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 Calvin the liturgist? In vain did I search for an article on my assigned subject. Volumes 

have been written on Calvin the theologian, Calvin the exegete, Calvin and the sacraments, 

Calvin the church leader, Calvin the dictator and tyrant, even Calvin’s theology of worship. But 

Calvin the liturgist? “It is common knowledge that Calvin and worship are incongruous topics,” 

complains Elsie McKee of the liturgical “experts,” “and that whatever the strengths of those who 

are predestined to the glory of God, they are hopeless failures when it comes to liturgy.”2 The 

best that Calvin receives from the scholarly analysts is “polite indulgence,” adds John Witvliet.3  

 This well-nigh universal assessment is ironic in that Calvin rightly may be regarded as 

among the most influential liturgists in the history of the church. His liturgical work, much like 

his theological work, honors the catholic tradition while synthesizing all that preceded him in the 

work of the Reformers. After Calvin, all subsequent developments in the Reformed tradition 

reflect his practice in worship, even if forms were altered in response to local circumstances. 

                                                
1 The following material is adapted from a forthcoming publication, The Case for Historic Reformed Worship, 
reworked for this conference. 
2 Elsie Anne McKee, “Context, Contours, Contents: Towards a Description of the Classical Reformed Teaching on 
Worship,” in Calvin Studies Society Papers, 1995, 1997, ed. David Foxgrover (Grand Rapids: Calvin Studies 
Society/CRC Product Services, 1998), cited in John D. Witvliet, Worship Seeking Understanding: Windows into 
Christian Practice (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 127. 
3 Ibid, 127. That Calvin did not favor the use of the word “liturgy” may be a part of the problem. Then again, neither 
did any of the theologians of his day. See Hughes O. Old, “Calvin’s Theology of Worship” in Philip G. Ryken et. al. 
(eds.), Give Praise  to God (Phillipsburg, NY: P&R Publishing Company, 2003). 
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From Calvin through the Westminster Assembly’s Directory and into the present, one can clearly 

trace a commitment to Calvin’s order and priorities. Worship moves in the Reformed tradition 

from praise to confession of sin to the means of grace, to thanksgiving. The priorities are the 

lectio continua reading and preaching of Scripture, metrical psalmody and biblical hymnody, a 

full-diet of biblical prayer, and frequent administration of the Lord’s Supper.  

 Calvin has had a decisive influence on the historic practices of the Presbyterian, 

Reformed, Congregationalist, Baptist, Episcopal, and the broader free church traditions. Yes, 

even the Episcopal church, in the Prayer Book of 1552, and even in its definitive 1662 form, 

borrows heavily from the example of Reformed Protestantism generally, and Calvin in particular. 

The Book of Common Prayer, with its confession of sin, absolution, Old Testament lesson, 

Creed, intercessions, and Psalm-singing in its morning and evening prayer, and in the 

communion service, the recitation of the Ten Commandments, Exhortation, Fencing of the 

Table, Invitation to the Table, Prayer of Humble Access, Eucharistic Prayer, Post-Communion 

Thanksgiving, communion of both kinds, and weekly communion, is particularly noteworthy for 

its dependence on Reformed Protestantism’s liturgical reforms.4 Even post-Vatican II Roman 

Catholicism owes considerable debt to Calvin and the Reformed tradition for its increased 

interest in congregational singing, vernacular Scripture reading, and several prayer-genres (e.g. 

intercessions, illumination, confession). 

 

Liturgical Movement 

                                                
4 See James Hastings Nichols, Corporate worship in the Reformed Tradition (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press), 
61-70; Charles W. Baird, The Presbyterian Liturgies (1855, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1957), 192-206. 
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 Calvin’s liturgical work should be seen as the culmination of several decades of 

theologically driven liturgical reform. Perhaps we should speak more of Reformed liturgy than 

Calvin the liturgist.  

 The liturgical reforms of Reformed Protestantism began with Ulrich Zwingli’s decision 

in January 1519 to preach through Matthew=s gospel (“the first liturgical reform of 

Protestantism,” says Hughes Old).5  It drew considerable inspiration from Martin Luther’s On 

the Babylonian Captivity of the Church, published in October 1520.6 It was given early and 

comprehensive defense in 1524 by Martin Bucer in his Grund und Ursach (“Ground and 

Reason”).7 It developed through the collegial interaction of a number of the sixteenth century 

Reformers: those in Strasbourg (Martin Bucer, Wolfgang Capito, Matthew Zell, Kaspur Hedio); 

those in Basel (John Oecolampadius, Konrad Pellikan); in Zurich (Ulrich Zwingli, Heinrich 

Bullinger, Leo Jud); in other South German and Swiss cities; and of course, Geneva (John 

Calvin, William Farel, Theodore Beza). The Geneva Psalter of 1542 and its Form of Church 

Prayers should be seen as the culmination of the efforts of numerous Reformers to forge a 

worship that was “according to Scripture.” It was “the product of a community,” says Hughes 

Old, an “inner church movement to reform the worship of the church.”8 Again, “it can be 

regarded as a good culmination of the Reformed liturgical revisions which preceded it and at the 

same time the archetype of Reformed worship which followed it.”9 It passed through many 

                                                
5Hughes Old, The Reading & Preaching of the Scriptures in the Worship of the Christian Church, Volume 4: The 
Age of the Reformation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 46.  
6 Martin Luther, ‘On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church’, in James Atkinson (ed.), Three Treatises. 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970). 
7 Martin Bucer, Grund und Ursach. Text is found in O.F. Cypris, Basic Principles: Translation & Commentary of 
Martin Bucer’s Grund und Ursach, 1524 (Dissertation: Union Theological Seminary of New York, 1971). 
8Hughes Old, The Patristic Roots of Reformed Worship (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1970), 95. 
9Ibid, 96. 
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hands and through many cities. “It is in a very real sense the liturgy not of Calvin, not of Geneva, 

but the liturgy of the Reformed Church,” concludes Old.10 

 The influence of the continental Reformers on the English and Scottish Reformers was 

considerable. This is particularly true of the influences of Bucer (1491-1551) and the Italian 

Reformer Peter Martyr (1499-1562) upon Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556), Archbishop of 

Canterbury and primary author of the Book of Common Prayer (1549, 1552). Likewise Calvin 

had a profound influence upon John Knox (c.1514-1572), primary molder of the Scots 

Confession and Book of Common Order (1560), which structured Scottish worship along 

Genevan lines for nearly 100 years. Even the Westminster Divines, who knew well the work of 

the Reformers, their Anglican predecessors, and their continental contemporaries, believed their 

Directory for the Public Worship of God (1645) was in strong continuity with the work of the 

first generation of English Reformers. “Were they now alive,” the authors of the Directory 

insisted, “they would join with us in this work.”11 

 

Liturgical theology 

 The liturgical reforms of Reformed Protestantism were never matters merely of taste, 

style, or personal preference. Rather their reforms were driven by their concern that worship be 

conducted “according to Scripture.” This led to careful exegetical work as well as extensive 

study of the church fathers and practices of the Patristic Church, whose insights were valued as 

windows into the meaning of Scripture. Biblical and historical studies then led to theological 

reformation which, in turn, further highlighted the need for reform.  

