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ABSTRACT 

American Puritan thought on the question of resist

ance to secular political authorjty is considered he re in the 

context of its origin and background. The political conser

vatism of Puritan leaders during the first two decades in 

the Massachusetts Bay Colony was contrary to the political 

heritage of the Marian exiles and their Huguenot contempo

raries, as well as to the philosophy of Cromwell's rebels. 

Their concern with orthodoxy, submission to authority, and 

the maintenance of order was consistent, however, with Jean 

Calvin's thought and that of the Puritan leadership in 

England during the reigns of Elizabeth I, James I, and 

Charles I. A discussion of the major works of Calvin, the 

Marian exiles and their Continental contemporaries, and 

English and American Puritans demonstrates that the attention 

paid by Bay Colony leaders to the issue of order and sub

mission is both a product of their theological and philo

sophical commitment to Calvinism, and of a practical desire 

to defend their society and the true religion from Catholic 

conquest. Most historians have either ignored this question 

or assumed that most Puritans during the period 1570-1650 

were hostile toward the English Crown; these findings refute 

that assumption and explain the basis of English and Bay 

Colony Puritans' insistence on submission to secular author

ity. 
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The character of Puritan political thought in colo-

nial New England has been a puzzle to generations of schol-

ars. Although the resolution of social and political con-

flicts in the colony of Massachusetts Bay duPing the first 

years of settlement reveals a profound concern with disci-

pline, order, and orthodoxy, the basis of that concern has 

not been clarified. One of the most significant components 

of American Puritan political theory is rejection of active 

resistance to secular authority; but like the larger whole, 

the foundation of this opposition to civil resistance has 

not been fully explained. In the search for understanding 

of the political aspect of Puritan society this question is 

of central importance, for it is based on critical assump-

tions about the nature of political authority. To historians 

such as William Haller, 1 American Puritan conservatism is a 

unique exception to a political philosophy which became 

increasingly anti-establishment in the period of the Great 

Migration to the New World. Others, such as Perry Miller2 

1william Haller, The Rise of Puritanism (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1938). 

2Perry Miller, Orthodoxy in Massachusetts (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1959). 
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and Edmund S. Morgan,3 have argued that the insistence on 

order and respect for authority in the fledgling colony was 

in keeping with the prevailing political philosophy of late 

Tudor and early Stuart England. 

It is my purpose to determine whether colonial 

Puritan conservatism ran counter to an essentially radical 

tradition which produced the Cromwellian Protectorate, or 

whether the insistence on submission to established author-

ity was indeed consistent with a tradition which, for 

philosophical and pragmatic reasons, did not recognize civil 

resistance as justifiable. To accomplish this task, it is 

necessary to begin with the political thought of those 

theologians from whom the Puritans drew inspiration. Be-

cause Puritan political tracts and sermons reveal a continu-

ing reliance on the political theory formulated by Jean 

Calvin, I will discuss the Genevan's political philosophy 

and that of his avowed disciples in England and on the 

Continent during the latter half of the sixteenth century. 

I will then examine the way in which English Puritans during 

the late Tudor and early Stuart period viewed the question 

of resistance to secular authority. With these investiga-

tions as background, I will describe the political thought of 

representative figures in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, 

3Edmund S. Morgan, Puritan Dilemma: The Story of 
John Winthrop (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1958). 
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notably John Winthrop. It is hoped that this reconstruc

tion of the political and intellectual traditions in which 

Puritanism developed will explain why colonists in the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony between 1630 and 1650 were so deeply 

concerned with the maintenance of order and the con s traint of 

expressions of dissent. 



I. 

Because Puritan political doctrine in both Old and 

New England was founded on a relationship between man, God 

and the State formulated by Jean Calvin, it is most fitting 

to begin with a discussion of the Genevan reformer. No por-

tion of Calvin's political thought is fully meaningful unless 

it is considered in light of his theology; Calvin's ideas 

about political order, like those of his Puritan disciples, 

were fundamentally set in the context of his most basic 

theological tenet--the sovereignty and sublime majesty of the 

1 omnipotent, omnipresent God. Calvin's God possesses com-

plete knowledge and power; He foreknows all that takes place, 

and more important, wills that everything occur according to 

His divine plan. Calvin taught that nothing exists but by 

God's will; all prosperity and adversity find their source in 

God, before Whose will man and the universe must submit. 2 

Because all events occur by His will, it follows that all 

good is His creation, and all that appears evil to man is by 

1John T. McNeill, "The Democratic Element in Calvin's 
Thought," Church History, XVIII (1949), p. 155. 

2Jean Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 
translated by Thomas Norton (London: John Norton, 1611), 
Book I, chapter 17, p. 93. All editions of Calvin used are 
those available to the New England Puritans before their 
emigration to the New World. This is to facilitate greater 
understanding of their thought in the context of the influ
ence of Calvin's doctrine of temporal resistance on Puritan 
political thought. 

8 
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His allowance. In theology, these beliefs led Calvin to the 

doctrine of predestination. This doctrine maintains that God 

chooses a few of man's number to join the Elect and be saved 

for eternity. It is God's choice alone, and man can only 

submit before divine omnipotence. Furthermore, God knevl 

before the Creation which men would be elected and which men 

eternally damned. Just as God preordained salvation or 

damnation for all men, for all time, He also preordained 

everything that exists in the temporal world, including the 

political order. The primary characteristic of Calvin's 

theology, then, is the complete dominance of a totally power-

ful and all-knowing God who is present in every movement of 

the universe. 

God's power is still more apparent when it is com-

pared with the total corruption and depravity which is man's 

by reason of original sin.3 Before a just and righteous God, 

man is evil and depraved in himself. Man chose evil in 

Adam's sin, and although God did not cause the Fall, He 

allowed it. This is part of the mystery of predestination. 

Human sin is continuous and unceasing because man has no free 

will and is bound by his corrupt nature to do evil. In 

3Marc-Edouard Chenevi~re, La Pensee Politique de 
Calvin (Gen~ve: Universit{ de Gen~ve, 1937, p. 20.) I have 
translated all quotations from this source as accurately as 
possible with the aid of Cassell's New French Dictionary 
(New York: Funk and \Vagnalls, 1962). 
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accordance with the Luthern example, Calvin argued that 

although man is deserving of damnation, God in His infinite 

mercy chose some to receive His grace and submit to His will. 

These Elect are able to obey God's laws and to do good, but 

whatever good they do is by means of God's grace, and not by 

human will. 

Human corruption extends to the ability to reason, 

for reason was one of the first of man's faculties corrupted 
4 

by original sin. Calvin emphasized that man's judgment is 

corrupt and that he may not use reason as a standard of 

behavior. Due to human sin and depravity, reason is merely 

an organ for recognition of external phenomena, but not a 

means of speculation. Man is capable of recognizing good 

and evil because he is able to comprehend the laws of behav-

ior contained in the Decalogue. However, man is completely 

incapable of determining right from wrong because his im-

perfect reason is unable to conjecture, and therefore unable 

to develop moral law.5 The key to understanding this seem-

ing paradox is in the verbs: to recognize what is set down 

is not the same as creating a code of behavior by the use of 

reason. Nevertheless, because of his ability to recognize 

right from wrong, man is accountable and responsible for his 

4Ibid., 31. 

5rbid., 47, 73. 
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actions. Although he is bound by his nature to do evil, man 

is capable of submission to God's will. This submission to 

God is simultaneously the means to grace and the expression 

of that grace, vlhereby man gains from God the ability to 

obey the Decalogue and refrain from evil. Human sin is 

therefore voluntary, and an alternative to submission to God. 

Manifest herein is the dichotomy of man's evil and conten-

tious nature versus his ability through grace to submit to 

divine will; it is a strain which is recurrent throughout 

Calvin's theology and political theory. 

Because man is evil, he requires continual disci-

pline, and for this God provided Mosaic law to guide man in 

his spiritual and secular life. Life on earth in the society 

of men would be impossible were it not for God's provision of 

disciplinary means to curb man's evil appetites. Like 

Luther before him, Calvin believed that the principle and 

chief aim of human life is knowledge of God, as evinced by 

service to Him and obedience to His will. 6 In addition to 

spiritual dictates and the general laws of behavior set out 

in the Ten Commandments, God provided civil law for man in 

order to "put us in remembrance how greatly we are bound to 

obey His good pleasure."7 Discipline is an expression of 

6Jean Calvin, Catechism Containing Grounds of 
Christian Religion, translator unknown (Aberdene, Scotland: 
Edward Raban for David Melville, 1628), p. 2. 

7Ibid., 32. 
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God's mercy toward man, to help him refrain from sin and 

behave in a godly manner, whether or not he is of the Elect. 

To Calvin the primary means of discipline and manifest expres-

sion of God's plan for man is represented in the political 

order. It is for thjs reason that Calvin included his polit-

ical thought in his treatise on Christian religion. 

Based on Calvin's theological assumptions, it is 

unavoidably logical that he argue that the glory of God is 

the supreme purpose of politics. Service to God and uphold-

ing His will on earth are the primary goals of Calvinist 
8 

political policy. As in all matters in the universe, no 

political powers exist but those ordained and established by 

God; it is "by God's decree that princes reign and judges 

judge."9 Every existing political power exists by the ordi-

nance of God and at His pleasure, for the political order is 
10 

a product of divine will, and not of human reason. Men are 

too weak and evil, and human reason too corrupt to have 

envisioned or molded that which God provided. As in the 

establishment of moral law, God created the political order 

8w. R. Matthews, "John Calvin," 
·cal deas of So~e 

Reformation New York: 

in F. J. C. Hearnshaw, 
hi k rs of the 
Barnes and Noble, 

9rnstitutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 734. 
10chenevi~re, La Pensee, p. 126. Also R. N. Carew

Hunt, "Calvin's Theory of the State," Church Quarterly 
Review, CVIII (1929), p. 63. 
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as an aid to Christian life. Calvin continually repeated 

that government exists to restrain evil man for "if there 

were no laws and order of justice, we should live as 
11 

bea::ts," and "if t here v1ere no government there would be 

horrible conf'u s ion :in the v1orld. "12 Ca 1 vin rna in ta ined that 

because man is flawed it is 11 safer and more tolerable" to 

live under government for mutual aid, instruction and admon

ishment and for the restraint of "those who would advance 

themselves before others. 111 3 Calvin often reminded his 

readers that God created political order out of love for man, 

and though the political order cannot lead to salvation, 11 We 

ought to love the state of civil government and to reverence 

it, namely because it is a necessary means to maintain mankind 

in this world, and without it all things would go to horrible 

confusion, and we should not only become as dogs and cats, but 

also be worse than wild beasts. 1114 Althoug h Calvin pointed 

out that no city can exist without magistrates and police, 15 

11Jean Calvin, Sermons on the Epistles of Paul to 
Timothy and Titus, translated by L. T. (London: George 
Bishop and T. Woodcoke, 1579), p. 136. 

12
Ibid., 135. 

13Institutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 736. 
14Jean Calvin, Sermons on Deuteronomy, translated by 

Arthur Golding (London: Henry Middleton for George Bishop, 
1583), p. 639. 

15 . Instltutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 11, p. 595. 



he did not view political order as simple repression: 

for feeling that the end of policy is to 
preserve mankind, let us consider a little 
whether the preservation of mankind con
s is ts rather in eating and drinking , than 
t ha t every man should live on his own goods 
and dwell in his own house, or else that 
they should show themselves to be reasonable 
creatures, that they have wit and d i scre
tion in them, and are not as dogs and 
swine.l6 

Obviously, Calvin viewed the political order as a 

positive influence on human existence. In accordance with 

his stress on honor and obedience to God, Calvin also held 

that man is required to participate in that which God pro-

vided for his benefit. In a pamphlet directed against the 

14 

Anabaptists, Calvin condemned their detachment from civil 

government. 17 He felt that living under a political regime 

is required by God, as evinced in the Fifth Commandment; 

living under a beneficent regime is a divine g~ft. 13 
Man is 

in all cases required to live under government. This is a 

pivotal point in Calvin's thought, for from it is derived 

his whole concern with secular government, and the basis of 

his opinion on political resistance. 

16calvin, Sermons ... to Timothy, p. 143. 

17John T. McNeill, The History and Character of 
Calvinism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1954), p. 207. 

18chenevi~re, La Pensee, p. 192. 
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In addition to this general theory of the origin of 

political order, Calvin dealt with two specific questions 

which are important for the understanding of his doctrine 

of resistance. The first issue ls that of the best form of 

~o vernment. Calvin favored a mi xture of ar-istocracy and 

democracy--arlstocracy because he belleved that governing 

ls a God-given calling, and democracy because it helps to 

prevent oligarchy and tyranny. 19 He viewed aristocracy as 

the more important element, however, because of the divine 

appointment of all secular rulers. This preference is 

significant because it placed Calvin on the side of estab-

lished power and order, and against control of government by 

the masses. The basic conservatism of this position is 

readily evident and exhibits Calvin's sympathy for the estab-

lished authorities. 

The second question to which Calvin addressed him-

self is that of civil law, and its relation to divine law. 

Calvin maintained that the civil law exists as a supplement 

and reinforcement to the Decalogue. Civil law is ordained 

and created by God through man as a restraint to wickedness. 

He recognized that civil law might vary among communities 

according to their individual exigencies, and that it does 

not carry the same universal jurisdiction as the Ten 

19McNeill, History and Character, p. 224; Institutes, 
Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 73 • 
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Commandments: "when princes and magistrates make laws, it 

is not after the manner of God. It is but only to the end 

that men should behave themsel ves well as touching outward 

"20 ci vil order. Calvin appreciated the s ocial nature of 

civil law and agreed that it does not bind man unless it 
21 

has regard to his living among other men. Civil laws 

are made so that God's laws are not publicly broken and 

defiled, but they may not infringe on man's Christian 

liberty to abide by God; neither may law be arbitrary nor 

proscribe activities which are of no consequence to godly 
22 

living. Still, civil law is an important and necessary 

means to the fulfillment of divine will by the right and 

godly ordering of life on earth. 

Calvin knew that human corruption prevents men from 

regulating themselves through obedience to law, whether 

Heavenly or secular. Again God provided for human frailty 

by the establishment of magistrates23 to enforce all law and 

restrain the wickedness of men. The role of the magistrate 

20calvin, Sermons on Deuteronomy, p. 221. 

