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ABSTRACT. Amidst a growing renewal of interest in Calvinism and Calvin scholarship 

throughout the globe in the wake of John Calvin’s 500th anniversary of his birth (1509-2009), 

this article focuses on John Calvin’s early ecclesiological development. In contrast to advancing 

theories that Calvin developed his ecclesiological understanding of church discipline from ear- 

lier Anabaptist doctrines and leaders which he would have been exposed to intimately during 

his exile in Strasbourg (1538-1541), this article argues that Calvin had already determined and 

articulated a well-balanced and detailed understanding of the ban (church discipline) before 

his arrival in the protestant refuge city of Strasbourg. Further, this article argues that Calvin’s 

sojourn and interaction with Anabaptists in Strasbourg cannot adequately explain Calvin’s ec- 

clesiological understanding or increasing practice of Church discipline in Strasbourg or Gene- 

va, but rather displays a vivid disparity between Calvin and the Anabaptist position on the ban 

which Calvin denounces as false perfectionism.  

 

KEY WORDS: John Calvin, Anabaptists, Church Discipline, the Ban, Perfectionism 

 
 

Where John Calvin and the larger context of Anabaptists are concerned in 
the course of reformation history, one may concede the reality that there 
was truly “no love lost” between the two. As ardently as the predominant 
Anabaptist leaders directly attacked the magisterial reformed perspective of 
the Church, so John Calvin equally railed against the Anabaptists or “Cata- 
baptists” as he called them, displaying great theological disparity between 
the two on no less than thirteen doctrinal issues.1  

 
*  Teacher and pastor, MATTHEW HARDING is pursuing his PhD in Historical Theolo- 

gy from Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Ft. Worth TX and holds a D. 

Min. in Church Leadership. 
1 Calvin used the term “Catabaptists” pejoratively on several occasions in reference to 

the Anabaptists in his writings Psychopannychia (1534) and The Institutes of the Christian 

Religion (1536). The term Catabaptistae translates as “down” or “against” baptism and 
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Though there is a notable doctrinal divide between a large portion of re- 
formed and Anabaptist ecclesiology, Calvin was able to edify the Anabaptists 
on their consistent use of the “ban”, as a means of healthy church discipline. 
However, even on the matter of church discipline, Calvin strongly disa- 
greed with the reason and theological presumptions Anabaptists embraced 
as they practiced church discipline within their communities. In essence, o- 
ther than the doctrine of sola scriptura, there was little common ground be- 
tween the Genevan magisterial reformer and the various groups of Anabap- 
tists. Yet in spite of the historical evidence by Calvin’s own hand, noted 
scholars such as Robert M. Kingdon and G.H. Williams have intimated that 
Calvin may have been directly or indirectly influenced in Strasbourg by 
Anabaptists and those close to them such as Martin Bucer in his ecclesiologi- 
cal development of church discipline.2  

It is the purpose of this paper, however, to show that such an ecclesiolo- 
gical doctrinal development in Calvin—owing to an Anabaptist presence or 
practice of church discipline in Strasbourg, is unlikely. Thus, John Calvin’s 
sojourn and interaction with Anabaptists in Strasbourg cannot adequately 
explain Calvin’s ecclesiological understanding or increasing practice of 
Church discipline in Strasbourg or Geneva. Rather, this paper will demon- 
strate that prior to Calvin’s temporary stay in Strasbourg (1538-1540) he 
had already developed and articulated a precise biblical position on the doc- 
trine of church discipline and excommunication. Further, the author will 
argue that Calvin adamantly rejected the theological basis and spiritual 
presuppositions understood as “perfectionism” by which Anabaptists prac- 
 

refers to Calvin’s experience that the Anabaptists rejected infant baptism as a legitimate 

ordinance or proper practice of the biblical command of baptism. Willem Balke points 

out no less than thirteen areas in which Calvin was aware he differed with the Anabap- 

tists including the nature of the church, the role of discipline, infant versus believer's 

baptism, the rightful place of the oath, civil authority, taxes, laws, the problem of paci- 

fism, and opposition to tyranny. Willem Balke, Calvin and the Anabaptist Radicals (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981).  

2 Kingdon states, “Between his stays in Geneva, Calvin spent a few years in Strasbourg as 

the pastor of a congregation of French refugees. This [time] was undoubtedly the peri- 

od in which he became convinced of the need to introduce discipline into all Christian 

communities. One thing is sure: this idea played an essential part in the development 

of his thinking on his return to Geneva”. Robert M. Kingdon, “Calvin and Ecclesiasti- 

cal Discipline”, ed. by David Hall, Tributes to John Calvin (Phillipsburg, NJ: P and R, 

2010), 23. See also: G. H. Williams, The Radical Reformation (Kirksville, MO: Truman 

State Press, 2000), 898. Joyce C. Munro, ed., “The Anabaptists: Did You Know?” Chris- 

tian History and Biography. Radical Reformation. The Anabaptists 5 (1985): 6. John Horsch, 

“Church Discipline”, Mennonites in Europe (Halsey, OR: Rod and Staff, 1950), 348.  
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ticed church discipline and therefore would not and did not emulate an 
“Anabaptist” practice, but employed a method and means of church disci- 
pline entirely unique to Calvin.3  
 

Church Discipline Defined 

The biblical concept of church discipline, also called the “ban” or excommu- 
nication, among Anabaptists leaders was so crucial to their understanding of 
the Church proper that they considered church discipline as a third mark 
of the church.4 Thus, in the majority of Anabaptist leaders and writers, one 
finds a superfluity of doctrinal descriptions of the necessity for and practice 
of the ban within the local church. Comparably, John Calvin also wrote at 
length concerning his foundational understanding of the doctrine of church 
discipline. Early in his pastoral and theological career in Basel, Geneva, and 
in Strasbourg, Calvin wrote a number of treatises, catechisms, ecclesiastical 
ordinances, letters, and his first edition of the Institutes (1536) in which he 
delineated the biblical mandate, reasoning, and practice of church disci- 
pline through excommunication. 

