Chronology of John Calvin’s Life

(Chief sources: Selderhuis, HJ: John Calvin: A Pilgrim’s Life; Hall, DW: The Legacy of John Calvin, pp 43-76; Hall, DW: Calvin in the Public Square, pp 45-66; and, Lawson, SJ: The Expository Genius of John Calvin, pp 1-20)
NOTE:  I have chosen to elaborate a few particular details of Calvin’s early life that bring into focus his educational experiences that seem to be relevant to understanding Calvin’s intellectual and spiritual development.  I think you will see the providential hand of God in Calvin’s preparation for his catechizing ministry to the Church.  In this effort, I discovered that the secondary and tertiary sources I used were not always in agreement on chronological sequences or historical details.  Nevertheless, I tried to meld this chronology together in a reasonably coherent package; but I must caution that in so doing some errors no doubt occurred. 
******

Birth.  Jean Cauvin was born to Gerad and Jeanne Cauvin on July 10, 1509, in the farm country of Noyon, France, about fifty miles northeast of Paris.  He was the middle son of five children. At age six his mother died.  His father, a lawyer and financial administrator for the Catholic bishop of the Noyon diocese, raised him to enter the priesthood in the Roman Catholic Church.

Age 11.  Calvin, through the influence of his father, was appointed to a chaplaincy at the Noyon Cathedral.

Age 12.  His father enrolled Calvin in the College de Montaigu in Paris in 1521 to study theology in preparation for the priesthood.

Age 17.  Received a Master of Arts degree.  His education grounded him in the basics of classical education, including Latin, logic, and philosophy.  After graduation his father was unable to gain a church appointment due to conflict with the bishop of Noyon.  His father then persuaded him to train for the legal profession, which he thought would provide better financial stability than the priesthood.

Age 19.  Entered the University of Orleans (1528) to study law then later attended the University of Bourges, where he learned Greek and Hebrew and honed his skills in analytical thinking and persuasive argument.  One of his teachers at Orleans, Peter de l’Etoile, as noted by Theodore Beza, was “the keenest jurisconsult of all the doctors of France.” Cited in Douglas Kelly, The Emergence of Liberty in the Modern World (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1192,8.)

Age 21.  After Calvin’s father died (1531), he moved back to Paris to study the classics, especially his first love, literature.  After one year he returned to Bourges to complete his study of the law and received his doctor of law degree.  Shortly thereafter, he was licensed to practice law.  His legal training would later aid him in development of the republic in Geneva.  During his Parisian studies he was exposed to the thought of renowned European scholars of his day—Erasmus, LeFevere, Wolmar, and Ragelais.  Most importantly during this period he was exposed to Martin Luther’s ideas concerning salvation by faith alone, which were circulating in the city, causing much turmoil within the church and government.

Age 22.  He published his first book in 1532, a commentary on Seneca’s De clementia (On Mercy).  The book, which was Calvin’s doctoral dissertation, revealed his ability to break down language and thereby grasp the intentions of the author, a skill which later became so crucial in analysis and exposition of the Scriptures—giving the God-intended meaning and explaining the message of biblical writers.  The work also demonstrated that Calvin was a modern scholar who understood the role of criticism to arrive at the truth.

Age 23.  During his studies at Bourges, he again encountered the biblical truths of the Reformation.  His exposure to the gospel caused a growing restlessness with his life and led to a deepening conviction of his sin, which drove him to seek relief in the grace and mercy of God.  As he later wrote in the preface to his Commentary on the Book of Psalms (1557):

God by a sudden conversion subdued and brought my mind to a teachable frame, which was more hardened in such matters than might have been expected from one at my earlier period of life.  Having thus received some taste and knowledge of true godliness, I was immediately inflamed with so intense a desire to make progress therein, that although I did not altogether leave off my studies, yet I pursued them with less ardour.