21 8 Institutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 10, p. 5 0. 

22 rbid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 733. In this way, 
Calvin opposed Roman Catholic provision against eating meat, 
which he felt was a personal choice which had nothing to do 
with obedience to divine will. 

23Magistrate is a term used by Calvin's English 
translators to refer to all political authorities, including 
kings, princes, judges and elected representatives. 
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is emphasized over and over in most of Calvin's writings 

because he occupies a central position, second only to God, 

in Calvin's political scheme. God gave the Fifth Commandment 

to the children of Mose s because He loves order and desires 

24 man to revere those whom He has set over us. Th~ magis-

trate is necessary because man is perverse. He is ordained 

and remains for the making of laws and insuring that they 

conform with God's laws. 25 Magistrates are called and 

inspired by God, as "Joshua indeed was chosen already to 

govern the people, neither had he only received the bare 

office that was laid upon him, but also he was furnished 
26 

with spiritual gifts meet to execute the same." Calvin 

argued that we have a duty to revere and esteem the magis

trate, as well as to obey him, for "magistrates are to be 

honored because they are ordained of God."
27 

Once again 

Calvin's belief in the complete majesty of God, and the 

24Ibid., Bk. II, Ch. 3, p, 133. 

25Ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 741; Sermons on 
Deuteronomy, p. 872. 

26Jean Calvin, A Commentary on the Book of Joshua, 
translated by William Fulke (London: George Bishop, 1573), 
p. l. 

27rnstitutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 10, p. 580. See also 
J. W. Allen, A IUs tory of Political Thought in the Sixteenth 
Century (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1960), p. 54. 
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necessity for man's submission to that majesty, dominated 

his thinking. As all that God ordains is holy, "kings and 

magistrates are called of the prophet gods, because they 
11 23 

bear an office appointed them of God. Calvin allowed 

no doubts about the pre-eminence of their position: 

Whereas whosoever be in place of magis
trates are named Gods, let no man think 
that in that naming is small importance. 
For thereby is signified that they have 
commandment from God , that they are fur
nished with the authority of God , do 
altogether bear the person of God, whose 29 stead they do after a certain manner supply. 

The "stead they do ... supply" is the execution of God's 

judgment, with which the magistrate is divinely inspired.30 

The magistrate Js limited only by God, by Whose will and 

power he limits the people; the reverence owed that function 

is second only to the veneration demanded by God. 

The primary means by which the people are to envince 

their reverence to the magistrate, as to God, is obedience. 

Calvin consistently argued that obedience to the powers in 

28Ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 16, p. 669 . Italics mine. 

29Ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 733. 

30ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 733. 
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authority is the absolute duty of every Christian individual: 

With minds bent to the honoring of (magis
trates, subjects must) declare their obedi
ence in proof of them; whether it be to 
obey their proclamations, or to pay tribute, 
or to take in hand public offices and charges 
that serve for common defense, or to do any 
other of their commandments. Let every soul 
(sayeth Paul) be subject to higher powers. 
For he that resisteth the power resisteth 
the ordinance of God.31 

As Calvin freely admitted, the idea of complete obedience to 

secular authorities is not new; the concept is at least as 

old as St. Paul, from whom Calvin drew. Man must render 

complete submission to the powers set over him and not rebel 

or resist their command, for "when we have magistrates, if 

we rebel against them, or rise against the state, endeavoring 

to over throw the order God hath set, we resist not mortal 

creatures, but it is God whom we assail."32 It is evident 

that when Calvin declared that the magistrate bears the 

person of God, he intended it in a rather more literal than 

figurative sense. 

Simple obedience was not sufficient for Calvin, how-

ever. Man must obey not from fear of the magistrate's power 

or fear of punishment; he must obey for the sake of 

31Ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 744. Italics mine. 

32calvin, Sermons on Deuteronomy, p. 216. 
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conscience. 33 Though imperfect, man's conscience is capable 

of recognizing that it is right to submit to the magistrate 

because he was established by God. Once again Calvin's 

theology demands reverence of all that is created, and there-

fore willed, by God. Because he represents God's will on 

earth, the magistrate shares in the majesty of God. There

fore, "the magistrate cannot be resisted, but that God Him

self must also be resisted,"34 and "nothing is more odious 

or detestable afore God than the disobedience of subjects 

against their kings and governors."35 

Calvin tolerated no belief in man's helplessness to 

obey. Just as man can choose to submit to God, he can also 

choose submission to the magistrate. By his conscientious 

submission, many may gain the promise from God of the grace 

to obey, which will lead to salvation.36 So although the 

good man is good through God's grace, his active and con-

scientious choice to submit is essential. 

33Jean Calvin, A Commentary on the Epistle of St. 
Paul to the Romans, translated by Christopher Rosdell 
(Lon~on: John Harrison and George Bishop, 1583), p. 173; 
Inst1tutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 744. 

34Institutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 744. 

35Jean Calvin, An Epistle to Prince Edward, Duke of 
Somerset, translated by-Thomas Stocker (London: John Daye, 
1551), p. 2. 

36calvin, Sermons on Deuteronomy, p, 217. 
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Submission to the existing political authorities is 

right, Calvin said, because the legitimacy of the regime is 

implied by its existence, since it continues only at God's 

pleasure. As Marc-Edouard Chenevi~re has pointed out, to 

rebel against God through resistance to the m·agistrate is to 

mistake the providence of He Who is the author of political 

power.37 Furthermore, the governing powers are to be obeyed 

not because they are legitimate according to some test which 

can be applied by imperfect human reason, but simply because 

they exist. Again the legitimacy is de facto, for the 

government could not exist without the will of God.38 The 

obedience owed to the ruler has nothing at all to do with 

human standards of justice because the State does not rest 

on law, but on divine will.39 From this premise, it is 

consistent that obedience be owed to rulers whether they 

are beneficent or cruel. The ruler who may seem unjust by 

human standards derives his legitimacy from God and executes 

His will in the punishment of man 1 s sins. The ''unjust 11 

ruler is therefore just because he exists by divine will, 

which is by definition perfectly just.4° Calvin was 

37chenevi~re, La Pensee, p. 301. 

38Matthews, "John Calvin," p. 213. 

39carew-Hunt, "Calvin's Theory," p. 63. 

4°George H. Sabine, A History of Political Theory 
(New York: Henry Holt, 1937), p. 366. 



insistent about the Christian's duty of obedience: 

We (are) subject not only to the govern-
ment of those princes which execute their 
offices toward us well and with such faith
fulness as they ought, but also of all of 
them. . . For although the Lord testifieth 
that the magistrate is a special great gift 
of His liberality ... yet he do~h there
withall declare that what sort soever they 
be, they have not their authority but from 
him, that those ... which rules for benefit 
of the commonweal are true exemplars ..• of 
His bountifulness, that they that rule un
justly .•• are raised up by Him to punish 
the wickedness of the people; that all equal
ly have the majesty wherewith He had furnish
ed a lawful power.ijl 

22 

Herein Calvin posited that the obedience due the magistrate 

is due to the office of the magistrate, and not just the 

person of the magistrate; that office has inviolable majesty 

because it is ordained by God. 

Calvin was particularly concerned with the obedience 

owed by the individual Christian. He stated and restated 

the especial obligation of the individual to submit to the 

magistrate as God's representative. Again, 

" ... we owe this affection of rever-
ence, yea and devotion, to all our rulers, 
of what sort soever they be ..• that we 
may learn not to search what the men them
selves be, but take this for sufficient that 
by the will of the Lord they bear that per
sonage in which the Lord Himself hath im- 42 printed and engraved an inviolable majesty." 

4l~stitutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 745. 

42Ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 746. 
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The Christian man may judge the magistrate•s actions only as 

long as he does so with regard to his own state of sin. He 

must not concern himself with the characteristics of the 

ruler, but in s t ead must simply obey, jn all humility, the 

representative of di vine will. If the magistrate does not 

fulfill some imperfect human concept of justice, the 

Christian man must be reminded that he does fulfill, by 

definition, the divine concept of justice. In short, the 

Christian individual may in no way resist the will of the 

magistrate, for 11 the magistrate cannot be resisted but that 

God Himself must also be resisted. 114 3 The individual, above 

all, is governed by the stricture against disobedience. 

Calvin stressed that 11 if we be unmercifully tormented by a 

cruel prince ... this only is left for us, that we crave 

the help of the Lord in Whose hands are the he9rts of kings 

and the bowings of kingdoms. •• 44 God gives the individual 

strength to suffer torment and crue 1 ty so that there 11 is no 

real hurt, 11 and the means to this relief is solely through 

prayer. Man must be ready to 11 die boldly and without fear. n45 

43Ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 746. 

44Ibid., Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 747. 

45Jean Calvin, ••second Sermon, •• in Four Sermons, 
translated by John Fielde (London: Thomas Man, 1579), 
p. 31; Commentaries on Daniel, translated by Arthur Golding 
(London: John Daye, 1570), p. 26. 



24 

The individual Christian, as in all else, must rest his 

hopes on divine intercession to deliver him from eternal 

damnation and earthly torment. 

In Calvin's explanation of the necessity of individ-

ual submission to authority, there is absolutely no mention 

of the possibility of resistance. Were this the entire body 

of Calvin's thought on the subject, we would be obliged to 

classify him, along with Luther, as one who saw anarchy and 

evil as the sole results of tampering with the status quo. 

However, Calvin did go beyond a simple theory of individual 

submission. The most striking reservation in an otherwise 

highly conservative ideology is that man owes obedience in 

all things to God before he owes obedience in anything to 

other men. Calvin insisted that man must not obey princes 

who try to usurp God's authority or overturn His holy 

order. 46 That man may not obey a political order which is 

counter to divine law is a theme repeated many times in 

Calvin's writings: 11 We must obey rulers (only) so far as 

the commandment of God is not broken." 47 Because the goal 

46John T. McNeill, "John Calvin on Civil 
Government," in G. L. Hunt, ed., Calvinism and the Political 
Order (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1965), p. 39; 
Matthews, "John Calvin," p. 215. 

47Jean Calvin, Commentaries Upon the Acts of the 
Apostles, translated by Christopher Fetherstone (London: 
George Bishop, 1585), p. 116. 
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of the political order is the preservation of God's saver-

eignty on earth, we must not obey the magistrate who attempts 

to be absolute in all realms, who tries to infringe on human 

conscience by ordering disobedience to divine mandate. The 

ma gistrate is subject to God as all men are, ~nd tha t must 

temper his rule. As Calvin clearly stated: "in that obedi-

ence which we have determined to be due to the authorities of 

governors that is always to be excepted ... that it do not 

lead us away from obeying Him, to Whose will the desires of 

all kings ought to be subject ... (and) if they command any-

thing against Him, let it have no place. 

The problem which immediately arises is the deter-

mination of what does and does not violate divine command-

ment. The essential point is that submission is contingent 

upon the political order serving God's will; it does not 

depend in any way on social contract or on a covenant with 

the people. Hence, the sole basis upon which to judge the 

actions of the magistrate is the Bible, in which God's Word 

is revealed. 49 Reliance on Scripture is a central point in 

Calvin's theology, and he was consistent in that reliance in 

48rnstitutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 749. 

49winthrop S. Hudson, "Democratic Freedom and 
Religious Faith in the Reformed Tradition," Church History, 
XV (1946), p. 185; Sabine, Political Theory, p. 367. 
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his political theory. Consequently, disobedience to the will 

of the magistrate is justified only if he violates God's laws 

as set down in the Decalogue. Calvin taught that God's will 

may be under8tood throuth ~criptural study, and that obedi-

ence to His vii 11 1 s the centra 1 purpose of human 1 ife. 

Indeed, it is so essential that Calvin closed the Institutes 

of the Christian Religion with the reminder "that we ought 

to obey God rather than men, let us comfort ourselves with 

this thought: perform that obedience which the Lord 

requireth when we suffer anything rather whatsoever it be 

than swerve from godliness."50 

Disobedience is justified, then, if the magistrates 

violate God's laws and will, if "they which are in authority 

know not their own duty."51 Calvin and the other sixteenth 

century publicists generally understood political authority 

as the right to demand obedience as a duty.52 The magis-

trate may demand obedience because he is in a position 

created and ordained by God to fulfill His will. But if 

5°rnstitutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 749. 

51calvin, Sermons on Deuteronomy, p. 216. 

52Allen, Political Thought, p. 57. 
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the magistrate ceases to fulfill His will, and becomes a 

tyrant, 53 God rescinds His mandate; obedience is not required 

if the command violates divine law. 

Calvin gave no better explanation of thiE doctrine 

than in his Con@entaries on Daniel. Darius broke the First 

Commandment when he commanded Daniel not to pray; consequent-

ly, Daniel was relieved of his obligation to obey, and con-

tinued to pray. Darius then had Daniel sent to spend the 

night in the den of lions. The item of paramount importance 

in Calvin's commentary is that Daniel did not resist punish-

ment. Although Daniel disobeyed Darius' ungodly command, he 

did not resist his ruler's authority. Calvin praised Daniel 

for heeding the command of God to submit to the will of the 

magistrate and to rely for deliverance on supplication to 

divine mercy. Daniel's sole means of redemption from the 

consequences of his disobedience was prayer. Calvin wanted 

Daniel to be an example to "let us learn constantly to go 

forward in our course appointed, and not to turn back though 

all the world be against us: for God is able easily to 

53By "tyrant, 11 Calvin and most of the other writers 
surveyed in this paper do not mean simply a ruler who governs 
arbitrarily. To Calvin, especially, government cannot be 
arbitrary because whatever the ruler does executes divine 
will. A tyrant, then, is a prince who violates or ceases to 
enforce divine law. He is, by definition, unjust. 
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remove all impediments. 1154 Nevertheless, this disobedience 

was most certainly not insurrection, for Daniel was obliged 

to suffer the consequences of his act and had only faith in 

God's mercy to relieve his suffering. 

Another significant distinction in Calvin's inter

pretation of Daniel is that the prophet's disobedience was 

not passive resistance. Certainly it was not resistance 

because the consequences of the act were fully acknowledged 

and accepted. More important, Daniel's disobedience was 

not passive because it was an act of conscience just as 

submission is. Daniel disobeyed because he recognized that 

it was right, and not because he desired to rebel. Dis

obedience to Darius' order was right because the order 

violated divine law, and a true Christian is obliged, above 

all, to obey God's law. The decision to obey God and to 

disobey the magistrate is an active choice of conscience. 

