
Introduction

Bernard’s admonition is worth remembering: The name of Jesus is not
only light but also food; it is also oil, without which all food of the soul is
dry; it is salt, without whose seasoning whatever I set before us is insipid;
finally, it is honey in the mouth, melody in the ear, rejoicing in the heart,
and at the same time medicine. Every discourse in which his name is not
spoken is without savor.

John Calvin, The Institutes

Calvin’s theological writing and thinking are a variegated field, heavy laden
and ready for harvest, and yet so densely planted and so thickly intertwined
in its growth that it is difficult to state in any definitive manner exactly
what he has sown or the pattern by which he has sown it. Thus, among the
reapers, there is confusion over what we should gather and the best method
for our gleaning, not to mention the matter of separating the wheat, or
whatever fruits we are searching for, from the tares. There is, simply, so
much there and so much that seems at tension with itself, not only in terms
of its content, but also in terms of its methodological underpinnings and
its authorial purpose. In the past century, we have been told that Calvin’s
theology is centered on the sovereignty ofGod, predestination, Christology,
the Trinity, the knowledge of God, and faith, and that it has no center at
all; that he is a theologian who systematized Reformation insights and
that he is a pastor whose interest lay not in any systematic presentation
of theology, but in the spiritual nurture of his wards; that his theology is
structured by pedagogical and consolatory and apologetic and polemical
rhetorical ends, and that it is structured by the many theologies that can
be found in Scripture. Calvin is a natural theologian and a theologian to
whom natural theology is anathema. He has been called a theologian of
one book, his Institutes, while in this book he argues that it is subservient
to the many books of his commentaries. He is even a man who, in his
thinking and writing, manifests two personalities – he is both medieval and
modern, both a schoolman and a humanist, a practitioner of dialectical
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2 Calvin’s Christology

thinking, which dialect is resolved through the accommodation of the
Divine Orator to us very human subjects. And the remarkable thing is, this
all is in some sense correct. The field is overgrown. It is no wonder that
Barth was provoked to comment: “Calvin is a cataract, a primeval forest, a
demonic power . . . I lack completely the means, the suction cups, even to
assimilate this phenomenon, not to speak of presenting it adequately.”1

In such a tangle, crops will go unharvested and plantings be neglected.
Indeed, Calvin’s complex theological ecology almost insures a consistently
partial ingathering, but it would no doubt dismay Calvin to discover that
hisChristology – that savor-making seasoning – is too often ignored, under-
utilized, or mis-taken in the cornucopia of modern Calvin scholarship. We
have passed over the first fruits, he would decry. It is not that we disdain
Christology or Calvin’s thoughts on the matter, but readers of Calvin seem
unable either to discern or to explain its content or its purpose in convinc-
ing detail. Thus, Serene Jones claims that we are often simply baffled by
Calvin on this locus.2

This bafflement is most obvious in a work like Bouwsma’s, where ref-
erences to Christ are scant and trifling, but it is apparent in more theo-
logical readings of Calvin as well.3 Brian Armstrong, in an excellent essay
on a rhetorical strategy that helps to shape the Institutes, offers the strong
claim that “Calvin’s entire theology is conditioned by his understanding of
redemption through Christ,” that Calvin’s chief concern, humanity’s rela-
tionship with God, is accomplished in Christ and our incorporation into
his body.4 Such a gesture obviously takes Calvin’s Christology seriously. Yet,
within the article as a whole, Armstrong both rejects without comment any
notion of Christology as the doctrinal center of the Institutes and skips over
the specifically Christological sections of the Institutes when he recounts
the contents of the work as a whole.5 Armstrong appears unable to cash
out his claim for the significance of Christology in Calvin’s thinking.

There are more substantive recent appraisals of Calvin’s Christology.
Richard Muller offers what, in many ways, is a précis of the argument of
this book in his brief observations about both the soteriological emphasis

1 From Barth’s letter to Eduard Thurneysen, June 8, 1922, found in T. H. L. Parker, Calvin’s Old
Testament Commentaries (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986), cover page.

2 Serene Jones, Calvin and the Rhetoric of Piety (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1995), p. 44, n. 70.
3 William Bouwsma, John Calvin: A Sixteenth-Century Portrait (New York: Oxford University Press,
1988).

4 Brian Armstrong, “TheNature and Structure of Calvin’s Thought According to the Institutes: Another
Look,” John Calvin’s Institutes: His Opus Magnum, Proceedings of the Second South African Congress
forCalvinResearch (Potchefstroom: PotchefstroomUniversity forChristianHigher Education, 1986),
pp. 70, 61.