                                                
10Ibid, xiii. 
11 Bard Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1961), 355 
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There was a broad consensus in Renaissance Christendom that the worship of the late 

Medieval church was in need of reform. The ordinary services of the Lord’s Day were conducted 

in Latin, an unknown tongue for most people. There was little or no preaching outside of the 

Sunday afternoon “prone” service, and even this was topical rather than biblical. There was little 

prayer and no congregational singing. Monastic choirs handled the singing. Scripture reading 

was by lectio selecta, the Old Testament was not read (not until Vatican II did the Old Testament 

begin to be read in the ordinary services of the Lord’s Day) and extra-canonical readings (e.g. the 

lives of the saints, legends of their exploits, etc.) were common. The eucharist was understood as 

a sacrificial mass. The ministry was sacerdotal, the sacraments were understood to operate ex 

opera operato, and the need of personal faith in Christ was absent in favor of a doctrine of 

“implicit faith,” trust in the church as teacher. The congregation was passive, the mass 

unintelligible, and the cup was withheld from the laity. 

 

Scripture & history 

 The Reformers went “to the sources,” ad fontes, with the zeal of Christian humanists. 

They devoured Scripture in the original languages as well as the freshly published works of the 

Church Fathers. Beginning with Acts 2:42 they discerned a simplicity in the worship of the 

Apostolic and post-Apostolic church sadly lacking in Medieval worship. We may outline their 

findings based on their exegesis of Scripture and reading of the Church Fathers and documents 

of the early church, using the useful categories of elements, forms, and circumstances.12 

                                                
12 Granted these three categories did not seem to be specifically delineated until the Westminster Confession (1.6, 
XXXI.3,5; XXXII.I), they are operative in the Reformed tradition from the beginning. See T.L. Johnson, Reformed 
Worship, 30-33; also T. David Gordon, “Some Answers to the Regulative Principle,” Westminster Theological 
Journal, No. 55, 1993, 321-329; and Rowland S. Ward, “The Directory for Public Worship,” in Richard A. Muller 
and Rowland S. Ward, Scripture and Worship: Biblical Interpretation and the Directory for Public Worship 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2007), 101-109. 
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 Regarding the essential elements of worship –– 

 They found that the early church followed the pattern of the synagogue in reading the 

Scripture lectio continua, and then the exhortation or sermon arising out of the reading (Neh. 

8:5-8ff; Luke 4:16-27; Acts 13:14; 15:21; 1 Tim. 4:13; cf. Acts 5:42; 6:2,4). The Apostle Paul 

wrote, 

Until I come, give attention to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and 
teaching. (1 Tim. 4:13) 
 

“Exhortation and teaching” follow upon the reading. They further found lectio continua 

preaching in the works of Origen (c. 185–c. 254), Augustine (343–430), Chrysostom (c. 347–

467), Jerome (c. 343–420), and others.  

 They found a variety of types of prayer in Scripture and the Fathers including the 

invocation and praise (e.g. Pss. 145-150), confession of sin (Pss. 32,51; Neh. 9; Dan. 9), 

intercessions (five-fold based on 1 Tim. 2:1ff and the Apostle Paul’s prayers for sanctification in 

Eph. 1, Phil. 1, and Col. 1), and illumination and benediction; and they found extemporaneous 

prayers in Justin Martyr’s First Apology (155 A.D.), where Justin describes the presiding elder as 

praying “according to his ability” as does Hippolytus (217 A.D.). 

They found evidence of the early church singing psalms (e.g. Acts 4:24-26; Eph. 5:19; 

Col. 3:16; James 5:13) (primarily), and also hymns (e.g. Luke 1:46-55; 2:68-79; 2:29-32; Phil. 

2:5-11; Col. 1:15-26). Pliny the Younger’s letter to the emperor (112 A.D.) describes the early 

Christians singing hymns to Christ. The Church Fathers, they found, were effusive in their zeal 

for psalm singing, with Tertullian (c. 150–c. 225), Eusebius (c. 260–c. 320), Athanasius (c. 295–

373), Augustine, Jerome, Basil (c. 330–379), Ambrose (c. 339–397), and Chrysostom all 

providing testimony.  
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They found that scriptural baptisms were simply washings (Acts 2:38; 8:38; 16:33), as 

were those described in the Didache (c. 80–c. 110 A.D.) and Justin Martyr’s First Apology (c. 

155 A.D.). The Apostle Paul identified baptism with circumcision (Col. 2:11), giving it a 

covenantal interpretation which, for the Reformers, answered the claims of the Anabaptists (Gen. 

17:7; Acts 2:39; Rom. 4:11). Tertullian (c. 150–225) was first to use the Latin term sacramentum 

meaning “sacrament” or “oath,” indicating a covenantal understanding of baptism in the early 

church. 

They re-examined the words of institution, particularly the words of consecration, “This 

is My body” and, “This is My blood,” and determined on exegetical grounds that they should be 

understood symbolically and metaphorically, as should the words of John 6. Building on this 

foundation they denied any alteration in the substance of the bread and the wine, denied the 

doctrine of transubstantiation and denied the sacrificial nature of the eucharist. They found in 

Scripture a pattern of covenantal meals which finalize agreed upon obligations between parties 

(Gen. 14:18; 18:1-8; 27:19; Exod. 12–13; 24), into which pattern Jesus deliberately placed His 

Supper (Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; cf. Heb. 9:20). The Supper, they argued, is simply 

that, a meal. The Didache (c. 80–c. 110 A.D.) and Justin Martyr’s First Apology (c. 155) 

confirmed the simplicity and non-sacrificial nature of the early eucharist. Augustine 

reemphasized the covenantal understanding of the Lord’s Supper and gave to the sacraments 

their classical definition as verba visibilia, as “visible words,” or more broadly, as external 

visible signs of inward spiritual realities.  

Regarding forms –– 
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They found no written liturgies until third century, no ritual or ceremony until fourth 

century, no incense used until the fourth century, no visual art in worship until third century, no 

devotional use of art until sixth century, and no instrumental music until tenth century. 

Regarding circumstances –– 

They found no altars until fourth century, simple church buildings (often house 

churches), no developed church calendar until after the fourth century, and an emphasis on the 

Lord’s Day as the day of the public assembly (Acts 20:7; 1Co 16:2; Rev. 1:8). Worship on the 

first day of the week, Lord’s Day worship, was confirmed by Pliny the Younger’s letter (110 

A.D.), Justin Martyr’s First Apology (c.155 A.D.), the Didache (c.80–110 A.D., and Tertullian. 

