
Throughout his Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin repeatedly 
emphasized how God is absolutely and completely sovereign.  Therefore, 
free will does not exist.  This idea receives its most complete development 
in (Book II) Chapter 5, “The Arguments Usually Alleged in Support of Free 
Will Refuted.”  This entire chapter is available below, but note especially 
the following quote: 
 

You see how everything is denied to free will, for the very 
purpose of leaving no room for merit. And yet, as the 
beneficence and liberality of God are manifold. and 
inexhaustible, the grace which he bestows upon us, 
inasmuch as he makes it our own, he recompenses as if 
the virtuous acts were our own (see page 275 below). 

 
In this quote Calvin clearly states that free will does not exist.  Any good 
that we do comes only to us because of God’s grace and then, God gives 
us credit for this good as if the virtuous acts were our own.  Thus, free will 
is a complete illusion. 
 
 
 
 
 
The context for this quote begins with an argument from Aristotle: 
 

Unless virtue and vice proceed from free choice, it is absurd 
either to punish man or reward him (see page 274 below). 

 
Calvin argues that people are rightly punished for their sinful deeds: 
 

With regard to punishment, I answer, that it is properly inflicted 
on those by whom the guilt is contracted.  What matters it 
whether you sin with a free or an enslaved judgment, so long 
as you sin voluntarily, especially when man is proved to be a 
sinner because he is under the bondage of sin? 

 
Then Calvin explains why rewards of doing good really depend on God’s 
grace and not on human merit: 
 
 In regard to the rewards of righteousness, is there any great 

absurdity in acknowledging that they depend on the kindness 
of God rather than our own merits? 
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