
 
 
 

The use of 'example' in Calvin's sermons on Job 

During the academic year 1945-46 Professor Kamphuis and the writer of this article were students 
of Professor B. Holwerda, who had then just been appointed to the Chair of Old Testament at the 
'Theologische Hogeschool' in Kampen. We both benefited from the rich insights which this gifted 
man of God passed on to his students. 

By the time I first made contact with Holwerda, he was already known for his thorough knowledge 
of the Old Testament and of the contemporary literature written on the subject. A particularly 
significant publication of his was his lecture on 'The Redemptive History in Preaching,' first 
published in 1942.1 In this lecture, Holwerda raised most incisively the question of how to preach 
from the narrative portions of the Old Testament. Rejecting the 'exemplaric' method, he insisted 
that those portions should be treated sermonically from the point of view of redemptive history. Not 
man and his or her subjective experiences should be the measure, but God and his great acts of 
redemption accomplished in the life and history of Israel his chosen people. 

An extensive discussion in the church press of the Netherlands had already ensued by the time 
Professor Holwerda assumed his teaching duties. It continued subsequently.2 In a study, originally 
presented as a dissertation for the doctor's degree at the Free University of Amsterdam, Dr. Sidney 
Greijdanus has served the English speaking world well by presenting a summary and a critique of 
that lively debate.3 

Because of the great significance of Holwerda's opinions in this crucial area of preaching,4 opinions 
with which over the years I have sought to acquaint my own students as well, I have chosen to 
examine what the great Reformer of Geneva did with his use of 'example' in his sermons on Job. 
Since Calvin's method of sermonizing was sometimes an element in the discussion between 
Holwerda and those who disagree with him it would seem fitting to examine Calvin's use of the 
word 'example' a bit more closely.5 

The choice of Calvin's sermons on Job might at first seem less appropriate since Holwerda's 
concern was primarily with the 'historical texts.' The book of Job is not ordinarily thought of as 
providing a good instance of such materials. Nevertheless, I believe there are good reasons for 
using these sermons as a testing ground of what Calvin means with the word 'example.' In the first 
place, the book of Job does present its materials within a framework which seems to bear the 
stamp of genuine history. Granted, the details are not always so precise as one might wish. When 
and where exactly the events described took place continues to be a matter of debate.6 Yet, the 
present writer sees no reason to depart from what other Reformed expositors have held with 
respect to the genuine historicity of the person of Job and therefore also of the events described in 
the book that bears his name.7 

On the other hand, it may be granted that the general problem with which the book of Job deals 
cannot be fitted directly into the flow of redemptive history as that is the case with books such as 
Joshua through Kings. But this may be all the more a reason for examining how Calvin uses the 
word 'example' in his explication and application of this kind of book. If, as will become clear from 
the instances cited, Calvin even in a book such as Job shows an awareness of the 'already-not yet' 
dimension applicable to the relation between the Testaments, how much the more must one allow 
for this dimension when Calvin treats the historical books proper. 

Calvin preached no less than 159 sermons on the book of Job. These sermons were delivered in 
the years 1554 and 1555, the beginning date being February 26, 1554. On March 20, 1555 Calvin 
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began his series of 200 sermons on the Book of Deuteronomy.8 Calvin's sermonic method was that 
of the homily. His sermons were running commentaries on a given text, interspersed with 
applicatory remarks. They did not center on a single theme developed synthetically. 

Calvin's sermons on Job were very popular. Leroy Nixon, the translator of a number of them says: 
"Of all the sermons by Calvin, the 159 on the book of Job have probably been the most famous."9 
In his preface to the Latin edition of the sermons on Job, Theodore Beza informs us that these 
sermons were read widely in the churches in France who were without a pastor as well as in the 
family setting. Admiral de Coligny read daily in them, both morning and evening.10 

Turning now to the subject matter of the present inquiry, it cannot be denied that the general 
approach taken by Calvin to the history of Job and his friends is that this history teaches us, i.e. the 
New Testament readers, various important lessons and that these lessons are gathered by means 
of the example method. The story of Job, thus Calvin, "shows us how we are in the hand of God, 
and that it belongs to Him to order our lives and to dispose of them according to His good 
pleasure."11 It also teaches us humility and obedience and the duty to glorify God always, 
confessing that He is just and equitable. 