Age 24.  Nicolas Cop, the newly appointed rector of the University of Paris and a Protestant sympathizer, at his opening address of the winter term (November, 1533), delivered a plea (which was suspected to have been largely written by Calvin) for a reformation on the basis of the teachings of the New Testament.  The message boldly attacked the scholastic theologians of the day (the Sorbonne).  This incident forced Cop and Calvin to flee Paris.  Calvin was captured and was imprisoned for a short time.  After his release he fled to the estate of Louis du Tillet, who supported the cause of the Reformation.  There (in this “quiet nest” as Calvin described it) he had the opportunity to spend five months in du Tillet’s extensive theological library.  There he read the Bible and the writings of the church fathers, most notably Augustine, emerging as a self taught theologian of no small stature.  (An interesting and perhaps ironic note:  The humanism of Calvin’s education emphasized the classics.  Ad fontes, or “back to the sources,” the rallying cry of Academy, became seemingly the scholarly impetus for his study of the patristic writings.)

Age 25.  He briefly returned to Paris and Orleans.  Under the conviction of the truth of Scripture, he renounced his position with the Catholic Church and aligned himself with the cause of the Reformation.  Again he was forced to flee from the persecutions of Francis I.  Cop had already moved to Basel.

Age 26.  He moved to Basel a committed Protestant and began writing his magnum opus, Institutes of the Christian Religion, which would become the defining masterpiece of the Protestant theology.  (During the next 23 years the Institutes would undergo 5 major expansions [3 Latin, 2 French] until reaching its present form in 1559.)  Its publication in March 1536 instantly thrust Calvin into a recognized leadership role among the Reformers.  Calvin had decided to move to Strasbourg to continue his scholarly pursuits, to live the quiet life of an academic.  However, William Farel, a fiery French evangelist and missionary in Geneva and early pioneer of the Swiss Reformation, learned that Calvin was staying overnight in Geneva.  Calvin had had to make a detour on his journey to Strasbourg (because the direct route from Basel was obstructed by troop movements in the war between Francis I and Charles V).  Farel prevailed upon a reluctant Calvin to stay and help with the Protestant cause there.

Calvin’s First Geneva Residency

In July 1536, due to Farel’s imprecation upon Calvin’s conscience, he agreed to change his plans.  In August he accepted the position of Lecturer on the Holy Scriptures in the Church of Geneva.  By the fall of 1536, Genevans had initiated their new political culture.  However, internal political and religious infighting developed over the next two years, leading to opposition to the religious and political influence of Farel and Calvin.  When Calvin and Farel declined to offer communion to prominent citizens (namely the Libertines), the City Council exiled them for insubordination on April 18, 1538.  Calvin desired to return to Basel, but at the insistence of Martin Bucer, they journeyed to Strasbourg.  Farel later went to Neuchátel to continue his evangelism.  He and Calvin maintained communication and their deep friendship.
Calvin’s Strasbourg Sojourn and Return to Geneva

Under the auspices of Martin Bucer, Calvin deepened his understanding of the Scriptures and theology, leading to his formulation of the doctrine of the Church.  He began preaching there on September 8, 1538.  During this period, he developed the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper and established liturgical formulations for corporate worship.  He pastured Protestant refugees.

At this juncture, I will list snippets from DW Hall, The Legacy of John Calvin, pp 9-10, as more detail will be presented in other handouts later in the course.

1540: Calvin married Idelette de Bure, an Anabaptist widow, and adopted her two children, a son (name unknown) and a daughter, Judith.

1541: He returned to Geneva (September 13) and drafted his Ecclesiastical Ordinances.

1542: He appointed a committee to revise the Geneva Edicts.  Calvin’s son, Jacques, was born (July 28), but he lived only two weeks.  He published The Form of Church Prayers.

1543,: Genevan civic leaders gave him a home near his church, St. Pierre.  Calvin published The Bondage and Liberation of the Will: On the Necessity for Reforming the Church.
1544: He published a Brief Instruction…Against the Anabaptists.
1549: Idelette Calvin dies from tuberculosis; Theodore Beza relocates to Geneva.

1550: He published Concerning Scandals.

1558: He founded the Academy of Geneva.

1559: He revised and completed the final edition of Institutes of the Christian Religion.

1564: Calvin dies (May 27).
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