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Introduction

Kuyper’s lectures on Calvinism are some of  the 
best theological discussions from the last century. In 
these lectures, you get two important theologians at 
the same time: John Calvin and Abraham Kuyper. 
Both of  these men have shaped history and theol-
ogy in important ways. This series of  lectures il-
lustrates how Calvin’s work and teaching impact a 
variety of  topics: politics, science, art, and religion. 
These lectures are also an excellent introduction to 
Kuyper’s work. Here you will find many of  his key 
ideas: God’s sovereignty in the world, God-ordained 
spheres of  authority, and God’s election of  his peo-
ple. Kuyper knew his own time well, and he had 
a great eye for what was to come. Learning from 
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Kuyper offers us a chance to get a better picture of  
our world and how we can work to bring the gospel 
to coming generations.

In this short introduction, I am interested in let-
ting Abraham Kuyper speak for himself. You will 
find many direct (and sometimes long) quotes from 
him. After each quote, I’ve included in parentheses 
the page numbers in the edition of  the lectures that I 
used. I hope that my added commentary and expla-
nations will bring Kuyper into our time and provide 
a contemporary voice to dialogue with.

What Kuyper offers in his lectures is a way for 
Christians to better understand the high calling we 
have from God to disciple the nations. Our calling is 
as big as the cosmos. While that might seem like an 
impossible task for man, it is not so for God. Kuyper 
points the way forward as we walk by faith, calling all 
spheres to submit to the lordship of  Jesus.
 

 

B I OG R A P H Y

Abraham Kuyper was born on October 29, 1837, in 
the Netherlands. He grew up in the Dutch Reformed 
Church, and his father was a minister in that denom-
ination. Abraham was homeschooled. He went on 
to study philosophy, theology, and literature at the 
university level, graduating summa cum laude.
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He was a minister in the Dutch Reformed Church, 
but he saw corruption there and led a reforming 
movement. This movement encouraged a clearer 
separation of  church and state.

Kuyper was elected to parliament in 1874 and be-
gan a successful career in politics. He served as prime 
minister of  the Netherlands from 1901 to 1905.

In his work, he encouraged the antithesis be-
tween Christianity and other worldly philosophies, 
especially modernism and liberal theology. He also 
promoted Calvinism and helped develop the politi-
cal philosophy of  sphere sovereignty for the church, 
state, and family.

In 1898, Kuyper was invited by B.B. Warfield to 
give a series of  lectures, sponsored by the L.P. Stone 
Foundation, at Princeton Theological Seminary. 
Kuyper gave six lectures on Calvinism as a life system.
 

 

K E Y  I D E A S

Before looking at these specific lectures, it is import-
ant to understand three key ideas in Kuyper’s work. 
There are many other important ideas to consider 
from Kuyper, but I will leave the reader to pursue 
those on his own.

The first key idea is the lordship of  Jesus. One 
cannot understand Kuyper without this key piece. 
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The most famous quote from Kuyper that every-
one should know is this: “Oh, no single piece of  our 
mental world is to be hermetically sealed off from 
the rest, and there is not a square inch in the whole 
domain of  our human existence over which Christ, 
who is sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’” 
(1880 Inaugural Lecture, Free University of  Amster-
dam). Jesus is King right now, and he is ruling over 
everything. There is nothing that escapes his judging 
eye and his jurisdiction. This is the key principle that 
drove Kuyper to do so much in the realms of  theolo-
gy, philosophy, and politics.

The second key idea is proposing Calvinism as a 
life system. Kuyper saw John Calvin’s work as teach-
ing what the Bible taught about the impact of  the 
gospel. The gospel impacts everything. It impacts 
our relationship with God, our relationship with 
man, and our relationship with the world. In the first 
area, the Bible teaches that there is no mediator be-
tween each man and God except for the God-Man, 
Jesus. Kuyper says, “At every moment of  our exis-
tence, our entire spiritual life rests in God Himself ” 
(Lectures on Calvinism, 21).1 Based on this, Kuyper 