5 Ibid., pp. 55, 71.
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Introduction 3

of Calvin’s Christology, an emphasis manifested through the Christology’s
historical form in the context of the economy of salvation, and Calvin’s
privileging in his account of Christ’s work over Christ’s person.6 However,
within the scope of this earlier work, Muller is unable to flesh out more
thoroughly these intimations, and, in a later work, when he takes up the
structure of the Institutes, Christology has again fallen off themap.7 Randall
Zachman’s construal of Calvin’s Christology in his work on assurance in
Calvin and Luther offers a portrayal that is accurate to the details and spirit
of Calvin’s work; perhaps this is the benefit of a dedicated exegesis of the
argument of the Institutes in its entirety.8 His emphasis on Christ as the
fountain of every good thing through his life and work among us again
sounds a theme that I develop in this work; but Zachman provides little
framework that would helpfully synthesize the pieces of Calvin’s Christol-
ogy in their relationship to each other, and he mistakes a result of Christ’s
saving work as Mediator, that he is the image of the invisible Father, for
the heart of this work. His difficulty is that he reads Christology from
within Calvin’s narrative of the human conscience rather than locating its
proper narrative context within Calvin’s theology, God’s covenant history
with God’s chosen. So even here, where much of the substance of Calvin’s
Christology is laid to hand, there is a certain bafflement about the order
and logic behind the substance.9

Calvin’s adherence to the Reformation platform of sola Christi commits
him to a certain Christocentrism in his theology, at least on a material if
not on a formal level. His recollection of Bernard’s counsel of the centrality
of Jesus-talk to any reflection on God and the world serves as his earnest
to make good on that commitment. If we want to make good on our

6 Richard Muller, Christ and the Decree (Durham, NC: Labyrinth Press, 1986), p. 28.
7 Muller, The Unaccommodated Calvin: Studies in the Foundation of a Theological Tradition (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 118–139. Note particularly his dismissal of Battles’ claim for a
particular Christological sequencing within the structure of the 1559 Institutes; this rejection, given
the lack of a counter-claim for the proper Christological sequencing of the text, serves as a rejection
of any Christological dimension to the ordo of the work (see p. 135).

8 Randall Zachman, The Assurance of Faith (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), pp. 159–187. Such a
commitment can help one read Calvin’s Christology substantively, but it does not assure it. You find,
on the one hand, inWendel’s comprehensive study of the Institutes a discussion of Christology which,
though misguided at places (so I will argue), is complete and substantial. On the other hand, you
find in Niesel (as I will discuss shortly) a discussion of Christology within the context of the Institutes
which entirely skips over Calvin’s discussion of Christ’s work – what I will argue is the very center of
his Christology.

9 Robert Peterson’s treatment of Calvin on Atonement falls into this same category. In his work he
explicates the diversity of images through which Calvin would highlight the fullness of Christ’s saving
work, but he provides no integrating principle which provides some doctrinal coherence. (Robert
Peterson, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Atonement, [Phillipsburg, New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing Company, 1983]).
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4 Calvin’s Christology

desire to gather the full harvest of Calvin’s sowing, then we must strive
for an understanding of Calvin’s Christology that is not merely adequate
to what he says in places, or reflective of a theme echoed here or there
within his entire corpus, but that captures the full-throated, robust hymn
of Jesus’ saving work that Calvin would sing to a Church otherwise bereft of
God without the clarity of this Gospel. Hence this book on understanding
Calvin’s Christology.

In the following pages, I hope to offer at least an initial persuasive answer
to the question of Calvin’s Christology, an answer that allows those who
wish to enter into conversation with this book a greater appreciation of the
tenor and dynamic of Calvin’s Christological discourse and of the role that
this discourse plays in his theology overall.10 My answer is persuasive to
the extent that it presents a Christology accurate to Calvin, especially as it
is coherent, richly funded, and forcefully centered. Therefore, this book is
integrally informed by three methodological decisions that are consistent
each with the others.