 

Anabaptist Understanding of the Ban 

Within the Anabaptist ranks throughout Europe, the ban or excommunica- 
tion from the church was practiced through varying degrees of legalism to 
moderate chastisement, depending on the church leader. For example, Ul- 
rich Stadler was known for his harsh interpretation of the ban, demanding 
an undefiled community, while Menno Simons pleaded for a sensible and 
spirit-led approach to church discipline, urging husbands and wives not to 

 
3 “Perfectionism” refers to Calvin’s conception that the Anabaptists believed true Chris- 

tians could attain perfection by no longer sinning in this life. It is to the evangelical 

Anabaptists which Calvin addresses this false presumption of perfectionism, and not to- 

ward the more radical rationalists or Libertines who at times were unfairly consolida- 

ted under the banner of “Anabaptism”. K. H. Wyneken states that Calvin does not, 

however, “combine ideas from various theologies arbitrarily and facetiously. He knew 

how to distinguish between the perfectionism of the Libertines and of the Anabaptists, 

but he reduced them to a common denominator. Both believed that perfection is possi- 

ble in this present life. The Anabaptist rigorists saw perfection as an obtainable goal; 

the Libertine perfectionists started with perfection as a bestowed reality for believers”. 

K. H. Wyneken, “Calvin and Anabaptism”, Concordia Theological Monthly 36 (1965): 24. 

4 For a variety of definitions of the Church which demonstrate that discipline acts as a 

third mark of the true church, see Walter Klassen, Anabaptism in Outline (Scottdale, PA: 

Herald, 1981), chapter 5. 
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be separated or others kicked out of homes.5 The ban, a practice of exclu- 
ding a defiant parishioner from the faithful community of believers, is based 
on the scriptural command (Matthew 18:15-18), and included both the (1) 
“excommunication” from the church and her common table of the Lord’s 
Supper (communion), and (2) “shunning”, the total avoidance of said per- 
son in public (1 Corinthians 5:11). G. H. Williams states, “Baptism and the 
ban were the two keys controlling the entry to and the exit from the regene- 
rate church of Anabaptism. By [re]baptism one entered the church. By the 
ban the wayward member was extruded. Only the pure could participate in 
the communion of the celestial flesh of Christ”.6 

Anabaptist leader, Menno Simons, articulated a strong doctrinal position 
on the ban. Simons states: 
 

It is evident that a congregation or church cannot continue in the salutary doc- 

trine and in a blameless and pious life without the proper use of discipline. Even 

as a city without a wall and gates, or a field without an enclosure or fence, or a 

house without walls and doors, so is also a church without the true apostolic ex- 

clusion. For it would be open to all deceiving spirits, all godless scorners and 

haughty despisers, all idolatrous and insolent transgressors, yes to all lewd de- 

bauchers and adulterers, as is the case with all the great sects of the world. In my 

opinion it is a vital characteristic, an honor and a means of prosperity for a true 

church to practice with Christian discretion the true apostolic exclusion and to 

observe it carefully with vigilant love according to the teaching of the holy divine 

Scriptures.7  

 
Therefore, Anabaptist Christians were taught to gather themselves into pu- 
rified communities of true believers committed to the discipleship of Christ. 
Based on the preaching of God’s Word as the sole source of authority, these 
Anabaptist communities were defined sacramentally through the baptism of 

 
5 Ulrich Stadler wrote about total “exclusion” (ausschlusz) from the community of faith, 

holding that the exiled was not only banned but to be banished from the community 

entirely; to be expulsed inferred that the guilty would be cut off from all means of spi- 

ritual, social, and economic welfare. See Ulrich Stadler, Cherished Instructions on Sin, Ex- 

communication, and Community of Goods, ed. by G. H. Williams, Library of Christian Clas- 

sics, vol. 25 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1958), 274-284, and Menno Simons, On the 

Ban. Questions and Answers, ed. by G. H. Williams, Library of Christian Classics, vol. 25 

(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1958), 261-273. 

6 G. H. Williams (ed.), Spiritual and Anabaptist Writers, Library of Christian Classics, vol. 

25 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1958), 261. 

7 Menno Simmons. The Complete Works of Menno Simon (Elkhart, IN, 1871), 241.  
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mature believers and the administration of the Lord’s Supper. Thus, the 
“ban”, a combination of community exile and excommunication from the 
presence and blessings of Christ, was used to punish backsliders.  