1.  Kuyper, Abraham, Lectures on Calvinism, originally published in 1931, 
Cosimo, Inc, 2007. All citations come from this version of  Lectures on 
Calvinism unless otherwise noted. Likewise, all italics are in the original. 
Page numbers in parentheses throughout will refer to this edition.
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then drives to the second point, that we “have no 
claim whatsoever to lord over one another, and that 
we stand as equals before God, and consequently 
equal as man to man” (27). From this flows the third 
principle, how we relate to the world. Kuyper sets 
before us “the recognition that in the whole world 
the curse is restrained by grace, that the life of  the 
world is to be honored in its independence, and that 
we must, in every domain, discover the treasures and 
develop the potencies hidden by God in nature and 
in human life” (31).

The third key idea from Kuyper springs from 
these previous ones: spheres of  authority. In look-
ing at these spheres, we see that Kuyper was not an 
egalitarian. He understood that God has established 
authorities in the world and that God has ordained 
them to maintain good order. Kuyper taught that 
there are three key governments: family, church, 
and state. These three operate on the foundation 
of  self-government, which requires that each man 
must submit directly to Jesus’ lordship. The family 
is set apart to rule over the needs surrounding re-
production, food, clothing, shelter, and education. 
The church is set apart to rule over the spiritual 
needs of  teaching and preaching the word of  God 
and administering the sacraments. The state is set 
apart to defend its people and punish evil. These are 
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established so that each sphere does its own work but 
also provides accountability to the other two. The 
state needs to focus on its tasks and not overreach 
into the others (e.g., administering the sacraments or 
spanking the children). Nor can the family play the 
church or vice versa. Each sphere has its own author-
ity and role to fulfill in the world.

With these key ideas in place, one can dig deep-
er into Kuyper’s philosophy and theology. There is 
much to study and learn here. My hope is that the 
following chapters will encourage you to begin a lon-
ger journey of  reading and studying Kuyper’s vision 
and work in greater depth.
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Calvinism: A Life System

In his first lecture, Abraham Kuyper sets out his 
reason for lecturing on Calvinism. He argues that 
modernism is on the rise and that a solid theologi-
cal foundation is needed to combat this threat. He 
proposes Calvinism as this true foundation because 
it addresses every aspect of  man’s condition. Kuyper 
adds that Calvinism is not tied to any one country or 
people group, so it is a truly catholic force that is able 
to bring good to the whole world.
 

 

N E E D  F O R  A  L I F E  S Y S T E M

First, Kuyper sets out the need of  the day. In 1898, 
Kuyper understood the coming threat of  modernism, 
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and he understood the danger it posed to Christiani-
ty. In this first lecture, Kuyper observes, “Two life sys-
tems are wrestling with one another, in mortal com-
bat” (11). There is no neutral ground between these 
two life systems. He says that this struggle is happen-
ing in Europe and in America. He describes the two 
sides this way: “Modernism is bound to build a world 
of  its own from the data of  the natural man, and 
to construct man himself  from the data of  nature; 
while, on the other hand, all those who reverently 
bend the knee to Christ and worship Him as the Son 
of  the living God, and God himself, are bent upon 
saving the ‘Christian heritage’” (11). The worldview 
of  naturalism and supernaturalism cannot stand to-
gether. One of  them must win in the end.

Kuyper suggests that what is needed for the Chris-
tian side to win is a truly principled system that can 
respond to the deep attacks of  modernism. He says, 
“If  the battle is to be fought with honor and with a 
hope of  victory, then principle must be arrayed against 
principle” (11). It is not enough to have an answer for 
an atheist or an answer for a Darwinist; the only 
method of  attack that will succeed is one that has a 
sure foundation that can provide answers integrated 
across the board. These other systems of  belief  have 
something to say about everything; Christians must 
also have a position that can respond to anything and 
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everything. Kuyper argues that Calvinism provides 
that system.

Kuyper says, “Calvinism, as the only decisive, 
lawful, and consistent defence for Protestant nations 
against encroaching, and overwhelming modern-
ism—this of  itself  was bound to be my theme” (12). 
He points to all the great nations in his time: “Calvin-
ism has liberated Switzerland, the Netherlands, and 
England, and in the Pilgrim Fathers has provided the 
impulse to the prosperity of  the United States” (14–
15). Calvinism was the impulse behind true freedom 
in these nations, and it will be the source of  freedom 
for the rest of  the world as well.
 

