bears out this point, and there are numerous instances in the development of that
tradition, whether in Calvin’s own time or among the later writers, in which Calvin’s
contribution was far from definitive.79

One can ahistorically pose Calvin against the Calvinists, claiming for him a
normative status that was not accorded him either in his own time or in the later
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80. Thus, e.g., Thomas F. Torrance, “Knowledge of God and Speech about Him according to
John Calvin,” in Theology in Reconstruction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966), p. 76; idem, The School

of Faith: The Catechisms of the Reformed Church (New York: Harper, 1959), pp. lxx-lxxix; and idem,
“Karl Barth and the Latin Heresy,” Scottish Journal of Theology, 39 (1986), pp. 461-482; and see my
critique of Torrance in “The Barth Legacy: New Athanasius or Origen Redivivus? A Response to T.
F. Torrance,” The Thomist, 54/4 (October, 1990), pp. 673-704.

sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries and setting aside the broad continuities of
basic doctrine within an identifiable confessional tradition—all for the sake of
establishing an alternative narrative that leads directly from Calvin to the twentieth
or twenty-first century—an approach quite clearly adopted by T. F. Torrance.  One80

can similarly either discount or selectively reappropriate the scholastic background
of and scholastic elements in Calvin’s thought, and likewise ignore both the presence
of numerous nonscholastic works of theology written by the Reformed of the
seventeenth century and the relevant point that although method does have an
impact on content it does not have either the kind of impact or force the kind of
conclusions that the were hypothesized by the Calvin against the Calvinists school
of thought. And having thus abridged and reconstituted the historical narrative, one
can rather rigidly and ahistorically pose Calvin’s theology against the scholastic
models of the seventeenth century, and continue to claim without any significant
documentation that the distinction between scholastic method and the orthodox
doctrine is unsuitable and that, given their scholasticism, the doctrines and doctrinal
emphases of later Reformed writers must be substantially different from Calvin’s—all
in the name of retrieving the purity or balance of Calvin’s theology for present-day
use.

The reassessment of Calvin and the Reformed tradition has recognized that
differences in formulation that can be identified among Calvin and his
contemporaries play out into the later history of Reformed thought and that in each
set of issues characteristic of the developing Reformed tradition, particularly debated
issues such as infra- and supralapsarianism and hypothetical universalism, there are
not only differences among the theologians of the era but also differences, generated
by altered contexts and new debates, between the formulations of the era of the
Reformation and the various eras identifiable in the trajectory of later Reformed
thought.

Similarly, the reassessment has also argued that there is an identifiable Reformed
tradition that established relative confessional boundaries in the era of what can be
called the second-generation Reformers and then proceeded to debate those
boundaries, sometimes solidifying, sometimes leaving them more or less vague during
the eras of orthodoxy. Once the broader trajectories of argument and their various
representatives within the Reformed tradition have been identified, whether on
exegetical, doctrinal, polemical, or philosophical matters, there will be different
patterns of reception and development, different continuities and discontinuities, to
be observed on different topics and issues. The developments previously traced out
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81. Thus, the emblematic essay of the school: Hall, “Calvin Against the Calvinists”; so too,
Johannes Dantine, “Das christologische Problem in Rahmen der Prädestinationslehre von Theodor
Beza,” Zeitschrift für Kirchengeschichte, 77 (1966), pp. 81-96; and idem, “Les Tabelles sur la doctrine
de la prédestination par Théodore de Bèze,” Revue de théologie et de philosophie, 16 (1966), pp.
365-377; Walter Kickel, Vernunft und Offenbarung bei Theodor Beza (Neukirchen: Neukirchner
Verlag, 1967); R. T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1979); and cf. Armstrong, Calvinism and the Amyraut Heresy, pp. 129-132.

82. Otto Gründler, Die Gotteslehre Girolami Zanchis und ihre Bedeutung für seine Lehre von der

Prädestination (Neukirchen: Neukirchner Verlag, 1965); also idem, “The Influence of Thomas
Aquinas upon the Theology of Girolamo Zanchi,” in Studies in Medieval Culture, ed. J. R.
Sommerfeldt (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University Press, 1964), pp. 102-117.