First, I draw my material largely from Calvin’s commentaries on the
Old and New Testaments as well as from the 1559 Institutes. This decision
reflects the formal recognition, with so many Calvin scholars of late, that
the Institutes are in many ways best understood as a complement to his
copious exegetical writings, not as their compendium;11 but it also conveys
my conviction that Calvin’s commitment to the interpretation of Scripture
as his primary theological task bears fruit in the depth and diversity of

10 I, of course, amnot the first towrite onCalvin’sChristology, both in its details and in its relationship to
his theology overall. Niesel has attempted to interpret the whole of the Institutes from aChristological
perspective,Willis has explicated thewhole ofCalvin’s Christology under the rubric of its relationship
to the extra-calvinisticum, andVanBuren and Jansen have exploredCalvin’s notion ofChrist’s atoning
work and Christ’s threefold office, respectively, just to name a few: Wilhelm Niesel, The Theology
of John Calvin, trans. Harold Knight (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1956); David Willis,
Calvin’s Catholic Christology, Studies in Medieval and Reformation Thought, vol. 2 (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1966); Paul Van Buren, Christ in our Place: The Substitutionary Character of Calvin’s Doctrine
of Reconciliation (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1957); J. F. Jansen, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Work of
Christ (London: James Clark and Co., Ltd., 1956). Each of these texts is insightful with respect to
Calvin’s theological project, and each has contributed to the production of this book, as the body of
my text will manifest. Yet I also must aver that none of them through their exposition has secured for
Calvin’s Christology its rightful place in any interpretation of Calvin’s thought. They are incomplete,
leaving important questions lingering. Thus the lack of scholarly consensus.

11 See, for example: T. H. L. Parker, Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries (London: SCM Press, 1971),
chs. 1–2; Edward E. Dowey, Jr., “The Structure of Calvin’s Thought as Influenced by the Twofold
Knowledge of God,” in Calvinus Ecclesiae Genevensis Custos, W. Neuser, ed. (Frankfurt: Peter Lang,
1984), p. 141; Elsie Anne McKie, “Exegesis, Theology, And Development,” in Probing the Reformed
Tradition: Historical Studies in Honor of Edward A. Dowey, Jr., Brian Armstrong and Elsie Anne
McKie, eds. (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1989), pp. 154–172; Muller, The Unaccommodated
Calvin, pp. 140–158.
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Introduction 5

Christological material found in his biblical commentaries.12 I have chosen
to work largely with the 1559 Institutes over against the earlier iterations of
this text because we find the culmination of his thinkingwithin it, especially
as it is the primary beneficiary of his exegetical work on the Gospels and
the books of the Old Testament.

Second, I treat theChristological picture that emerges from this consider-
ationholistically, not developmentally.Calvin, at least fromhisGospel com-
mentaries on, works within one general Christological framework through
to the end of his writings. He further defines the picture within this frame-
work with successive works, but the overall picture is never discontinuous
with what preceded it.13 One advantage to taking his Christological think-
ing as a whole is that it allows me to establish a baseline Christology that
might be amended or questioned by further work with Calvin, rather than
leaving the reader only with fragmentary images that allow us little traction
on the broader question.

Finally, I take as the center of Calvin’s Christology his repeated titular
definition in the 1559 Institutes of Christ as the Mediator and articulate the
form and content of Calvin’s teaching around this central focus. In the
Institutes, Calvin not only introduces his Christology proper (ii.xii–xvii)
with a discussion of Christ as the Mediator, he also begins his narration
of the broader story of God’s saving history with God’s chosen after the
Fall under this same rubric, arguing that now, “no knowledge of God apart
from theMediator has had power unto salvation” (ii.vi.1). Calvin repeatedly
returns to this designation in his exegesis of Christ’s person and work in
the Institutes, and we also find that it pervades the Christological passages
in his commentaries.

A variety of implications are entailed by Calvin’s choice of this central
moniker for Christ, but let me call our attention to one of them here at the
start. For Calvin, a focus on Christ as the Mediator makes the doctrine of
Christ’s office in its relationship to Christ’s work the fundamental organiz-
ing principle in his Christology. It is, to begin with, a statement about the
centrality of Christ’s office so that his entire discussion of the metaphysics
of Christ’s person is undertaken within the context of this initial statement.

12 I largely neglect Calvin’s sermons in this work, except for his Sermon on the Deity of Christ. Their
tendency toward ad hoc doctrinal development and pastoral application, alongwith the sheer amount
of material, made them less helpful for this project. A useful future endeavor would be to ask how
the Christological picture that emerges here has play in Calvin’s preaching.

