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The Original
Trandator's Preface

Prefixed to thefourth edition 1581, and reprinted verbatiminall the
subsequent editions. T[homas] N[orton], the Trandator to the
Reader.

Good reader, here isnow offered you, the fourth time printed in English, M. Calvin's book of the
Institution of Christian Religion; abook of great labour to the author, and of great profit to the
Church of God. M. Calvin first wrote it when he was ayoung man, abook of small volume, and
since that season he has at sundry times published it with new increases, still protesting at every
edition himself to be one of those qui scribendo proficiunt, et proficiendo scribunt, which with
their writing do grow in profiting, and with their profiting do proceed in writing. At length having,
in many [of] his other works, travelled about exposition of sundry books of the Scriptures, and
in the same finding occasion to discourse of sundry common-places and matters of doctrine,
which being handled according to the occasions of the text that were offered him, and not in any
other method, were not so ready for the reader's use, he therefore entered into this purpose to
enlarge thisbook of Institutions, and therein to treat of all thosetitlesand commonplaces|argely,
with this intent, that whensoever any occasion fell in his other books to treat of any such cause,
he would not newly amplify his books of commentaries and expositions therewith, but refer his
reader wholly to this storehouse and treasure of that sort of divinelearning. Asage and weakness
grew upon him, so he hastened his labour; and, according to his petition to God, he in manner
ended his life with hiswork, for he lived not long after.

So great a jewel was meet to be made most beneficial, that is to say, applied to most
common use. Therefore, in the very beginning of the Queen's Majesty's most blessed reign, |
trandated it out of Latin into English for the commodity of the Church of Christ, at the specia
request of my dear friends of worthy memory, Reginald Wolfe and Edward Whitchurch, the one
her Majesty's printer for the Hebrew, Greek, and Latin tongues, the other her Highness' printer
of the books of Common Prayer. | performed my work in the house of my said friend, Edward
Whitchurch, aman well known of upright heart and dealing, an ancient zealous gospeller, asplain
and trueafriend asever | knew living, and as desirousto do anything to common good, especially
by the advancement of true religion.

At my saidfirst edition of thisbook, | considered how the author thereof had of long time
purposely laboured to write the same most exactly, and to pack great plenty of matter in small
room of words; yea, and those so circumspectly and precisely ordered, to avoid the cavillations
of such asfor enmity to the truth therein contained would gladly seek and abuse all advantages
which might be found by any oversight in penning of it, that the sentences were thereby become
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so full as nothing might well be added without idle superfluity, and again so highly pared, that
nothing could be minished without taking away some necessary substance of matter therein
expressed. This manner of writing, beside the peculiar terms of arts and figures, and the difficulty
of the matters themselves, being throughout interlaced with the school men's controversies, made
agreat hardness in the author's own book, in that tongue wherein otherwise he is both plentiful
and easy, insomuch that it sufficeth not to read him once, unless you can be content to read in
vain. This consideration encumbered me with great doubtfulness for the whole order and frame
of my trandation. If |1 should follow the words, | saw that of necessity the hardness in the
translation must needs be greater than was in the tongue wherein it was originally written. If |
should leave the course of words, and grant myself liberty after the natural manner of my own
tongue, to say that in English which | conceived to be his meaning in Latin, | plainly perceived
how hardly | might escape error, and on the other side, in this matter of faith and religion, how
perilousit wasto err. For | durst not presume to warrant myself to have his meaning without his
words. And they that wet what it is to trandate well and faithfully, especially in matters of
religion, do know that not the only grammatical construction of words sufficeth, but the very
building and order to observe all advantages of vehemence or grace, by placing or accent of
words, maketh much to the true setting forth of awriter's mind.

In the end, | rested upon this determination, to follow the words so near as the phrase of
the English tongue would suffer me. Which purpose | so performed, that if the English book were
printed in such paper and letter as the Latin is, it should not exceed the Latin in quantity.
Whereby, beside all other commodities that a faithful trandlation of so good a work may bring,
this one benefit is moreover provided for such as are desirous to attain some knowledge of the
Latin tongue, (whichis, at thistime, to be wished in many of those men for whose profession this
book most fitly serveth,) that they shall not find any more English than shall suffice to construe
the Latin withal, except in such few places where the great difference of the phrases of the
languages enforced me: so that, comparing the one with the other, they shall both profit in good
matter, and furnish themselves with understanding of that speech, wherein the greatest treasures
of knowledge are disclosed.