Newly appointed Anabaptist leader, Michael Sattler scribed the Schleit- 
heim Confession in 1527 only a few months before his arrest and murder. In 
the seven main articles describing the commitment to biblical Anabaptist 
principles, principles which were to be a rallying point for the many new 
converts to Anabaptism in Switzerland, Sattler pays special attention to defi- 
ning the purpose and use of the ban. Sattler writes: 

 
Article 2: The ban should be used against all who have given themselves to the 

Lord and agreed to follow his commandments, and who have been baptized into 

the one body of Christ, letting themselves be called brother or sister, and who 

nevertheless sometimes slip and fall into error and sin, and have been unknow- 

ingly overtaken. These people should be admonished twice privately and the 

third time should be punished or banned publicly, before the whole community, 

according to the command of Christ, [Matthew 18:1-18]. This banning should 

take place, according to the ordinance of the spirit [Matthew 5:23), before the 

breaking of bread, so that we are all of one mind, and in one love may break 

from one bread and eat and drink from one cup.8 

 
Thus, for Sattler, the ban is weighed as a true punishment relating to the 
concept of separation and exile. Sattler further writes in the fourth article of 
the Schleitheim Confession, “we have agreed that a separation should take 
place from the evil which the devil has planted in the world. We simply will 
not have fellowship with evil people, nor associate with them, nor partici- 
pate with them in their abominations”.9 

Further, another critical element which comprises the use of the ban is 
that it is carried out between two covenanted (baptized and confessed) 
members of the same local church. Thus, the authority to use the ban on 
another is rooted in the agreement accepted by every member of that local 
church to submit one’s self under both the church’s and pastor’s spiritual 
authority. Balthasar Hubmaier states, “On what basis may a brother use this 
power over another? On the basis of the baptismal vow whereby man sub- 
mits himself to the church with all its members. And what if the reproved 
sinner not amend? Then the church has the power and right to exclude 

 
8 The Schleitheim articles (1527): As quoted in The Radical Reformation, ed. by Michael G. 

Baylor (Cambridge: Cambridge Press, 1991), 174. 

9 Ibid., 176. 
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him as a perjurer and an oath-breaker and to put him under ban”.10 Hub- 
maier continues: 

 
The [ban] is an exclusion and separation of such a nature that from then on no 

Christian may have fellowship with such a man, not in words, meat or drink, in 

grinding or baking, or in any other way. He must consider him as a heathen and 

publican; that is an offensive, disorderly, and poisoned soul, who is bound and 

given over to the devil. One must avoid him and flee from him, lest by fellowship 

with him the whole church visible be evil spoken of, shamed, despised and de- 

teriorated through his evil example. Rather a man is to be shocked through this 

punishmen1 that he may examine himself, and die to his sins. For truly as God 

lives what the church binds or looses on earth is bound or loosed in heaven.11 

 
Pilgram Marpeck, in his writings, also defines the ultimate purpose for the 
ban, underlying the unity and purity of the church. Marpeck states, “The 
other members of the body of Christ experience great pain and suffering, 
for at stake is a member of the body of Christ the Lord. They must lose a 
member in order that the other members, who are well are not hurt and 
the whole body destroyed”.12 Continuing his reason, Marpeck resumes, “If, 
however, it allows the body no rest, nor improves by any medicine from the 
Lord Jesus Christ, through suffering and pain, it must be cut off in order 
that the other members of the body of Christ remain healthy in the fear and 
love of God and the neighbor, to whom alone the judgment to retain and to 
forgive sin has been committed”.13 Menno Simons adds, “But those whom 
we cannot raise up and repentingly revive by admonition, tears, warning, 
rebuke, or by any other Christian services and godly means, these we 
should put forth from us, and not without great sadness and anguish of 
soul, sincerely lamenting the fall and condemnation of such a straying bro- 
ther; in this way the ban is a great work of love”.14 

 

 
10 Balthasar Hubmaier, “A Christian Instruction”, Anabaptism in Outline, ed. by Walter 

Klassen (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1981), 214.  

11 Ibid., 214.  

12 Pilgram Marpeck, “Judgment and Decision”, The Writings of Pilgram Marpeck (Scottdale, 

PA: Herald Press, 1978), 357. 

13 Ibid., 357. 

14 Menno Simons, “Admonition on Church Discipline”, Complete Works on Menno Simons, 

ed. by J. C. Wenger (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1956), 413. 
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Calvin’s Understanding of the Ban 

As early as 1536, Calvin had articulated a well-developed doctrine on 
church discipline within his burgeoning ecclesiology.15 In Calvin’s exegesis 
of the Apostles’ Creed found in his first edition of the Institutes, he unpacks the 
need for and nature of proper church discipline in the form of excommuni- 
cation. Calvin states: 

 
For this use have excommunications been instituted, in order that those may be 

withdrawn and expelled from the gathering of the believers who, falsely preten- 

ding faith in Christ, by worthlessness of life and unbridled license of sinning, are 

nothing else than a scandal to the church, and therefore unworthy to boast in 

Christ’s name (1 Corinthians 5:1-5; Matthew 18:15-19; 1 Timothy 1:20]. First: 

lest they be named among Christians with reproach to God, as if his holy church 

would be a conspiracy of evildoers and publicly wicked men; second, lest by fre- 

quent intercourse they corrupt others by the example of a perverse life; finally, 

that they may commence to repent, confounded by shame, and from that repen- 

tance they may at last learn to “wise up”.16 

 
Calvin also frequently noted the use and necessity of excommunication for 
maintaining a healthy church. In his answer and refutation of the Schleitheim 
Articles against the Anabaptist understanding of the ban, Calvin states, “We 
do not deny that the ban is a sound and holy order; not only useful but also 
necessary in the church… We constantly teach that the ban, which has been 
ordained by Jesus Christ, ought to be used; and we maintain that it is a ne- 