Upon these exegetical and historical foundations the Reformers began to reform worship. 

They believed that they had recovered the simpler and more biblical worship of the Apostolic 

and Patristic eras, and sought to conform to the ancient pattern.  

 The form of worship that Reformed Protestantism developed was and is profoundly 

biblical, taking seriously each of the genres of Scripture. It is rooted in the Law of God, as 

Calvin demonstrates when he develops his theology of worship in the first table of the Law.13 It 

is highly sensitive to the prophetic traditions, including the “former prophet’s” (Joshua through 2 

Kings) critique of formalism and ritual in Israel and the neglect of the word of God.14 It has been 

deeply influenced by the Wisdom School and its bookish piety, a piety that “delights” and 

“meditates on the law of God day and night” (Ps. 1:3ff; cf. Ps. 119).15 Its devotion to biblical 

poetry, seen in its commitment to metrical psalmody, takes second place to none. The law and 

                                                
13 Calvin, Institutes, II.vii.11-34; see Hughes Old, “Calvin’s Theology of Worship” in Ryken (ed.), Give Praise to 
God, 412-435. 
14 See Hughes Old, “John Calvin and the Prophetic Criticism of Worship” in Timothy George (ed.), John Calvin and 
the Church: A Prism of Reform (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990), 230-246; see also 
Hughes O. Old, “Prophetic Doxology” in Themes and Variations for a Christian Doxology (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1992), 91-110. 
15 See Old, “Wisdom Doxology” in Themes & Variations, 63-89. 
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the prophets, the wisdom literature and biblical poetry have all been thoroughly integrated into 

the practice of Reformed worship.  

 

Theological implications 

But the Reformers exegetical and historical insights also led to theological reformulation, 

which in turn solidified the call for liturgical reform. The doctrines of the Reformation clinched 

the case for nothing less than a liturgical revolution, even if it was a restorative revolution. 

Specifically, the Reformers insight into the completeness and finality of Christ’s atonement, 

justification by grace through faith, and the unrivaled authority of Scripture for all matters of 

faith and practice, necessarily pushed the Reformation beyond the debates of the theologians to 

the worship practices of the parish church. The revival of preaching that accompanied the 

sixteenth century reforms is well known. Less widely recognized are the other revolutionary 

liturgical changes that took place alongside of it. The Reformation brought about: 

• a revolution in reading Scripture  
• a revolution in praise 
• a revolution in prayer  
• a eucharistic revolution  

The Swiss reformers, says Nicholas Wolterstorff, “had a new vision of what was to be 

done in the liturgy and how it is to be understood.” They brought about, he says, “The most 

radical liturgical reform that the Christian church has ever known.”16 Lectio selecta readings 

gave way to lecito continua; festal or lectionary preaching gave way to expository preaching; 

limited, formal prayer gave way to a broader spectrum of prayer; monastic choirs gave way to 

congregational singing of psalms and biblical hymns; the church calendar gave way to the Lord’s 

Day; the mass gave way to the Lord’s Supper; the priestly ministry gave way to the pastoral and 
                                                
16 Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Reformed Liturgy” in D. K. McKim (ed.), Major Themes in the Reformed Tradition 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 277. 
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proclamational; and eventually split chancel sanctuaries with central altar gave way to central 

pulpits and communion tables. Simple services of the word read, preached, sung, prayed, and 

received (in the sacraments) replaced the ritual and ceremonial of Medieval worship, as the 

Reformers sought to restore Apostolic and Patristic practice. The worship of Reformed 

Protestantism is not preliminaries and preaching. “We call the worship of God,” says Calvin, 

“the beginning and foundation of righteousness.”17 Regrettably the reform of worship as a central 

concern of the Reformation has been neglected by the historians who have typically dwelt on its 

political, social, and theological aspects at the expense of the liturgical (excepting the eucharistic 

controversies).18 We may summarize the interaction of the theological insights of the 

Reformation with the liturgical reforms which resulted, using the categories designated by the 

Reformation mottos.19 

 i. Sola Scriptura and the reform of the liturgy– The Reformers believed that Scripture’s 

own self testimony is that Scripture alone is the final authority in all matters of faith and practice 

(e.g. 2 Tim. 3:16,17; Mark 7:1ff). The principle of “Scripture alone” meant in the realm of 

worship that the church=s services must be conducted “according to Scripture.” “The Bible was 

at the heart of Zwingli’s reformation,” argues Zwingli scholar W.P. Stephens.20 Virtually every 

page in Bucer’s Grund und Ursach (1524) records an appeal to Scripture in order to justify the 

reforms of worship in Strasbourg. Bucer insists of their reforms that “everything is based on the 

                                                
17 Calvin, Institutes, II.viii.11, 377. 
18 Notable exceptions to this tendency have been Old, Patristic Roots, and Carlos Eire, War Against the Idols: The 
Reformation of Worship from Erasmus to Calvin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). There is a great 
need for a comprehensive, chronological work that traces the interaction between the Reformation’s fresh 
theological insights and the working out of the liturgical reforms that followed.  
19 Eire, War, argues that sola fides, sola Scriptura, and soli Deo gloria are the controlling principles of Calvinistic 
thought (2-7, 195-233). Alexandre Ganoczy, The Young Calvin (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999) sees Calvin’s 
theology as centered on the principles of soli Deo gloria, solus Christus, and verbum Dei (188-194). Eire also cites 
the German scholar Ernst Saxer who sees Calvin’s opposition to the Roman Catholic worship rooted in sola fides 
and sola Scriptura (Eire,198, note 12).  
20 W.P. Stephens, Zwingli: An Introduction to His Thought (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992), 30; quoted in Begbie, 114. 
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Scriptures.”21 Calvin is emphatic that there is “nothing obscure, nothing ambiguous” in the 

warnings of Deuteronomy 12:32 and Proverbs 30:6 not to “add to” or “take away” anything from 

God’s word, “when the worship of the Lord and precepts of salvation are concerned.”22 The 

church is forbidden “to burden consciences with new observances, or contaminate the worship of 

God with our own inventions.”23 “I know how difficult it is to persuade the world that God 

disapproves of all modes of worship not expressly sanctioned by His word,” Calvin laments in 

his 1543 treatise on “The Necessity of Reforming the Church.”24 He calls “for the rejection of 

any mode of worship that is not sanctioned by the command of God.”25This insistence was 

maintained through Calvin and the Westminster Divines and continues to the present day.26 The 

church, Reformed Protestantism has agreed, is only to do in worship that which Scripture 

enjoins. Inherited practices which could be biblically justified were maintained and typically 

transformed, as in the cases of preaching, prayer, Scripture reading, singing, and the 

administration of the sacraments. Extra-biblical ceremonies, rituals, signs, images, symbols, 

decorations, and gestures were removed so as to allow undistracted focus upon the ministry of 

the word and the God-ordained signs of the Lord=s Supper and baptism.  