In the doing hereof, | did not only trust mine own wit or ability, but examined my whole
doing from sentence to sentence throughout the whole book with conference and overlooking of
such learned men, as my trandation being allowed by their judgement, | did both satisfy mine own
consciencethat | had done truly, and their approving of it might be a good warrant to the reader
that nothing should herein be delivered him but sound, unmingled, and uncorrupted doctrine, even
in such sort as the author himself had first framed it. All that | wrote, the grave, learned, and
virtuous man, M. David Whitehead, (whom | name with honourable remembrance,) did, among
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others, compare with the Latin, examining every sentence throughout the whole book. Beside all
this, | privately required many, and generally all men with whom | ever had any talk of this matter,
that if they found anything either not truly translated, or not plainly Englished, they would inform
me thereof, promising either to satisfy them or to amend it. Since which time, | have not been
advertised by any man of anything which they would require to be altered. Neither had | myself,
by reason of my profession, being otherwise occupied, any leisure to peruse it. And that is the
cause, why not only at the second and third time, but also at thisimpression, you have no change
at al in the work, but altogether as it was before.

Indeed, | perceived many men well-minded and studious of this book, to require atable
for their ease and furtherance. Their honest desire | have fulfilled in the second edition, and have
added thereto a plentiful table, which is also here inserted, which | have trandated out of the
Latin, wherein the principal matters discoursed in this book are named by their duetitlesin order
of aphabet, and under every titleis set forth abrief sum of the whole doctrine taught in this book
concerning the matter belonging to that title or common-place; and therewith is added the book,
chapter, and section or division of the chapter, where the same doctrineis morelargely expressed
and proved. And for the readier finding thereof, | have caused the number of the chaptersto be
set upon every leaf in the book, and quoted the sections also by their due numberswith the usual
figures of algorism. And now at thislast publishing, my friends, by whose chargeit is now newly
imprinted in aRoman | etter and smaller volume, with divers other Tableswhich, since my second
edition, were gathered by M. Marlorate, to be transated and here added for your benefit.

Moreover, whereasin thefirst edition theevil manner of my scribbling hand, theinterlining
of my copy, and some other causes well known among workmen of that faculty, made very many
faults to pass the printer, | have, in the second impression, caused the book to be composed by
the printed copy, and corrected by the written; whereby it must needs be that it was much more
truly donethan the other was, as| myself do know above three hundred faults amended. And now
at thislast printing, the composing after a printed copy bringeth some ease, and the diligence used
about the correction having been right faithfully looked unto, it cannot be but much more truly
set forth. Thisalso is performed, that the volume being smaller, with aletter fair and legible, it is
of more easy price, that it may be of more common use, and so to more large communicating of
SO great a treasure to those that desire Christian knowledge for instruction of their faith, and
guiding of their duties. Thus, on the printer's behalf and mine, your ease and commodity (good
readers) provided for. Now resteth your own diligence, for your own profit, in studying it.

To spend many wordsin commending thework itself were needless; yet thusmuch | think,
| may both not unruly and not vainly say, that though many great |earned men have written books
of common-places of our religion, as Melancthon, Sarcerius, and others, whose works are very
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good and profitable to the Church of God, yet by the consenting judgement of those that
understand the same, there is none to be compared to thiswork of Calvin, both for his substantial
sufficiency of doctrine, the sound declaration of truth in articles of our religion, the large and
learned confirmation of the same, and the most deep and strong confutation of all old and new
heresies; so that (the Holy Scriptures excepted) thisis one of the most profitable books for all
students of Christian divinity. Wherein, (good readers,) as| am glad for the glory of God, and for
your benefit, that you may have this profit of my travel, so | beseech you let me have this use of
your gentleness, that my doings may be construed to such good end as | have meant them; and
that if any thing mislike you by reason of hardness, or any other cause that may seem to be my
default, you will not forthwith condemn the work, but read it after; in which doing you will find
(asmany have confessed to methat they have found by experience) that those thingswhich at the
first reading shall displease you for hardness, shall be found so easy as so hard matter would
suffer, and, for the most part, more easy than some other phrase which should with greater
looseness and smoother diding away deceiveyour understanding. | confess, indeed, itisnot finely
and pleasantly written, nor carrieth with it such delightful grace of speech as some great wise men
have bestowed upon some foolisher things, yet it containeth sound truth set forth with faithful
plainness, without wrong done to the author's meaning; and so, if you accept and useit, you shall
not fail to have great profit thereby, and | shall think my labour very well employed.