 
15 In Calvin’s Genevan Confession (1536), he states concerning excommunication: “Because 

there are always some who hold God and his Word in contempt, who take account of 

neither injunction, exhortation nor remonstrance, thus requiring greater chastisement, 

we hold the discipline of excommunication to be a thing holy and salutary among the 

faithful, since truly it was instituted by our Lord with good reason. This is in order that 

the wicked should not by their damnable conduct corrupt the good and dishonor our 

Lord, and that though proud they may turn to penitence. Therefore we believe that it 

is expedient according to the ordinance of God that all manifest idolaters, blasphe- 

mers, murderers, thieves, lewd persons, false witnesses, sedition mongers, quarrelers, 

those guilty of defamation or assault, drunkards, dissolute livers, when they have been 

duly admonished and if they do not make amendment, be separated from the commu- 

nion of the faithful until their repentance is known”. Jean Calvin, “The Confession of 

Faith” (1536), Calvin. Theological Treatises, ed. by J. K. S. Reid, Library of Christian 

Classics, vol. 22 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1954), 31. 

16 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536), Ford Lewis Battles, trans. (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), II.26. 
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cessary means for preserving the church”.17 Calvin continues, “We confess 
that it is certainly an imperfection and an unfortunate stain in a church 
where this order [excommunication] is absent… And when the ban is not 
practiced at all, then the true form of the church is to that extant disfi- 
gured”.18 

Further, in Calvin’s Instruction in Faith (1537), his first Genevan Cate- 
chism which contained a cursory summary of his Institutes and acted as a 
primer on the necessities of Christian faith, he outlines the bitter necessity 
and spiritual reality of excommunication in the local church. Calvin writes: 

 
Excommunication is the act whereby those who are manifestly fornicators, adul- 

terers, thieves, homicides, misers, robbers, iniquitous, pernicious, voracious, 

drunkards, seditious, and prodigal (if they do not amend themselves after ha- 

ving been admonished) are, according to God’s commandment, rejected from 

the company of believers. The Church does not thereby cast them into perpetual 

ruin and despair. She simply condemns their ways of life and their manners, 

and, if they do not correct themselves, she makes them already certain of their 

condemnation. Now this discipline is necessary among believers because, as the 

Church is the body of Christ, she must not be polluted and contaminated by 

such stinking and rotten members. This discipline is profitable also to the latter 

themselves that their malice be thereby thus chastised; this disciplinary provision 

confuses them with shame and teaches them to amend themselves. When this re- 

sult is obtained, the Church with kindliness will receive them again in her com- 

munion and in the participation of that union from which they had been exclu- 

ded.19 

  
Akin to the Anabaptist understanding of the foundational ecclesiological na- 
ture of the ban, Calvin also held that the mark of church discipline was vital 
to a proper conception of the true Church. As newly appointed pastor in 
Geneva in 1537, Calvin preceded to re-organize the church and city in Ge- 
neva toward a biblical practice of church discipline. Describing the founda-
tional role discipline assumes for the very existence of Christ’s Church on 
the earth, Calvin states:  

 

 
17 John Calvin, Treatises Against the Anabaptists and Against the Libertines, ed. by Benjamin 

W. Farley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 60. Cf. Institutes, 4.12.1. 

18 Ibid., 60. 

19 John Calvin, Instruction in Faith (1537), trans. by Paul T. Fuhrmann (Louisville: West- 

minster John Knox, 1977), 72. 
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Having then considered that a Church cannot retain its true condition without 

observing this ordinance [excommunication], and that it is greatly to be feared 

that contempt of it may be punished by the mighty vengeance of God, the expe- 

dient thing seemed to us to be what was committed to the Church and exercised 

according to the rule which we have in Scripture.20 

 
Unfortunately for Calvin and William Farel, it was this strong conception 
for the necessity of enforceable church discipline to bring order to the city 
and Geneva’s churches which set the stage for their subsequent political de- 
mise and eventual expulsion from Geneva.21 

However strong a tone Calvin takes in the enforcement of the church 
ban, he also shows his pastoral heart and the caution by which one should 
proceed enacting the ban. For Calvin, the base motivation for the tempora- 
ry ban was biblical restoration. Accordingly, Richard De Ridder holds that 
“Calvin nowhere compromises the duty of fellow believers to accept and 
practice the responsibility they have to one another when a member falls 
into sin. Indeed, he remains firm in the conviction that the major goal of 
discipline is the salvation of sinners, through whose recovery God receives 

 
20 Jean Calvin, “The Genevan Articles of Organization” (1537), ed. by J. K. S. Reid, Cal- 

vin. Theological Treatises, Library of Christian Classics, vol. 22 (Philadelphia: Westmin- 

ster, 1954), 52. Calvin continues: If it be found that such remonstrances have no result, 

he must be advised that his obstinacy will be reported to the Church. And then if he  

recognizes his error, how great is the profit of this discipline! If he does not attend to 

it, the time has come when the minister appointed by those who are in charge of the 

case should announce publicly in the assembly what has been done to bring him to 

amendment and all without result. By then it will be realized whether he will persevere 

in hardness of heart, and this is the time for excommunication. That is to say, he is to 

be held as expelled from the company of Christians and left in the power of the devil 

for his temporal confusion, until he give good evidence of his penitence and amend- 

ment; and as sign of this he is to be barred from the communion of the Supper, and 

denounced to other believers that they have no intimate dealings with him. But he is 

never to omit coming to sermon to receive teaching, in order to prove whether it will please the Sa- 

vior to touch his heart and turn him into the right path (Italics added for Emphasis), 52.  