Again, Calvin laid full accountability for action on man. 

In all cases, man has the choice to submit to divine will, 

which will grant him, in turn, the strength to abide by that 

will. 

Thus far, Calvin's theory of submission to political 

rule remains unquestionably on the side of established 

authority, and opposed to violent change. However, there is 

54calvin, Commentaries on Daniel, p. 5. 
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an historical phenomenon which had tremendous influence on 

Calvin's thought. Just as he recognized the existence of 

tyrants, Calvin was obliged to acknowledge the historical 

fact that they ar·e overthrown occasionally, and not simply 

disGbeyed. ~ince all that is, by God's will, account had to 

be made of this phenomenon. Calvin recogn:ized this problem 

and answered it: 

Here both His marvelous goodness, and 
power, and providence showeth itself; for 
sometime of His servants He raiseth up 
open revengers, and furnisheth them with 
His commandment to take vengeance of their 
unjust government, and to deliver His 
people many ways oppressed out of miserable 
distress ... (these men) did not violate 
that majesty which is planted in kings by 
the ord:inances of God, but being armed from 
!leaven they subdued the lesser power with 
the greater. . . "55 

Thus C?lvin confronted and explained the existence of men 

who not only resisted the will of tyrants, but overturned 

their rulers and delivered the population from oppression. 

These revengers did not violate God's command to obey because 

they represented the superior command of observance of God's 

will. Calvin held that the highest earthly power is that 

which represents divine rule. If the magistrate forfeits 

his authority by violating his office of upholding divine 

rule, then God may raise up a body of greater authority than 

the magistrate. The revengers are a greater authority 

55rnstitutes, Bk. IV, Ch. 20, p. 748. 
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because they seek to re-establ i sh God's sovereignty; this is 

the meaning of "subdue(ing) the lesser power with the 

greater." 'I'he means of resistance to political authority 

are given by God to tho s e whom He choose s . It is a calling 

i n s p i~ed by t~ ~ Cr eat or , j u2t as t he magi2 t r at e 's is, and 

e.zists for tr.e same purpoc:e of p erpe tuC~U n i.~ dJv ·ine ma;jesty 

on earth. 

The inferior magistrates (as Cal vin named them) who 

represent heavenly will in the face of tyranny, were not an 

abstract concept. Indeed, he offered several examples who 

served as godly revengers, among them the Ephori of Sparta, 

the Demarchi of At hens, and t he Roman Tribunes. He maintain-

ed that these agents were 

magistrates for the behalf of the people . 
. ,I do not forbid them according to 
their office to withstand the raging over 
and treading down the poor communalty; 
their dissembling is not without wicked 
breach of faith because they deceitfully 
betray the liberty of the people, whereof 
they know themselves to be appointed pro
tectors by the ordinance of God.56 

Significantly, Calvin also included the Estates-General of 

France as a protector of the public conscience against un

godly magistrates, with the warning, "let princes hear and 

be afraid."57 

56Ibid. 

57 Ibid. 
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Calvin therefore made theoretical allowance for true 

resistance to the unjust ruler through a divinely ordained 

and inspired revenger. It is essential to note, however, 

that the reven~:::er i.s by nature both coi'porate and legal. I t 

is a const i tutional body in tha t the Er oup is an established 

organ of the polity. No parvenue, this, but a standing body 

whose permanent function is the insuring of conformity 

between magisterial decree and divine command. Resistance 

is not the right of the individual, nor does it belong to 

the people. The punishment of offense lies only with God, 

and may sometimes be manifested through his appointed 

representatives. Calvin sternly warned tha t unless and until 

God should create or inspire such a body, 

we in the mean time must take great heed 
that we do not despise or offend that 
authority of the magistrate, full or rever
end majesty, which God has established with 
most weighty decrees, although it remains 
with most unworthy men, and which do with 
their wickedness ... defile it. For though 
the correcting of unbridled government be 
the revengement of the Lord, let us not by 
and by think that it is committed to us, to 
whom there is given no other commandment than 
to obgy and suffer. I speak always of private 
men. 5 ~ 

The responsibility for maintaining God's sovereignty remains 

always with the constituted magistracy, created and ordained 

by the omnipotent and omniscient God. 
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It is apparent that Calvin•s theory of resistance 

is full of somber warnings and considerable reservations. 

Calvin remained deeply impressed by the concept of God's 

sovereignty and the necessity to obey His command. Yet 

de:::p:lte Cal·;in':-; admor1 ~itory limitation~J, the fJrovi:=:ion for 

active, conscientious resistance is the most important 

qualification in Calvin's political thought. It was an 

extremely significant proviso for sixteenth century France. 

Many Protestants believed Henri II to be an unrighteous 

king, and since Calvin admitted that a constitutional 

defender of Christian liberty and godly law existed in 

France, he seemed by implication to favor rebellion. It is 

therefore well to consider Calvin 1 s theoretical conclusions 

in light of his actual responses to contemporary events. 

Calvin was deeply involved in the events of his day, and 

conducted a large correspondence on political issues. Obser

vation of his disposition to immediate events can increase 

our understanding of his thought. 

It cannot have escaped Calvin when he published his 

final edition of the Institutes that the Estates-General had 

not met for fifty-three years. In addition, that period 

witnessed the reigns of two of the most potent French rulers, 

Francis I and Henri II. These men had subdued divisive 

elements and dominated the nation by their intensely personal 

rule. By the time that the Estates next met in 1560, they 
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were too divided and too weak to protect Protestant worship, 

much less to insure the Calvinistic reform of church and 

state. 59 Ergo, there was in France a de facto absence of a 

constitutional defender. According to Calvin's doctrine, 

then, the Hu[:ucnots hEld no al ternati 'le but to r:: uf'fer the 

consequences of their disobedience to royal authority aris-

ing from worship in reformed churches. Lacking a God-inspir-

ed revenger, French Protestants could only "obey and suffer," 

and pray for divine intercession. 

Calvin's response to the abortive Conspiracy of 

Amboise is similarly instructive. When the plan to capture 

the king and arrest the dominant Guise faction failed and 

was exposed, Calvin soon registered his vehement disapproval. 

In a letter to Admiral Coligny in April, 1561, Calvin stated 

his opposition, based on his belief that violence only 

begets more violence. He thought it better that God's chil-

dren should perish than that the Gospel be disobeyed by 

their unrightful rebellion. 60 He had also written in a 

similar vein to Conde'", saying "I never approved of deciding 

our cause by violence." 61 Calvin ventured that if all the 

princes of the blood should join with the parlements 

59McNeill, History and Character, p, 246. 

6oAllen, Political Thought, p. 59. 

61McNeill, John Calvin on Civil Government, p. 27. 
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in resistance, then they might be viewed as a constitutional 

body, and a righteous manifestation of God's will. Calvin 

did not consider the encouragement given the conspiracy by 

the Prince of Conde to be sufficient representation of 

constJtutional mandate or divine revenge. or· course, Calvin 

cannot have believed in the immediate possibility of con

currence of all the nobility and all the parlements in a 

plan of insurrection. His answer to Coligny on the question 

of legitimate resistance in France must be interpreted as a 

flat negative. Calvin did not envision any realistic means 

by which a legitimate rebellion might occur in the France he 

knew. 

Calvin ,also disapproved of literature which encourag

ed rebellion against secular political authorities. Many 

treatises were published in the early 1560's which called 

for resistance, especially in Scotland, England and France. 

Two of the most notorious and well-read were Christopher 

Goodman's How Superior Powers Ought to Be Obeyed, and the 

First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Menstruous Regiment 

of Women by John Knox, Goodman advocated resistance to any 

magistrate who is unjust according to the standards of 

human reason. Knox encouraged active rebellion in Scotland 

and England to overthrow the regent, Mary Guise, and the 

English Queen, Mary Tudor; he considered rule by women to be 

unnatural and a crime against God. In a letter to 



Sir William Cecil, Calvin apologized for not having sup-

pressed the works of Goodman and Knox in Geneva in 1559 

when he first heard of them. He did ban them in 1563. 62 
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Calvin had carefully based his doctrine of resistance on a 

few specif1c condit i ons, which did not include application 

of human standards of justice; nor did he consider human 

reason to be a guide in the de~ision to resist. To Calvin, 

the works of Goodman and Knox were a clear invitation to the 

chaos and tyranny which would result from the abandonment of 

the divine commandment to obedience. Such an action or 

incitement to action, he could never countenance. In nearly 

every encounter with contemporary events, Calvin adamantly 

rejected the alternative of resistance in favor of the 

Christian duty to "obey and suffer." 

Calvin's thought on resistance to secular authority 

is full of complex contingencies. It derives its inspira-

tion and meaning from his theology, and is based on the 

omnipresence of all-powerful and all-knowing God. As in all 

other areas, Calvin's guide for human behavior is the ful-

fillment of God's will. In the political arena it is God's 

will, as expressed in Scripture, that man obey his superiors. 

The Word of God was the only source of truth for Calvin, and 

it ordered subjects to be obedient to their magistrates. 63 

62Allen, Political Thought, footnote p. 116. 
63chenevi~re, La Pensee, p. 303. 



The main thrust of Calvin's doctrine, therefore, is active 

obedience, the conscientious submission to the rule of the 

magistrate as the earthly representative of divine will. 

As I have shown, Calvin emphasized over and over again the 

especial duty of submission owed by tt1e individual. In no 

way, under any circumstances may the Christian individual 

resist the magistrate. He is bound by his obligation of 

obedience to God to submit to the political authorities. 

However, Calvin also believed that God's ordinance 

is withdrawn from the magistrate who orders the violation of 

divine law. Since the magistrate no longer promotes the 

maintenance of God's sovereignty, he is no longer a right

eous ruler, and the Christian is no longer obliged to obey. 

Calvin carefully defined the opposite of obedience, not as 

resistance, but as disobedience. Again, disobedience is a 

conscientious act for the fulfillment of divine will through 

obedience to God before men. Calvin maintained that the 

disobedient Christian also must submit to the magistrate's 

will, and suffer the consequences of his disobedience. Sup

plication to divine intercession is his only hope for 

deliverance. Submission to the magistrate as the manifest 

embodiment of God's will is always the paramount political 

duty of the Christian individual, even in the face of ungod

ly government. 
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Actual resistance to secular authority is the most 

complex portion of Calvin's doctrine. As demonstrated above, 

he recognized that revengers do arise to defend divine 

so vereignty and to overthrow the usurper of that maje~ty. 

!Iowever, the defender must be a corporate and lecal entJti, 

inspired and ordained by God as the permanent defender of 

Christian liberty to right worship. Calvin's defender is 

justified to resist the magistrate only when he overtly 

violates divine law, and only with the concurrence of the 

entire defending body. Reference to Calvin's reply to 

Coligny lends appreciation of the great reservation with which 

he approached the possibility of resistance. Time and again, 

despite theoretical justification of the right to resist, 

Calvin avoided that doctrine in favor of the order and 

stability which result from submission and obedience. Al

though experience and reason gave him cause to consider the 

possibility of rebellion, Calvin's thought was dominated by 

his fundamental belief in the complete hegemony of divine 

will. God's command of absolute obedience to magisterial 

authority formed the nucleus of Calvin's thought, from 

which he departed with great reluctance. 

Nevertheless, the inclusion of a doctrine of resis

tance was an important wedge in Calvin's thought. It is the 

source of much of the significance of Calvinism in the 

second half of the sixteenth and later centuries. By not 



proscribing the possibility of resistance entirely, as 

Luther did, Calvin gave room for the extrapolation and 

i t t t . f hi d t . b h. d. . 1 64 Th re n erpre a lon o s oc rlne y lS lSClp es. e 

possibility of God ins pired and ordained r ebe llion aga i ns t 

an unholy ruler lent Calvinism a potentially revolutionary 

side. Cal vin consistently stressed submi s sion and obedience 

as the paramount dut i es of the indi vidual Christian. How-

ever, it is the translation of his doctrine, emphasizing 

divine justification of political rebellion, which became 

the dominant interpretation in the second half of the six-

teenth century. 

6 lt J"b ·· d _ .. _l_.' 
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Calvin's reluctant and conditional justification of 

resistance to secular authority was expanded and dogmatized 

in the second half of the sixteenth century by those who 

were involved in conflict with the regimes of Marian England 

and France under Charles IX. Due to the inferior position 

of the minority religious parties, the publicists who 

represented their point of view were most concerned with 

limitations of political authority and the duty of subjects 

toward a regime which had abused its powers or violated the 

conditions from v1hi ch it derived 1 egi t imacy. Although the 

basis on which each of the publicists founded his theory 

varied with time and circumstance, the nearly universal 

characteristics were a rejection of Calvin's insistence on 

strict submission and the creation of a doctrine of active 

resistance to secular authority. In this portion of my 

consideration of the sources of Puritan thought on resis

tance to secular authority, I will discuss the political 

ideas of the proponents of Calvinism on the Continent during 

the late sixteenth century. Included in this group are the 

Marian exiles who fled to Germany and the Low Countries 

from England and the Huguenot partisans of France. It will 

become evident that the revolutionary side of Calvin's 

thought was most significant to those whose political posi

tion had led them to question the legitimacy of the 

39 
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established government. 

The concern that political power may be exercised 

by a ruler who is without the true Christian faith sparked 

a reconsideration of the nature of c overrnnent in the second 

half of the sixteenth century. The consens us · on which 

political power had been based--a product of Christendom 

viewed as a "seamless garment"--had been disrupted by the 

Lutheran and Calvinist protest, creating the need for a new 

foundation from which government could be regarded as legit

imate and just. Most important, after the unity of Christen

dom was destroyed, it was no longer possible to rely on 

Christian conscience to mediate the use of political power 

because not all Christians were "true Christians," a term 

variously defined by the several sects into which Christen

dom was now divided. To the members of the minority religious 

parties after 1550, it became evident that the ruler himself 

might not adhere to the true religion. The concern with 

political legitimacy voiced by Calvinist writers, as well as 

the Catholic monarchomachs, was the result of conflict with 

established regimes and the resultant need to create a new 

means of legitimatizing political authority. 

