
John Calvin’s Institutes and Ottawa County 
Bruce J. Koole 

 

 

The following essay was written in response to a scholarship offer made by the History 

Department of Grand Valley State University in Ottawa County, Allendale, Michigan. The 

scholarship demanded that in 2000 words or less, the student must explain what his or her 

favorite history book is. Owing to the fact that I did not win the scholarship, I have edited the 

content contained herein. 

 

My favorite book is John Calvin’s Institutes of Christian Religion. The reasons why this 

book and its numerous editions have become my favorite are threefold: first, for its helping in the 

development of my worldview and historical method; second, for its teaching and doctrines 

whereby it has served to edify the church and true religion; and, third, for its impact upon 

Western Michigan. 

Regarding the first ground, I discovered upon reading Henry Beveridge’s translation of 

Calvin’s Institutes a kinship of belief, finding that many of the author’s beliefs and doctrines 

agree with my own, particularly in regard to his systematic explanation of the Reformation’s 

Five Solas: Soli Deo Gloria (To God Alone be the Glory), Sola Scriptura (Scripture Alone), Sola 

Fide (Faith Alone), Sola Gratie (Grace Alone), Sola Xristos (Christ Alone). However, only after I 

examine the different editions of Calvin’s Institutes, commentaries, sermons, tracts, treatises, and 

letters do I define the doctrines of Calvin and relate the narrative of his life. 

I view history through the spectacles of church vs. world conflict. By world I understand 

as those atheists, agnostics, and unbelievers who seek to harm the church through whatever 

possible means, be they persecution, false doctrine, or temptation via avarice licentiousness. Be 

hence, via St. Augustine the rise and fall of nation-states remains the handmaiden of the 

Reformed Christian Church’s structural and doctrinal progress. 

Therefore, I apply the historical method as gained from faith’s reasonable knowledge and 

hope, taking my start from I Peter 3:15, “be ready always to give an answer to every man that 

asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you with meekness and fear.”
1 

This aim, based on 

Scripture, necessitates no forsaking of the historical method as first posited by Thucydides, the 

father of historical method, who described it thus: 

 

And with regard to my factual reporting of the events of the 

[Peloponesian] War [which took place between Sparta and Athens in 431–

404 BC, and his beloved Athens lost], I have made it a principle not to 

write down the first story that came my way, and not even to be guided by 

my own general impressions; either I was present myself at the events 

which I have described or else I heard of them from eye-witnesses whose 

reports I have checked with as much thoroughness as possible.
2 

 

Just as Thucydides, I remain interested in finding more than one viewpoint on certain 

issues. 

With regard to the aforementioned second ground, the treatment of the book itself 

commences. Calvin’s development of thought contains an eminent traceability from his first 
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edition of the Institutes, published in 1536, unto the final edition of the Institutes published in 

1559.
3
As Dutch Reformed Theologian Herman Bavinck states 

 

Calvin’s theology had already assumed firm shape in the first edition of 

his Institutes (1536). There is expansion and development but not change.
4
 

 

A historian can compare the deliberate development among the editions and see how the 

teachings impacted or were impacted by the various events in his life. Further, a study of each 

successive edition yields important details necessary to the telling of the Reformation narrative. 

In Book I, Chapter 1, Calvin treats “The Knowledge of God and That of Ourselves are 

Connected: How They Are Interrelated.” The interrelation adheres to the manner, Soli Deo 

Gloria. God requires from us a knowledge concerning Himself and ourselves “by which we not 

only conceive that there is some God, but also apprehend what it is for our interest, and 

conducive to his glory, what in short, is befitting to know concerning him” (I.ii.1). One of 

Calvin’s main themes is, then, know yourself and know God. 