The principle that worship must be “according to Scripture” has sometimes been called 

the “regulative principle” and has distinguished Reformed Protestantism from the less rigorous 

approach to the reform of worship pursued by the Lutherans and Anglicans. As the discussion 

was refined over time, elements, which were carefully limited (Scripture reading, sermon, prayer, 

                                                
21 Bucer, Grund und Ursach, 208; cf. 76, 174, 184, 185, 198, 204, 208, etc. 
22 Calvin, Institutes, IV.x.17, 1195. 
23 Ibid., IV.x.18, 1197. 
24 John Calvin, “The Necessity of Reforming the Church,” in Henry Beveridge (ed.) Selected Works of John Calvin: 
Tracts and Letters, Volume 1, Tracts, Part 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1983), 128. 
25 Ibid., 133. 
26 E.g. Calvin, Institutes, II.8.17; “On the Necessity of Reforming the Church,” in Selected Works of John Calvin, 
Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1844, 1983), 133; WCF XX1.1; Larger Catechism Nos. 108 & 109; the 
work of modern authors such as John Leith, Hughes Old, and Robert Godfrey, among others.  
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sung praise, and the administration of the sacraments, creeds) were distinguished from forms 

(types or shapes the elements might take) and circumstances (lighting, seating, building, time, 

etc.) where greater latitude was allowed.27 Still, Sola Scriptura meant in practice that the reform 

of worship was based on exhaustive biblical exegesis and careful theological formulation.  

 ii. Solus Christus and the reform of the eucharist – Since the Reformers understood that 

Christ’s atoning work was “finished” (John 19:30); that He died once for all time, and that His 

sacrifice was final and complete (Heb.10:12; 1 Pet. 3:19), the medieval understanding of the 

sacrament was transformed as well as the manner of its administration, and the identity of the 

administrator. Luther began to work out these principles in his On the Babylonian Captivity of 

the Church in 1520. He termed the “most dangerous of all” of Rome’s errors the common belief 

that the mass is a sacrifice which is offered to God.”28 He urged the church to “put aside 

whatever has been added to its original simple institution by zeal and devotion of men: such 

things as vestments, ornaments, chants, prayers, organs, candles, and the whole pageantry of 

outward things.”29 In his Formula Missae, his first reform of the mass (1523), he repudiates “all 

those things which smack of sacrifice” and retains only “those things which are pure and holy,”30 

though he later drew back from some of the implications of the new theology. 

Bucer in Grund und Ursach (1524) and the whole Reformed tradition went much further 

than Luther proved willing to go. Bucer, like Luther, vehemently insists that “it is the most 

abominable, most poisonous and most harmful insult and slander of  Jesus Christ our Lord and 

Saviour, to believe and to say that the priest in the Mass offers Him as a sacrifice.”31 He cites 

Hebrews 9:24-28, 10:12, 10:14, Isaiah 53:6-7, and a number of other basic texts, as he repeats 

                                                
27 See Terry L. Johnson, Reformed Worship, 30-32. 
28 Luther, “Babylonian Captivity,” 171.  
29 Ibid, 153. 
30 Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 111; cf. Luther, “Babylonian Captivity,” see especially 151-153. 
31 Bucer, Grund und Ursach, 69. 
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eight times in twelve pages (in our translation) that Christ’s sacrifice was “once-for-all.”32 Calvin 

speaks of the belief in the Mass as a sacrifice as “a most pestilential error” and “an unbearable 

blasphemy.” Indeed, “the cross of Christ is overthrown as soon as the altar is set up.” Christ’s 

sacrifice, Calvin says, citing Hebrews 9:12,26; 10:10,14,18 and John 19:30, “was performed only 

once and all its force remains forever.”33 The finality of Christ’s atonement is central to 

Reformed eucharistic theology. Writing a number of years later in the Book of Common Prayer 

(1547), Cranmer’s communion prayer of consecration underscores with dramatic redundancy the 

Reformed view: 

Almighty God our heavenly Father, which of Thy tender mercy did give thine 
only son Jesus Christ, to suffer death upon the cross for our redemption, who 
made there (by his one oblation of Himself once offered, a full, perfect and 
sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction for the sins of the whole world (my 
emphasis).34  

 

Bucer explains at length that the language of sacrifice, as well as gestures, clerical clothing, 

sanctuary furnishings, and rituals that implied sacrifice, had to be removed from the 

administration of the Lord’s Supper lest the external trappings of the eucharist contradict the 

Reformed (i.e. biblical) theology of the eucharist. The sacrifices that Christians offer, the 

Reformers argued, are sacrifices of praise offered on a spiritual altar in a spiritual house by a 

royal priesthood of all believers (1 Pet. 2:5; cf. Heb. 13:15; Pss. 50:12-15, 23; 116:17). Whatever 

implied or suggested sacrifice had to be eliminated from the liturgy. Altars were replaced by 

tables, priestly vestments were replaced by simple robes, and the term “priest” was replaced by 

the term “pastor” or “minister.” These alterations were more than mere changes in terminology. 

The whole job description of the clergy changed as the implications of Sola Scriptura began to 

                                                
32 Ibid, 80-92. 
33 Calvin, Institutes, IV.xviii.1-3, 1429-1431. 
34 Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 280. 
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be grasped. Calvin said, “The Lord has given us a table at which we may feast, not an altar on 

which a victim may be offered; He has not consecrated priests to sacrifice, but ministers to 

distribute a sacred ‘feast.’”35 That is to say, the eucharist, Reformed Protestantism has 

understood, is communal not mystical, a meal not a mass, a supper not a sacrifice, administered 

by a pastor, not a priest, on a table not an altar.  

iii. Sola fide and the reform of the reading and preaching of Scripture – The doctrine of 

justification by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone apart from works also implied 

significant changes in the manner of worship. Since believers are justified by faith, and since 

justifying faith “comes by hearing the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17), it became necessary for 

Scripture in the language of the people to have a prominent place in the worship of the church.36 

“The chief and greatest aim of any Service is to preach and teach God’s word,” said Luther in his 

introduction to his Deutsche Messe (1526).37 Vernacular services replaced the Latin mass; lectio 

continua reading and preaching (consecutive texts, picking up where one left off the previous 

time) replaced lectio selecta (texts selected according to the themes of the church calendar), or 

even extra canonical readings; congregational singing of Psalms and biblical hymns replaced 

monastic choirs singing incoherent versicles. The Reformers insisted that the reading, preaching, 

singing, and praying in worship had to be rich in Scriptural context, that the people might be 

sanctified by the truth (John 17:17). “In contrast with either the Catholic or Lutheran church, 