In England, the rise of Mary Tudor to the throne in 

1553 created acute problems for Calvinist Protestants. This 

Catholic Queen redefined the meanings of heresy and sedition 

in order to sustain the superior position of Catholics. The 
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most immediate need felt by Protestants after Mary's acces-

sion was to avoid imprisonment or execution for violation 

of her religious and political standards. Of almost equal 

import to the conscientious Protestant was the question of 

obedience to a ruler who was without the true religion and 

who in fact promoted heresy and idolatry. For many the only 

means to resolve this conflict in the presence of powerful 

government opposition was to become expatriates. However, 

some of those who left England were not content simply to 

flee to Strassburg or Frankfurt. They continued the strug-

gle by writing dour polemics which they sent back to England 

and also disseminated on the Continent. 

One of the first of these publicists to protest 

against the reign of Mary Tudor was John Ponet (1516-1556), 

an Edwardian bishop who, at Mary's succession, was deprived 

of his episcopacy because he was married. 1 There was fur-

ther cause for Ponet's exile. He was also involved in the 

Kentish rebellion of 1554 led by Sir Thomas Wyatt, which 

sought to depose the new queen on account of her proposed 

marriage to Philip II of Spain. That same year the former 

bishop fled to Strassburg. 2 Ponet was the first of the 

English Protestants to advocate active resistance by the 

1winthrop S. Hudson, John Ponet, Advocate of Limited 
Monarchy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1942), 
p. 59. 

2 
Ibid., 63. 
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people to a government which violates the conditions upon 

which its authority was granted. He based his argument on 

the idea that political authority becomes tyranny when the 

prince contravenes di vine or secular law. His work, ~ 

Shorte Treatise of Politike Power, was published i n 1556 

and became a cornerstone for the de velopment of English 

Protestant thought on resistance during and after the exile. 

Ponet's first principle, like Calvin's, is the abso-

lute sovereignty of God. Beyond this, however, there is 

nothing distinctly Calvinist about his thought; rather, it 

was conditioned by the particular experience of English 

Protestants in the l550's.3 The bishop agrees that God is 

the ultimate source of all political authority but departs 

significantly from Calvin by positing that a people deter-

mines and mediates the manner in which political power is to 

be exercised. This is accomplished through the creation of 

human or positive law, whose legitimacy is derived from its 

reflection of or agreement with natural law. Authority to 

rule is derived from God, but is conferred by the people; 

however, if a ruler is a tyrant his goverance cannot be 

ordained by God, and it is evident that the people ''erred in 

choosing him." 4 . Although the people have the right to 

3John W. Allen, A History of Political Thought in 
the Sixteenth Century (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1928), 
p. 118. 

4Hudson, John Ponet, p. 158. 
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authorize or legitimatize the use of political power, their 

decision may be wrone, and subjects are not bound to obey a 

ruler who does not have God's blessing. A king is merely a 

servant of God and mini2ter to the people, and he is sub-

ordhta te to them :in that they are the Jmrned late source of' 

his political nuthority. Although a king has the right to 

exercise political power over his subjects, he may not be-

come a tyrant and ignore the positive law created on behalf 

of the people, for he is accountable to them. 

Kings and princes have not an absolute 
power over their subjects; they are and 
ought to be subject to the law of God, 
and the wholesome positive laws of their 
country ... the magistrate's doing (will) 
be called to account and reckoning and 
th e ir vices corrected and punished by the 
body of the whole congregation or common
wealth.5 

In this passage Ponet binds the prince with double 

restraints--the laws of God and the laws of man. The laws 

of God dictate that to be a legitimate ruler the prince 

must be a Christian, and as a Christian he is obligated to 

defend the true religion and the positive law which rein-

forces its teachings. Ponet considers the true religion to 

be so blatantly self-evident that violation of or failure to 

defend its tenets may be recognized by any individual 

Christian. 

5John Ponet, "A Shorte Treatise of Politike Power," 
in Hudson, op.cit., 106. 
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This in itself is not a sharp departure from previ-

ous theory, for other thinkers, including Calvin, had allow-

ed judgment to private men. Ponet does not stop with judg-

ment, however, and ~rants men the privilege to act on their 

judgment against tyrannical government. Dut trYe ex:iled 

bishop exhibits no anarchical proclivities and instead pre-

scribes a precise pattern of action to be followed by those 

endeavoring to defend God's justice. Relying on the old 

medieval values, Ponet counsels the people first to wait for 

Christian conscience to remind the king of his duty to God 

and his subjects.
6 

If the king continues to disregard nat-

ural and po81tive law and seeks the destruction of God's 

holy order, he advises the subjects to appeal for relief to 

the nobility and the lesser magistrates, such as Parliament, 

because they also are constituted defenders of the true 

faith and justice. In the event that the magistracy should 

fail to act, the clergy may be called upon to remind the 

tyrant of his obligations as a final gesture of the respect 

of the people for his office. However, Ponet warns that if 

the magistracy and the clergy shouhl allow tyranny to contin-

ue, the people, armed with penance, prayer and the sword, 
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may rightfully depose and even assassinate the ungodly 

ruler.7 He cautions that this action must not be taken 
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lightly, and stipulates that tyrannicide should be commit

ted only if the people 11 have special inducement or surely 

proved motion of God." 8 

This position was not esoteric or theoretical; Ponet 

was a polemicist, and his advocacy of rebellion was part of 

a specific program of action. He argued that the re-estab-

lishment of the Latin Mass by Mary Tudor was a violation of 

the positive law created under Edward VI in accordance with 

divine teaching on right worship. In addition, Mary's 

marriage to Philip II violated her coronation vow to do 

nothing which would diminish the rights and authority of the 

Crown. Since neither the magistracy nor the clergy had 

responded to the need to eradicate this tyranny, Ponet's 

treatise was clearly a call to the people of England to 

depose and assassinate the heretic queen.9 

Ponet's words had a powerful effect on his contempo-

raries. Although no one was able to consummate his call to 

7The writers surveyed in this chapter nearly always 
associate assassination with deposing the king. It was felt 
that a tyrant would not allow himself to be relieved of 
office without resistance. Tyrannicide was thought to be 
the most expeditious and inevitable course of action. 

8Ponet, op.cit., 124. 

9Ibid., lll-2. 



arms, there were many who read Ponet and agreed with his 

conclusions. The bishop's influence was naturally most 

pronounced among the exiles themselves due in part to his 

position as the ranking English ecclesiastic abroad. 10 He 

concretely expressed a sentj.ment popular among his compa-

triots and created a political theory to accommodate the 
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exigencies of their position. The further development of a 

theory to justify the needs of the Protestant exiles was 

undertaken by certain of Ponet 1 s fellow exiles. 

One of the most controversial and therefore signifi-

cant treatises to be written after Ponet 1 s was Christopher 

Goodman's How Superior Powers Ought to Be Obeyed of Their 

Subjects. Goodman (1520-1603), who was Lady Margaret 

Professor of Divinity at Brasenose College, Oxford, had been 

implicated in the conspiracy led by William Thomas to assas-

sinate Queen Mary and had fled to Strassburg; from there he 

went to Frankfurt and on to Geneva where he became a citizen 

in 1558. 11 His tract was published that same year in 

England, and was so offensive to the Crown that it was never 

republished there. 12 

10 . Hudson, op.cit., 75. 
11christina H. Garrett, The Marian Exiles: A Study 

in the Origins of Elizabethan Puritanism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1938), pp. 162-4. 

12charles H. Mcillwain, 
How Superior Powers Ought to Be 
Christopher Goodman (New York: 
1931), p. ii. 

ed., bibliographic note to 
Obeyed of Their Subjects, by 
Columbia University Press, 
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Goodman begins his treatise with Calvin's familiar 

dictum that a supremely sovereign God must be obeyed before 

allegiance is owed to any man. 13 Throughout the volume he 

adheres to the premise that God is the ultimate source of 

all political authority and that princes are only His 

lieutenants. A covenant exists, the clergyman argues, 

between God and His annointed requiring them to rule accord-

ing to His laws for the benefit of their subjects. Foremost 

among these obligations is the duty to defend the true reli-

gion--religion being the basis of just and pious rule--and 

failure to uphold this obligation breaches the covenant, 
14 bringing the loss of divine mandate. Goodman emphasizes 

that an ungodly ruler is no ruler at all: when a magistrate 

ceases to fulfill the covenant, God gives the people the 

sword and He becomes their leader for the punishment of the 

tyrant. 15 

In addition to the compacts between God and the 

prince and the prince and his subjects, a third covenant 

exists between God and the people; it obliges every person 

to be responsible for his own obedience to God's laws in all 

respects and before all other obligations. Therefore, 

Goodman continues, in the event of conflict between divine 

l3Goodman, ibid., 39. 

14Ibid., 118. 

l5Ibid., 185-7. 
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law and a royal command, resistance to the political author-
16 

ity does not necessarily constitute disobedience to God. 

Goodman maintains that the common people are not brute 

beasts who must suffer tyranny in silence: they are men 

with judgment and reason. 17 They ar~ capable not only of 

determining what is tyranny, but because of their covenant 

with God, they are personally obligated to combat it. 

Simply to disobey an ungodly command is not enough for 

Goodman; the conscientious subject "ought not only to con-

demn the king's unlawful commandment but do the plain con-
18 

trary." ~1ere disobedience or passive resistance entails 

only the failure to comply with a command, and that is not 

sufficient demonstration of the true faith. The exiled 

clergyman argues that God does not command obedience to 

unjust kings, but approves of resistance. 19 Like Ponet, 

Goodman stands in distinct opposition to Calvin's insistence 

on passive resistance as the individual's only recourse. It 

is this break with the Calvinist tradition which made the 

thought of Ponet and Goodman so important in the sixteenth 

century and became the source of their later influence. 

16Ibid., 47. 

l 7 Ibid., 84. 

lBibid., 146. 

l9Ibid., 496. 
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Goodman also urged citizens to go beyond individual 

responsibility to obey God's commands and to assume a 

collective responsibility to maintain right government ac-

cording to divine and human law. This responsibility nat-

urally includes insurance that the prince discharges his 

duty to God and his subjects. Goodman advises that the 

people must depend for defense on the lesser magistrates, 

government officials below the prince who are ordained to 

defend the true religion. 20 However, their failure to re

strain the prince may require the people to take action. 21 

Goodman does not propose a system of appeals to higher power 

as does Ponet; counsel should be given to the wayward ruler, 

but if he fails to respond the people have no other recourse 

than to depose and slay him. Furthermore, one need not be 

a public person to do away with a tyrant; all that is re-
22 

quired is obedience to God's command. It is not explained 

whether this obedience is a form of divine inspiration. 

Like Ponet, however, Goodman considered tyranny to be such 

blatant wickedness that no such definition is necessary; 

men need only rely on their consciences. 

20
To the English writers considered in this chapter, 

magistrates and nobles were not necessarily synonymous; the 
two categories did overlap in reality, however. Thus the 
writers frequently use the terms in close proximity, though 
not interchangeably. 

21 Goodman, op.cit., 73. 
221bid., 189. 
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It is obvious why Goodman's book was so ill-received 

by the English Crown. In addition to delegating political 

authority to the people, he compounded Ponet's sin by offer-

ing none of his predecessor's deference to hi gher authority 

in considering tyrannicide. Like Ponet, Goodman clearly 

reckoned the prince to be accountable for his actions not 

only to God but to his subjects as well. He viewed the 

community as the source of all magisterial authority and had 

no reservations regarding the exercise of the prerogative, 

even when the rescinding of authority meant tyrannicide. 

His polemic was a mandate for any person armed with communal 

approval and divine inspiration to do away with the ruler. 

Goodman's politics closely resemble those of his 

conten1porary and associate, John Knox (1505-72), and it is 

difficult to determine the extent to which one influenced 

the other. 23 Knox's concern with the nature of government 

and resistance to it was stimulated by the intense antipathy 

of the Crown in Scotland during the regency of Mary Guise 

and the reign of Mary Stuart. Although his interest was 

prompted by circumstances similar to those of the English 

exiles, Knox's Appellation and First Blast of the Trumpet 

Against the Monstruous Regiment of Women are much more 
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eloquent expressions of the rising insistence on the ulti-

mate supremacy of the people. His works were widely read 

and were believed to be the most significant repudiations 

of Calvin's doctrine of obedience. 24 

Knox's political theory 1s founded on the same 

beliefs he shared with Ponet and Goodman. Princes and magis-

trates derive their authority from God as mediated by the 

community. The Crown possesses special rights and privi-

leges, but they are conferred by subjects on condition that 

the prince uphold his pledge to rule justly. It is the duty 

of all magistrates to punish evil, protect the innocent, and 

defend and maintain the true religion. 25 The fulfillment of 

these duties is a great and noble deed. Echoing Calvin, 

Knox admits that "the office of the magistrate ought to have 

the first and chief respect to the glory of God." 26 

However, Knox does not plac€ the entire responsibil-

ity for the welfare of the State on the solitary shoulders 

of the prince. God has a covenant with His children which 

binds them to uphold justice and the true faith; they must 

24Allen, op.cit., 117. 

25Ibid., 107. 

26John Knox, "The Appellation of John Knox from the 
Most Cruel and Unjust Sentence Pronounced Against Him," in 
Works, Vol. IV, ed. by David Laing (New York: AMS Press, 
1966) ' p. 481. 
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insure the fulfillment of the prince's duties and must fill 

the breach in the event of his default. This obligation 

transcends all claims to obedience by mere secular authority, 

for the right and obligation of the nobles, the Estates and 

the people to share in the direction of earthly go vernment 

are derived directly from God. 27 

Knox also argues that every true believer has the 

duty to slay idolaters and tyrants and to depose an impious 

king. If the Estates and the nobility fail in their obliga-

tion, the people have no other recourse but to assassinate 

the tyrant themselves. 28 He posits that God may offer to 

the people a defender of the true religion and Christian 

justice, and this defender should be followed. Knox also 

counsels that initial failures should not discourage the 

defenders but stir them to faith and to further efforts.
29 

Knox's call to arms, like those of Ponet and Goodman, 

was not hypothetical; he avidly desired the overthrow and 

demise of both Mary Stuart and Mary Tudor. Because both 

these women were Catholics, they violated the oath of the 

sovereign to uphold the true religion; they were idolaters 

27John Knox, "First Blast of the Trumpet Against the 
Mons truous Regiment of Women, ., in Works, Vol. IV, p. 397. 

28Ibid., 416. 