THOMAS NORTON



Book First
OF THE KNOWLEDGE OF GoD THE CREATOR

Chapter 1
The knowledge of God and of ourselves mutually connected.

Nature of the connection.
Sections

1. The sum of true wisdom, viz., the knowledge of God and of ourselves. Effects of the latter.

2. Effects of the knowledge of God, in humbling our pride, unveiling our hypocrisy,
demonstrating the absolute perfections of God, and our own utter helplessness.

3. Effects of the knowledge of God illustrated by the examples, 1. of holy patriarchs; 2. of holy
angels; 3. of the sun and moon.

1. Our wisdom, in so far asit ought to be deemed true and solid Wisdom, consists almost
entirely of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But asthese are connected together
by many ties, it is not easy to determine which of the two precedes and gives birth to the other.
For, inthe first place, no man can survey himself without forthwith turning his thoughts towards
the God in whom he lives and moves; because it is perfectly obvious, that the endowments which
we possess cannot possibly be from ourselves; nay, that our very being is nothing else than
subsistence in God aone. In the second place, those blessings which unceasingly distil to usfrom
heaven, are like streams conducting us to the fountain. Here, again, the infinitude of good which
resides in God becomes more apparent from our poverty. In particular, the miserable ruin into
which the revolt of the first man has plunged us, compels usto turn our eyes upwards; not only
that while hungry and famishing we may thence ask what we want, but being aroused by fear may
learn humility. For asthere existsin man something likeaworld of misery, and ever sncewewere
stript of the divine attire our naked shame discloses an immense series of disgraceful properties
every man, being stung by the consciousness of his own unhappiness, in this way necessarily
obtains at least some knowledge of God. Thus, our feeling of ignorance, vanity, want, weakness,
in short, depravity and corruption, reminds us, (see Calvin on John 4. 10,) that in the Lord, and
none but He, dwell thetruelight of wisdom, solid virtue, exuberant goodness. We are accordingly
urged by our own evil thingsto consider the good things of God; and, indeed, we cannot aspire
to Him in earnest until we have begun to be displeased with ourselves. For what man is not
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disposed to rest in himself? Who, in fact, does not thus rest, so long as he is unknown to himself;
that is, so long as heis contented with his own endowments, and unconscious or unmindful of his
misery? Every person, therefore, on coming to the knowledge of himself, isnot only urged to seek
God, but is aso led as by the hand to find him.

2. Onthe other hand, it is evident that man never attainsto atrue self-knowledge until he
have previously contemplated the face of God, and come down after such contemplation to look
into himself. For (such is our innate pride) we always seem to ourselves just, and upright, and
wise, and holy, until we are convinced, by clear evidence, of our injustice, vileness, folly, and
impurity. Convinced, however, we are not, if welook to ourselvesonly, and not to the Lord also -
He being the only standard by the application of which this conviction can be produced. For, since
we are all naturally prone to hypocrisy, any empty semblance of righteousnessis quite enough to
satisfy usinstead of righteousness itself. And since nothing appears within us or around us that
isnot tainted with very great impurity, so long aswe keep our mind within the confines of human
pollution, anything which isin some small degree less defiled delights us asiif it were most pure
just as an eye, to which nothing but black had been previoudly presented, deems an object of a
whitish, or even of abrownish hue, to be perfectly white. Nay, the bodily sense may furnish astill
stronger illustration of the extent to which we are deluded in estimating the powers of the mind.
If, a mid-day, we either look down to the ground, or on the surrounding objects which lie open
to our view, we think ourselves endued with a very strong and piercing eyesight; but when we
look up to the sun, and gaze at it unveiled, the sight which did excellently well for the earth is
instantly so dazzled and confounded by the refulgence, as to oblige us to confess that our
acuteness in discerning terrestrial objects is mere dimness when applied to the sun. Thus too, it
happens in estimating our spiritual qualities. So long as we do not look beyond the earth, we are
quite pleased with our own righteousness, wisdom, and virtue; we address ourselves in the most
flattering terms, and seem only less than demigods. But should we once begin to raise our
thoughts to God, and reflect what kind of Being he is, and how absolute the perfection of that
righteousness, and wisdom, and virtue, to which, as a standard, we are bound to be conformed,
what formerly delighted us by its false show of righteousness will become polluted with the
greatest iniquity; what strangely imposed upon us under the name of wisdom will disgust by its
extreme folly; and what presented the appearance of virtuous energy will be condemned as the
most miserable impotence. So far are those qualities in us, which seem most perfect, from
corresponding to the divine purity.