13 I would understand Jansen’s insight that Calvin comes to grips with the prophetic dimension of
Christ’s threefold office only late in the game (so that in the early instantiations of the Institutes
he begins with only a twofold office of priest and king) as an example of development within a
framwork and not a reworking of the entire framework (Jansen, The Work of Christ).
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6 Calvin’s Christology

Calvin’s intention, I shall argue, is to point his reader to the culmination of
his Christology, how Christ accomplished our salvation (ii.xvi), given his
claim that Christology as a whole is directed to this one objective, that we
seek salvation in Christ (ii.xvi.1). We fully understand this exposition of
Christ’s savingwork only as we grasp the relationship between this work and
Christ’s mediatorial office. In some sense, this commitment on my part is a
substantiation and expansion of Oberman’s comment that in Calvin there
is a shift of accent “from a natures-Christology to an offices-Christology,
converging towards a Mediator-theology.”14

The task that I have laid out is primarily analytic and descriptive in char-
acter, but to carry it out I must include a synthetic, constructive dimension
as well. I would argue that the perplexity over Calvin’s Christology is due,
in part, to the lack of organization and incomplete expression of its form in
Calvin’s writings. The Christology in the Institutes, for example, does not
communicate completely and clearly all that Calvin has to say on this mat-
ter, which is not surprising, given that Calvin’s purpose for the book was
not exhaustive, doctrinal exposition. My purpose, however, is such exposi-
tion. Calvin was not interested in writing a Christology, but it would be of
great benefit to Calvin’s modern audience to have his Christology at hand –
to help us both to understandCalvin and to understandChristology. There-
fore, I need to find within Calvin’s writing structures that hold his many
Christological notions together and that are distinctly his. Fortunately, I
believe that such structures are readily evident and emerge from themethod-
ology that I outline above.15

Indeed, Calvin’s concern that theology be a low-level flight over the read-
ing of Scripture and his understanding of Christ through his office as the
Mediator point us toward the fundamental Christological structures that
organize his thought. Principally, these are: (1) a perception that Scripture
narrates, in the first place, God’s history with God’s people, a history that
culminates in the Gospel history of Christ. Notice the emphasis on history,
an emphasis for which Calvin’s training as a humanist has implications. (2)
An understanding that the covenant, made first with Abraham and fulfilled
in Christ, is essential to this history of God with God’s people. Scripture’s
history, then, is the covenant history, which means that Christ’s office as
Mediator is defined by his role as the Mediator of this covenant. This
delineation of Christ’s mediatorial office in its relationship to the covenant
history is evident throughout Calvin’s biblical commentaries, and Calvin’s
work on these commentaries shapes his understanding of Christ’s work as

14 Heiko Oberman, “The ‘Extra’ Dimension in the Theology of John Calvin,” Journal of Ecclesiastical
History 21:1 (Jan. 1970), 60–62.

15 I have discussed this synthetic move more fully in the preface to this book.
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Introduction 7

the Mediator in the 1559 Institutes. (3) A delineation of Christ’s mediato-
rial office within the context of the covenant history, under the threefold
rubric of his work as priest, king, and prophet. The significance of this
rubric to Calvin is, again, evident throughout his Old Testament com-
mentaries, commentaries which led to the composition of his chapter on
Christ’s threefold office in the 1559 Institutes.

the outline of this book

The organization of this book is determined by the methodological and
material commitments that I have just described.Chapter 1 introducesmore
expansively the fundaments of Calvin’s Christological thinking through an
exploration of his controversywith Stancaro overChrist’s office asMediator.
This introduction allows us a brief look at themedieval theological tradition
to which Calvin is responding – a tradition that Stancaro is attempting to
champion – and themanner in whichCalvin contrasts his Christology with
this tradition, as represented by Stancaro. Four points emerge in this chapter
about Calvin’s understanding of thinking about Christ: that it should have
a biblical shape; that it should emphasize the fullness of Christ’s office; that
this fullness stands in relationship to the whole of Christ’s person; and that
our understanding of Christ’s person and office needs to be focused on
Christ’s work in God’s economy for our salvation.

In chapter 2, I take up the first point, the biblical shape of Calvin’s
Christology, and explore both the fundamental structure that Calvin sees
in Scripture – the history of the covenant through which God has chosen
to redeem and relate to God’s Church – and the manner in which Calvin
relates Christ to this structure – he is the Mediator of the covenant. This
involves setting forth the general narrative of this covenant history while
highlightingChrist’s rolewithin the narrative. It also takes us to the question
of what it means for Calvin’s Christology that it is set in the context of this
historical narrative. I rely on Calvin’s commentaries on the Old Testament
and the four Gospels in my discernment of this relationship of Christology
to covenant history, as these recommend themselves as the best sources
to discover Calvin’s Christological reading of Scripture; but I take the
template read-off of these commentaries and apply it to Calvin’s Institutes
in the following chapters, in the belief that we find this same structure of
the covenant history reflected there.16 With this structure of the covenant