21 For a detailed account of the proceedings immediately before Calvin and Farel are dis- 

missed from Geneva in 1538, see William J. Bouwsma, John Calvin. A 16th Century Por- 

trait (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 191ff. Bernard Cottret, Calvin. A Biogra- 

phy (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1995); Bruce Gordon, Calvin (New Haven: Yale, 2009); 

and a detailed bibliography for this event is found in Herman J. Selderhuis, The Calvin 

Handbook (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009) among others. 
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his glory and the church is freed of offenses”.22 Exercising caution toward 
the ban, Calvin likewise declares: 

 
Let us not claim for ourselves more license in judgment, unless we wish to limit 

God’s power and confine his mercy by law. For God, whenever it pleases him, 

changes the worst men into the best, engrafts the alien, and adopts the stranger 

into the church. And He does this to frustrate men’s opinion and restrain their 

rashness—which venture to assume for themselves a greater right of judgment 

than is fitting… Consequently, though ecclesiastical discipline does not permit us 

to live familiarly or have intimate contact with excommunicated persons, we 

ought nevertheless to strive by whatever means we can, whether by exhortation 

and teaching or by mercy and gentleness, or by our own prayers to God, that 

they may turn to a more virtuous life and may return to the society and unity of 

the church.23 

 
In his lengthy discussions toward the right perception of the nature of the 
true church, Calvin as a young pastor and theologian articulates a precise 
and developed understanding of church discipline. Well before his three-
year sojourn in Strasbourg (1538-1541), where he would have intimate con- 
tact with Anabaptist leaders and churches, Calvin delineated a highly e- 
volved and comprehensive biblical doctrine of church discipline. Being not 
only a theologian but also pastor, Calvin demonstrated his compassion and 
ultimate desire to see the spiritually wayward fully restored to the Church 
through means of the temporary ban.  

Calvin attacks the Anabaptist use of the ban, seeing it as a form of pu- 
nishment rather than a gracious tool of correction toward the restoration of 
the soul. Echoing Calvin’s sentiments, Benjamin Farley notes, “To use the 
ban as the Anabaptists wish is to turn it into a form of punishment rather 
than a means of grace. Christ came to forgive sin. The state exists to punish 
sin. But the Anabaptist use of the ban makes Christ the punisher”.24 Thus, 
an initial observation into the differences between how the Anabaptists un- 
derstood and practiced the ban in contrast with Calvin reveals a fundamen- 
tal difference in both motivation and biblical presupposition. 
 

 
22 Richard R. DeRidder, “John Calvin’s Views on Discipline”, Articles on Calvin and Calvi- 

nism, ed. by Richard Gamble (New York: Garland, 1992), 300. 

23 Calvin, Institutes (1536), II.27. 

24 Farley, Treatises, 30. 
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Calvin’s Problem with Anabaptist Understanding of the Ban 

As Calvin reflected upon the sectarian Anabaptists of his day, he understood 
that they based their ecclesiology both in theory and in practice on a faulty 
biblical assumption of perfectionism.25 For Calvin, the erroneous conception 
of spiritual perfectionism as a foundational element to Anabaptist ecclesiolo- 
gy unfortunately led them to separate from the true mother Church and in 
turn, practice harmful, punitive, and non-restorative church discipline.26 
Calvin scholar K. H. Wyneken states:  
 

[For Calvin] the error at the bottom of their sectarianism and puritanism was a 

misguided perfectionism, the claim that believers no longer sin. If anyone fea- 

ture of Calvin’s views [toward Anabaptists] stands out, it might be his belief that 

the faulty perfectionism of most of the sectarians cast its shadow over their theo- 

logy. It affected both their attitude toward civil authority and their ecclesiology, 

not to mention whatever adverse affect it may have had on their personal beliefs 

and piety. This is perhaps the outstanding insight developed with consistency in 

the anti radical polemics of the Institutes.27  

 

Anabaptists as Separatists 

Calvin began his polemical treatises against the evangelical Anabaptists 
highlighting their conception of the church as the pure, perfected commu- 
nity of saints. Since the Anabaptists believed that a third mark of the true 
Church was the ban, anywhere they did not see it practiced among chur- 
ches they immediately rejected those churches (and leaders within them);28 
 
25 See footnote 4. The author realizes that Calvin’s perception of Anabaptist practice of 

the ban may not have been intrinsically linked to all evangelical Anabaptists’ under- 

standing of perfectionism; rather, the author is attempting to demonstrate that Calvin 

was convinced through his personal contacts with Anabaptist leaders and churches, let- 

ters, and mutual friends that the majority of Anabaptists held to a false biblical concept- 

tion of perfectionism which erroneously led them to separate from the Church and 

practice the ban as punishment to the ultimate spiritual harm of the guilty. Hence, Cal- 

vin would never have considered himself linked with or influenced by Anabaptist eccle- 

siology. 