3. Hence that dread and amazement with which as Scripture uniformly relates, holy men
were struck and overwhelmed whenever they beheld the presence of God. When we see those
who previously stood firm and secure so quaking with terror, that the fear of death takes hold of
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them, nay, they are, in amanner, swallowed up and annihilated, the inference to be drawn is that
men are never duly touched and impressed with aconviction of their insignificance, until they have
contrasted themselves with the majesty of God. Frequent examples of this consternation occur
both in the Book of Judges and the Prophetical Writings, so much so, that it was a common
expression among the people of God, "We shall die, for we have seen the Lord." Hence the Book
of Job, aso, in humbling men under a conviction of their folly, feebleness, and pollution, aways
derivesitschief argument from descriptions of the Divinewisdom, virtue, and purity. Nor without
cause: for we see Abraham the readier to acknowledge himself but dust and ashes the nearer he
approaches to behold the glory of the Lord, and Elijah unable to wait with unveiled face for His
approach; so dreadful isthe sight. And what can man do, man who is but rottenness and aworm,
when even the Cherubim themselves must veil their facesin very terror? To this, undoubtedly, the
Prophet Isaiah refers, when he says, (Isaiah 24: 23,) "The moon shall be confounded, and the sun
ashamed, when the Lord of Hosts shall reign;” i. e., when he shall exhibit hisrefulgence, and give
anearer view of it, the brightest objects will, in comparison, be covered with darkness.

But though the knowledge of God and the knowledge of ourselves are bound together by
a mutual tie, due arrangement requires that we treat of the former in the first place, and then
descend to the latter.



Chapter 2
What it is to know God.

Tendency of this knowledge
Sections

1. The knowledge of God the Creator defined. The substance of this knowledge, and the use to
be made of it.

2. Further illustration of the use, together with a necessary reproof of vain curiosity, and
refutation of the Epicureans. The character of God as it appears to the pious mind, contrasted
with the absurd views of the Epicureans. Religion defined.

1. By the knowledge of God, | understand that by which we not only conceive that there
is some God, but also apprehend what it isfor our interest, and conducive to his glory, what, in
short, it is befitting to know concerning him. For, properly speaking, we cannot say that God is
known where there is no religion or piety. | am not now referring to that species of knowledge
by which men, in themselves lost and under curse, apprehend God as a Redeemer in Christ the
Mediator. | speak only of that ssimple and primitive knowledge, to which the mere course of
nature would have conducted us, had Adam stood upright. For although no man will now, in the
present ruin of the human race, perceive God to be either afather, or the author of salvation, or
propitiousin any respect, until Christ interpose to make our peace; still it isonething to perceive
that God our Maker supports us by his power, rules us by his providence, fosters us by his
goodness, and visits us with al kinds of blessings, and another thing to embrace the grace of
reconciliation offered to usin Christ. Since, then, the Lord first appears, as well in the creation
of the world as in the genera doctrine of Scripture, simply as a Creator, and afterwards as a
Redeemer in Chrigt, - atwofold knowledge of him hence arises: of these the former is now to be
considered, the latter will afterwards follow inits order. But although our mind cannot conceive
of God, without rendering some worship to him, it will not, however, be sufficient smply to hold
that heisthe only being whom all ought to worship and adore, unless we are a so persuaded that
he isthe fountain of all goodness, and that we must seek everything in him, and in none but him.
My meaning is. we must be persuaded not only that as he once formed the world, so he sustains
it by his boundless power, governsit by his wisdom, preservesit by his goodness, in particular,
rules the human race with justice and judgement, bears with them in mercy, shields them by his
protection; but also that not a particle of light, or wisdom, or justice, or power, or rectitude, or
genuine truth, will anywhere be found, which does not flow from him, and of which he is not the
cause; in thisway we must learn to expect and ask al things from him, and thankfully ascribe to
him whatever we receive. For this sense of the divine perfectionsisthe proper master to teach us
piety, out of which religion springs. By piety | mean that union of reverence and love to God
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which the knowledge of hisbenefitsinspires. For, until men feel that they owe everything to God,
that they are cherished by his paternal care, and that heis the author of all their blessings, so that
nought isto be looked for away from him, they will never submit to him in voluntary obedience;
nay, unlessthey place their entire happiness in him, they will never yield up their whole selvesto
him in truth and sincerity.