 

C A L V I N I S M  I S  A  L I F E  S Y S T E M

Kuyper then lays out that Calvinism is a full life sys-
tem because it deals with man’s relation to God, man’s 
relation to man, and man’s relation to the world.

In the first area, the Bible teaches that there is no 
mediator between each man and God except for the 
God-Man, Jesus. Kuyper says, “At every moment of  
our existence, our entire spiritual life rests in God 
Himself ” (21). This means there is no human priest 
or church institution that stands between God and 
each man. Each and every Christian lives his life co-
ram deo, before the presence of  God. This means that 
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God calls each man to a specific job and task in the 
world. This also means that each man will stand be-
fore Jesus as the Judge, and each man will answer for 
how he has lived his life. It is only in the presence of  
God that a man can find true freedom in this world.

Kuyper then drives to his second point, that we 
“have no claim whatsoever to lord over one another, 
and that we stand as equals before God, and conse-
quently equal as man to man” (27). If  every Chris-
tian is a priest before God, then there is no one who 
stands between each man and God. Every Christian 
man stands directly before Jesus the king. This is the 
foundation of  all earthly freedom. It is also the foun-
dation of  the good differences that God has estab-
lished in the world: male and female, husband and 
wife, parents and children, teacher and students, 
king and subjects. Each of  these roles is given by 
God, our heavenly Father, and so we must fulfill our 
roles in obedience to his divine will.

On the other hand, modernism hates all differ-
ences. Kuyper rightly recognized, over a hundred 
years ago, the end game of  modernism: “Finally 
modernism, which denies and abolishes every dif-
ference, cannot rest until it has made woman man 
and man woman, and, putting every distinction on a 
common level, kills life by placing it under the ban of  
uniformity” (27). God has assigned each person to a 
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specific role and task, and it is only in the presence of  
God that these roles can be understood. This means 
that only a supernatural life-system can explain the 
true and real difference between men and women, 
husbands and wives, parents and children, etc. A life 
system based on naturalism has no room for a divine 
calling. This means that naturalism will ultimate-
ly collapse everything into a single blob of  matter 
which removes all distinctions and all differences.

Kuyper’s third point concerns our relation to the 
world: “Henceforth the curse should no longer rest 
upon the world itself, but upon that which is sinful in 
it, and instead of  monastic flight from the world the 
duty is now emphasized of  serving God in the world, 
in every position in life” (30). The Spirit of  God calls 
us to embrace all of  life. There is no corner or inch 
that can escape the reach and authority of  Jesus the 
King. We are not called to hide or ignore the world. 
We are called to proclaim Jesus to all of  it. Kuyper 
says we must recognize that “in the whole world the 
curse is restrained by grace, that the life of  the world 
is to be honored in its independence, and that we 
must, in every domain, discover the treasures and 
develop the potencies hidden by God in nature and 
in human life” (31). Kuyper’s vision for the Chris-
tian life, as one of  discovery, is vastly refreshing. We 
are not just passing through some foreign realm but 
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rather we are here to tend and care and explore. 
There is much to do. We need Christians who are fa-
thers, mothers, teachers, mathematicians, scientists, 
doctors, astronauts, politicians, ambassadors, sen-
ators, pastors, etc. Kuyper rightly understood that 
Calvinism, in submitting to the vision of  Jesus, offers 
us a task that is truly global. Given this vast goal, we 
are merely at the beginning of  that mission.
 

 

C A L V I N I S M  B R I N G S  F R E E DO M  TO 

N AT I O N S

In the final part of  his lecture, Kuyper says that Cal-
vinism presents a truly catholic unity that brings last-
ing and true freedom to nations.

