
CALVIN 37

THE SIMPLICITY of FAITH
I am afraid that your thoughts may be corrupted and you may lose your simple
devotion to Christ. 2 Corinthians 11:3

In the lane next to me at the Queanbeyan Swimming Pool yesterday a young
man swam twice as fast as I could manage. I caught up with him in the dressing
room where he had just finished a two-minute shower. I complemented him on
his fitness and not wasting any water.

He said that he had done much weekend reading on global warming and the
national carbon emission trading system. He felt that all of us should take it very
seriously and discipline both our use of water and energy. He had read a recent
survey showing that in the Canberra region greenhouse gas emission and water
use was way in excess of the Australian average and even more in excess than
in rural areas.

He had become intrigued, he said, by a television programme on carbon cops
and intended to follow the couple which had halved their use of energy. ‘Maybe’,
he said, ‘that in the near future we all have to return to my grand-parents' life
style on their property near Dubbo and the simple Christian living they had
instilled in their children. How did I feel about it?’

I said that I agreed, and that I was preparing a sermon on a rather similar topic.
I promised him a copy once I had finished. That is, if he was interested. He was
polite enough to say that he was!

Our Old Testament reading comes from the book of Genesis, chapter 1:26-31. It
is the story of God’s intent to make humans ‘in our image after our own likeness
and letting them have dominion over the fish in the sea, and over the fowl of
the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth over every living thing that
moves upon the earth (verse 26).’

Verse 27 then states that God actually did so and adds that he made both male
and female humans. In the next verse (28) God blessed them and told them ‘to
multiply and replenish the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish
in the sea, the birds of heaven and every living thing that moves upon the earth.’

The next three verses add God’s gifts to humans of anything on the earth and
then finishes (verse 31) with his satisfaction with what he had made. He gave
himself a pat on the back and concluded ‘that it was very good.’

Calvin has much to say about this first chapter in the Bible. He insists that before
God took things in hand the earth was an ‘indigested mass’ and a ‘disorderly
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heap’ and asserts, that ‘however confused it might be, it was (now) rendered
stable, for the time by the secret efficacy of the Spirit.’ To Calvin the order
created out of chaos ‘required the secret inspiration of God to prevent its speedy
dissolution’ and ‘derived its strength from the Spirit as described in Psalm 104:30
as renewing the face of the earth.’ Without the Spirit ‘all things return to their
dust and vanish away.’

Still on what precedes today’s reading (Genesis 1:16) Calvin is aware that
astronomers paint a different picture of the creation of the universe. Yet he
insists that their science ‘should not be reprobated or condemned’, but feels that
Moses (to Calvin the author of Genesis) ‘was ordained a teacher as well of the
unlearned and rude as of the learned (and therefore) could not otherwise fulfil
his office than by descending to this grosser method of instruction.’ In further
comments on this verse Calvin again sides with the astronomers and ‘dismisses
the reverie of Plato, who ascribes reason and intelligence to the stars.’

On our reading of Genesis 1:26-31 Calvin is particularly interested in the meaning
of humans being made in the image of God. It has nothing to do with ‘corporeal’
similarity nor with ‘the admirable workmanship’ of man’s body or with man’s
‘vice-regency in the government of the world’ although Scripture specifically
refers to human dominion over ‘every living thing that moves upon the earth.’
To Calvin God ‘appointed man lord of the world and expressly subjected the
animals to him, because they, having an inclination or instinct of their own,
seem to be less under authority from without.’

No, God himself is the regent. The ‘chief seat of the divine image was in the
human mind and heart.’ ‘In the mind perfect intelligence flourished and reigned
… and all the senses were prepared and moulded for due obedience to reason;
and in the body there was a suitable correspondence with its internal order.’
However this is how it was originally. But then the Fall interfered and now ‘no
part is free from the infection of sin.’

Today’s Psalm is 116:1-9 where King David describes the deep trouble he is in.
‘The cords of death bound me, Sheol held me in its grip. Anguish and torment
held me fast (verse 3); so I invoked the Lord by name, Deliver me, O Lord, I
beseech thee: for I am thy slave (verse 4).’ The Lord obviously succeeded because
in the next verse 5 God is lauded as ‘gracious, righteous and full of compassion.’
David then describes his feelings of relief: and attributes it to his private
single-hearted faith: ‘The Lord preserves the simple-hearted; I was brought low
and he saved me (verse 6).’

David then exhorts his heart ‘to be at rest once more (verse 7)’ and concludes
that ‘The lord has rescued me from death and my feet from stumbling (verse 8)’
and that from here onwards ‘I will walk in the presence of the Lord in the land
of the living (verse 9).’

244

CALVIN FOR THE THIRD MILLENNIUM



In Calvin’s commentary on Psalm 116, the footnote suggests that David’s deep
troubles were caused by ‘the rebellion excited by his son Absalom.’ Calvin is
particularly interested in verse 6 as follows:

The psalmist ‘accommodates the experience of God’s favouring and fair
preservation of the simple, that is of such as, being undesigning, do not possess
the requisite prudence for managing their own affairs. The term rendered simple,
is often understood in a bad sense, denoting persons inconsiderate and foolish
who will not follow wholesome advice. But in this place it is applied to those
who are exposed to the abuse of the wicked, who are not sufficiently subtle and
circumspect to elude the snares of which are laid for them, in short, to those
who are easily overreached; while, on the contrary, the children of this world,
are full of ingenuity, and have every means at their command for maintaining
and protecting themselves. David, therefore, acknowledges himself to be as a
child, unable to consult his own safety, and totally unfit to ward off the dangers
to which he was exposed.’

