
Asking John Calvin about
taste buds for the Bible

Calvin on Knowing the Bible is God’s Word
by the inward testimony of the Holy Spirit,
and the place of evidences 

From Calvin’s Institutes,

Book 1: The Knowledge of God the Creator,

Chapters 7-8

(Battles translation)
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SCRIPTURE MUST BE CONFIRMED BY THE WITNESS 

OF THE SPIRIT. THUS MAY ITS AUTHORITY BE 

ESTABLISHED AS CERTAIN

The Scriptures obtain full authority among believers only

when men regard them as having sprung from heaven, as

if there the living words of God were heard. [1.7.1]

Indeed, Scripture exhibits fully as clear evidence of its

own truth as white and black things do of their color, or

sweet [honey] and bitter things [lemons] do of their

taste. [1.7.2]

Chapter 7 Title, 1.7.1 & 1.7.2
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… the highest proof of Scripture derives in general 

from the fact that God in person speaks in it. … lf we 

desire to provide in the best way for our consciences —

that they may not be perpetually beset by the 

instability of doubt or vacillation, and that they may not 

also boggle at the smallest quibbles — we ought to seek 

our conviction in a higher place than human reasons, 

judgments, or conjectures, that is, in the secret testimony 

of the Spirit. [1.7.4]

1.7.4
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Yet they who strive to build up firm faith in Scripture 

through disputation are doing things backwards. For my 

part, although I do not excel either in great dexterity or 

eloquence … I am confident it would not be difficult for me 

to silence … clamorous voices. … But even if anyone clears 

God’s Sacred Word from man’s evil speaking, he will not at 

once imprint upon their hearts that certainty which piety 

requires. [I call “piety” that reverence joined with the love of 

God which the knowledge of his benefits induces. [1.2.1]] 

…as God alone is a fit witness of himself in his Word, so 

also the Word will not find acceptance in men’s hearts 

before it is sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit. … 

Isaiah very aptly expresses this connection in these words: “My 

Spirit which is in you, and the words that I have put in your 

mouth, and the mouths of your offspring, shall never fail” [Isaiah 

59:21 paraphrase and later Calvin refers to 2 Cor 1:22]. [1.7.4]

1.7.4
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Let this point therefore stand: that those whom the Holy

Spirit has inwardly taught truly rest upon Scripture,

and that Scripture indeed is self-authenticated;

hence, it is not right to subject it to proof and

reasoning. … Therefore, illumined by his power, we

believe neither by our own nor by anyone else’s

judgment that Scripture is from God; but above human

judgment we affirm with utter certainty (just as if we

were gazing upon the majesty of God himself) that it

has flowed to us from the very mouth of God by the

ministry of men. We seek no proofs, no marks of

genuineness upon which our judgment may lean …

[1.7.5]

… I speak of nothing other than what each believer

experiences within himself — though my words fall far

beneath a just explanation of the matter. [1.7.5]

1.7.5
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SO FAR AS HUMAN REASON GOES, SUFFICIENTLY FIRM 

PROOFS ARE AT HAND TO ESTABLISH THE CREDIBILITY 

OF SCRIPTURE

Namely, the Scriptures:

• Heavenly character of its doctrine & agreement of all its parts

• Majestic content

• Antiquity

• Truthfulness – honesty in giving peoples faults

• Messengers are accompanied by miracles

• Fulfilled prophecies

• Preservation

• Continuous use by the church

• Sealing by martyrs’ blood

Chapter 8: Evidences
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Unless this certainty, higher and stronger than any 

human judgment, be present, it will be vain to fortify 

the authority of Scripture by arguments, to establish it 

by common agreement of the church, or to confirm it with 

other helps. For unless this foundation is laid, its 

authority will always remain in doubt. Conversely, once 

we have embraced it devoutly as its dignity deserves, 

and have recognized it to be above the common sort of 

things, those arguments — not strong enough before to 

engraft and fix the certainty of Scripture in our minds 

— become very useful aids. [1.8.1]

… those for whom prophetic doctrine is tasteless

ought to be thought of as lacking taste buds. [1.8.2]

1.8.1 & 1.8.2

7



1. Scripture exhibits its own evidence of its own truth, as sweet
[honey] and bitter things [lemons] do of their taste – so it’s self-
authenticated & God alone is a fit witness of himself in his Word
[there is no higher witness Heb 6v13]. (1.7.2, 4 & 5)

2. You can give arguments (Scripture’s harmony, majestic content,
honesty, fulfilled prophecies, etc) to silence unbelievers
clamorous voices but this does not imprint the certainty that
piety (love of God) requires – the arguments leave doubts]. (1.8
[see 1.8.1] & 1.7.4)

3. Instead, first unbelievers need to read & hear Scripture’s
message, and those whom the Spirit inwardly teaches [by
giving right taste buds], taste that Scripture has flowed to us
from the very mouth of God by the ministry of men – this is what
believers experience. Isaiah 59v21 & 2 Cor 1v22 (1.7.4 & 5)

4. Then the arguments become very useful aids. (1.8.1)

5. But those for whom prophetic doctrine is tasteless ought to be
thought of as lacking taste buds. (1.8.2)

About taste buds Summary: John Calvin on knowing the 

Bible is God’s Word by the inward testimony of the Holy 

Spirit, & the place of evidences (Institutes, Book 1 Ch. 7 & 8)
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