Kuyper says, “Thus notice I was not too bold 
when I claimed for Calvinism the honor of  being 
neither an ecclesiastical, nor a theological, not a sec-
tarian conception, but one of  the principal phases in 
the general development of  our human race” (34). 
In Kuyper’s vision, Calvinism is a life system work-
ing to bring true freedom to every nation around the 
globe. Kuyper points to this reality in America. He 
says, “In America, where Calvinism has come to un-
fold itself  in a still higher liberty, this commingling 
of  blood is assuming a larger proportion than has 
ever yet been known” (37). By blood, Kuyper means 
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all the different people groups that have come to 
America: Irish, German, English, Jewish, Spanish, 
African, etc. Even if  these groups have not directly 
joined the Calvinist life system, they have still reaped 
the blessings of  Calvinism because it was Calvinism 
that offered freedom to all of  these groups via the 
American political structure established on Calvin-
istic principles. Kuyper places on the shoulders of  
Calvinism, rooted in the gospel, the ability to draw 
diverse peoples together offering true freedom to all.

One of  the reasons Calvinism draws diverse peo-
ple together is because it begins with the smallest and 
lowest parts of  society. Kuyper says, “Thus far every 
forward movement had gone forth from the author-
ities in State, Church or Science, and from thence 
had descended to the people. In Calvinism, on the 
other hand, the peoples themselves stand out in their 
broad ranks and form a spontaneity of  their own, 
press forward to a higher form of  social life and con-
ditions” (38). Calvinism rightly teaches that each man 
must live in the presence of  God, and this means that 
every Calvinistic reformation occurs at the lowest 
level of  the cosmos: individual responsibility before 
God. Individuals who have been changed by God’s 
sovereign love are the ones who bring about true and 
lasting reformation in the world. This is the engine 
that runs the vision of  the Calvinistic life system.
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Kuyper concludes his first lecture by reminding 
his audience

 

that only by Calvinism the psalm of  liberty 

found its way from the troubled conscience to 

the lips; that Calvinism has captured and guar-

anteed to us our constitutional civil rights; and 

that simultaneously with this there went out 

from Western Europe that mighty movement 

which promoted the revival of  science and art; 

opened new avenues to commerce and trade, 

beautified domestic and social life, exalted the 

middle classes to positions of  honor, caused 

philanthropy to abound, and more than all 

this, elevated, purified, and ennobled moral life 

by puritanic seriousness. (40)
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Calvinism and Religion

In his second lecture, Kuyper argues that Calvinism 
has a religious energy that other theological camps 
do not. This energy is found in how Calvinism places 
God and God’s glory at the center of  all religious life. 
This energy restores the true nature of  religion, and 
this restoration in turn sets out the full task of  man 
before God.

What is this religious energy in Calvinism? It is 
that all of  the Christian religion must be for God. 
Kuyper says, “The starting-point of  every motive in 
religion is God and not Man” (46). God should be 
our primary and ultimate goal. We must love and 
worship God for his own sake, not because we are 
trying to get a reward out of  him. Kuyper upholds 
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the high calling of  Christianity: “to covet no other 
existence than for the sake of  God, to long for noth-
ing but for the will of  God, and to be wholly ab-
sorbed in the glory of  the name of  the Lord, such is 
the pith and kernel of  all true religion” (46). The true 
demand of  the Christian life is that we must spend 
all our energy following God’s will.

Placing God at the center of  the Christian life 
undermines many of  the religious errors in man. 
Kuyper says, “Religion for the sake of  man carries with 
it the position that man has to act as a mediator for 
his fellow-man. Religion for the sake of  God inexorably 
excludes everyhuman mediatorship” (48). Kuyper 
then makes a side comment about Augustine of  Hip-
po, offering one brief  critique of  this early Christian. 
While Augustine was theologically accurate on many 
things, Kuyper points out that Augustine remained 
“the Bishop.” Kuyper says that this title is problem-
atic because it seems to imply that Augustine was 
an intermediary between his fellow man and God. 
Kuyper says that title and position is problematic be-
cause Augustine could not really stand between his 
fellow man and God. Only Jesus has that position.