16 Indeed, as I argue at the beginning of chapter 2, the imprint of these commentaries, written between
the 1550 and 1559 versions of the Institutes, is readily visible in the first two books of the 1559 text,
which have been reoriented around Christ as he is presented in the covenant history of the Old
Testament and the Gospels.
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8 Calvin’s Christology

history in its relationship to Christ’s mediating work in place, we find the
categories of Christ’s threefold office as priest, king, and prophet, which
form the ribs of the structure. This leads us into the rest of the book.

In chapters 3, 4, and 5, I engage in a detailed explication of Christ’s
threefold office, exploring Calvin’s explanation of Christ’s work for us as
priest, king, and prophet as it is found both in his Gospel commentaries
and in the Institutes. In the process, these chapters also develop the manner
in which Christology relates to the Institutes as a whole and stands, in some
sense, at its center. In chapter 3, I begin with Calvin’s explication of Christ’s
priestly office and howChrist has opened the way for the Church’s relation-
ship with God through his expiation of our sins. Within this discussion,
I examine Calvin’s understanding of Atonement as expiation found in the
Institutes. Noteworthy in this understanding is the manner in which Calvin
interweaves the so-called objective emphasis of Anselm, in its concern for
what Christ has done apart from us to set our relationship straight with
God, with the so-called subjective emphasis of Abelard, in its concern for
Christ’s drawing us into God’s waiting embrace.

In the chapter 4, I take up Calvin’s explication of Christ’s royal office,
through which he, as the one Head, unites the many members and bestows
blessings upon the fellowship that is his body. Here we find the many
rubrics under which Calvin expansively defines this one office, that Christ
is our brother and our Lord, the Fountain of Life and the pattern by which
we live our lives. This discussion leads us past the specifically Christological
sections of the Institutes (ii.xii–xvii) into Calvin’s discussion of the form
and content of the Christian life (Inst. iii) and the relationship of Christ to
creation and to God’s predestination of the elect.

My discussion of Christ’s prophetic or teaching office in chapter 5 takes
a different shape from the preceding two chapters. I not only consider the
dimensions of this office as it is fulfilled by Christ, but also note that Calvin
understands the work of all the Church’s teachers, from the Old Testament
prophets to pastors and theologians in the contemporary world, to have a
part in this teaching office. Thus, we are opened to the question of how
Calvin as a teacher of the Church, especially in his Institutes, carries out
this office; and, insofar as the central purpose of this office, according to
Calvin, is to set forth Christ and him crucified, I ask in what way we can
find a Christocentric focus in the Institutes.

In chapter 6, I consider Calvin’s understanding of Christ’s person within
the context of the understanding of his work developed in the previous
chapters. I first examine how Calvin uses the term persona in a manner
congruent with his emphasis on Christ’s activity in history. I then explore
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Introduction 9

the significance that Calvin places onChrist’s revelation as theGod–human
within the covenant history before concluding with his discussion of the
metaphysical reality of Christ’s two natures within his one person.

Two methodological notes, apparent from this summary, can be added.
First, my exploration of Calvin’s Christology is not guided by a historical
narrative of the theological battles inwhichCalvinwas engaged. I note these
conflicts when they impinge on Calvin’s expression of the substance of his
Christology, but I believe that they determined neither this substance nor
its expression in any systematic way.17 Rather, the form and the substantial
content of Calvin’s Christology were determined first and foremost by his
reading of Scripture, especially as Scripture relates the narrative of God’s
covenant history with God’s Church, fulfilled in Christ’s Gospel.18 It would
be fruitful to examine both the manner in which theological controversy
stretched or molded Calvin’s expression of his Christology in a variety of
texts and the manner in which Calvin used Christology as a weapon in such
disputes; indeed, such a study might suggest pertinent modifications of the
theses that I develop in this book. But I do not believe that any such study
would invalidate the theological fundamentals of Calvin’s Christology as I
outline them, and to include such a study would, in the end, only make
this book unwieldy in its exposition of Calvin’s Christological thinking.