In developing this approach to the book Calvin often uses the word 'example,' occasionally also the 
word 'mirror.' Appealing to no less an authority than Saint James (5:11),  

Calvin remarks that "it is good that we have examples who show us that there are men frail 
like us, who nevertheless have resisted temptations, and have persevered in obeying God, 
although He afflicted them to the limit."12  

In his sermon on Job 1:20-22 Calvin enters into a discussion of the biblical notion of 'patience.' To 
understand this notion properly, thus Calvin, "there is nothing better nor more useful than to behold 
the mirror which is here held up to us."13 

Calvin uses the word 'example' also in connection with Job's friends. Their example teaches us in 
the first place modesty.14 It is obvious at this point that Calvin does not mean to hold up the good 
example of the friends, but their bad example, which showed a lack of modesty. Thus by contrast, 
we are taught to be modest, when comparing ourselves with Job's friends. 

What should be kept in mind, however, is that Calvin does not use the word 'example' in a strictly 
uniform way. Not always does the word connote the idea of moral example to be either followed or 
shunned, whatever the particular case maybe. Speaking of Elihu, for whose words Calvin has a 
great deal of sympathy, the Reformer states that "we see in this example of the person of Elihu 
that God has yet left some good seed ("quelque bonne semence") in the midst of shadows 
("tenebres"), and that there was some good and holy doctrine".15 By this is meant that Elihu, and in 
a lesser sense also his friends, but more so Job himself, are representatives of those who, while 
living in the midst of a pagan environment, show nevertheless either by their actions or their words, 
or by both, that there are remnants of truth among the pagans of Job's day. Here, then, clearly the 
word 'example' is not used primarily in the sense of moral example, but rather in the sense of 
'instance'; 'illustration' of a larger truth. 

At the same time — and this leads us to a crucial point in our inquiry — the fact that there are 
these 'examples' in the sense just described, also prompts Calvin to say more than once that as 
mere moral examples Job and his friends occupy a place quite different from the readers of the 
book, both Jewish and Christian. 

As to the Jewish readers under the old dispensation, Calvin makes it clear that in the person of Job 
the Jews could see clearly — and this was the 'use' of the book 'dictated' by the Holy Spirit — that  

"God has had a people who have served Him, although they were not separated from the 
rest of the world, and although they had not the sign of circumcision."16 Thus Job, by "the 
intention of the Holy Spirit," serves the Jews as a "mirror and pattern" ("patron") "to 
recognize how they had to observe the doctrine of salvation which was given them, since 
this man who was of a foreign nation had so preserved himself in such purity."17  
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In other words, Calvin's use of 'example' bears the stamp of a redemptive-historical awareness. 
And that in the exposition of a book, which does not lend itself all that readily to the redemptive-
historical perspective. Nevertheless, Calvin is constantly aware, and he also tries to make his 
audience aware of the fact that there is a distance between the 'example' of Job and the later 
readers of the book. If any example is to be gained from the book it will have to be done by means 
of an awareness of 'less' and 'more' in God's dispensation of grace. This, in effect, radically affects 
the use of 'example' in this series of sermons. 

When Holwerda engaged in a discussion with those who, "walking in the footsteps of Calvin" do 
not object to an "historical equation mark" between the Biblical stories and the New Testament 
congregation18 he might have considered more closely how Calvin actually uses the example 
method and how not. One certainly cannot say that Calvin is simply placing Job and his friends on 
the same historical level as that of the later Jewish and Christian readers. 

Not only did Calvin mark the difference between Job on the one hand and the Jewish recipients of 
the covenant of grace on the other, he also speaks repeatedly of the distance which separates 
Christians from people like Job. This, of course, is not surprising, for Calvin considers the New 
Testament period to be a continuation and at the same time an enrichment of the Old Testament 
period. 