29Knox, "Appellation, 11 498-500. 



and subject to assassination by any believer. 30 However, 

Knox also objected to the rule of these women on the basis 

of their sex: 

To promote a woman to bear rule, superi.
orlty, dominion or empire above any realm, 
nation or city is repugnant to Nature, 
contumely to God, a thing most contrarious 
to His revealed will and approved ordinance, 
and finally it is the subversion of good 
order, all equity and justice.3l 

He insisted that any man should risk his life to end the 

rule of women, for the rule of women is contrary to God's 

53 

law. God, through St. Paul, denies women the right to 

suzerainty over men.32 Therefore, government conducted by 

a woman, especially a Catholic, is contrary to His revealed 

will, and such government cannot originate in His mandate. 

It follows that rule by a woman is illegitimate, even if 

authority be conferred by the people because a woman ruler 

is not a righteous ruler and does not have God's authority. 

To continue to live under her reign is to be a slave to sin, 

and the authority to cast her down belongs to every true 

Christian.33 

It is evident that Knox's works are powerful pole-

mics designed to stir action against the ungodly queens. 

3°lbid., 504, 507. 

31Knox, "First Blast," 375. 

32rbid., 368, 380. 

33lbid., 392, 395. 



It is also understandable why he became persona non grata 

in England, and why his works, along with Goodman's were 

banned from Geneva by Calvin.34 Although there is little 

that is original in Knox's thought, he summarized many of 

the objections to the rule of Mary Stuart and Mary Tudor 

held by the exiles; he argued that their false religion, 

54 

their violation of legal and constitutional obligations, and 

their sex justified resistance to their authority. Because 

of this eclecticism Knox was among the most influential of 

the early opponents to the doctrine of absolute obedience. 

His works were read and referred to by Huguenots and 

Puritans alike, and his formulations were cornerstones for 

later development of the doctrine of resistance to secular 

authority. 

The reigns of Mary Stuart and Mary Tudor had prompt-

ed Scots and English writing on political resistance; the 

St. Bartholomew Massacre brought a similar reaction from 

among Protestants in France. The murder of Coligny and 

several hundred other Huguenot leaders on the night of 

August 24, 1572, was accomplished with the tacit approval of 

Catherine de'Medici, as a means of obliterating the influ-

ence of the Huguenot nobility and hence protecting her polit-

ical position. The event generated profound distrust of the 

34Allen, op.cit., footnote, p. 116. 
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Crown and caused a significant change in ideas about polit-

ical dissent. Previously, Calvin's doctrine of non-resis-

tance had been upheld, at least theoretically, and the 

monarchy was staunchly supported by the Huguenots, who 

blamed the failures and injustices of French government on 

the dominant Guise faction. After 1572, however, dissent 

centered on the issue of the unrighteous ruler and the very 

legitimacy of the monarchy was called into question. 

The Francogallia of Fran9ois Hotman (1524-90), pub-

lished in 1573, was the first major theoretical investiga-

tion of civil resistance to appear after the St. Bartholomew 

massacre. Hotman was an eminent French jurist who had been 

an advisor to the Bourbons and the Prince of Cond~. 35 Three 

factors shaped Hotman's treatise: the need to refute Calvin, 

his humanist education, and the Huguenot position in France. 

While persecution of Huguenots stimulated refutations of 

Calvin's political thought in France, the immense authority 

of the great reformer's doctrine of non-resistance compelled 

Hotman and other Huguenot writers to give very detailed and 

systematic explanations of their hypotheses of resistance to 

political authority. Because of his training and experience, 

Hotman's Francogallia, unlike the works of the Marian exiles, 

is not a call to arms, but a humanist's investigation of the 



I 
I 
I 
t. 

t 

I 
\ 
i 
\ 

________________________ .......... .. 

sovereignty of the French Crown.36 Furthermore, the 

Francogallia and other Huguenot tracts are less polemical 

because the Huguenots did not enjoy the relative safety of 

exile: they constituted a minority party living in the midst 

of potential danger.37 

The greatest portion of the Francogallia is devoted 

to an inquiry into the constitutional origins of the French 

monarchy. Hotman maintains that ancient Gaul was composed 

of free political communities which were governed contrac-

tually by consent, and which reserved to themselves the 

right of defense against the Crown. He then argues that the 

people existed before the king and retain as much power over 

him as he over them. The king is constantly restrained by 
38 

the nobility and representatives chosen by the people. 

Most important, the people reserved to themselves the power 

to make and remove a king. Since the monarch can continue 

to rule only with their consent, the people may depose him 

if he violates the established moral or judicial standards 

of the community.39 

36J. H. Franklin, ed., Constitutionalism and 
Resistance in the Sixteenth Century (New York: Western 
Publishing Company, 1969), p. 19. 

cit., 

37rbid., 32. 

38Fran9ois Hotman, "Francogallia," in Franklin, op. 
54-5. 

39 Ibid. , 59, 65. 
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Hotman proposes a theory of government based on a 

dominion shared by the king, the nobility and the town rep-

40 resentatives, and directed by the counsel of the Estates. 

He argues that government may not be conducted without con

sulting the governed, adding that "it is completely evident 

that this splendid liberty of holding public councils is 

part of the common law of peoples." 41 To the public council 

he accords the right to accept or reject all legislative 

decrees of the Crown, confining "sovereign judgment and 

decision in all affairs of state ... (to) the assembly of 

the people." 42 The Estates are also charged with creating 

and deposing kings, for "a people are not sought and procur-

ed for the sake of the king, but the king for the people. 

People can exist without a king. . .whereas a king without 

a people cannot even be imagined." 43 

Unlike the Marian exiles, Hotman does not ground the 

right to rebel on violation of the divine covenant. There-

in lies a significant and exceptional difference between 

Hotman and the other sixteenth century theorists of politi-

cal rebellion, for the latter were generally associated with 

40rbid., 67. 
41 Ibid., 70. 
42Ibid., 78. 
43rbid., 79. 



a specific religious program. Instead, the jurist author-

izes political resistance as a means of reasserting the 

constitutional right of a people to bind their king and to 

be consulted on matters of policy. He states that 

the kings of France have not been granted 
unme~sured and unlimited power by their 
countrymen and cannot be considered abso
lute ... they are bound by definite laws 
and compacts, the first and most important 
of which is that they must hold the author
ity of the public council sacred and in
violate and call it into solemn session in 
their presence as often as the public in
terest demands.44 

Because each judgment and law ''must be approved by those it 

will affect, 114 5 tyranny is defined as the king's abandon-

ment of the policy of public consultation and rule by con-

tractual consent. Under such circumstances the people may 

beg assistance from the nobility and the Estates for relief 

from tryanny, for they are the rightful representatives and 

defenders of the public interest. The public council then 

may exercise its right to depose and punish the king. 46 

The most striking feature of Hotman's argument is 

that he never granted the right of resistance to the people 

themselves. This is in marked contrast to the Marian theo-

rists but very much in keeping with Calvin's thought. The 

44rbid., 90. 

45Ibid., 96. 

46rbid., 84. 
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jurist never accorded the right to resist to the people, but 

only to their representative, the Estates, through which 

the popular will is exercised. This is an important and 

consistent characteristic of Huguenot political thought 

reflecting both the influence of French monarchical theory 

and social structure, and the weighty authority of Calvin. 

Although French Calvinists agreed with Marian Englishmen on 

the legitimacy of rebellion against a tyrant, that agreement 

was based on two entirely different conceptions of the role 

of the people, as well as widely separate definitions of 

tyranny. 

The authoritative influence of Geneva also continued 

to be felt in France after St. Bartholomew, but strict ad-

herence to the teachings of Calvin became considerably 

modified. In 1574 Calvin's lieutenant, Theodore Beza (1519-

1605), published his treatise On the Right of Magistrates 

Over Their Subjects. Beza's book is a Calvinist declaration 

of the limits of royal power and the rights of the governed 

when confronted with tyranny, and is addressed obliquely to 

the cause of resistance among the Huguenots.47 Beza's 

treatise represents a significant departure from Calvin's 

insistence on absolute obedience to authority in all but 

the most extreme cases, and it is significant that he was 

47J. H. Elliott, Europe Divided, 1559-1598. (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1969), p. 222. 



60 

refused permission to publish his work in Geneva. 43 

In contrast to Hotman, Beza argues for the idea of 

divine mandate as the basis of political authority; he 

believes that princes ultimately derive their right to rule 

from the will of God and are bound to uphold His will in 

all cases. Unlike Calvin, however, Beza also argues that 

a people confer political authority on God's chosen magis

trates on condition that they uphold divine and human law. 49 

He concedes that rulers have a great deal of power over 

their subjects, and denies that princes must consult with 

the representatives of the people in all matters of policy, 

say:inc; only trJnt they mu::;t rule .justly. The people are 

obllc;ated to trust and abide by the judgment of the prince 

in areas where they have no knowledge.5° Nevertheless, the 

wise and just ruler will give serious consideration to the 

counsel of the nobility as the public's representatives be-

cause he is raised to kingship to serve the people. 

The tyrant, on the other hand, enjoys no rights over 

the people of God because he violates the condition of his 

divine and popular mandate by breaking God's laws. Beza 

43Donald P. Kelley, ''Martyrs, Myths and the Massacre: 
A Background of St. Bartholomew, 11 American Historical Review, 
LXXVIII (Dec., 1972), p. 1340. 

49Theodore Beza, 11 0n the Right of Magistrates Over 
Their Subjects, 11 in Franklin, op.cit., 101. 

50ibid. 
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defines tyranny as the flagrant subversion of the political 

order beyond the principles of equity and justice,51 When 

the political order is subverted in such a manner~ men must 

not simply disobey the magistrate, but must obey God and try 

to re-establish Ills laws.52 The people have the right to 

correct the person elevated by them to dominion, Beza argues, 

but he cautions that action to punish and depose the prince 

is reserved exclusively to the lesser magistrates that is, 

noble official~ and the Estates. The nobility is obligated 

to resist tyranny, and it is on that group that the private 

person must rely for relief from tyranny. Without a special 

calling from God the only course of action for private indi-

viduals is an appeal to the nobility and the Estates, who 

may use force of arms to subdue the tyrant.53 This is not 

rebellion; it is the righteous defense of God's laws and the 

rights of the governed: 

The Estates of the country or a similar 
body to whom such authority is given by 
law, can and should resist (tyranny) 
until good order is restored, and may, 
if need be, punish the tyrant according 
to his crimes. In so acting, they are in 
no sense mutineers or rebels, but are 
simply doing their sworn duty to God and 
to their country.54 

51rbid., 132. 

52rbid., 102. 

53Ibid., 108~ 113. 

54Ibid. , 123. 
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Calvin's lieutenant views just and pious rule as the sacred 

duty of the king; it must be safeguarded and upheld by the 

constituted magistracy. Thus, while maintaining Calvin's 

insistence upon the divine origins of go vernment, Beza also 

incorporates the constitutional theory of the ri ghts of the 

governed in his statement on resistance. 

In addition to adhering to Calvin's justification 

of disobedience to a command which contravenes divine law, 

Beza also defended the principle of resistance to a ruler 

who subverts the political order. His significance in the 

question if resistance is as a representati~e of a mean be-

tween Calvin's doctrine of absolute obedience, on the one 

hand, and the secular basis of resistance found in Hotman, 

on the other. 

While Beza stood for a middle position ·on the ques-

tion of resistance to secular authority, the work which set 

the tone for radical political inquiry in France after 1572 

was the Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos.55 Published in 1579 

under the pseudonym of Junius Brutus, the Vindiciae was pro

bably the work of Philippe du Plessis-Mornay (1529~1623).56 

In the Vindiciae this Huguenot nob~eman did for Huguenot 

thought on resistance what Knox had done for the Marian 

55Harold J. Laski, ed., Introduction to A Defense of 
Liberty Against Tyrants (Gloucester, Massa.: Peter Smith, 
1966), 67. 

56Ibid., 34. 
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exiles: it was an eclectic summary of most of the prevail-

ing objections of the Huguenot nobility to both the French 

monarchy and Calvin's theory of non-resistance. As such, 

the Vindiciae is one of the most significant results of the 

St. Bartholomew massacre. 

F'ollowing the traditional form, Mornay beg ins his 

treatise with a discussion of the origin of political author-

ity. As all his predecessors had done, Mornay finds that 

source in God. He acknowledges that it is by God's will 

alone that kings reign, and that they possess their author

ity only as His delegates.57 The Vindiciae argues that 

every man is God's servant and is bound absolutely to do His 

will. The hi gher a man's position on earth, the greater is 

his responsibility to serve God's will and commands.53 

Service to God requires the maintenance of His laws 

and of the positive laws which are derived from divine and 

natural law. If the kind should command anything which is 

contrary to law--heavenly or secular--every subject is 

obligated by his covenant of obedience to God to disobey the 

l<ing. Subjects must suffer any and all earthly punishment 

rather than disobey divine will. It is "better to die in 

torment than to obey a commandment contrary to the will of 

57Junius Brutus (Philippe du Plessis-Mornay), A 
Defense of Liberty Against Tyrants, 67. 

58Ibid., 68. 
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God ... (for) treason is not as bad as sacrilege."59 Sub-

jects may take comfort in the knowledge that the prince who 

violates the oath of obedience to God loses the divine man-

60 date to rule. 

This portion of Mornay's thought is in complete 

accord with Calvin's view of the passive political role of 

the individual subject. Private persons must in all cases 

obey the commands of God, but in the event that those com-

mands conflict with a prince's edicts disobedience to the 

secular authority must never become resistance. Like Calvin, 

he gives the people no share in the legitimation of politi-

cal authority; that authority cannot be rescinded by a body 

which did not grant it. 

The political theory of the Vindiciae is not as con-

sistent as Calvin's, however, for in the second chapter 

Mornay assigns a role in the delegation of political author-

ity to the people. He argues that political authority is 

mediated by the people and conferred with their consent. He 

warns that "kings may always remember that it is from God, 

but the people, and for the people's sake that they do 

reign." 61 Mornay asserts, as did Hotman before him, that 

59 rbid., 84. 
60rbid., 74. 
61 Ibid., 120. 



the people may exist without the king, but he cannot exist 

without the people. 62 The tyrant who violates his oath to 

obey God and serve the people through the upholding of 

justice and equity may be punished by those to whom he is 

sworn and obligated. However, although the whole body of 

the people is above the sovereign, he is accountable only 

to the magistrates, the nobles, and the Estates, 63 who 

alone have the right to resist ungodly rule. Individually, 

the magistrate is a subject of the king; collectively, the 

magistrates are supreme because they are bound by covenant 

to God and the people to defend divine and human law, which 
64 is superior to all men. 