Kuyper argues, “If, on the contrary, the demand 
of  religion is that every human heart must give glory 
to God, no man can appear before God on behalf  
of  another. Then every single human being must 
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appear personally, for himself, and religion achieves 
its aim only in the general priesthood of  believers” (48). 
In recognizing all Christians as priests before God, 
Kuyper and Calvin recover the true spirit of  Chris-
tian liberty. Kuyper says it this way: “Only where all 
priestly intervention disappears, where God’s sover-
eign election from all eternity binds the inward soul 
directly to God Himself, and where the ray of  di-
vine light enters straightway into the depth of  our 
heart—only there does religion, in its most absolute 
sense, gain its ideal realization” (49).

Kuyper then pushes this religious fervor to the 
edges of  life. He says, “God is present in all life, with 
the influence of  His omnipresent and almighty pow-
er, and no sphere of  human life is conceivable in 
which religion does not maintain its demands that 
God shall be praised, that God’s ordinances shall 
be observed, and that every labora shall be permeat-
ed with its ora in fervent and ceaseless prayer” (53). 
When man is focused on God as the goal of  all re-
ligion, this sweeps up all of  man’s life into a life of  
worship. In Calvinism, all of  man’s work becomes an 
act of  doxology to God.

Kuyper summarizes this point: “Wherever man 
may stand, whatever he may do, to whatever he may 
apply his hand, in agriculture, in commerce, and in 
industry, or his mind, in the world of  art, and science, 
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he is, in whatever it may be, constantly standing be-
fore the face of  his God, he is employed in the ser-
vice of  his God, he has strictly to obey his God, and 
above all, he has to aim at the glory of  his God” (53).
 

 

T H E  T R U E  C H U R C H

Kuyper then takes this vision—the Christian religion 
being focused on God—and he applies this to the 
church herself.

Kuyper looks at the nature of  salvation. He says 
that salvation as a work of  God will be a complete 
and total work. This is not universalism (where 
everyone will be saved) but it is a universal work. 
Kuyper says it this way: “To be sure, many branches 
and leaves fell off the tree of  the human race, yet the 
tree itself  shall be saved; on its new root in Christ, 
it shall once more blossom gloriously. For regenera-
tion does not save a few isolated individuals, finally 
to be joined together mechanically as an aggregate 
heap. Regeneration saves the organism, itself, of  
our race” (59). Ultimately, our salvation is not about 
us but about God and his glory, which means that 
God will bring about the salvation of  his creation. 
All creation must worship him alone, and so God’s 
glory necessitates a work of  salvation that reaches 
all creation.
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Given that religion is for God, he will not allow 
anyone or anything to get in the way of  right wor-
ship of  him. Kuyper condemns errors in other de-
nominations, particularly Roman Catholicism (what 
he calls Romanism) which try to put something be-
tween God and his people: building structures, con-
fessionals, priests, etc. When Christians are called by 
God, he calls them directly to himself. So while in 
this life, we are on a pilgrimage, this is not a trip that 
starts way off in a distant country. Rather, Kuyper 
describes our pilgrimage as one that starts at the 
door of  the house of  God and continues walking 
into the sanctuary of  God (61).

This excludes the idea of  an institutional church 
dispensing grace out to the weary traveler on his 
way to salvation. There is no partial salvation for 
believers. Salvation is a one-time event that places 
the person directly before God. God does not need 
extra help from an institution to save us. Kuyper says 
this means there is no salvation after death because a 
Christian is already saved in Jesus. This also excludes 
saying masses for the dead or teaching that people 
can be saved after death. The church does not help 
in the process of  salvation. Salvation is a full and 
pure work of  God.

Kuyper then turns to explain what the church 
is. He says, “For Calvin, the Church is found in the 
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confessing individuals themselves,—not in each individu-
al separately, but in all of  them taken together, and 
united, not as they themselves see fit, but according 
to the ordinances of  Christ” (62). The church is 
found in the people who make up the body of  Christ, 
not an institution or hierarchy.

Kuyper says, “But if  the Church consists in the 
congregation of  believers, if  the churches are formed by 
the union of  confessors, and are united only in the 
way of  confederation, then the differences of  climate 
and of  nation, of  historical past, and of  disposition 
of  mind come in to exercise a widely variegating in-
fluence, and multiformity in ecclesiastical matters 
must be the result” (63–64).