Speaking on Job 42:6, where Job says that he repents in dust and ashes, Calvin remarks that Job 
spoke thusly even though he was never part of the Church of God, of that body which was chosen 
from the lineage of Abraham.  

If a man like Job was able to speak of true repentance, "what condemnation will there be on 
us, if today we shall be so brutish and so rude that we will not be able to distinguish between 
the principles of the faith."19 

Is it not clear that Calvin uses the story of Job not in order to simply equate Job's situation with that 
of his Christian hearers, much less to hold up Job as only a moral example, but rather to make the 
congregation in Geneva aware of the need for greater zeal and greater integrity than Job 
possessed in his day? Whatever example element Calvin finds in the life and words of Job and his 
friends, it becomes a part of larger framework. Calvin notes that Job and his friends, though living 
in a pagan setting and outside the covenant, have yet so much of the truth of God. Whatever we 
may learn from them must therefore be seen in the light of the scheme of the 'less-more' of which 
we spoke earlier. 

Many more instances can be added to what already has been given. When Job says that his eyes 
will contemplate God and none other (Job 19:27) Calvin observes that as we "make the 
comparison between Job and us" we should remember that Job said this "not having such a 
testimony of the goodness of God, nor having a doctrine one one-hundredth as familiar as we 
have."20 And then he asks the pointed question of his Christian hearers:  

"And we, shall we be excused when we shall have gone astray this way and that way, 
indeed, after our Lord Jesus Christ presents Himself to us, in Whom dwells all fullness of 
divine glory...?''21 

Another excellent illustration of how Calvin sees the relation between Job and the Christian 
believers of Calvin's own day occurs in the last sermon in the series, dealing with Job 42:9-17. 
Here the book of Job informs us of the great material blessings which God gives to Job in return for 
his earlier suffering. Calvin's discussion of this passage is a masterpiece of biblical theological 
awareness of the relation between the two Testaments. 

The Reformer acknowledges the many earthly blessings which the Old Testament believers 
received and he warns his hearers not to be upset if they today do not receive the same. In fact he 
tells them that their condition is not worse than that of the ancient fathers, rather "we have a much 
better recompense which must comfort us."22 Take, for instance, what God says about the long life 
which He gives to the believers. Not only does Calvin recognize that also non-believers have lived 



 
 
 

4 

long; he also notes the relative imperfection of the hope which the ancient fathers possessed. 
These fathers did not yet know as perfectly as we that God had prepared their inheritance in 
heaven. Of this inheritance they only had some taste (quelque goust). 

Calvin shows a marvelous balance at this point. On the one hand he acknowledges that the 
ancient fathers and we "have a common faith." This had to be said, already in Calvin's day, against 
those who like the Socinians held an inferior opinion concerning the spirituality of the Old 
Testament. Still Calvin rightly reminds his audience that these fathers did not have such a 
'declaration' of the 'common faith' as has since been given to us in our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Therefore, the long life which they enjoyed is the 'shadow,' of which we today have the 'body' in our 
Lord Jesus Christ.23 

One could multiply the illustration of how Calvin seeks to make the book of Job — a book which he 
holds to come first of all from a pagan setting, and which he further recognizes to be an Old 
Testament book — applicable to his Christian audience. Of great importance is what Calvin says 
about the prayer which Job is to offer up on behalf of his friends and also about the sacrifices 
which these friends are instructed to bring for themselves. Not only does this discussion show once 
again Calvin's awareness of 'comparative religion' as it was known in his day, it also contains 
another reminder of the 'less-more' dimension which he has mentioned so often throughout these 
sermons.24 

As to sacrifices brought by pagans, Calvin reminds his audience that the whole world knows that 
sins must be effaced by recompense. But then he moves on from there by stating that while the 
pagans have not understood the purpose why they bring their sacrifices so that these are simply a 
testimony against them (seulement un tesmoignage contr'eux), we on the other hand have the 
truth of this revealed to us in the gospel.25 It is true, God has never received men in mercy except 
with sacrifices. But so much the less excusable are we today, after Jesus Christ has suffered and 
died, if we should think to be absolved by any other means except by the purification which has 
been made.26 