Second, outside of chapter 1, there is little sustained exploration of the
relation of Calvin’s Christology to the theological traditions that preceded
him. My reasons for this decision are manifold, but they principally evolve

17 So, for example, I argue in chapter 5 that Calvin’s dispute with Servetus led him to devote far more
space to his discussion of the distinction of Christ’s two natures (which point Servetus disputed)
than to his discussion of the unity of those natures (which was not a matter on which Calvin thought
theological correction was required) in the Institutes (ii.xiv). But, that he discusses the unity and
distinction of Christ’s two natures in his one person at this point in the Institutes, and the content
with which he fills this discussion, are not determined by this dispute.

18 The influence of Brevard Childs and Hans Frei is apparent in this description of my take on Calvin.
The fundamentally biblical shape of Calvin’s theology and the fruitful relationship between Calvin’s
work in the Institutes and commentaries was first suggested to me by Childs, and I have found this
suggestion manifestly demonstrated across Calvin’s writings (Brevard Childs, Biblical Theology of the
Old and New Testaments: Theological Reflection on the Christian Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1992), esp. pp. 47–51). More particularly, my commitment to understand Calvin’s Christology in the
context of Scripture’s narration of God’s covenant history with God’s Church is obviously derivative
of Frei’s work on biblical narrative, especially insofar as Frei argues for Calvin as the archetype of
narrative interpretation of Scripture which he champions in his Eclipse (Hans Frei, The Eclipse of
Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1974), see esp. pp. 18–37). I will diverge from Frei, however, in my claim that, for
Calvin, the reality of the history which Scripture narrates, upon which the enactment of God’s grace
within that history depends, is as vital to a proper grasp of the biblical narrative as is the meaning
which this narrative imparts through its realistic depiction or revelation of the character of God.
Moreover, as I note in my conclusion, I understand Calvin’s interest in narrative in far simpler terms
than did Frei.
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10 Calvin’s Christology

out of my perception of the possible and the helpful. There was not a sin-
gle theological tradition that preceded Calvin but innumerable traditions,
many with a depth and complexity equal to Calvin’s. Thus, although it
is admirable always to place Calvin in this broader context, attempts to
do so often betray the traditions that they are trying to honor through
explications that are inevitably superficial.19 This book is weighty enough
(in ounces if not in wisdom) as it simply attempts to manage Calvin’s
thought.

Moreover, I would argue that, whatever Calvin’s relationship to the tra-
ditions that preceded him, we first need to understand his Christology as
distinctly his Christology. Regardless of which, any particular piece of his
argument is radically new, we should recognize that the manner in which
he configures a teaching broadly drawn from the Church’s tradition puts a
definitive stamp on the teaching, making it Calvin’s own. As I tell my stu-
dents yearly, what makes a theology unique and powerful is, as often as not,
the particular emphases within a broader consensus or a subtle nuance in
expression within a shared vision that help to shape the spiritual life in one
direction or another. Such emphases and nuance must first be recognized
in their relation to the topography in which they are embedded before they
can most fruitfully be held up for comparison with other theological land-
scapes. This book is as much about such emphases and nuance in Calvin’s
work as it is about any set of theological nova. Thus, after chapter 1, in which
we get a broad sense of how Calvin would distinguish his Christological
landscape from at least one strand of the tradition that preceded him, I
focus on the specific contours of Calvin’s thinking in the belief that this is
the primary context in which we can hear what was Christologically signif-
icant to him. A more comparative Christological work, looking at a variety
of types of Christology within the theological traditions of the medieval
and Reformation periods, would be helpful; but such a work would depend

19 My first chapter runs this risk, tracing the development of Christian understanding of Christ’s
role as Mediator across a millennium and a half. To avoid this pitfall, I define my topic narrowly
(Christ’s role as Mediator) and focus its purpose tightly (giving an orientation to Calvin). Muller
over-extends himself when reaching for a comparison between Calvin’s and Bonaventure’s Chris-
tology in this same context (Christ and the Decree, p. 193, fn. 128). Not recognizing the differences
between Bonaventure’s fundamentally speculative/metaphysical Christology (see Zachary Hayes,
The Hidden Center: Spirituality and Speculative Christology in St. Bonaventure [St. Bonaventure, NY:
The Franciscan Institute, 1981]), and Calvin’s more historical vision (see my chapter 2), he mistakes
the similarity of their interests in Christ’s role as the Medium or Mediator of history, respectively.

Susan Schreiner’sWhere Shall Wisdom be Found? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994) is
a comparative approach that works beautifully, setting Calvin’s interpretation of Job in the context
of previous efforts by Gregory I, Maimonides, and Aquinas. Schreiner has taken a narrow topic that
she can explore across a wide field. I take the opposite tack – a broad topic examined over a narrow
field.
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