
John Calvin for Everyone 

The Institutes of the Christian Religion 

Book 4 – Chapter 4 – Part 1 

THE CONDITION OF THE ANCIENT CHURCH, AND THE KIND OF GOVERNMENT IN USE 

BEFORE THE PAPACY 

 In this chapter, Calvin offers a brief history of church government prior to the rise of the Papacy.  

The role of the Papacy (the Bishop of Rome) and the organization of the government of the Roman 

Church as it was in Calvin’s age and now in ours, is very different from the organization of church 

government for the first several hundred years of the early church.    

 Summary: Calvin’s view of the early church was that they tried their best to adhere to the 

Apostle Paul’s teachings about church leadership.  The early church did so by having the same three 

orders of ministers as Paul directed.  These were presbyters (pastors and teachers), elders who oversaw 

the government of the church and deacons who were to care for the poor.  Calvin also notes that Jerome 

(347-420), who was a priest, confessor, theologian and church historian, listed five church orders, 

“…bishops, presbyters, deacons, believers and catechumens (those preparing for making a profession of faith)” (pg. 

1069).    

 Calvin examines the first three of those categories, bishops, presbyters and deacons.  He begins 

with a lengthy discussion of bishops.  Bishops (who were presbyters) were first appointed, Calvin argues, 

to help settle disputes among the presbyters.  They were given the “title…in order that dissentions might not 

arise (as commonly happens) from equality of rank (all presbyters being equal).  Still the bishop was not so much 

higher in honor and dignity as to have lordship over his colleagues” (pg. 1069).  The bishop was in fact not only 

to “carry out what was decreed by common decision” (pg. 1069) of the presbyters and the people but to “co-

operate with them” (pg. 1070).  Calvin asserts that while bishops surpassed others in dignity, they were 

subject to the assembly of their peers. (pg. 1070) 

 In the early church “…both bishops and presbyters had to devote themselves to the dispensing of Word 

and sacrament” (pg. 107) and “…it would have been considered a monstrous thing for anyone to claims to be a 

bishop who had not in fact shown himself not to be a true bishop” (pg. 1071).  What this means is that all 

bishops were to be drawn from the ranks of presbyters (pastors) who had learned to be good preachers 

and teachers (which was not the practice in Calvin’s time in the Roman Church).  Archbishop was a 

position created, again, for the purpose of helping to settle disputes over larger areas.  The position was 

not created for “…lordship as far as the government of the church was concerned” (pg. 1072).  

 Deacons, were given the power of overseeing the income of the church.  They were “…to 

distribute some to feed the minister, some to feed the poor” and were to “…render an account annually of their 

distribution” (pg. 1072).  While bishops were to oversee the work of the deacons, they were not allowed to 

direct the use of the funds without agreement from the deacons.  Archdeacons were created when the 

wealth of the church became so great that it needed an additional layer of administration.  Later 

archdeacons were entrusted with reading scripture, exhorting others to pray and assisting in communion.  

These duties were added to help them focus on the spiritual dimensions of their other work. 

 Reflections: One of the great secrets of the Roman Church is that the church hierarchy as we see 

it today, as well as the way Calvin saw it, was not always in place.  The church, for its first 500-600 years 

was one in which pastors, deacons and bishops, even if they were nominated by other pastors and 

bishops, were elected by the people.  There was no sense that those on the top (Pope, Cardinals, etc.) had 

the right to appoint those below them.  In fact, it was considered anathema (out of bounds) for any bishop 

to do so.   

 Questions: 

1. What has been your experience of a church hierarchy?  Was it positive or negative? 

2. What was your understanding of “who was in charge” in the church? 

3. What do you think of Calvin’s view that all ministers/elders/bishops are equal? 