Here Kuyper gives a robust defense for all the di-
verse ways that Christians have worshiped God over 
the years and centuries. Different congregations will 
worship with different music and different liturgies 
and different languages because the church is made 
up of  different people and different people groups. 
To try to claim that all churches must have the same 
liturgy or the same music or the same language is 
wrong. God has planted his people in different times 
and cultures and places, and their churches will look 
different because of  that. This is not a problem. This 
is a glorious feature of  the gospel spreading through-
out the world.
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Kuyper correctly says, “The Church of  Christ is 
not national but ecumenical. Not one single state, but 
the whole world is its domain” (65). This means that 
every tribe, tongue, people, and land must worship 
God, and its worship will include every language and 
music and liturgy imaginable because each congre-
gation will worship with the gifts and talents that it 
has in its culture.
 

 

C A L V I N I S M  A N D  T H E  P R A C T I C A L 

L I F E

Kuyper then argues that this vision of  right religion 
changes everything in our practical lives. He says 
that a Christian “is a pilgrim, not in the sense that 
he is marching through a world with which he has 
no concern, but in the sense that at every step of  the 
long way he must remember his responsibility to that 
God so full of  majesty, who awaits him at his jour-
ney’s end” (69–70). The fact that we owe God ev-
erything in our lives changes everything in our lives.

It is not just that we need to be invested in this life, 
but that we must also recognize how God is invested 
in the world. Kuyper describes God’s involvement 
in the world as the “ordinances of  God.” God has 
thought out the world and all its ways, and we see 
this all around us in the various works of  creation.
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Kuyper says, “So, there are ordinances of  God 
for the firmament above, and ordinances for the 
earth below, by means of  which this world is main-
tained, and, as the Psalmist says, These ordinances 
are the servants of  God. Consequently, there are or-
dinances of  God for our bodies, for the blood that 
courses through our arteries and veins, and for our 
lungs as the organs of  respiration. And even so are 
there ordinances of  God, in logic, to regulate our 
thoughts; ordinances of  God for our imagination, 
in the domain of  aesthetics; and so, also, strict or-
dinances of  God for the whole of  human life in the 
domain of  morals” (70).

These ordinances of  God reveal the foundation 
for all our actions as Christians in the world. We are 
to imitate God’s care for the world in how we live in 
the world. We are not to separate ourselves from the 
world but to seek it out and embrace it.

Kuyper offers a wonderful critique of  Anabap-
tism which is a significant problem in our own time. 
He says, “The avoidance of  the world has never 
been the Calvinistic mark, but the shibboleth of  the 
Anabaptist . . . . They refused to take the oath; they 
abhorred all military service; they condemned the 
holding of  public offices. Here already, they shaped 
a new world, in the midst of  this world of  sin, which 
however has nothing to do with this our present 
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existence” (72–73). This Anabaptist vision is a faulty 
one. It tries to claim that God is not concerned about 
the world around us, and so we should pull away 
and hide from it. Kuyper says the Anabapist tries 
to create two worlds: one for Christians and one for 
secularists. But Kuyper rejects that idea. God is per-
sonally invested in the world and he has established 
ordinances for all of  life. This means Christians 
cannot be faithful to God unless they move into the 
world in an effort to bring all the world into subjec-
tion to him: music, art, farming, politics, philosophy, 
education, business, etc.

Kuyper says this about the Christian: “He feels, 
rather, his high calling to push the development of  
this world to an even higher stage, and to do this in 
constant accordance with God’s ordinance, for the 
sake of  God, upholding, in the midst of  so much 
painful corruption, everything that is honorable, 
lovely, and of  good report among men” (73). The 
world was made by God and for God. This means 
the Christian must point everyone and everything to 
that God. It is all for him.

Kuyper closes out this lecture saying, “Calvinism 
understood that the world was not to be saved by 
ethical philosophizing, but only by the restoration 
of  tenderness of  conscience. Therefore it did not in-
dulge in reasoning, but appealed directly to the soul, 
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and placed it face to face with the Living God, so that 
the heart trembled at His holy majesty, and in that 
majesty, discovered the glory of  his love” (76–77).
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