Reformed worship was characterized by a particular single-minded focus on the sacred text of 

the Bible as preached, read, and sung,” notes Reformation scholar Philip Benedict, “and by a 

zeal to eliminate all unscriptural elements from the liturgy.”38 

                                                
35 Calvin, Institutes, 4.18.12, 1440. 
36 See Luther, “Concerning the Ordering of Divine Worship in the Congregation,” cited in Thompson, 98. 
37 Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 129. 
38 Philip Benedict, Christ’s Churches Purely Reformed: A Social History of Calvinism (New Haven & London: Yale 
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iv. Sola gratia and the reform of prayer – “Grace alone” was emphasized by the 

Reformers beyond “faith alone” in order to guard the gospel from any encroachments of works-

based righteousness. The faith which saves is itself a “gift of God” (Eph. 2:8,9). Salvation is a 

product of the divine initiative beginning in eternity, accomplished in the person and work of 

Christ, and applied by the Holy Spirit. Upon this all the Reformers agreed. The agent of 

application, the One Who initiates redemption in the believer’s experience, is the Holy Spirit. 

Believers are born again by the Holy Spirit (John 3:5-8), confess Jesus as Lord (and are justified) 

by the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3; Rom. 10:9), receive the Spirit of adoption (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 

5:22,23), are sanctified by the Spirit (1 Pet. 1:2) and are kept or preserved by the power of God 

the Holy Spirit (1 Pet. 1:5). The application of the whole ordo salutis is a supernatural event. 

This understanding of the role of the Holy Spirit had a powerful impact on worship, leading to 

the above-mentioned “revolution in prayer” as dependence upon God the Spirit came to be 

expressed through what Hughes Old has called “a full diet of prayer.”39 Moreover, the internal 

and spiritual dimension of worship came to take precedence over the external and formal, 

simplicity over elaborate and ostentatious ritual and ceremony.  

v. Soli Deo Gloria and the revival of confidence in the ordinary means of grace – Carlos 

Eire argues that in the late Middle Ages access to divine power was sought through the cult of 

saints, relics, images, and pilgrimages. In Eire’s terms, the transcendent was sought through the 

imminent, the heavenly through the earthly, the spiritual through the material. 

 
Late medieval religion sought to grasp the transcendent by making it imminent: It was a 
religion that sought to embody itself in images, reduce the infinite to the finite, blend the 
holy and the profane, and disintegrate all mystery40 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
University Press, 2002), 490. 
39 Old, Worship, 173. 
40 Eire, War Against the Idols, 11. 



 16 

The Reformers protested, soli Deo gloria, to which might be added, urges Eire, the principle 

finitum non est capax infiniti, “the finite cannot comprehend the infinite.” John Leith explains 

that, “Reformed theology has resisted every effort to get control of God, to fasten the infinite and 

indeterminate God to the finite and the determinate whether it be images, or the bread and wine 

of the sacraments, or the structures of the church.”41 Negatively this meant the elimination of 

everything in the church’s external devotion that implied magic or the domestication of God: 

Marian devotion, the cult of saints, relics, images, pilgrimages, and the doctrine of 

transubstantiation. Positively, it meant an internalizing of piety and a simplified approach to God 

through the ordinary means of word, sacraments, and prayer.  

Soli Deo gloria effectively summarizes the Reformers concerns even as it elevates those 

concerns to the highest level. The reforms of worship were necessary, the Reformers argued, 

because God is glorified when His people worship “according to Scripture” and refuse to 

embrace human novelties and innovations. God is glorified when the church’s eucharistic 

practices affirm the finality and sufficiency of Christ’s atonement and in no way imply the need 

for its perpetual supplementation. God is glorified in word-filled worship services which 

underscore that justification is by personal faith in Christ alone and not by implicit faith in the 

church and her sacraments. God is glorified in prayer-saturated worship services which 

demonstrate dependence upon the Holy Spirit, rather than rituals and ceremonies, or in our day, 

on marketers, demographers, and entertainers. Historic Reformed worship, by its content, form, 

order, furnishings and buildings, provides an unmistakable witness to the central truths of the 

Christian faith: Scripture alone leads us to Christ alone, whom we receive by faith alone, as 

initiated by God’s grace alone, all to God’s glory alone. 

                                                
41 John H. Leith, Introduction to the Reformed Tradition, Revised Edition (Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1981), 74.  
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 The worship of the Reformed churches clearly was revolutionary, and just as clearly a 

direct product of the exegetical insights and theological reforms of the Reformed churches of 

which Calvin is the culmination. Though Luther proved to be “very conservative” in liturgical 

matters, as Bainton says, he wrote in The Babylonian Captivity of the Church of the need (in 

light of Protestant doctrines) to “alter almost the entire external form of the churches and 

introduce, or rather reintroduce, a totally different kind of ceremonies” (my emphasis).42 

Theological reform “demanded a reshaping of worship,” Hughes Old has argued.43 Reformed 

worship took the shape it did not because of the taste or cultural preferences or ethnicity of the 

Reformers, but because of the theology that lay behind it. Reformed worship gave expression to 

the convictions of Reformed theology. Another way of putting this is to say that one cannot 

understand Calvin the liturgist without first understanding Calvin the exegete, Calvin the 

historian, and Calvin the theologian. The Reformed churches purposefully designed worship 

services which were simple and spiritual, and which consisted of rich and substantial Bible 

content expressed through the limited number of essential elements because that is what 

Reformed theology required:  

• sequential expository preaching,  
• lectio continua Bible reading,  
• Psalm & hymn singing,  
• Scripture-rich prayers or invocation, confession, thanksgiving, illumination, 

intercession, and benediction, 
• the regular administration of the sacraments of the Lord=s Supper and baptism, 

understood covenantally.  
• Use of creedal summaries of Christian teaching 

 
 

                                                
42 Roland Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1950), 339; 
Luther, “Babylonian Captivity,” 152,153. 
43 Old, Reading & Preaching, Vol. 4, 74. 
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 A generation later the Westminster Directory for the Public Worship of God (1645) was 

produced by the Puritans of the Westminster Assembly.44 The aim of the English Puritans, 

evident in both the Middleburg Liturgy (1586), the Westminster Assembly’s Directory, and 

Baxter’s Savoy Liturgy (1661), was to restructure the worship of the Church of England 

according to the pattern of the best Reformed churches abroad. “Puritan apologetics were filled 

with citations to the liturgical ideas of the Reformed divines,” notes Thompson, who continues, 

“And the service-books themselves gave testimony, in title or preface, that a fellowship of 

worship ought to exist between ‘the Godly at home’ and ‘the Reformed Churches abroad.’”45 