The New Testament readings start with 2 Corinthians 11:1-6. It begins with
Paul’s confession of attachment to the Christian congregation in Corinth. He was
the one who had introduced them to Jesus which in turn lead to a strong bond
between them and him (verse 2). But then in his absence other preachers had
corrupted them and therefore he begged the Christians in Corinth to return to
the ‘simplicity that is in Christ (verse 3-6).’

Calvin explains that ‘the simplicity that is in Christ means to keep us in the
unadulterated and pure doctrine of the gospel, and to admit no foreign
admixtures.’ It is like ‘a sacred marriage that must remain unimpaired and
inviolable.’ In other words there is something elemental, simple or single-hearted
in the faith relationships that should not be squandered.

But that also means self-denial and Calvin devotes an entire chapter to this topic
in the Institutes (III vii). He regards it as the ‘sum of Paul’s doctrine.’ A frenzied
desire, an infinite eagerness, to pursue wealth and honour, intrigue for power,
accumulate riches, and collect all those frivolities which seem conducive to
luxury and splendour … are entanglements to be avoided (III vii 8).’ The simple
faith in God’s blessing is the antidote to these satanic temptations.

The simplicity theme also dominates in our reading from Matthew 5:1-10, the
so-called Sermon on the Mount. To Calvin the sermon is all about ‘true
happiness.’ Yet that happiness has nothing to do with being ‘free from annoyance,
attaining all one’s wishes and leading a joyful and easy life.’

No, by contrast, it has everything to do with ‘placing happiness beyond the
world and above the affections of the flesh.’ Therefore ‘to be poor in spirit (verse
3) means to be reduced to nothing in oneself and to simply rely on the mercy of
God’; even ‘mourning contributes to a happy life … by seeking comfort in God
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alone’ (verse 4). And of course Calvin’s stress on humility in all his writings is
also summed up in verse 5 where ‘persons of mild and gentle disposition will
inherit the earth.’

Integrity (verse 6) and ‘taking a share in the afflictions of others (verse 7) leads
to happiness. Purity of heart (simplicity) means having ‘no sagacity to deceive
the world (verse 8)’ therefore leads to seeing God. Cultivating peace (verse 9) is
typical for being a child of God. Persecution (verse 10) may lead to much suffering
and rejection ‘for the flesh cannot endure the doctrine of the Gospel; none can
endure to have their vices reproved.’ Yet the kingdom of heaven is the passport
for those who endure.

Today’s Bible readings can be summed up in a few sentences. God has charged
humans with managing His earth. The management has one condition and that
is simple, single-hearted faith in His order. Humility, modesty and child-like
trust are the prerequisite for meeting that condition. Humans who seek that
order within themselves or within their self-propelled activities will only get
swamped by the polluted complexity of their social and physical environment.

How relevant is all this for our present situation? Let me answer that question
rather personally. Twelve generations ago an ancestor, Joos Mol, was Mayor of
Reimerswaal, the third largest town in the Dutch province of Zeeland. In 1584
he received a permit to hold consistory in the local church which meant that on
that date the Reformation had taken hold in the town and that the community
of believers had taken precedence over too much clerical domination.

The Calvinist strain has moulded my family ever since until my parents’
generation. Until that time the ancestors worked hard and efficiently on their
farms. They invested or salted away whatever they did not need for frugal living.
My grandparents on both sides were elders of the local Reformed Church, but
my parents became rather critical of religion because the Christian political party
did nothing to counter the injustices perpetrated by landlords who had no
qualms renting farms to those who were prepared to pay more rent without
compensating the tenant farmers for the considerable improvements they had
made on their land.

Yet my parents hugely profited from the ascetic Calvinist tradition of relatives
on both sides of the family who had salted away the income of good years and
rescued them from bankruptcy by lending them money to close the gap between
rent owed and the dwindling income from milk and wheat during the 1930s
depression.

The point I am trying to make is that the laudable Calvinist tradition of frugality,
saving for the rainy day rather than wasting it on frivolities, has to be
complemented by also actively encouraging a just social order. But it also meant
that the savings resulting from frugality were to be used wisely. And this in
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turn meant profitable investments rather than private indulgences. Hence the
spirit of capitalism.

It seems to me that this is exactly what is required at the present time: not
squandering our resources and to be satisfied with simple living rather than
chasing the diminishing returns of consumer products that seem to have also
the purpose of showing off one’s social status. Wasting energy obviously does
not meet God’s requirement to be good stewards of his planet. Good stewardship
also means promoting justice and social order.

Simple faith, as our text suggests, is essential in that it strongly links believers
with God’s plan of order for this earth. Without that faith or frame of reference
the human stewardship of the planet is ignored to the detriment of both its
population and its intrinsic viability. Under that scenario humanity is very much
like the prodigal son in the parable who soon discovered that when he got what
he wanted he did not want anymore what he got.

One final point for the modem day relevance of our ancient Bible reading and
Calvin’s interpretations: the culture and the society handed down from previous
generations should no longer be taken for granted. It should be carefully and
gratefully preserved and handed down to the following generations, hopefully
improved rather than neglected.

What do we pass on to our children and grandchildren? A philosophy of
consumerism, indulgence, gluttony, revelry, intoxication, greed, sensuality and
wantonness? Or moderation, sobriety and temperance? It is not just God’s
mandate in Genesis, but also the advocacy of environmental restraint by the
young man in the Queanbeyan swimming pool which points to a global
responsibility for those who have to build on the foundations we have left for
them.
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