[n addition to this staunch defense of the law, the 

Vindiciae also presents the claims of the French nobility. 

The nobility alone--who are, in essence, the magistrates--

have the right to resist the prince. The people do not have 

the right to raise the sword under any circumstances. 

Mornay maintains that God seldom raises an individual 

avenger and warns the populace to be suspicious of any 

62rbid., 114. 

63The French writer~ considered in this chapter, 
much more than the English, used the terms nobles and magis
trates almost interchangeably because the Robe nobility 
commonly occupied the significant political positions. 

64Junius Brutus, op.cit., 145. 
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person claiming such a mandate. 65 He also notes that the 

earmark of a tyrant is the advancement of unworthy persons 

above ''the ancient and worthy nobility." 66 

In defending the pre-eminence of the nobility Mornay 

does not disregard the ri ghts of the people. Although he 

advises that tyrants may rule to punish the sins of the 

people, who have no recourse but prayer and pleas for relief, 

their rights are safeguarded by the nobles, who may call 

them to arms. 67 The Vindiciae acknowledges the reciprocal 

obligation of the prince to govern justly and the people to 

obey, but he believes that agreement to be a bond between 

the prince and each individual community, rather than the 

French nation as a whole. Based on this federalist princi-

ple, Mornay ar~ues that if a ruler violates his obligation 

to a community it is lawful and righteous for that community, 

or even one magistrate therein, to attempt to depose the 

tyrant. 63 Furthermore, should the magistrates raise the 

sword against the ruler, the people are justified in 

65Ibid., 112. 
66rbid., 135. 
67 . Ibld., 197. 
63 

Ibid., 211. 



[ 

t 
I 

[ 

t· 
I 

l 
I 
t 

I 
! 
~ 
i 

I 
I 
~ 

t 
i 

67 

following their defenders and may join the revolt. 69 

The French monarchy considered the Vindiciae an 

extremely dangerous work, for it revived and revitalized the 

claims of the nobility over the Crown at a time when the 

monarchy was exceptionally weak and the nobility was enjoy-

ing a resurgence. By reason of its willingness to rely on 

the noble class as the ultimate political arbiter, the 

Vindiciae offered a more immediate threat to the claim of 

political supremacy by the monarchy than any call to arms 

directed at the largely powerless populace. The emphasis 

on the law and the established magistracy--in this case, 

the nobility--as the protectors of the rights of the people 

remained a potent and irrepressible theme in the dialog 

concerning resistance on both sides of the English Channel. 

So far it would seem that concern with the question 

of resistance to political authority was limited to two dis-

tinct politico-religious parties: the Marian exiles and the 

French Huguenots. In reality, however, those interested in 

this question were not entirely limited to these groups for 

there was a man who by birth and education was able to span 

69The principle of federalism was an important con
tribution to the developing doctrine of civil resistance. 
For although Huguenot thought generally restricted the right 
of resistance to the representatives of the community, 
r.1ornay went beyond it when he defended the community on a 
narrow territorial basis, thereby increasing the account
ability of the prince. 
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both groups. He was George Buchanan (1506-62), a Scot, a 

renowned Latin scholar, and a poet of some reputation. 

Buchanan spent most of his life in France and became attach-

ed to the scholarly humanist community in that country, a 

fact which explains both his adoption of the French emphasis 

on the supremacy of the law in his writ j ngs on resistance 

and his application of this principle to the issue of Mary 

Stuart's reign in Scotland. Buchanan's thought, therefore, 

provides an important synthesis of the Marian and Huguenot 

ideologies of resistance to political authority. 

De Jure Regni apud Scotos, published in 1578, is 

Buchanan's most important writing on this issue. It is 

presented in the form of a dialog between Buchanan and a 

certain fictitious character, Thomas Maitland. In the course 

of the conversation on the foundation of monarchical supre-

macy and the possibility of tyrannicide, it becomes clear 

that Buchanan does not base his analysis of authority on 

the holy mandate of God. Instead, like Hotman, he posits 

the law to be the supreme standard of a nation and argues 

that positive law is the concrete expression of natural law, 

which ~n turn is a reflection of divine will.7° He 

7°George Buchanan, "The Privilege of Government in 
the Kingdom of Scotland," in An Appendix to the History of 
Scotland, ed. anonymous (London: S. Illidge, 1721), p. 277. 
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maintains that the people instinctively know natural law and 

the principles of equity and justice; on the basis of this 

knowledge, it is they who create the positive laws.
71 

But 

although the people are the author of the laws, they do not 

stand above them because the laws represent, albeit indi

rectly, God 1 s will. 72 

The people do stand above the king, however, because 

they also create him to uphold law and justice; therefore, 

according to Buchanan, the people are superior to the king 

as the immediate source of his authority. 73 Nevertheless, 

despite their superior authority, the people do not have 

the right to confer power on whomever they please because a 

lawful ruler must possess the God-given capacity to govern.74 

At all times, God 1 s subjects are responsible to Him for 

choosing a prince who will uphold the standards of natural 

law and for selecting magistrates who will safeguard and 

contribute to the fulfillment of the obligation to defend 

71rt is important to note that Buchanan is the only 
one of the publicists considered here who believes that the 
people are actually the author of the law, having more than 
the power to accept or reject royal or magisterial decrees. 

72 
Buchanan, op.cit., 190. 

73Ibid., 193, 237. 

74The idea of choosing a ruler according to God-given 
qualities becomes very important in Puritan thought: See 
Timothy Breen, The Character of a Good Ruler (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1970). 
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justicej should a ruler fail to carry out his duties, 

Buchanan warns that the people shall be held accountable. 75 

Because Buchanan defines the roles of the prince 

and the magistrates as the defenders of law and justice, he 

also argues tha t a ma gistrate neglect s his duty and a prince 

becomes a tyrant when he ignores the will of the people and 

fails to support the law.76 Although Buchanan agrees with 

Calvin that the magistracy, including the Crown, is indeed 

holy, he opposes the reformer by arguing that the individual 

magistrate is not necessarily so. He advises that prayer 

for a wicked prince and for relief from his rule must be 

the first act by an oppressed population. He also reveals 

a deep concern that tyrannicide be undertaken only with the 

consent of the majority of the community. Like Mornay, he 

is suspicious of any divinely-inspired avenger. 77 Should 

the tyrant not respond to supplication, however, Buchanan 

argues that natural law provides the people with the author

ity to redress the offenses committed against them, "for al

though we ought to pray for a wicked prince, we should not I conclude that they (sic) should not be punished. "78 He goes 

! 
l 
\ 75Buchanan, op.cit., 185. 

t 76lbid., 237. 

i 77Ibid., 308. 

78Ibid., 250, 264. 
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on to support the deposing and assassination of a tyrant or 

magistrate who refuses to uphold natural law and the laws 

created by the community. In spite of a few reservations, 

Buchanan praises tyrannicide and says that "it increases 

the majesty of the office (of the prince) to wipe out 

tyrants, who are but a blot. ··79 

Buchanan's thought on resistance to secular author

ity was an important contribution because he ignored the 

basic justification for rebellion used by Knox and the 

Marian exiles--defense of the true religion--and made law 

the sole standard of right rule, as Hotman had. On this 

basis alone the Scot was able to judge Mary Stuart to be a 

tyrant. Of even greater import, however, was his willingness 

to equate an act of the majority with the legitimate act of 

the people as a whole, a conclusion that was in direct 

contradiction with the theory of the Vindiciae, which en

trusted the right of rebellion only to the nobility. In 

this respect at least, Buchanan adopted the view of the 

Marian exiles who insisted that resistance to the ruler was 

to be undertaken by the people only in the presence of pop

ular consensus and default by the magistracy. Such con

sensus the humanist understood to be embodied in the will 

and action of the majority. Although he denied any sanction 

79Ibid., 272. 
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of legitimacy to a single avenger, Buchanan justified the 

path to revolt when it was taken by a group claiming to 

represent the law and the majority of the population. The 

significance of this doctrine was not immediately evident, 

but its importance was manifest in the Englis~ Civil War. 80 

Buchanan's idea that rebellion is justified against 

a ruler who violates community standards of equity and jus-

tice is far-removed from the dominant theme prevailing 

before 1550. However, his rejection of the idea that all 

political authority is divinely-sanctioned and that resis-

tance to it is inherently evil was representative of many 

of the major political theorists on the Continent during 

the late sixteenth century. The most significant factor in 

80Allen, op.cit., 342. In addition to Hotman and 
Buchanan, Juan de Mariana (1536-1624), a Spanish Jesuit, 
also laid a secular basis for resistance to political author
ity. Mariana argued that the prince, like government itself, 
exists by consent of the community and that the authority 
of the commonwealth is greater than that of kings. He 
expressed grave reservations about tyrannicide, however, and 
advised that the vices of a legitimate prince must be toler
ated up to the point where he breaks the laws of the common
wealth. On the other hand, he insisted that a king who 
ceases to rule lawfully may be deposed and punished by the 
Estates, who exist to defend the public welfare. In spite 
of his articulate justification of resistance to secular 
political authority, Mariana's ideas were uniformly rejected 
by the Protestant writers surveyed in this paper; they were 
loathe to accept the philosophy of a Catholic, a Jesuit, and 
a Spaniard, the epitome of all they opposed. For a fuller 
discussion of Mariana's thought, see The King and His 
Education, ed. and trans. by George A. Moore (Washington, 
D. C.: Country Dollar Press, 1948). 
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damaging the idea of non-resistance to political authority 

was the struggle between government and the minority reli-

gious parties, which stimulated an international debate on 

the origin and character of such authority. In this debate, 

Buchanan is a later participant, who is more concerned with 

the ideal of political authority, rather than the justifica-

tion of a program of action. Nevertheless, his writings 

are a product of the changes in political circumstances 

which stimulated the union of proposals for political reform 

with the programs of the religious parties. The works of 

Knox and Mornay, in particular, are manifestations of this 

synthesis. 

The advocates of the right to resist, divided as 

they were by tl1eir politico-religious affiliations, may be 

classified according to the arguments they used to justify 

that right to resist. 81 An early group proposed that the 

authority to rule is derived from God and is granted on 

condition that the prince fulfill his covenant with God, 

upholding the true religion, equity, and justice. Failure 

to defend divine standards breaches the covenant and forces 

the people or their rightful representatives to defend God's 

laws and will by force of arms. Therefore, the right to 

rebel is also ultimately derived from God. Into this 

81 Allen, op.cit., 514. 
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category fall Ponet, Goodman and Knox, as well as Beza and 

Mornay. Although the significant differences between the 

thought of these men have been noted, they all believed in 

the sovereicnty and supremacy of God in all matters. A2 

such, their theories may be viewed as deviations from the 

doctrine of non-resistance postulated by Calvin. 

Once the taboo against rebellion had been weakened, 

those who advocated the right of resistance began to ground 

their theories on less traditional foundations. A later 

group of defenders of the right to resist tyranny believed 

that the authority to govern is derived from the needs of 

men, which is in turn derived from God, and is granted by 

the consent of men. The authority to rule is given by the 

community on condition that the prince uphold the commu-

nity's laws and moral standards. Failure to db so breaks 

the conditions of the original grant of authority and leads 

to a rescinding of that mandate. Should the prince not 

heed the will of the community, the people or their repre-

sentatives are justified in rebelling against his rule. 

Hotman and Buchanan were both proponents of this more 

secularized view of political rule and resistance to it. 

Furthermore, although their opinions varied in scope and 

detail, each of these men carried his political disaffection 

beyond the bounds of religious doctrine and arrived at con-

elusions decidedly more far-reaching in their implication 
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than did the earlier group. 

However, the significance of both groups of publi

cists is that they expanded Calvin's fundamental reliance 

on passive disobedience as the ordinary limit to political 

dis~ent to include a ju~tification for active resistance 

and even tyrannicide, Although the implications of the 

programs offered by the members of the later group are more 

radical, both groups wrote in answer to a need to justify 

or explain the contemporary political scene, and both drew 

from the tradition of political inquiry to which Calvin 

belonged. From this international discourse two traditions 

emerged during the years 1550 and 1600, offering the genera

tions which followed a choice between pious submission and 

legitimatized resistance. 
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III. 

The Marian exiles and the Continental publicists who 

justified armed rebellion against an ungodly ruler expanded 

on Calvin's political doctrine and ignored m~ny of his objec-

tions to active dissent. In addition to the importance of 

such ideas to the monarchomachs and French Huguenots, these 

programs of resistance to secular authority were a signifi-

cant part of the political heritage which was passed on to 

Puritans in Old and New England. The writings of the 

Marian exiles--Ponet, Goodman and Knox, especially--were part 

of the theological and intellectual heritage of the Puritans 

in the next generation. Given these doctrinal ties it might 

well have been expected that Continental theories of resis-

tance would find their way back to England after the rise of 

Elizabeth I to the throne, and that such theories contained 

the potential for profound repercussions should the Puritan 

minority there choose to take advantage of them. 

Several eminent historians have demonstrated, how-

ever, that this potential was not exploited by the returning 

exiles or their followers in the next two generations. C. H. 

George, Marshall M. Knappen, and Patrick Collinson have 

pointed out that although English Puritans of the late Tudor 

and early Stuart period shared theological assumptions with 

fellow Calvinists in France and with the Marian exiles, they 

consistently confined any objections to the established 
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political order within the bounds of passive disobedience, 

as Calvin himself had counselled. 1 Nevertheless, this rec-

ognition represents an incomplete scholarly effort, for 

although C. H. George notes that Puritan objections to 

Continental political thought were a product ·of the particu-
2 lar problems and traditions of English history, he declines 

to define those objections. Some scholars have been even 

more reticent than Professor George, noting only the exist-

ence of a bond between Puritans and earlier Calvinists, but 

failing to demonstrate the limitations of that bond. 