The oft repeated notion that the English Puritans did not know the continental Reformed tradition 

cannot be sustained with any scholarly credibility. The Puritans generally, and the Westminster 

Divines specifically, were in regular communication with the continental Reformed theologians 

and brought to their work a profound knowledge of biblical, Patristic, Medieval, and 

Reformation era exegesis and practice.46 The Directory was somewhat freer in form than the 

Continental or Scottish liturgies. It recommended only the use of the Lord=s Prayer and perhaps 

the Apostles’ Creed as fixed or regular items in the order of service. Yet all the same elements 

may be identified.47 

                                                
44See bound with Westminster Confession of Faith (Glasgow: Free Presbyterian Publications, 1985), 369-394. Also 
Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 311-374. 
45 Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 319. 
46 On the question of continuity between the Puritans and Calvin, as well as the exegetical background to their work, 
see Muller and Ward, Scripture and Worship. Behind this brief work stands Mueller’s four volumes Post 
Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of Reformed Orthodoxy, c. 1520 to c. 1725 (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003). Mueller destroys the “Calvin against the Calvinists” school of thought and 
demonstrates development with continuity within the Reformed tradition, not discontinuity and change as many 
have assumed without verification.  
47 The authors of the Directory urge sequential expository preaching; lectio continua Bible reading (a chapter from 
each Testament); Psalm singing; Scripture-rich prayers: of praise, of confession of sin, of assurance of pardon, of 
intercession, and of illumination (all combined); of thanksgiving and consecration, and benediction; “frequent” 
administration of sacraments of the Lord=s Supper and baptism; and religious oaths or creeds (see also Westminster 
Confession of Faith XX1.5 and XX11.1) 



 19 

 Since the time of the Directory, Reformed worship has sometimes made less use of fixed 

forms (e.g. seventeenth – mid-nineteenth centuries) and sometimes more (mid-nineteenth to mid-

twentieth centuries). Yet the continuity seems clear enough. Still today, historic Reformed 

worship may or may not make limited use of “fixed forms” (e.g. Ten Commandments, 

Doxology, Gloria Patri, Apostles’ Creed, written prayers), yet it still aims to be biblical in its 

elements and content and reflect the finality of Christ’s completed work of atonement on the 

cross.48 

 Those who have insisted that no such thing as Reformed worship has ever existed, or that 

the Reformed faith is compatible with most any form (that is, style) of worship, typically fail to 

interact with the history or the theology. Historic Reformed worship arises out of and is an 

expression of the Reformed faith. It is what it is because Reformed convictions are what they are. 

 

Calvin’s Order 

 Calvin not only agreed with the broad liturgical implications of Protestant theology, but 

adopted the forms of his predecessors as well. Above all, it was Martin Bucer to whom Calvin 

was most indebted for his liturgical ideas.49 Calvin should be understood as a synthesizing rather 

                                                
48Tim Keller and R. J. Gore, Jr., both accuse traditionalists of Aoversimplification@ for asserting, as I do in the 
introduction to Leading in Worship, that there was 400 years of consensus as to what constituted Presbyterian 
worship. (Keller, AReformed Worship in the Global City,@ in D.A. Carson (ed), Worship By the Book [Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2002], 199; Gore, Covenantal Worship: Reconsidering the Puritan Regulative Principle 
[Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P & R Publishing, 2002], 1). Given that I elaborate considerably on the breadth of 
diversity within which that consensus has existed on pp 6-8 of the same work, this criticism seems unwarranted. 
Keller sees two distinct Reformed traditions, the Zwinglian/free church and the Calvinistic. Our point of difference 
would seem to be perspective. He sees discontinuity where I see continuity. The selection of Zwingli as a 
Afounder@ is curious. No one, after Bullinger, followed his example in eliminating singing from the church=s 
worship. By the end of the sixteenth century the Zwinglians were singing the Psalms and had become part of the 
larger Reformed movement. There is no Zwinglian tradition of worship per se. See Jeremy S. Begbie, Resounding 
Truth: Christian Wisdom in the World of Music (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 118. Reformed people have 
differed some (though mainly as a matter of preference) on the use of fixed forms (e.g. Apostles Creed, Lord=s 
Prayer), over the use of hymns in addition to Psalms, and over the use of musical instruments to accompany singing. 
Is this two traditions or one tradition within which there is a degree of diversity? 
49 LindaJo H. McKin, “Reflections on Liturgy & Worship in the Reformed Tradition,” in Donald K. Mckin, Major 
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than as a creative liturgist. He was able to glean the fruit of the previous twenty years of 

Protestant theological thought and liturgical activity and give it definitive form. The Geneva 

Psalter of 1542 with its Form of Prayers According to the Custom of the Ancient Church is 

properly seen as both the culmination of all the preceded and the pattern for all that followed it. 

Consequently Calvin is rightly seen as a liturgist of the highest order and greatest importance. 

Yet it must also be acknowledged that Calvin wrote very little on liturgy per se. No extended 

defense of or even explanation or the Genevan order aside from the rather short “Preface” or 

“Forward” to the Psalter,50 and an even briefer description in the Institutes was ever given.51 One 

may assume, given the importance of Bucer to Calvin’s liturgical ideals, that Calvin agreed with 

the reasoning found in Bucer’s Grund und Ursach (1524), his seminal defense of the reforms of 

worship in Strasbourg. Bucer covers in detail Reformed Protestantism’s concern for lectio 

continua reading and preaching of Scripture, biblical prayer, biblical hymnody, and the correct 

administration of the sacraments. Given that Calvin also had first hand experience of the order of 

service found in the Strasbourg Psalter of 1539, and largely based on his Genevan order upon it, 

this seems a safe assumption.  

 For Calvin, worship is the church’s worship, and worship is the context of the church’s 

ministry. “God is pleased to gather his sons,” says Calvin, into the bosom of the church “that 

they may be nourished by his help and ministry.”52 Calvin understands the church to be the 

institution in which the saints are “nourished” by God’s “help” and “ministry.” He says, 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
Themes in the Reformed Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 305.  
50 John Calvin, “Foreword to the Psalter” in Elsie Anne McKee (ed.), John Calvin: Writings on Pastoral Theology 
(New York: Paulist Press, 2001), or at http://www.fpcr.org/blue_banner_articles/calvinps.htm. 
51 Calvin, Institutes, IV.xvii.43, 1421. 
52 Ibid., IV.i.1, 1012. 
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For there is no other way to enter into life unless this mother conceive us in her 
womb, give us birth, nourish us at her breast, and lastly, unless she keep us under 
her care and guidance until, putting off mortal flesh, we become like angels.”53  

 

How does the church conceive, give birth, nourish, and keep her sons? Through her ministry of 

the word and sacraments. The “marks” of the true church are simply these: “wherever we see the 

Word of God purely preached and heard, and the sacrament administered according to Christ’s 

institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church of God exists.”54 

 Calvin in the Foreword to the Psalter speaks of three things commanded by God for 

spiritual assemblies: “the preaching of the word, the public and solemn prayers, and the 

administration of His sacraments.”55 His proof text? Acts 2:42. We now move on to examine his 

work in detail. 