Not only does Calvin use this argument of the 'less' and the 'more' in a hortatory sense, he also 
uses it to encourage the doubtful. If God showed his pity to those who offended him in the time of 
the shadows and the figures of the 'Law', yes if He has even extended his mercy to those who 
were not of the body of his people (i.e. Job's friends), let us not doubt that the Lord will receive us, 
now that the Gospel is proclaimed through the whole world and God has made a "common 
covenant with Pagans and Jews," the middle wall of partition being no longer.27 

Similar things are said about the prayer which Job is to offer on behalf of his friends. Job belongs 
to those to whom God had not revealed himself specially (privement), yet his prayer is full of 
intercessory power. How much more will this be the case today, now that we have the full 
declaration that Jesus Christ is the only Advocate who intercedes for us. 

I believe that enough has been said to indicate that when Job's example is held up to the believers 
of Calvin's day this is not done simply by means of an "historical equation mark." 

There are indeed times when Calvin uses the example method simply on the basis of the common 
humanity which unites Job with us. Speaking of the fact that sometimes the good do suffer Calvin 
reminds his congregation that there is a certain way in which Job's suffering is just the suffering of 
a man, a human being. This is why a sufferer cannot say: But I am only human; how then can I be 
made to suffer so much? At this point Calvin raises a few rhetorical questions: "Job n'estoit-il pas 
homme? Abraham n'estoit-il pas homme? David aussi bien? Et comment est-ce qu'ils ont résisté 
aux tentations?"28 The present writer believes that in this very general way such use of "the 
suffering of mankind" as exemplified in the Bible can be justified. Not in order to combine the two 
methods, but rather to furnish illustrations gathered from Scripture concerning some generally 
experienced reality in the Christian's life. It is Calvin's conviction that when God says to these 
individual believers in their suffering that He will be their refuge and that He will help them in all 
their needs, he has not only spoken to Job, Abraham or David. "Has he not spoken to his whole 
church?" 
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It is apparent that Calvin is far removed from just an individualistic example method, even in such 
cases as just described. These ancient saints who were helped in their suffering were part of the 
church of God. 

In his discussion of the debate surrounding Holwerda's lectures Sidney Greijdanus has raised 
some worthwhile points. He has pointed out rightly so I believe — that the redemptive-historical 
approach as then practiced was perhaps too fact-oriented and not enough Scripture-oriented.29 

The scope of the present study does not permit a further discussion of this matter. Elsewhere I 
have sought to demonstrate that Calvin already in his day showed a wholesome awareness of 
commenting on Scripture rather than on events only. In his commentary on Joshua the Reformer 
sometimes refers to the autor libri as the one whose intention he is interested in expounding. Thus 
it would seem that Calvin makes a distinction between the author and the events reported by the 
author. 

One may also raise the question whether Calvin's pervasive concern to find the 'doctrina' of a 
given passage, be that historical or otherwise, is not as such a step in the right direction. The word 
doctrina in Calvin does not always have the meaning of a fully worked out tenet of the faith. Its 
sense is the original one of 'teaching' (from docere = to teach). By focusing on this doctrina Calvin 
helps to see a given passage treated.30 This could add a further dimension to Calvin's use of the 
word 'example' in his sermons and commentaries. 

In conclusion, Calvin's use of the word 'example' in his sermons on Job is a rather complex one. 
Even in his treatment of a book such as Job Calvin shows an awareness of the difference between 
Old and New Testament, as well as giving us some insight into his understanding of how we must 
relate the "seed of religion" in a pagan environment to the teachings of special revelation. All this 
leads me to think that when Calvin uses the "example method" he may have been closer to what 
Professor Holwerda meant by redemptive-historical preaching than has sometimes been 
recognized. 

MH Woudstra
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