26 Calvin’s focal problem with Anabaptists is based on the reality that they have separated 

from the true church, causing disunity and confusion among evangelical believers and 

allowing for more generalized attack from the papists. Calvin believes that the main 

reason for this bold separation of the Anabaptists from the true Church lies in the mis- 

taken ideal that Christians are to be perfect in all aspects in this life, being summarily 

excommunicated from the church if they fail in the least to uphold a life of perfection. 

27 Wyneken, “Calvin and Anabaptism”, 12. 

28 Twentieth century scholars Richard Stauffer, Willem Balke, and Benjamin Farley, each 

held that Calvin so disliked the biblical characterization of perfectionism as it causally 
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Calvin remarked that the Anabaptists even associated the reformed church 
with the Antichrist because church discipline was not regularly enforced 
throughout.29 Subsequently, Calvin chastises the Anabaptists for separating 
from the Reformed Church to form their own pure and local expressions of 
the community church based on their “faulty” biblical presumptions.30 

In the first edition of the Institutes (1536), Calvin’s initial conception of 
the Church centered on the idea that the Church of Christ consists of a uni- 
fied and catholic society because “there could not be two or three 
churches… They are dependent on one Head and they also grow together 
into one body, being joined and knit together”.31 Calvin refers to the 
Church as the “mother of believers” and “the mother of us all;”32 Calvin uti- 
lizes this spiritual analogy to indicate the utter faithlessness of those who 

 
related to Anabaptist church discipline that he refused to raise church discipline to the 

rank of a third true mark of the church, following the Word rightly preached and the 

Ordinances rightly administered. Farley relates that Stauffer credits Calvin with the re- 

alization that “the Anabaptists had made the ban a defining characteristic of the 

church. This introduced a form of perfectionism that Calvin inveighed against; hence 

he avoided the snare of making discipline a ‘third mark’ of the church”. John Calvin, 

Treatise against the Anabaptists and Libertines, ed. and trans. by Benjamin W. Farley 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1982), 28. See Richard Stauffer, “Zwingli et Calvin: Critiques de 

la Confession de Schleitheim”, ed. by Marc Lienhard, The Origins and Characteristics of 

Anabaptism (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff. 1977), 134.  

29 Willem Balke, Calvin and the Anabaptist Radicals (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 114. 

Calvin understands first-hand that the Anabaptists have withdrawn from the churches 

in Geneva and Strasbourg, noting their disgust at the tolerance of “unfit” or known 

sinners being allowed participation in communion. Calvin states, “They separate them- 

selves from the churches in which the doctrine of God is purely preached, taking this 

pretext: that they do not care to participate in the pollution committed therein, be- 

cause those who ought to be excommunicated have not been banished. Calvin, Trea- 

tises, 57. 

30 Calvin expends enormous energy in polemicizing the Anabaptists through a massive 

restructuring of his second edition of the Institutes (1539) [Balke surmises that the en- 

tire first section of book four of the Institutes is “directed specifically against the Ana- 

baptist denial that a church exists when it is not completely pure. It also offers a serious 

rebuke to the sectarian claims of superiority” (Balke, 117)], his initial publishing of Psy- 

chopannychia (1534) published in 1542, and through his Brief Instruction (1544) in the 

Treatises Against the Anabaptists. The point being that Calvin saw immense danger in the 

form of sectarianism based on poor theology which the Anabaptists believed and prac- 

ticed and he felt spiritually obligated to castigate theologically the radicals, while at- 

tempting vigorously to bring them back into the established “Mother” Church. 

31 Calvin, Institutes (1536), 4.1.  

32 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul to the Galatians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2009), 141. 
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would separate and reject the established and unified Church, especially 
since “while we remain within the bosom of the church, the truth will always 
abide with us”.33 In the Institutes, Calvin then distinguishes between depar- 
tures in doctrine and in life; concurrently Calvin held that separation was 
permissible only when the main points of doctrine are at issue, such as he 
and the other magisterial reformers exemplified in leaving the Roman Ca- 
tholic Church. For Calvin, the Anabaptists had no true doctrinal foundation 
for separation.34 

It is in the context of the argument concerning the unity of the church 
and the necessity to remain true to its divine form that Calvin first mentions 
the dual image of the invisible and visible church (ecclesia visbilis). Calvin 
states, “How we are to judge the church visible, which falls within our 
knowledge, is, I believe, already evident from the Scripture”.35 Calvin holds 
that the invisible Church is the Church as it really is before God, the True 
and Righteous Judge who sees and judges perfectly the lives of men; the vi- 
sible church, then, is the church as it appears to man. Calvin elaborates: 

 
In this Church there is a very large mixture of hypocrites, who have nothing of 

Christ but the name and outward appearance: of ambitious, avaricious, envious, 

evil-speaking men, some also of impure lives, who are tolerated for a time, either 

because their guilt cannot be legally established, or because due strictness of dis- 

cipline is not always observed. Hence, as it is necessary to believe the invisible 

Church, which is manifest to the eye of God only, so we are also enjoined to re- 

gard this [visible] Church which is so called with reference to man, and to culti- 

vate its communion.36 

 
Thus, as the foundational concept of his vision for the visible Church—ex- 
pressed through local churches around the world—Calvin accepts the reali- 

 
33 Ibid., 141.  

34 The official ministry of the Word and the sacraments, according to Calvin, must be em- 

phasized more strongly: “In this way we preserve for the universal church its unity, 

which devilish spirits have always tried to sunder” (4.1.9). Calvin condemns every ten- 

dency toward separation, believing that Separation is the work of the devil: “For there 

is nothing that Satan plots more than to… drag us away from the church” (4.1.11). 