 1. The invocation, or call to worship, Psalm 124:8, was taken from Farel’s Neuchâtel 

Service Book of 1533 as mediated to Calvin through Strasbourg. By the time of the Geneva 

Psalter, 1562, the call was preceded by the singing of a psalm.56 It may be that it became 

customary from the earliest days in Reformed churches to sing psalms as the people gathered.57 

 2. Prayers – Calvin explains from Matthew 21:13 (“house of prayer”) that “the chief part 

of (God’s) worship lies in the office of prayer.”58 For Calvin, prayer is “the chief exercise of 

faith.”59 The primary prayers for the Genevan service, the Prayer of Confession, the Prayer of 

Illumination, the Prayer of Intercession, and the Post-communion Thanksgiving were all 

                                                
53 Ibid., IV.i.4, 1016. 
54 Ibid., IV.i.9, 1023. 
55 Calvin, “Foreword” in McKee, Calvin, 92. 
56 McKee, John Calvin: Writings on Pastoral Piety, 100. 
57 This has been suggested by Hughes O. Old. 
58 Calvin, Institutes, III.xx.29, 892-893. 
59 Ibid., III.xx.1, 850. 
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borrowed from Strasbourg.60 “As for the Sunday prayers, I took the form of Strasbourg and 

borrowed the greater part of it,” said Calvin.61  

 3. Lectio continua reading and preaching of Scripture – This critical reform was 

instituted by Zwingli, followed by nearly all the Reformers, and mediated to Calvin through 

Strasbourg. Bucer had insisted upon lectio continua reading of Scripture in public worship. “As 

Calvin understands it,” says Hughes Old, “the reading and preaching of Scripture is to have a 

central place in the worship of the church; it is its primary responsibility.”62 

 4. Congregational singing of Psalms – Calvin recommended the singing of Psalms in the 

first edition of the Institutes in 1536, again in the Articles placed before the Geneva town council 

in 1537,63 and once more as a condition of his return to Geneva in 1541. Congregational singing 

had been overlooked by Zwingli and Zurich and Farel in Geneva prior to Calvin. Hymnody had 

become popular in Lutheran realms. A beginning to metrical psalmody had been made among 

the German-speaking congregations of Strasbourg, their 1539 Psalter having 18 metrical Psalms. 

But Louis Benson is surely right in saying that Psalmody, the distinctive contribution of the 

Reformed churches to the church’s songs, was “the conception of one man’s mind and the 

enterprise of one man’s will . . . it was the element . . . for which he found least sympathy among 

his colleagues and least preparation among the people.”64 The 1542 Geneva Psalter included 30 

Psalm texts written by Clement Marot, the leading French poet of the day, as well as five 

additional Psalm renderings by Calvin himself, several canticles, and Marot’s metrical versions 

                                                
60 Old, Patristic Roots, 93. 
61 Thompson, Liturgies, 189. 
62 Old, Reading & Preaching, Vol. 4, 133. 
63 This may be found in J.K.S. Reid (trans. & ed.), Calvin: Theological Treatises, Vol. XXII, The Library of 
Christian Classics (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1954) 47-55. 
64 Louis F. Benson, “John Calvin and the Psalmody of the Reformed Churches,” in Journal of the Presbyterian 
Historical Society (Vol. V., Nos. 1-3, March-September, 1909), 4. 
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of the Lord’s Prayer and Creed.65 By 1562 the Geneva Psalter had been completed, and became, 

arguably, the most influential “hymn book” ever written. Calvin’s will and vision was the 

determining factor in the publishing of metrical versions of whole psalms and the whole Psalter.  

 5. The administration of the Lord’s Supper. The sacraments are for Calvin (as they were 

for Augustine before him) “visible words” to which doctrine must be joined lest they become 

merely an exterior spectacle.66 The words of institution should be read and explanation given. 

“The sacrament requires preaching to beget faith,” Calvin maintains.67 Calvin followed the 

Strasbourg order with Explanation, Exhortation, Creed, Words of Institution, Distribution, 

Thanksgiving, Benediction. Calvin borrowed the Sursum Corda from Farel and introduced the 

“dismissal of the unrepentant.” His program for weekly communion, proposed in the “Articles” 

of 1537, was rejected by the Genevan Town Council in favor of monthly communion in one of 

Geneva’s three churches, that is, quarterly in each church. The Institutes, to the last edition, 

argue for weekly observance (4:17:44ff). As late as 1561 Calvin declared, “Our custom is 

defective.”68 Calvin’s service “remained an Ante-communion,” says Thompson, truncated, 

“standing in anticipation of the Holy Supper.”69 

 6. Liturgical Use of the Ten Commandments – Calvin followed the suggestion of Bucer in 

Grund und Ursach, singing it after the prayer of confession in the “Form of Prayers” of 1542 

(Strasbourg).70 Also Farel had used the Ten Commandments in La Maniere et Fasson 

(Neuchâtel, 1533) in connection with baptism. The Commandments did not make it into the 

                                                
65 Ibid, 57. 
66 Calvin, Institutes, IV.xiv.6, 1281. 
67 Ibid., IV.xiv.4, 1279; also IV.xvii.39, 1416. 
68 Thompson, Liturgies o f the Western Church, 190. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid., 191. 
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“Form of Prayers” of 1545 (Geneva), but they did become a feature of most subsequent 

Reformed liturgies. 

Calvin’s order of service may be outlined as follows: 

Ante-Communion     Communion 
Psalm (sung)      Communion exhortation (Geneva) 
Call to Worship - Psalm 124:6   Creed (sung) 
Confession of Sin     Prayer of Humble Access (Strasbourg) & the 
Absolution (Strasbourg)     Lord’s Prayer 
Singing of the First Table of the Law   Words of Institution 
 (Strasbourg)      Fencing of Table (Geneva) 
Prayer of Commitment    Exhortation to Believe God’s Promises 
Singing of the Second Table of the Law   Sursum Corda 
(Strasbourg)       Distribution of the Elements 
Psalm (sung)      Thanksgiving 
Prayer for Illumination    Psalm (Strasbourg)  
Scripture Reading     Benediction (Aaronic) 
Sermon 
Great Prayer and the Lord’s Prayer 
Psalm (sung) 
 

We note as well what is missing. The various liturgical responses of congregation in the 

medieval mass (usually spoken by priests or monks) have been removed. The sanctus (“Holy, 

holy, holy Lord . . .”), Kyrie eleison (“Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy), Gloria (“Glory to 

God in the highest . . . “), Sursum corda (“Lift up your hearts”), and other congregational 

responses (e.g. to the greeting, to Scripture readings), have been eliminated. In the Reformed 

service the congregation responds by singing. The deletions were made by Bucer in the 

Strausborg Psalter of 1526 and by Farel’s order, La Maniere et fasson in 1524, and were never 

restored by Reformed Protestants. 
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Liturgical Ethos 

 Finally we will look at what we’ll call Calvin’s liturgical ethos. Several key principles 

govern the tone of divine worship. 