83. The latter being proposed in Partee, “Calvin’s Central Dogma Again,” pp. 191-200; and idem,
Theology of John Calvin, pp. 3, 4, 25, 27, 40-41, et passim. On the significant presence of the doctrine
of union with Christ in later Reformed theology, see below, chapter 7.

with reference to issues in the theological prolegomena, the interpretation and
doctrinal understanding of Scripture, and the doctrines of divine essence, attributes,
and Trinity, all evidence rather different trajectories—and all also evidence
significant variety in formulation, with some aspects of their argumentation having
affinities with Calvin’s, some with Bullinger’s, some with Vermigli’s views, with other
aspects of their argumentation reflecting receptions of lines of argumentation found
in the older theological and philosophical tradition, some mediated through the
thought of the Reformers, some not.

Reassessment, then, has never coalesced around a simple issue of continuity or
discontinuity between Calvin and later “Calvinists.” That, as a matter of fact, has
been the underlying issue argued by the “Calvin against the Calvinists” school,
usually on the grounds that Theodore Beza “distorted” the balance of Calvin’s
theology. Calvin supplies the norm for the whole tradition, Beza distorts “Calvin’s
theology,” producing a predestinarian system or predestinarian metaphysic that was
then inherited by all of the “Calvinists” who, unfortunately, reproduced Beza’s
theology and not Calvin’s.  The villain can, of course, equally well be identified as81

Zanchi, much to the same result.  Indeed, the “Calvin against the Calvinists” theory82

is a radical discontinuity theory grounded in the assumption that sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century theologies, like modern theological systems, coalesce or cohere
around a central dogma or central motif, and that the later Reformed tradition failed
to accept Calvin’s own central dogma—whether understood as “christocentricity”
or, more recently, “union with Christ.”83

The argument for continuities within a developing and variegated Reformed
tradition is not at all a simple reversal of this “Calvin against the Calvinists” theory.
Over against its claims, the newer approach has argued against single central dogmas
in favor of a locus method characterized by a series of relatively independent
doctrinal topics comprising a “body” of theology or divinity, as it has also argued
against application of anachronistic notions of “system” and the interpretation of
Calvin’s thought or the thought of any other early modern theologian through the
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84. Thus, e.g., Andreas Rivetus, Catholicus Orthodoxus, oppositus catholico papistae (Leiden:
Abraham Commelin, 1630), p. 5; Pierre DuMoulin, Esclaircissement des controverses salmuriennes

(Leiden: Jean Maire, 1648), pp. 231-232; Jean Claude, Défense de la Reformation contre le livre intitulé

Préjugez légitimes contre les calvinistes, 4  ed. (Paris: L.-R. Delay, 1844), pp. 210-211.th

grid of a superimposed notion of coherence nowhere indicated in the documents.
There was no shifting from one central dogma to another because there was no
central dogma in the first place.

In addition, my own argumentation has consistently avoided use of the term
“Calvinist,” on the ground that the term itself biases the case: the later Reformed
writers did not identify themselves as Calvinists or ever claim to be the followers of
Calvinus solus. Indeed, they were wary of identifying any theologian as the founder,
author, or primary leader of the Reformed faith.  The Reformed tradition of the84

later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in other words, never made the claim that
it was bound to Calvin’s theology as a dogmatic norm: it claimed to be a confessional
movement grounded in the work of a substantial group of sixteenth-century
Reformers of the first and second generations of the Reform and identified not
according to the standards of a particular volume of theological instruction, whether
Calvin’s Institutes or Bullinger’s Decades, or some other document of the era, but by
a loosely related set of national and regional confessions and catechisms. That
confessional understanding, moreover, given the very nature of confessions as broad
statements of doctrine purposely lacking many of the niceties of detailed theological
systems, assumed a variety of results in exegesis and a variety of formulations in
dogmatic or doctrinal treatises. One of the fundamental elements of the argument,
from the very beginning, was the traditionary context, the relative breadth of what
must be identified as Reformed (rather than Calvinist), and the corresponding
breadth as well as limit of the confessional boundaries that were identified by the
Reformers (primarily those of the second generation) and further argued by later
generations of Protestant thinkers.