Marshall Knappen, for example, argues that Puritanism ••was 

not an indigenous, English movement, but the Anglo-Saxon 

branch of a Continental one, dependent on foreign theologians 

for its theory and for its direction in practical matters. 11 3 

Knappen fails to recognize that political action was generally 

viewed by Calvin and his followers to fall within the bounds 

of practical matters, and does not qualify his argument with 

a discussion of the opposition by Elizabethan and Jacobean 

Puritans to Continental Calvinist political theory. His 

conclusion, therefore, has a limited value. Finally, there 

1see The Protestant Mind of the English Reformation 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), Tudor 
Puritanism (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1939r;-and The 
Elizabethan Puritan Movement (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1967). 

2c. H. George, op.cit., 189. 

3M. M. Knappen, op.cit., 4. 



are those historians such as William Haller and Michael 

Walzer who assert that the primary aim of the Puritan move

ment was the reorganization of society. 4 Both of these 

writers acknowledge similarities between the political theory 

of the rl!arian ex J les and that of the New rl!odel Army, whose 

assassination of Charles I was the paradigm of political 

resistance in the seventeenth century; yet neither Haller 

nor Walzer comes to grips with the nature and cause of 

Puritan rejection of Continental political thought between 

1570 and 1630. In short, most historians have either treated 

the question of Puritan response to Continental theories of 

resistance incompletely or grouped the late Tudor-early 

Stuart Puritans with the Marian exiles and the followers of 

Cromwell, implying that Puritans during the years immediately 

preceding the Great Migration to America were similarly 

sympathetic to political resistance. 

However, Puritan tracts and sermons of the period 

1570-1630 indicate that these religious dissenters not only 

rejected the idea of political resistance and repeated 

Calvin's conception of the nature of secular political author-

ity, but also wholeheartedly voiced their support for the 

English Crown. In order to explain the sources and 

4see The Rise of Puritanism (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1938) and The Revolution of the Saints 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965). 
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characteristics of Puritan political thought in this period, 

I shall consider the works of some Puritan writers who were 

politically active, such as Thomas Bilson and Laurence 

Chaderton, as well as those who did not engage in direct 

confrontation vd th the Cr·ovm, such as Perkins and Ames. In 

addition, I will discuss some significant fi gures, notably 

John Whitgift, who are not generally considered to be 

Puritans, but whose views on political resistance are 

strikingly similar to those held by men of a more strictly 

Puritan persuasion.5 These writers reveal the nature of 

Puritan attitudes toward resistance to secular authority 

within the context of the Protestant rule of Elizabeth I, 

James I, and Charles I, and also in context of the immediate 

background to Puritan colonization in North America. The 

texts selected for consideration are those which deal most 

directly with the issue of resistance to secular authority 

and which have been cited most frequently in recent histori-

cal literature. 

5There are a number of ways of defining Puritanism 
based on theology, the degree of radicalism of suggested 
reforms, etc. I wish to avoid the argument over who is a 
Puritan and who is not, preferring Collinson's definition of 
a Puritan as one who sought the further reformation of the 
English church. The debate is somewhat artificial since 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries evidently saw no need 
for such definitive cate~ories. Furthermore, the discussion 
of Puritan political attitudes which follows will demonstrate 
that these attitudes were not tied to a particular sect, so 
that strict definition of Puritanism is unnecessary. 
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The writings of the Puritan divines during the period 

1570-1630 reveal a remarkable lack of interest in the issue 

of political resistance compared to the intensive considera

tJon e;lven the top :ic by Calvinists such as Goodman, Knox, 

and Mornay. However, whenever the questton of obedience or 

resistance to secular authority arises, these writers pledge 

complete loyalty to the concept of absolute monarchical 

authority and make frequent reference to Calvin in support 

of these arguments. Several Puritan publicists also 

explicitly and emphatically condemn the works of their exiled 

predecessors and of the Huguenots. Through an investigation 

of these Puritan tracts of the period 1570-1630 and a con

sideration of the political circumstances under which they 

were written, I will demonstrate that the dominant position 

of Puritans of the late Tudor and early Stuart reigns was 

opposition to any form of political resistance. Furthermore, 

this opposition was a product of political circumstances-

particularly the fear of papal plots and the decline of 

Puritan political activism due to the imprisonment of 

dissenting ministers--rather than theoretical or ideological 

commitments. 

During the late sixteenth century one of the fore

most commentators on religious controversy in England was 

Richard Hooker (1554-1600). Hooker was a scholar of 

exceptional ability, taking his M. A. at Corpus Christi 

College, Oxford, in 1577. Although he occupied a minor 



~1 

clerical position, his counsel was sought by such eminent 

figures as Cranmer, Sandys and Coke. Hooker's most impor

tant treatise, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, was 

composed between 1593 and 1597 in response to a debate with 

the Puritan Thomas Cartwright. In the course of defending 

Anglican church organization against Presbyterianism, 

Hooker, though not a Puritan, expressed the same rejection 

of the idea of political resistance as Puritan writers, 

including Cartwright. He is therefore representative of the 

mainstream of late Tudor-early Stuart political thought which 

supported Calvin's limitations on political dissent. 

One of the most striking characteristics of Hooker's 

book is that nearly the first third is devoted to a favor

able discussion of Calvin's Geneva. Quite obviously the 

Genevan experiment still captured the imagination of 

Reformed Englishmen, and Calvin's theology remained a primary 

point of reference. However, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical 

Polity is not simply a repetition of a Calvinist dogma; 

rather, the Oxford scholar blends Genevan ideology with 

English political tradition to produce a distinctive philo

sophy. Like Ponet, Buchanan, and Mariana, Hooker believes 

that government originates in the common consent of the 

governed, who select a prince and magistrates to provide 

order and stability in society. Implicit in the selection 

process is the transfer of each individual's authority first 

to a collective equity, and then to the prince and magistrates. 
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Once the collective authority is transferred it resides 

permanently and absolutely in the prince and civil magis-

trates. These governors exist to preserve and protect the 

common welfare for "the greater good :ts to be chosen before 

116 the less; therefore~ as Calvin agreed, the ~rince's author-

ity must necessarily supercede the rights of the individual 

because "the public power of all societies :ts above every 

soul contained in the same societies." 7 

Since government is established to safeguard the 

welfare of society as a whole~ its actions are above the 

reproach of the population~ even though these actions may 

not serve the values and interests of particular members of 

society. Indeed~ positive laws are created and executed 

for the benefit of the common good, and the only legitimate 

excuse for disobedience of a positive law is its contraven

tion of reason or divine law.
8 

Hooker maintains that God 

lends his sanction~ if not His guidanc~~ to earthly govern-

ment; he takes for granted the Calvinist belief in God's 

ultimate authorship of all that is on earth. It is from 

6 
Richard Hooker~ Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity~ 

ed. by Ronald Bayne (New York: E. P. Dutton~ 1907), p, 177. 

7rbid.~ 228. 
8

rbid. 



this premise that Hooker is able to argue: 

Men should (not) do anything which in their 
hearts they are persuaded they ought not to 
do, but this persuasion ought (we say) to 
be fully settled in their hearts; that in 
litigious and controversed causes of such 
quality, the will of God is to have them do 
whatsoever the sentence of judicial and 
final decision shall determine, yea, though 
it seem in their private opinion to swerve 
utterly from that which is right .. ,9 

The Anglican apologist retains a firm belief in the 

integrity of personal conscience; yet he reconciles this 

faith with his convictions about the absolute authority of 

the State to establish and enforce such positive laws as 

are necessary for the preservation of public welfare and 

life in society. The conduct of government is a divinely-

ordained calling to Hooker's mind, and although God would 

have man obey Him before other men, yet the duty of obedience 

to political authority is a primary obligation, Only in the 

event that a positive law manifestly conflicts with reason 

or divine law may an individual disobey that law. If there 

is any question in his mind about the nature of a law he 

must obey it rather than to risk committing the sin of 

disobeying a just law, sanctioned by God. It is also impor-

tant that a private person simply disobey the law, as Calvin 

had counselled, and not resist the authority of the State or 

question the legitimacy of its power to legislate. He must 

9Ibid., 119, 
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suffer any consequences of his disobedience, taking comfort · 

only in faith in the virtue of his disobedience. It is quite 

apparent that despite his Anglican persuasion Hooker takes 

for ~ranted marty of Calvin's theolo~ical and political 

assumptions and uses many of the Genevan's solutions to 

the problem of resistance. 

The views of Richard Hooker are remarkably similar 

to those of Thomas Bilson (1546-161), Bishop of Winchester. 

Bilson, like a previous Bishop of Winchester, the exiled 

John Ponet, held views of more strictly Puritan persuasion 

than Hooker. A graduate of New College at Oxford, Bilson 

was the author of a pamphlet entitled The True Difference 

Between Christian Subjection and Unchristian Rebellion, 

written in 1586 at the request of Elizabeth I for use as 

propaganda in the Dutch war against Spain. Bilson also 

delivered a Sermon on James' Coronation in 1603 in which he 

elaborated on his theory of passive resistance. 

Unlike Hooker, Bilson believes that political author-

ity is bestowed on the prince and the magistrates directly 

by God and that the people do not mediate the investiture. 

Here he is closer to Calvin and more distant from Calvin's 
10 followers than Hooker. The bishop maintains that prince's 

10Bilson's po~tion is also opposed to that of the 
Jesuits Mariana and Suarez, who both believed that the people 
mediated the investiture of political authority. The signif
icance of this opposition will be discussed below. 



11 authority is derived from God ... their dignity is allowed· 

by God ... (and) their duty is enjoined them by God.''
11 

Princes partake of and represent Christ's power, for they 

"are gods by office; ruling, judging and punishing in God's 
. 12 

stead and so deserving God's name here on earth." A 

prince is subject only to God, 13 and his authority has near-

divine scope, as Bilson makes clear: 

We teach that God in delivering the sword to 
princes hath given them this direct charge 
to provide that as well true religion be 
maintained in their realms as civil justice 
ministered and hath to this end allowed princes 
full power to forbid, prevent, and punish all 
their subjects, be they laymen, clerks or 
bishops, not only murders, thefts, adulteries, 
perjuries and such like breeches of the second 
table, but also schisms, heresies, idolatries 
and all other offenses against the first table 
pertaining only to the service of God and 
matters of religion.l4 

In other words, the prince is the manifest enforcer 

of religious as well as civil conformity and may punish those 

who ''resist sound doctrine" just as surely as he punishes a 

murderer. Because this function is divinely-ordained, all 

llThomas Bilson, Sermon on James' Coronation (London: 
Clement Knight, 1603), p. 3. 

12 
Ibid., 5. 

l3Thomas Bilson, The True Difference between 
Christian Subjection and Unchristian Rebellion (Oxford: 
Joseph Barnes, 1586), p. 158. 

14Ibid., 129. 
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obedience is due the prince. The bishop admits, however, 

that "heretics may be princes as well as idolaters, and to 

princes in respect of their power and not of their virtues 

God will have us be subject. "15 l-Iow like Calvin in this 

call for obedience to the office rather than the individual! 

In addition, Bilson agrees with Hooker, Calvin and 

the Continentals that in all cases man must obey God before 

men; therefore, disobedience to the prince is in order if 

his command or law violates God's law and will. He asks 

Howbeit when princes cease to command for 
God or bend their swords against God, whose 
ministers they ave? We must reverence their 
power, but refuse their wills. It is no 
resjstance to obey the greater (i.e. God) be
fore the lesser (the prince), neither hath 
any man cause to be offended when God is 
preferred. Yet must we not reject their yoke 
with violence but rather endure their swords 
with patience, that God may be the judge 
between prince and people.l6 

The Bishop goes on to argue that duty to God requires 

every individual to disobey a command which contravenes 

divine law; yet respect for divinely-invested authority for-

bids resistance and requires each subject to suffer the 

possible consequences of his disobedience, relying only on 

God's mercy. Bilson extends universal application of this 

doctrine of non-resistance to political authority, warning 

l5Ibid., 349. 
16Bilson, Sermon, 23. 



that "God's arm is most mighty and His mouth most true in 

denouncing judgment to all resisters." 17 

Bilson uses imaginary dialogs in his treatise to 

deal with theorists such as Goodman, Knox and Beza, who 

maintained that a people retain the right to rebel against 

an ungodly or tyrannical prince. The bi s hop excu s es Goodman's 

ideology by virtue of the exile's misguided belief that Mary 

Tudor was an unlawful queen; in addition, he tartly remarks 

that ''it is much you measure the whole realm by one man's 
18 

mouth." 

Bilson exculpates Knox by arguing that he reserved 

the right to depose an unlawful ruler to elected magistrates, 

who themselve s m1ght be removed from office, and not to 

hereditary princes. 19 It is obvious that Bilson offers a 

rather selective reading of Knox, who specifically called 

for the overthrow of the hereditary queen, Mary Stuart. 

The bishop also states that Beza desired only the downfall 

of the usurping Guise faction and not of the legitimate 

French king; he is unable to sustain this argument, however, 

and contents himself with the observation that the French 
20 

case has nothing to do with England. 

17Ibid., 16. 
18 

Bilson, Difference, p. 516. 
19Ibid., 517. 
20

Ibid., 510. 



88 

Bilson was obviously most interested in maintaining 

the doctrine of absolute obedience to constituted political 

authority. His allegiance to the principle of serving God 

before man extended only so far as to dictate disobedience to 

a command which contravened divine law, but not resistance 

to legitimate authority. Bilson's adherence to this 

Calvinistic policy was related to his view of Roman 

Catholicism as a menace to English Protestantism. The threat 

of Catholic conquest, entailing subversion of the true reli-

gion and subjection to a foreign prince, was real to Bilson. 

He composed his pamphlet in response to a Jesuit tract en

titled 11 Defense of English Catholics, 11 and cast it in the 

form of a debate between Theophilus, the Christian, and 

Philander, a member of the order of Jesuits, 11 who are shown 

to be nothing less than Catholics."
21 

In the pamphlet's 

dedication the bishop thunders that Jesuits "must leave their 

brethren as rightly condemned for hatching rebellion under a 

show of religion, and be in danger to dissolve the plots 

which they had laid to bring this land to the pope's subjec-

ti 1122 on. Here he refers to the so-called 11 Powder Plot," in 

which a few English Catholics led by Guy Fawkes were convict

ed of conspiring to blow-up the Archbishop of Canterbury, 

21 rbid., 1. 