 First, Calvin insists upon reverence in worship. The tone of the prayers and songs and 

sermons in Geneva was sober, serious, reverent. This can be illustrated by the language that he 

uses to describe the tunes which would be used in the singing of the psalms. The tunes, he says, 

should “be neither light nor frivolous, but have gravity and majesty, as Saint Augustine says.” 

Further, “There is a great difference between the music which one makes to entertain people at 

table and in their homes and psalms which are sung in the presence of God and his angels.”71 

The melody, he says, should be “moderated” in order “to carry gravity and majesty appropriate 

to the subject and even to be suitable for singing in the church.”72 What was true of the church’s 

song, was to be true of the entire service. Reverence is Calvin’s “first rule” or prayer and he 

denounces “levity that marks an excess of frivolity utterly devoid of awe.”73 The people kneeled 

for the confession of sin, the men with their heads uncovered.74 Sermons were to be preached 

with dignity and humility. 

 Second, services of public worship should be conducted with ritual simplicity. Simplicity 

was the hallmark of Calvin’s liturgical policy,” says Thompson.75 All the “shadowy symbols of 

the old dispensation,” all the “lifeless and theatrical trifles” of the medieval church, as Calvin 

called those things, and all external forms that encumbered spiritual worship were removed, that 

the word might be heard unhindered.76 Preaching was to be in a plain style. Ministers should 

                                                
71 John Calvin, “Foreword to the Psalter,” 1542, found in McKee (ed.) John Calvin: Writings on Pastoral Piety 
(Paulist Press: New York, 2003), 94.  
72 Calvin, “Foreword,” 94. 
73 Calvin, Institutes, III.xx.4,5, 853-854. 
74 Baird, Presbyterian Liturgies, 27; McKee, John Calvin, 100; Calvin, Institutes, III.xx.33, 897. 
75 Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 194. 
76 Ibid., 195; Calvin, Institutes, IV.xvii.43, 1421.  
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handle the Scripture with “modesty and reverence.”77 Public prayers were to be offered without 

“ostentation and chasing after paltry human glory.”78 Baptism was to be administered in 

simplicity, omitting the “theatrical pomp” of the Medieval service with its candles, chrism, 

exsufflations, spittle, exorcisms, etc., “which dazzle the eyes of the simple and deadens their 

minds.”79 No other ceremonies were to be allowed to distract the elect from those ordained by 

God. “Everywhere there is too much of processionals, ceremonies, and mimes,” Calvin 

complains. “Indeed,” he says, “the very ceremonies established by God cannot lift their head in 

such a great crowd, but lie as if crushed down.”80 Only as much ceremony was allowed as was 

necessary for the conducting of the service. In keeping with this the churches of Geneva were 

stripped of their pictures, statutes, and symbols; clergy traded their priestly vestments for black 

robes; altars were removed and replaced by plain communion tables; the various anointings and 

excommunications in connection with baptisms were eliminated; processionals, incense and 

extraneous gestures and postures were abolished. 

 Likewise the calendar was simplified. Saint’s days were eliminated and only the “Five 

Evangelical Feast Days” were retained: Christmas, Good Friday, Easter, Ascension Day, and 

Pentecost. Otherwise, the weekly Lord’s Day was to be the primary holy day of the Christian 

community.   

 Simplicity was closely associated with spirituality. Focus was to be on the heart, not right 

formulas, right rituals, or right ceremonies. Prayers were to be offered with “a single and true 

affection that dwells in the secret place of the heart.”81 Singing is to “spring from deep feeling of 

                                                
77 From Cavlin’s commentary on Luke 4:16, cited in Ronald S. Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Word and 
Sacrament (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1947), 119. 
78 Calvin, Institutes, III.xxx.30, 893. 
79 Ibid., IV.xv.19, 1319. 
80 Ibid., IV.xviii.20, 1448. 
81 Calvin, Institutes, III.xx.30, 893. 



 27 

heart” and with care “that our ears be not more attentive to the melody than our minds to the 

spiritual meaning of the words.”82 Simplicity facilitated the undistracted attention of the mind 

upon God’s word, and undistracted devotion of the heart upon Christ.  

 Third, public worship was to be characterized by both form and freedom. Fixed forms 

were provided in order to guarantee a degree of uniformity among the churches and in order to 

provide what we would call quality control. Bucer, initially a champion of liturgical latitude, 

later was overtaken by his concern for greater uniformity. He denounced the “deplorable 

differences” of practice and “detestable changes” made in the name of Christian Liberty.83 He 

grew to have a greater appreciation for the church as a community of discipline as well as love, 

and for the ordained ministry as the distinctive channel through which the means of grace are 

exercised. “The prevailing opinion of Strasbourg, an opinion which the Reformed Church has 

often reaffirmed, is that liturgical reform is not to be left to the illumination of individual pastors, 

but rather is a concern of the Church as a whole,” says Old.84 To the end of increased uniformity 

Bucer produced his Gesangbush in 1541, replacing a variety of hymn books then in use in the 

church. Calvin, in a letter to England’s Protector Somerset, approves of the English liturgy 

establishing “a certain form from which the ministers not be allowed to vary.” Prescribed forms 

may be provided, he said, “to help the simplicity and unskillfulness of some,” and to provide the 

“consent and harmony of the churches one with another.” Further, prescribed forms help restrain 

novelty.  By their use “the capricious griddiness and levity of such as affect innovations may be 

prevented.”85  

                                                
82 Ibid., III.xx.31,32, 894-895. 
83 Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 163. 
84 Old, Patristic Roots, 82, note 1. 
85 Baird, Presbyterian Liturgies, 23. 
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 Yet room was made for free prayers. The form of the prayer before the sermon, the 

prayer of illumination, was “left to the discretion of the Minister.”86 Also the public prayers of 

the weekday services as well as the afternoon service of the Lord’s Day were free. The minister 

was to use “such words in prayer as may seem to him good, suiting his prayer to the occasion, 

and the matter where he treats.”87 Baird sees the union of free prayer and prescribed forms as the 

“peculiar excellence of the Genevan worship.”88 

                                                
86 Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 199. 
87 Baird, Presbyterian Liturgies, 24. 
88 Ibid.; Thompson, Liturgies of the Western Church, 197. 