The character and direction of the reassessment can also be illustrated with
reference to the later Reformed developments of infra- and supralapsarianism, of
finely nuanced discussion of free choice, and of hypothetical universalism. On the
first of these issues, the question of infra- and supralapsarianism, given that the
debates of the seventeenth century concerned the very specific identification of the
objects of divine elective and reprobative willing and involved questions of the
ordering of priorities in the eternal divine decree, there is very little in the way of
precise precedent for the detail of the seventeenth-century formulations in the
thought of the Reformers of the first and second generations, and not much more in
the writings of the first group of major early orthodoxy writers like Ursinus,
Olevianus, Beza, and Zanchi. Given, of course, the presence of a fairly consistent
refrain concerning the election of some out of the “condemned mass” of humanity
in the works of most earlier Reformed theologians, there is major precedent for the
specifically infralapsarian formulae of the later writers, even though this usage was
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85. Thus, Willem J. van Asselt, J. Martijn Bac, and Roelf T. te Velde, trans. and eds., Reformed

Thought on Freedom: The Concept of Free Choice in the History of Early-Modern Reformed Theology

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2010).
86. See the extensive literature cited below, chapter 3.
87. Alexander Schweizer, “Moses Amyraldus: Versuch einer Synthese des Universalismus und

des Partikularismus,” Theologische Jahrbücher, 11 (1852), pp. 41-101, 155-207, argued that Amyraut
had retained the orthodox doctrine of a particularistic redemption but had added a dimension of

not accompanied by questions concerning the ordering of the decree with reference
to election and reprobation, the creation, or the fall. There is, perhaps, also some
indication of later Reformed arguments in the disagreement between Calvin and
Bullinger on the inclusion of the fall in the divine decree—albeit, again, without any
indication of order.

On the second of these issues, a significant reassessment of early modern
Reformed thought has quite clearly shown Calvin to have had relatively little impact
on later formulation, given that his rather pointed argumentation was directed only
toward the issue of human inability in sin and not to the larger question of human
freedom.  The recent scholarship has demonstrated medieval roots, both Thomistic85

and Scotistic, to the Reformed scholastic discussion and has identified lines of
development running through thinkers like Vermigli and Zanchi, to later Reformed
thinkers such as Junius, Gomarus, Voetius, and Turretin—the first three being
supralapsarians. What comes as a surprise to proponents of the “Calvin against the
Calvinists” school of thought is that it is not Calvin but the later tradition, including
the supralapsarian thinkers, that offers a way to argue a gracious predestination and
salvation by grace alone and also, at the same time, avoid determinism and argue the
case for human free choice and human responsibility, points that Calvin himself
arguably affirmed but did not formulate with great clarity.

The issue of hypothetical universalism and limited atonement also offers a highly
useful example of the direction of my own argumentation as distinct from either a
“Calvin against the Calvinists” or a “Calvin for the Calvinists” perspective. A sizeable
body of literature has interpreted Calvin as teaching “limited atonement” or
“particular redemption” in accord with later “Calvinists” like William Perkins, Pierre
DuMoulin, or Francis Turretin and has, as a result, argued continuity between
Calvin and the “Calvinists.” An equally sizeable body of literature has claimed the
opposite, interpreting Calvin as teaching “unlimited atonement” or “universal
redemption,” thereby associating his theology (typically) with that of Moïse
Amyraut, and as a consequence arguing a discontinuity between “Calvin and the
Calvinists.”  If the terms “limited” and “universal atonement” are rather problematic86

and unrepresentative of the issues involved in the debate, the term “hypothetical
universalism” must also be qualified, albeit for different reasons. It does not, after all,
represent a fundamental departure from the formulae of the Synod of Dort and
therefore can be subsumed under what had typically been called the Reformed
doctrine of limited atonement.  The term itself, universalismus hypotheticus, may well87
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“ideal” universalism (p. 50).
88. Cf. Schweizer, “Moses Amyraldus,” p. 49; with Ernest Brette, Du système de Moïse Amyraut

désigné sou le nom d’universalisme hypothétique (Montauban: Forestié Neveu et Ce., 1855), p. 15; and
note the use of the term in Salomon Deyling, Observationes miscellaneae, in quibus res varii argumenti

ex theologia, historia et antiquitate sacra enodate tractantur (Leipzig: Frid. Lancksius,1736), pp. 686-
687;and Joachim Lange, Gloria Christi et Christianismi apocalyptico-prophetica, 2 vols. (Amsterdam:
Romberg, 1740), II, Appendix de gratia Dei universali, p. 148, where the term appears as a descriptor
of what Lange also calls universalismus Amyraldiani.