Book Two explains that true self-knowledge originates by admitting to being dead in 

trespasses and sins owing to Adam’s original sin. Calvin defines total depravity as “a hereditary 

corruption and depravity of our nature, extending to all the parts of the soul, which first makes us 

obnoxious to the wrath of God, and then produces in us works which in Scripture are termed 

works of the flesh” (II. i.8). Then in II. ii.10 Calvin writes “he who is most deeply abased and 

alarmed, by the consciousness of his disgrace, nakedness, want, and misery has made the greatest 

progress in the knowledge of himself.” In II. ii.25 Calvin approvingly quotes Augustine, “Of our 

own we have nothing but sin.” 

Mankind will find his only path to salvation from deserving destruction in the steps of 

Christ’s self-humiliation and glorification, or sola Xristos. His humiliation is his incarnation, the 

unjust trial, crucifixion, death, burial, and descent to hell. His glorification is His resurrection, 

ascension into heaven, sitting and ruling at the right hand of the Father, and his return to 

judgment (II. xvi.5-17). The result of Christ being our redeemer alone is “we see that whole sum 

of our salvation, and every single part of it, is comprehended in Christ” (II. xvi.19). 

In the momentous third book Calvin defines and explains that great Reformation truth 

developed from the very onset by Luther, justification by faith alone, or sola fide. Calvin’s 

doctrine of justification by faith alone is “a man excluded from the righteousness of works…by 

faith lays hold of the righteousness of Christ, and clothed in it appears in the sight of God not as 

a sinner, but as righteous” (III. xi.2). 

Also contained in the important third book is the theological doctrine for which Calvin 

has achieved a thankful supremacy in conservative circles and pariah status in liberal circles: 

double predestination as revealed in election and reprobation. More than Luther, Zwingli, Menno 

Simmons, or any other reformer Calvin expounded the doctrine of double predestination. Since 

Calvin defines election as the predestination of some to salvation, he conversely defines 

reprobation as the predestination of the rest to damnation (III. xxi.1). 

He defines predestination as 

 

the eternal decree of God, by which he determined with himself whatever 

he wished to happen with regard to every man. All are not created on 

equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal 

damnation (III. xxi.5). 



 

Calvin’s spiritual disciples, in response to the Arminian controversy in the Netherlands, 

codified his development of predestination at the Great Synod of Dordrecht, 1618–1619, in five 

Canons, These Canons achieved mnemonic status for the five points of Calvinism, i.e, TULIP: 

Total Depravity, Unconditional Election, Limited Atonement, Irresistible Grace, and, 

Perseverance of the Saints. 

In Book Four, Calvin concatenates the nature of the Sacraments. Upon consulting both 

the 1536 edition and the 1559 edition, to which Calvin gave his imprimatur as the “official” 

edition, he reveals a progress in his understanding of the Sacraments. In the 1536 Institutes, 

chapter four, section one, Calvin defines a Sacrament as “an outward sign by which the Lord 

represents and attests to us his good will toward us to sustain the weakness of our faith… [or] a 

testimony of God’s grace declared to us by an outward sign.”
5
By the time of the 1559 Institutes 

Calvin had resided for about three years (1538–1541) in Strassbourg with the eminent 

Sacramental Reformer, Martin Bucer, and thereby amended his former definition. The 1559 

Institutes define a Sacrament as 

 

an external sign, by which the Lord seals on our consciences, his promises of 

good will toward us, in order to sustain the weakness of our faith, and we in our 

turn testify our piety towards him, both before himself and before angels as well 

as men (IV. xiv.1) 6 

 

With regards to the final, aforementioned ground the effect of Calvin’s book upon 

Western Michigan surpasses that brief description of Ottawa County by the Reader’s Digest 

magazine. That magazine relates that the Ottawa County planning department made a scratch-

and-sniff patch of manure odor in order that city slickers might preview the pungent smell 

emitted by some Ottawa County farms.
7
 

The Institutes’ impact can be traced back not only to Rev. Albertus. C. Van Raalte’s 1849 

immigration to Holland, Michigan, but also further back to the 1831 conversion of his Van 