2. Those, therefore, who, in considering thisquestion, proposeto inquirewhat the essence
of God s, only delude uswith frigid speculations, - it being much more our interest to know what
kind of being God is, and what things are agreeable to his nature. For, of what useisit to join
Epicures in acknowledging some God who has cast off the care of the world, and only delights
himself in ease? What availsit, in short, to know a God with whom we have nothing to do? The
effect of our knowledge rather ought to be, first, to teach us reverence and fear; and, secondly,
to induce us, under its guidance and teaching, to ask every good thing from him, and, when it is
received, ascribeit to him. For how can the idea of God enter your mind without instantly giving
rise to the thought, that since you are his workmanship, you are bound, by the very law of
creation, to submit to his authority? - that your life is due to him? - that whatever you do ought
to havereferenceto him?If so, it undoubtedly followsthat your lifeis sadly corrupted, if it isnot
framed in obedience to him, since his will ought to be the law of our lives. On the other hand,
your idea of his natureis not clear unless you acknowledge him to be the origin and fountain of
al goodness. Hence would arise both confidence in him, and a desire of cleaving to him, did not
the depravity of the human mind lead it away from the proper course of investigation.

For, first of al, the pious mind does not devise for itself any kind of God, but looks alone
to the one true God; nor does it feign for him any character it pleases, but is contented to have
him in the character in which he manifests himself always guarding, with the utmost diligences
against transgressing his will, and wandering, with daring presumptions from the right path. He
by whom God isthus known perceiving how he governsall things, confidesin him ashisguardian
and protector, and casts himself entirely upon his faithfulness, - perceiving him to be the source
of every blessing, if heisin any strait or feels any want, he instantly recurs to his protection and
trusts to his aid, - persuaded that he is good and merciful, he reclines upon him with sure
confidence, and doubts not that, in the divine clemency, aremedy will be provided for his every
time of need, - acknowledging him as his Father and his Lords he considers himself bound to have
respect to hisauthority in al things, to reverence his majesty aim at the advancement of hisglory,
and obey hiscommands, - regarding him as ajust judge, armed with severity to punish crimes, he
keeps the judgement-seat awaysin hisview. Standing in awe of it, he curbs himself, and fearsto
provoke hisanger. Nevertheless, heisnot so terrified by an apprehension of judgement asto wish
he could withdraw himself, even if the means of escape lay before him; nays he embraces him not
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lessasthe avenger of wickednessthan asthe rewarder of the righteous; because he perceivesthat
it equally appertainsto hisglory to store up punishment for the one, and eternal life for the other.
Besides, it isnot themerefear of punishment that restrains him from sin. Loving and revering God
as his father, honouring and obeying him as his master, although there were no hell, he would
revolt at the very idea of offending him.

Such is pure and genuine religion, namely, confidence in God coupled with serious fear -
fear, which both includesin it willing reverence, and brings along with it such legitimate worship
as is prescribed by the law. And it ought to be more carefully considered that al men
promiscuously do homage to God, but very few truly reverence him. On al hands there is
abundance of ostentatious ceremonies, but sincerity of heart israre.

(Source : http://www.bible.org/docs/history/calvin/ingtitut/ci0.htm)
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