89. For the terminology of gratia universalis, see, e.g., Moïse Amyraut, Specimen animadversionum

in Exercitationes de gratia universali (Saumur: Lesnier, 1648); and his opponent, Friedrich Spanheim,
Exercitationes de gratia universali. Accessere l. erotemata auctori proposita, & ab eodem decisa, cum

mantissa c. anterotematum (Leiden: J. Maire, 1646). Amyraut does write of gratia universalis sub

conditione: see Amyrait, Specimen animadversionum, pp. 7-8
90. Note that the conclusions concerning this issue, drawn largely in terms of Christ’s limited

intercession, in Muller, Christ and the Decree, pp. 33-35 and p. 194, notes 130 and 137, do not
include any judgment on the question of whether Calvin’s view of Christ’s sufficiency might conduce
to the view that if all would believe, all would be saved, or whether it implies a prior hypothetically
universal divine intention.

91. Cf. the argument presented in PRRD, I, pp. 73-81.

be of somewhat later origin than the debates that extended from around the time of
Dort into the mid-seventeenth century.  The seventeenth-century debate,88

moreover, was not over hypothetical universalism per se but over the issue of
universal grace (gratia universalis) as advocated by some of the proponents of
hypothetical universalism, notably followers of John Cameron and Moïse Amyraut.
Unlike “limited atonement,” the term “hypothetical universalism” does relatively
accurately reference the question of the divine intention underlying the infinite
merit of Christ’s death, albeit covering a series of rather different definitions.89

Whereas the issue of a positive relationship between Calvin’s doctrine of the work
of Christ and Amyraut’s hypothetical universalism is fundamental to much of the
“Calvin against the Calvinists” thesis, just as significant discontinuity is intrinsic to
the alternative “Calvin for the Calvinists” narrative, the reassessment of developing
Reformed thought as a variegated tradition does not rest on either of these
resolutions of the question.  As in the case of the question of infra- and90

supralapsarianism, there are elements of the theologies of Zwingli, Bucer, Calvin,
Bullinger, Musculus, Vermigli, and others among the Reformers of the first and
second generations that point toward the variety of formulations found in later
Reformed theology just as they also fit within the boundaries of formulation that can
be identified in the confessional and catechetical documents of the Reformation and
that framed the debates of seventeenth-century Reformed orthodoxy. Given,
moreover, the presence of various sixteenth- and seventeenth-century forms of
hypothetical universalism within those confessional boundaries and the diversity of
formulations among the Reformed orthodox themselves,  although there may be91

some merit in ascertaining in which direction on particular doctrinal issues Calvin’s
formulae point, it makes no difference to the basic contention of a continuity in the
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92. As, e.g., Alan Clifford, Amyraut Affirmed, or Owenism a Caricature of Calvinism: A Reply to

Ian Hamilton’s ‘Amyraldianism—Is It Modified Calvinism’ (Norwich: Charenton Reformed Publishing,
2004), p. 6.

broader traditionary development whether his formulations point toward Amyraut
or Turretin, Owen, Cocceius, or Voetius.

Just as it is fallacious to claim reductionistically that Amyraut’s theology
represents a uniquely Calvinian tradition, so also is it fallacious to argue (equally
reductionistically) that theologians like Du Moulin, Owen, and Turretin followed
out a uniquely Bezan trajectory—as if there were not both similarities and differences
between the thought of each of these theologians, including Beza, and the thought
of Calvin.  (Both Du Moulin and Turretin held infralapsarian definitions of92

predestination and Du Moulin held a form of hypothetical universalism.) If Calvin’s
own teaching is the sole index of “Calvinism,” then all parties in the seventeenth-
century controversy, whether Amyraldian or anti-Amyraldian, Cocceian or anti-
Cocceian, represent a “modified Calvinism,” given that none of these parties in the
seventeenth-century debates stated precisely what Calvin had argued, that all
debated their formulations in contexts rather different from Calvin’s, and that
virtually all were arguing points demanding a more finely grained definition than
Calvin (or, for that matter, Beza) had ever offered.