Raalte’s spiritual mentor, the Dominee Hendrick De Cock, minister in Ulrum, Gronigen, The 

Netherlands. Hendrick’s son, Helenius, later wrote a history of the Afscheiding,
8
wherein he 

began with a brief biography of his father, and described his father’s conversion via Calvin thus: 

 

[Father] first learned with understanding of the Institutes of Calvin in the year 

1831. It was by Dominee Wormnest in the city of Warfhuizen. At his house there 

were speeches about the doctrines of faith, and while father and Mr. Wormnest 

had differences of meaning, the latter said this: “Let us at once consult father 

Calvin about this.” This occurred and there at the student-cabinet of Mr. 

Wormnest father was acquainted for the first time with the work of this great man. 

Immediately he found so much agreement with Calvin that he begged Mr. 

Wormnest to be allowed to take along this work. The Institutes of Calvin was that 

which he then diligently and prayerfully examined, and in the midst thereof his 

eyes were opened. Then, he learned with understanding that man is dead in sins 

and offenses; that salvation occurs alone out of grace without any merit from the 

side of man; that faith alone can make one righteous before God, and that 

Kuipenga had formerly spoken the truth, when he said: “If I too must impart but 

one sigh for my salvation, then it is lost for eternity.” 



From this time on, the teaching of the truth was cherished by him…This had a 

discernable influence upon his preaching. The truth, which had certainly been 

proclaimed for himself, he also began unmasking equally to the Ulrum district.
9
 

 

Thus, Calvin’s Institutes were the means through which Dominee De Cock was converted 

and came to believe in those Reformation truths summarized by the five Solas and Kuipenga’s 

sigh. Then, taking those Reformation doctrines, he transformed his preaching, emphasizing not 

man but God’s all-sufficiency in salvation. Eventually, his teaching conflicted with the doctrines 

of the officially sanctioned State Reformed Church (De Hervormde Kerk) and he submitted to 

abuse, slander, and a nearly year-long banishment from his pulpit.
10

 

On October 13, 1834 two elders, three deacons, and Hendrick De Cock signed the Act of 

Secession,
11

by which the above and some 268 other members separated themselves from the 

apostatizing State Reformed Church. They named themselves the Afscheiding. One year later in 

December 1835, Candidate Van Raalte seceded, and in 1836 the fledgling group of Afscheiding 

churches admitted him into the gospel ministry.
12

Ten years later, in 1846, Van Raalte departed 

from the Netherlands leading a sizable portion of immigrants to the shores of Black Lake, now 

known as Lake Macatawa. 

After the immigrants settled down, Calvin’s Institutes continued to influence the 

immigrant’s daily lives. Classis Holland, meeting at Zeeland on October 7, 1856, made a two-

fold resolution in Article 23 concerning the denomination-wide promotion of a new printing of 

Calvin’s works. They resolved, first, that each consistory had the freedom to promote the books 

in whatsoever manner they deemed, and, second, via the local newspaper Rev Van Der Meulen 

would exhort the local populace to purchase the materials.
13

Just over two months later, 

December 17th, at the examination of Rev. John Van Vleck, Rev. Kershow, as written in Article 

10, orally examined him in Systematic and Polemic Theology, “and especially in the Five Points 

[of Calvinism] against the Remonstrants.”
14

 

After a few years passed (1857) there arose out of these Dutch Calvinists the 

denomination of the Christian Reformed Church, their college, Calvin College; and out of the 

CRC, the Protestant Reformed Churches, my denominational home. Thus, a direct link exists 

between Calvin’s Institutes, from its doctrines converting one man, unto many of the current 

Western Michigan citizens and churches of Kent and Ottawa Counties and me. 

In the end Calvin’s Institutes is my favorite book because it has shaped my historical 

method such that I view history through the eyes of church world conflict. I also treasure the 

book for the edifying doctrines contained therein. Last, the book was part of the origin from 

whence many of the Dutch Reformed immigrants settled into the Western Michigan area. 
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