“For the Lord esteems the communion of his church so highly that he counts as a trai- 

tor and apostate from Christianity anyone who arrogantly leaves any Christian society, 

provided it cherishes the true ministry of Word and sacraments” (4.1.10). 

35 All subsequent references to Calvin’s Institutes, editions 1539 and later will be cited sim- 

ply as: Institutes, 4.11.1.  

36 Institutes, 4.1.7. 
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ty that the church discernible will always be comprised of the lost, the saved 
(elect), and those believers who struggle to maintain a life of purity needing 
the church’s help. Since these visible churches each preach the Word and 
rightly administer the sacraments, they belong to the one true invisible and 
“mother” Church, who is called the bride of Christ (Revelations 19:7). Cal- 
vin attacks the Anabaptists for propagating that any church which does not 
practice church discipline can be considered pure or part of the true 
church. Calvin states, “If the ban is not practiced at all, then the true form 
of the church is to that extant disfigured. But this is not to say that the 
church is wholly destroyed and the edifice no longer stands, for it retains 
the teaching on which the church must be founded”.37  

In all of Calvin’s writings toward biblical excommunication, he advances 
that greater improvement must be made toward reconciling local churches 
to the biblical mandate of faithful church discipline; yet, he holds the Ana- 
baptists guilty of dissention and needless separation based on false percep- 
tions that the true church is comprised of and must remain pure with per- 
fect saints. Calvin adamantly concludes his thought on the form of the true 
church as it relates to unity and perseverance stating, “the pure ministry of 
the Word and pure mode of celebrating the sacraments are… sufficient 
pledge and guarantee that we may safely embrace as church any society in 
which both these marks exist… We must not reject it so long as it retains 
them, even if it otherwise swarms with many faults”38 Calvin later posits, 
“Until the Day of Judgment, they are vainly seeking a church besmirched 
with no blemish… Rather, how much more important both the ministry of 
the Word and participation in the sacred mysteries are for the gathering of 
the church than the possibility that this whole power may be dissipated 
through the guilt of certain ungodly men”.39 Balke concludes, “In this way 
Calvin takes his stand in opposition to the separatism of the Anabaptists, 
who wanted to strive for a church made up only of perfecti, or an ecclesia per- 
fecta”.40  

 
37 Calvin, Treatises, 60. 

38 Institutes, 4.1.12. 

39 Institutes, 4.1.13; 4.1.16. 

40 Wyneken theorizes that Calvin’s theological distinction of invisible and visible churches 

may be due in part to a reaction against the Anabaptists’ insistence of a pure or perfect 

church. He states, “The distinction between visible and invisible church might have 

been Calvin’s answer to the Anabaptist insistence on the church as a purified, free, vo- 

luntaristic association of gathered saints, thus tending to externalize the church. For 
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Perfectionism and the Ban 

Rivaled with Calvin’s disenchantment toward Anabaptist separatist tenden- 
cies was his distaste for the legalistic rigor placed upon Christians within 
Anabaptist communities. More than simple piety or striving toward godli- 
ness, Calvin felt the idea of spiritual perfectionism was a gross mispercep- 
tion of the Bible’s teachings and was the fruit of faulty presuppositions on 
behalf of both evangelical and Libertine Anabaptist leaders. At stake for Cal- 
vin was the real opportunity for full restoration or initial salvation in the 
lives of those who had been banned from Anabaptist communities. 

Comparing the Anabaptists of his day to the Cathari, Novatianists, and 
Donatists of old, Calvin equates these groups’ false notion of “perfect” spiri- 
tual attainment on the earth with the damaging and impractical optimism 
found in faulty perfectionism, which he adduced to the Anabaptist practice 
of the ban. Calvin states: 
 

The Novatians, in ancient times, agitated the Churches with this dogma, but in 

our day, not unlike the Novatians are some of the Anabaptists, who have fallen 

into the same delirious dreams. For they pretend that in baptism, the people of 

God are regenerated to a pure and angelical life, which is not polluted by any 

carnal defilements. But if a man sin after baptism, they leave him nothing except 

the inexorable judgment of God. In short, to the sinner who has lapsed after re- 

ceiving grace they give no hope of pardon, because they admit no other forgive- 

ness of sins save that by which we are first regenerated.41 

 
Calvin the church consisted, it is true, of saints but with sinners and hypocrites still hid- 

den amidst the saints”. Wyneken, “Calvin and Anabaptism”, 10. 