An Overview of the Study

All of the essays that follow deal with the question of the nature and character
of the early Reformed theological tradition and specifically with the position of
Calvin in that tradition. The focus of the essays is on the work of Christ and what
came to be called (after the era of orthodoxy) the ordo salutis. Calvin remains, in the
context of various antecedent and contemporary voices, one of the primary bearers
of the Reformed tradition and one of the more significant second-generation
formulators or codifiers on such issues as the satisfaction of Christ and the limit of
its efficacy, union with Christ, and the various elements of the subordinate causality
or administration of salvation. His contribution, however, cannot be properly
understood apart from the contributions of others of his generation, like Vermigli,
Bullinger, Musculus, and Viret—nor can the reception of his formulations be fully
appreciated apart from an assessment of its place in the patterns of reception of the
thought of other Reformers of his generation in broader Reformed tradition. The
following chapters each offer a contribution to that understanding at the same time
that they offer a portrait of patterns of argumentation belonging to that broader
tradition of which Calvin was but a part.

“Was Calvin a Calvinist?” develops the methodological issue of “Calvinism,”
identified here in chapter 1 into a concrete discussion of the ways in which the
question of Calvin and Calvinism has been misinterpreted, with specific reference
to two points in the traditional “TULIP,” total depravity and so-called limited
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atonement. The anachronistic nature of the acronym and of these two specific
“points” is identified, and in particular the highly problematic identification of the
limitation of the efficacy or application of Christ’s work to the elect as “limited
atonement” is registered. Christ’s work and the nature of salvation serve as a topical
focus of this chapter and remain the focus of the subsequent chapters. The essay
examines various understandings of “Calvinism” and offers avenues of interpretation
that reassess the relationship between Calvin and later writers in the Reformed
tradition. The essay concludes that the terms “Calvinist” and “Calvinism” have
contributed to a series of historical and dogmatic problems and ought to be set aside
in favor of “Reformed” and “Reformed  tradition.”

The next three essays move forward with the theme of the limitation of the
efficacy or application of Christ’s work. “Calvin on Christ’s Satisfaction and Its
Efficacy: The Issue of ‘Limited Atonement’” reassesses Calvin’s understanding of
Christ’s work, in particular by critiquing the language of “limited atonement” and
calling for a return to the actual vocabulary used by Calvin and in subsequent
doctrinal debate among the Reformed. The essay also argues, largely by way of
comparative references in the notes, a variety of nuancings of the exegetical
backgrounds of the doctrine but also a broad agreement among Calvin and his
contemporaries, none of whom precisely adumbrates the language or detail of later
debates. Commentaries by predecessors and contemporaries of Calvin are referenced
comparatively. The essays “A Tale of Two Wills? Calvin, Amyraut, and Du Moulin
on Ezekiel 18:23” and “Davenant and Du Moulin: Variant Approaches to
Hypothetical Universalism” address the later reception of and debate over
understandings of Christ’s work by soteriological particularists and hypothetical
universalists in the seventeenth century. These two essays also address the question
of later Reformed reception of and relation to Calvin’s formulations.

It is not, of course, the intention of these chapters to indicate who among the
seventeenth-century Reformed might be the purest Calvinian: that would only serve
to validate the wrongheaded methodology of several generations of dogmatizing
historians. These chapters attempt to look carefully at the actual vocabulary and at
the distinctions made by early modern writers rather than to assimilate them to any
particular dogmatic program. Accordingly, these chapters also serve to indicate that
the aversion to a mis-defined scholasticism and its distinctions, characteristic of the
work of Armstrong, Hall, Kendall, Clifford, and others, has prevented them from
developing an accurate understanding of the early modern debates, given that the
debates were consistently nuanced in ways incapable of being suitably handled by
their anachronistic use of the term “limited atonement” and their stress on the
exceedingly vague usage “for whom Christ died.”

