The Apostle John’s Warning Against Idolatry

From John Calvin, Commentaries on the Catholic Epistles, trans. Rev. John Owen (Grand
Rapids: Baker, 2003), 271-275, emphasis added and English updated.

1 John 5:19-21

19 We know that we are of God, and the whole world lies under the sway of the wicked one. 20
And we know that the Son of God has come and has given us an understanding, that we may
know Him who is true; and we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ. This is the true
God and eternal life. 21 Little children, keep yourselves from idols. Amen. (NKJ)

19. We are of God. . . .

As we have been born of God, we ought to strive to prove by our separation from the world, and
by the sanctity (i.e., holiness) of our life, that we have not been in vain called to so great an
honor.

Now, this is an admonition very necessary for all the godly; for wherever they turn their eyes,
Satan has his allurements prepared, by which he seeks to draw them away from God. It would
then be difficult for them to hold on in their course, were they not so to value their calling as to
disregard all the hindrances of the world. Then, in order to be well prepared for the contest,
these two things must be borne in mind, that the world is wicked, and that our calling is from
God.

Under the term world, the Apostle no doubt includes the whole human race. By saying that it
lieth in the wicked one, he represents it as being under the dominion of Satan. There is then no
reason why we should hesitate to shun the world, which condemns God and delivers up itself
into the bondage of Satan: nor is there a reason why we should fear its enmity, because it is
alienated from God. In short, since corruption pervades all nature, the faithful ought to study
self-denial; and since nothing is seen in the world but wickedness and corruption, they must
necessarily disregard flesh and blood that they may follow God. At the same time the other
thing ought to be added, that God is He who has called them, that under this protection they
may oppose all the machinations of the world and Satan.

20. And we know that the Son of God is come. As the children of God are assailed on every
side, He, as we have said, encourages and exhorts them to persevere in resisting their
enemies, and for this reason, because they fight under the banner of God, and certainly know
that they are ruled by His Spirit; but he now reminds them where this knowledge is especially to
be found. He then says that God has been so made known to us, that now there is no reason
for doubting.

The Apostle does not without reason dwell on this point; for except our faith is really founded on
God, we shall never stand firm in the contest. For this purpose the Apostle shows that we have
obtained through Christ a sure knowledge of the true God, so that we may not fluctuate in
uncertainty.

By true God he does not mean one who tells the truth, but Him who is really God; and he so
calls Him to distinguish Him from all idols. Thus true is in opposition to what is fictitious . . . . A
similar passage is in John “This is eternal life, to know Thee, the only true God, and Him whom
Thou hast sent, Jesus Christ” (John 17:3). And he justly ascribes to Christ this office of
illuminating our minds as to the knowledge of God. For, as He is the only true image of the



invisible God, as He is the only interpreter of the Father, as He is the only guide of life, yea, as
He is the life and light of the world and the truth, as soon as we depart from Him, we necessarily
become vain in our own devices.

And Christ is said to have given us an understanding, not only because He shows us in the

gospel what sort of being is the true God, and also illuminates us by His Spirit; but because in
Christ Himself we have God manifested in the flesh, as Paul says, since in Him dwells all the
fullness of the Deity, and are hid all the treasures of knowledge and wisdom (Colossians 2:9).

Thus it is that the face of God in a manner appears to us in Christ; not that there was no
knowledge, or a doubtful knowledge of God, before the coming of Christ, but that now He
manifests Himself more fully and more clearly. And this is what Paul says in 2 Corinthians 4:6,
that God, who formerly commanded light to shine out of darkness at the creation of the world,
has now shone in our hearts through the brightness of the knowledge of His glory in the face of
Christ.

And it must be observed, that this gift is peculiar to the elect. Christ, indeed, kindles for all
indiscriminately the torch of His gospel; but all have not the eyes of their minds opened to see it,
but on the contrary Satan spreads the veil of blindness over many. Then the Apostle means the
light which Christ kindles within in the hearts of His people, and which when once kindled, is
never extinguished, though in some it may for a time be smothered. . . .

21. Keep yourselves from idols. Though this be a separate sentence, yet it is as it were an
appendix to the preceding doctrine. For the vivifying light of the Gospel ought to scatter and
dissipate, not only darkness, but also all mists, from the minds of the godly. The Apostle John
not only condemns idolatry, but commands us to beware of all images and idols; by
which he intimates, that the worship of God cannot continue uncorrupted and pure
whenever men begin to be in love with idols or images. For so innate in us is superstition,
that the least occasion will infect us with its contagion. Dry wood will not so easily burn when
coals are put under it, as idolatry will lay hold on and engross the minds of men, when an
occasion is given to them. And who does not see that images are the sparks? What sparks do |
say? nay, rather torches, which are sufficient to set the whole world on fire.

The Apostle at the same time does not only speak of statues, but also of altars, and includes
all the instruments of superstitions. Moreover, the Papists are ridiculous, who pervert this
passage and apply it to the statues of Jupiter and Mercury and the like, as though the Apostle
did not teach generally, that there is a corruption of religion whenever a corporeal (i.e.,
bodily) form is ascribed to God, or whenever statues and pictures form a part of His
worship. Let us then remember that we ought carefully to continue in the spiritual worship of
God, so as to banish far from us everything that may turn us aside to gross and carnal
superstitions.