41 Institutes, 4.1.23. Calvin Continues: Our indulgence ought to extend much farther in 

tolerating imperfection of conduct. Here there is great danger of falling, and Satan 

employs all his machinations to ensnare us. For there always have been persons who, 

imbued with a false persuasion of absolute holiness, as if they had already become a 

kind of aërial spirits, spurn the society of all in whom they see that something human 

still remains. Such of old were the Cathari and the Donatists, who were similarly infatu- 

ated. Such in the present day are some of the Anabaptists, who would be thought to 

have made superior progress … For where the Lord requires mercy they omit it, and 

give themselves up to immoderate severity. Thinking there is no church where there is not 

complete purity and integrity of conduct, they, through hatred of wickedness, withdraw 

from a genuine church, while they think they are shunning the company of the ungod- 

ly. They allege that the Church of God is holy. But that they may at the same time un- 

derstand that it contains a mixture of good and bad, let them hear from the lips of our 

Savior that parable in which he compares the Church to a net in which all kinds of fis- 

hes are taken, but not separated until they are brought ashore. Calvin, Institutes, 4.1.13 

(Italics added for emphasis).  
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Contrastingly, Calvin notes, “In bearing with imperfections of life we 
ought to be far more considerate”.42 Calvin advances the spiritual reality 
that the church has always contained those hidden deceivers and liars, yet 
that it was up to God’s perfect scrutiny and impeccable judgment to discern 
between the wheat and tares (Matthew 13). Calvin notes that the Corinthian 
church was full of those erring believers, yet Paul still held the Corinthian 
society of believers as a true church. 

Calvin’s love for the holiness of the church was always limited by his re- 
jection of rigorism, the exacting of punishment for those failing to maintain 
perfection in life.  

However good, beneficial and salutary the Church may be, Calvin hesita- 
ted to overstate the necessity of the individual’s personal holiness as a direct 
correlation to the church’s purity and perfection. Since Calvin held that the 
church’s holiness and purity are derived directly from Christ, he under- 
stood that individual Christians are constantly on the journey toward grea- 
ter holiness as they appropriate Christ’s grace and spiritual power. For Cal- 
vin, the true Church, the visible Church, consisted of those who had been 
saved and yet not glorified. Calvin did not demand perfection of the belie- 
ver as a prerequisite for communion, nor condition to remain within fellow- 
ship of the church. Reflecting on the holiness of the church, Calvin ob- 
serves, “If we are not willing to admit a church unless it be perfect in every 
respect, we leave no church at all”.43 

Balke comments, “No matter how much Calvin may be considered the 
theologian of sanctification, he hesitates to set up a criterion of holiness for 
the church”.44 Calvin concludes, “Therefore let that serve us as a warning 
that whenever, under the pretext of a zeal for perfection, we cannot tolerate 
any imperfection, either in the body or the members of the church, then 
the devil inflames us with pride and seduces us through hypocrisy to leave 

 
42 Institutes, 4.1.13. 

43 Calvin, Institutes, 4.1.17. It is true, indeed, as Paul says, that Christ “loved the church, 

and gave himself for it, that he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water 

by the word, that he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or 

wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish” (Ephesians 

5:25–27). Nevertheless, it is true, that the Lord is daily smoothing its wrinkles, and wi- 

ping away its spots. Hence it follows, that its holiness is not yet perfect. Such, then, is 

the holiness of the Church: it makes daily progress, but is not yet perfect; it daily ad- 

vances, but as yet has not reached the goal. 

44 Balke, Calvin and the Anabaptist Radicals, 113. 
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the flock of Jesus Christ, knowing that he has won everything when he has 
withdrawn us from the church.45  
 

Conclusion 

From the very beginning of Calvin’s ecclesiological understanding of the 
ban, he felt that the reformed church should take a firm stand and re-initi- 
ate excommunication in every local body, where the church—not the 
state—handled all biblical and sinful issues unrelated to civil crime. Unique 
to Calvin, however, was the concept of the consistory, a separate spiritual 
body of elected men and pastors to oversee the ban within a city or church 
parish. Perhaps more than any other magisterial reformer, Calvin under- 
stood, articulated, and enforced church discipline in the areas of his influ- 
ence. 

However, even though the Anabaptists leaders lived and wrote about the 
ban a generation before Calvin, and in spite of Calvin’s intimate knowledge 
and dealings with Anabaptists in Geneva and Strasbourg, no intrinsic evi- 
dence suggests that the Anabaptists influenced (directly or indirectly) Cal- 
vin’s ecclesiological development of church discipline. Conversely, noted 
scholars are intrigued about the possible influences on Calvin’s ecclesiology 
in terms of church discipline from men such as Oecolampadius, Farel, and 
Lambert of Avignon.46 

In this paper, the author has attempted to demonstrate that prior to Cal- 
vin’s temporary stay in Strasbourg (1538); he had already clearly articulated 
a comprehensive biblical conception of appropriate and effective church 
discipline. In his Institutes, Ordinances, Articles of Organization, and Confession 
of Faith (all written prior to 1538), Calvin demonstrates a focused mastery of 
the biblical mandate toward excommunication. Further, in his writings, Cal- 
vin vehemently protests the motivation and misguided presuppositions of 
perfectionism which he felt Anabaptists employed as their basis for commu- 
nal separation and practice of the ban. Calvin pleaded with Anabaptists to 
return to the mother church, to be restored themselves, and then to em- 
brace a biblical understanding of the ban as means of spiritual restoration 
(and not punishment). In light of the historical evidence from Calvin’s own 

 
45 Calvin, Treatises, 71. 

46 See J. Wayne Baker, “Christian Discipline and the Early Reformed Tradition: Bullin- 

ger and Calvin” and A. Demura, “Calvin’s and Oecolampadius’ Concept of Church 

Discipline”, Articles on Calvin and Calvinism, ed. by Richard Gamble (New York: Gar- 

land, 1992), 279-303; and Fuhrman, 78.  
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life, theology, and ecclesiological practices, it would be an improbable con- 
clusion to believe that Anabaptists had any significant affect on Calvin’s ec- 
clesiological developmental of church discipline. 
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