With the work of Christ as the foundational point of departure for Reformed
discussion and debate over the application of salvation or ordo salutis, the next three
chapters take up the issues of the exegetical roots of developing Reformed
understandings of the order of salvation as a “golden chain”  and the question of the
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From Reformation to Orthodoxy 49

causality of salvation, the relationship of union with Christ to the order of salvation,
and the problem of assurance as related to the so-called practical syllogism. These
chapters are interrelated and, in effect, deal with different aspects of the same
broader topic, working through the issues with (hopefully) as little repetition as
possible. They also reference questions raised in the current debates over union with
Christ and the ordo salutis and demonstrate that much of the current attempt to cut
Calvin adrift from the later Reformed tradition is fundamentally problematic.

The essay “The ‘Golden Chain’ and the Causality of Salvation” addresses the
beginnings of what came to be called the order of salvation, or ordo salutis, in
Protestant theology. The essay argues a close interrelationship between the exegesis
of Scripture, in this case the text of Romans 8:28-30, and the development of
doctrinal topics or loci in post-Reformation Reformed theology. The specific case of
Romans 8:28-30, known in the era as the “chain” or “golden chain” of salvation,
illustrates the interrelationship of exegetical argumentation with the beginnings of
Reformed formulations concerning the order of causes of salvation. Taken in
connection with other texts, such as Ephesians 1:4-11, and with issues arising from
early Reformed understandings of grace and predestination, often in conflict with
Roman and Lutheran understandings, the question of the causality of salvation
demanded resolution. Examination of a series of Reformed theologians from Calvin,
Bullinger, Musculus, and Vermigli to such later thinkers as Rennecherus, Perkins,
and Bucanus reveals a developing tradition of interpretation in which a series of
issues and conclusions were held in common and no single thinker stands as the
primary formulator. Examination of this issue of causality illustrates, moreover, the
way in which the exegetically-grounded locus method yielded interrelationships of
doctrinal topics and subtopics without tending in the direction of the nineteenth-
century central-dogma approach. These formulations, moreover, relate directly to
the ways in which Reformed theologians argued the efficacy or application of Christ’s
work of satisfaction (the chapters 3, 4, and 5) and to the ways in which the
Reformed understood the relationship of the ordering of salvation to the believer’s
union with Christ and, in view of their union to the issue of assurance of salvation
and the practical syllogism (chapters 7 and 8).

Thus, “Union with Christ and the Ordo Salutis: Reflections on Developments in
Early Modern Reformed Thought” continues this line of argument, with specific
reference to several strands of modern scholarship in which the relationship of
Calvin’s teaching to the later Reformed tradition has been discussed. The essay
clarifies the relationship of union with Christ to the early Reformed understanding
of Romans chapter 8, taken as a whole, and therefore also to the exegetical
development of the doctrine of union with Christ in relation to other elements of the
order or economy of salvation. These doctrinal points are seen to be significantly
interrelated, not only in the thought of Calvin, but also in the work of various
contemporaries like Vermigli and Musculus; and the work of this early group of
Reformed writers is seen as the beginning of a process of formulation that resulted
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in a somewhat varied doctrinal understanding of the economy of salvation in early
Reformed orthodoxy. The conventional and rather trite “Calvin against the
Calvinists” model, as well as the assumption that Calvin was the foundation and
norm for the Reformed tradition, is shown to be both problematic and quite
inapplicable to the actual historical case.

Finally, the essay on “Calvin, Beza, and the later Reformed on Assurance of
Salvation and the ‘Practical Syllogism’” takes up the question of the syllogismus

practicus, or practical syllogism, noting in particular how the work of Christ, union
with Christ, and elements of the order of salvation like calling and sanctification are
drawn into Reformed thought on the nature of assurance of salvation. Much of the
extant scholarship on the practical syllogism has tended to examine the topic in
isolation from union with Christ and the order of salvation and has, accordingly,
often missed or misunderstood the fundamental rationale of the doctrine. Here I
offer a partial reassessment of aspects of my own earlier work in Christ and the Decree

and a further critique of the neo-orthodox reading of issues of assurance,
christocentricity, and the so-called practical syllogism. The basic conclusion that
Calvin did teach the outlines of the practical syllogism is now reinforced and shown
to be related to the broader Reformed conversation and debate concerning the work
of Christ and its application to believers in the economy of salvation.
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