22Ibid. 
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Parliament, and the royal court. Bilson's allegiance to the · 

idea of absolute obedience to divinely-established authority 

is therefore the product of a practical consideration of the 

English political environment and his desire to avert the 

Catholic threat. 

Laurence Chaderton (1536-1640) was a contemporary of 

Thomas Bilson; BilsonJ in factJ was Chaderton's alternate 

to the Hampton Court conference with James I in 1604. Like 

BilsonJ Chaderton was of a distinctly Puritan belief; his 

adoption of Puritan opinions on liturgy and eccelesiastical 

organization while he was a student at Christ's CollegeJ 

Cambr:ldgeJ was sufficient to prompt his father to disown 

him. A moderate who quietly refused to accept a bishopric 

because it conflicted with his Puritan ideals of church 

organizationJ Chaderton nevertheless was consulted by 

James I. Prince Charles and Frederick, Elector Palatine. 

In l584J he became the first master of Emmanuel College 

where he supervised the instruction of such important 

Puritan divines as John Cotton. His attitude toward the 

question of resistance to secular authority is especially 

significant due to the influence he exerted at both Emmanuel 

and Hampton Court. 

Chaderton sets forth his views on this issue in A 

Fruitful Sermon on the Epistle of Saint Paul to the Romans, 

published in 1589. Just as Bilson did, the Puritan master 



90 

believes that everything on earth, including the political 

order, was created by God to preserve the common welfare. 23 

He also emphasizes, as Hooker does, the superior claim of 

24 collective over individual welfare. The preservation of 

divinely-established order Chaderton understands to be a 

particular calling inspired by God; private subjects are 

required to stay out of the affairs of the magistrates and 

prince and to trust in God, Who established such agents and 

created the order which they protect. 25 Just as Calvin had 

counselled, the master of Emmanuel warns that man must be 

subject to the will and decree of the prince for the sake of 

conscience. Although disobedience to an unlawful command 

is a manifestation of obedience to God, resistance to secular 

authority is completely beyond the limits of conscientious 

b h 
. 26 e av10r, 

Chaderton's reliance on Calvin's doctrine of non-

resistance is presented in a subdued and conciliatory tone. 

He seemed anxious to ensure that conscientious dissent--such 

as his refusal of a bishopric or disobedience of a specific 

23Laurence Chaderton, A Fruitful Sermon upon the 
3.4.5.6.7. and 8. Verses of the Twelveth Chapter of the 
Epistle of S. Paul to the Romans (London: Robert Walde, 
1589 ) ' p • 31. 

24Ibid., 39. 
25Ibid., 26. 
26Ibid., 29. 
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unholy command--would not be understood by the Crown to 

infer a rejection of the Crown 1 s legitimacy of authority. 

Chaderton also believed that the Anglican Church was still 

the 11 spouse of Christ 11 and that further necessary reform of 

liturgy and church organization would at least be tolerated 

if compromises were adopted. 27 His beha vior at Hampton 

Court supports this premise, for there he attempted to win 

toleration of reformed practices by reassuring James I that 

Puritanism and disagreement over religious practice did not 

connote political disloyalty. In short, Chaderton 1 s reliance 

on a doctrine of non-resistance to secular authority was not 

only a product of his Calvinist education; it was also 

related to the political en vironment in which he lived. 

The fame and popularity of one of Chaderton 1 s pupils 

at Christ 1 s College came to eclipse the reputation of his 

mentor. He was William Perkins (1558-1602), a fellow of 

Christ 1 s College until 1594. Perkins was extremely popular 

during and after his short lifetime and his sermons and 

treatises were often reprinted. His influence can be seen 

in the thought of many Puritan theologians, including John 

Cotton and others who came to New England. Perkins 1 views 

on the question of political authority and resistance to it 

are therefore very important. 

27Ibid., 33. 



Although Perkins was the spiritual leader of hun-

dreds of Puritans, he also served as an apologist for the 

Anglican Church. Like Hooker, he was tied to the estab

lished order. 28 He set forth the basic tenets of his 

political philosophy in tvw tracts: A D:lscourse of 

Conscience (1597) and The Whole Treatise of Cases of 

Conscience (1606). 

Perkins begins his political reflections with the 
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familiar assertion that God is the creator of everything and 

the source of all political authority. God commands man to 

obey the princes and magistrates whom He establishes for 

the preservation of life in society. The command to obedi

ence allows no exceptions and must be fulfilled. 29 Obedi-

ence is an expression of subjection to divine will and must 

be done as an act of conscience--because it is right--and 

not as an attempt to avoid sin or punishment.3° However, 

Perkins goes on to ask a crucial question: "magistracy 

indeed is an ordinance of God to which we owe subjection 

28Thomas F. Merrill, Introduction to ''The Whole 
Treatise of the Cases of Conscience" in William Perkins, 
1558-1602, English Puritanist (The Hague: N. V. Drukkery 
Trio, 1966), p. xvii, 

29william Perkins, "A Discourse of Conscience" in 
Merrill, Perkins, p. 38. 

30ibid., 11, 26: "Cases," 238-9. 
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(but) ... how far subjection is due, there is the ques

tion."3l Part of his answer is insistence that man's obliga-

tion to obey God requires him to disobey any earthly command 

or law which is contrary to divine law. Since conscience 

is subject only to God and not to the ma gistrate, disobedi-

ence to an unjust or ungodly command is not an offense to 

the magistrate because it is an act of faith or conscience. 

Further, he proposes, disobedience of an ungodly law is 

justified so long as it does not 1) oppose the principles 

of justice; 2) give offense to the prince or magistrate (as 

an act of conscience would not); or 3) exhibit contempt for 

the prince or magistrate. In typical casuist fashion, 

Perkins offers the analogy of opening a city's gates to 

citizens trapped outside despite ordinances requiring closed 

gates in time of war.32 

Perkins also denies any individual subject the right 

to resist the superiors set over him by God, and asserts 

that "though punishment be wrongfully and most unjustly 

imposed by rulers, yet it must be born without resistance."33 

If conscience should oblige a subject to disobey his prince's 

order, then he also must suffer the consequences of 

31Perkins, "Discourse," 26. 

32Ibid., 35. 

33Perkins, "Cases, 11 239. 
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disobedience without resistance. The sin which resistance 

entails is not the breaching of magisterial law but of God's 

law which invests magistrates with their authority.34 Fur-

thermore, Perkins maintains that the sword belongs only to 

the magistrate by virtue of his call to office by God and 

that a man may defend himself and his property by violence 

solely in the absence of the magistrate or any alternative 

short of violence.35 The individual must operate strictly 

within the limits of passive disobedience, relying on support 

and relief from God and His lieutenants. 

The ideas of William Perkins regarding the duty of 

each indivjdual to deal with established political authority 

within the limits of non-resistance are repeated in virtually 

the same form by his student, William Ames (1576-1633). 

Ames began training for his ministerial career as a pupil 

at Christ's College. When it was determined that his 

beliefs opposed established Anglican discipline, he was 

forbidden to preach. A wealthy group of Puritan merchants 

intervened and sent Ames to Leyden; the expatriate then 

became rector of the University of Franeker. However, his 

scholarly attitudes and his interest in casuistry proved 

unsuitable for the atmosphere at Franeker, and he left to 

34Perkins, "Discourse," 27. 

35Perkins, "cases,,, 178. 
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become pastor of the English Church at Rotterdam, where he 

was quite popular. In all, Ames spent twenty years in 

Holland, the former sanctuary of the Marian exiles, and 

home of many radical Anabaptists and English Separatists. 

De2pite these geographic and historical as2ociations, 

the "learned Doctor Ames" espoused the same political views 

as his Puritan tutor. The Marrow of Sacred Divinity, one of 

the few of Ames' works contemporarily translated from Latin 

into English,36 is a classic and comprehensive statement of 

conservative Puritan ideology. In this treatise Ames 

agrees with Perkins that God is the ultimate source of 

authority held by princes and magistrates and that the people 

merely mediate its ordinance.37 Once political authority is 

granted, it resides permanently and absolutely in the rulers 

ordained by God.38 Divine sanction of secular authority 

obligates men to complete obedience; the only exception, as 

with each of the writers considered, is in the event that a 

royal command should contravene divine law. Like his 

Puritan contemporaries, Ames does not infer that disobedience 

to an ungodly command excuses an individual from subjection 

to political authority. Instead, he maintains that 

36The majority of Ames' works were written in Latin. 

37william Ames, "The Marrow of Sacred Divinity" 
(London: Edward Griffin for John Rothwell, (1638), p. 77. 

3Bibid. 



if the precept be not lawful (and the com
mand disobeyed), then an enduring of the 
punishment wrongly inflicted has the place 
and force of obedience,39 
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The example set by Calvin, and reinforced by his 

Puritan tutors, obviously held sway with Ames. By confining 

the political behavior of subjects within the limits of 

passive disobedience, as did his contemporaries, he joined 

the mainstream of Puritan political thought in the late-

Tudor-early Stuart period, repudiating the radicalism of the 

Marian exiles and their associate in the Low Countries in 

favor of a Calvinistic program of submission to secular 

authority. 

Another preacher influential in the development of 

Puritan thought was Richard Sibbes (1577-1635), a fellow of 

St. John's College, Cambridge, until 1610. Sibbes became a 

lecturer at Holy Trinity, but his espousal of Puritan views 

regarding liturgy and vestments caused him to be deprived of 

that pulpit. He went on to preach at Gray's Inn and St. 

Catherine's Hall until 1633, when Charles I reinstated him 

as perpetual curator of Holy Trinity. Although Sibbes does 

not appear to have been as brilliant as Perkins or Ames, he 

nevertheless exercised a considerable amount of influence, 

and was instrumental in the conversion to Puritanism of such 

notables as John Cotton and Hugh Peters. 

39Ibid . 

.............. ---------------------------------·-
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Sibbes is also another Puritan writer who is deeply 

troubled by the Catholic threat, and he reveals his concern 

in his most popular work, The Bruised Reed and Smoking Flax; 

additional views of political behavior are also included in 

his sermon The Saints' Safety in Evil Times. Sibbes exploits 

Calvin's ideas as the theoretical foundation of his political 

program, but he is not as explicit as some of his contempo-

raries in paying his debt to the reformer. Still, it is 

clear that he believes the Calvinist doctrine that the use 

of political power is authorized only by God in order to pre

serve the society in which men must dwel1." 40 The prince and 

the magistrates have a duty to protect and promote the inter-

ests of common welfare, and the holy nature of that mission 

requires absolute obedience to the bearers of God's author-
41 

ity. 

It is readily evident that Sibbes regards the duty 

of obedience to be a divinely-ordained defense against the 

threat of anarchy and rebellion. Like his predecessors, he 

regarded Catholicism as the primary subversive force in 

seventeenth-century England, it was to commemorate the over-

throw of the "Po\'Jder Plot" that he wrote The Saints' Safety. 

40Richard Sibbes, The Bruised Reed and Smoking Flax 
(London: R. Dawlman, 1631), p. 90. 

41Richard Sibbes, Christ is Best (London: M. Flesher 
for R. Dawlman, 1633), p. 205. 



Sibbes declares: 

Were not this anniversary commemoration of 
it, posterity would hardly believe that a 
plot so hellish could be hatched in the 
hearts of men, of Englishmen, of Catholic 
men, as they would be termed, of men so 
both withall notwithstanding their danger
ous corresponcy with foreign enemies and 
but half-subjects, their better parts 
(their spirits) being subject to another 
visible head, who can untie the bond of 
allegiance at his pleasure.42 

Sibbes also relies on divine law as the absolute 
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standard for political behavior and limits political dissent 

to passive disobedience because it appears to him to be the 

only alternative to Jesuit subversion and the dangerously 

relativistic moral standards of the Catholic casuists. He 

denounces Cardinal Bellarmine for basing the moral quality 

of an act on papal sanction rather than on God's word. 43 

Sibbes' devotion to the concept of obedience to constituted 

authority, therefore, appears to be the product of his 

horror over the possibility of a Catholic conquest of 

England by forces guided by the pope, as much as it is a 

result of his Puritan theology. His words do not have the 

detached tone of Calvin or even Perkins, but rather reflect 

an outrage and fear of the contemporary political environ-

ment. Like Bilson, Sibbes' views on the duty of 

42Richard Sibbes, The Saints' Safety in Evil Times 
(London: M. Flesher for R. Dawlman, 1633), p. 64. 

43rbid., 70. 
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non-resistance seem to be shaped by political circumstances. 

As the v10rk of Richard Hooker demonstrates, Puritans 

were not the only Englishmen during the period 1570-1630 who 

espoused a belief in the di vinely-appointed obligation of 

obedience and non-resistance to established political author-

ity. These views were part of the mainstream of contemporary 

political thought during the reigns of the late Tudor and 

early Stuart monarchs. Even such avowed enemies as John 

Whitgift (1530-1604), Archbishop of Canterbury, and Thomas 

Cartwright (1535-1603), who argued frequently and heatedly 

over liturgy and church government, were in fundamental 

agreement concerning the duty of obedience to political 

$Uperiors. Whitgift, an alumnus of conservative Queen's 

College, was considered sufficiently reformed to be the 

object of religious persecution during the reign of Mary 

Tudor. Although he remained Anglican in his views on 

ecclesiastical government, the Archbishop's allegiance to 

Calvin's secular political doctrine is manifest. In a 

sermon preached in 1583 on the anniversary of Elizabeth's 

coronation, for example, Whitgift repeats that the prince 

and the magistrates are appointed directly by God; because 

they bear His name and authority, complete obedience is due 

them. 44 The political authorities are ordained to protect 

44John ·whitgift, "Sermon Preached at the Cathedral 
of St. Paul's, London, November 17, 1583," in Works, ed. by 
John Ayre (Cambridge: Unj versity Press, 1853), p. 587. 
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that which God created, 45 and to disobey their commands with-

out clear reference to divine mandate is a sin of the first 

degree. 46 The Archbishop never considers resistance to be 

an option for the subjects of God' s lieutenants. 

Thomas Cartwright, forced to leave St. John's 

College at Mary Tudor's accession to the throne, was a 

Puritan follower of Calvin. He even made a pilgrimage to 

Geneva in 1571 and conducted an interview with Beza; however, 

the latter's sympathy for a limited right of resistance does 

not seem to have influenced Cartwright. This is clear in 

his Second Reply ... Against Master Dr. Whitgift, written 

in 1587, in which he denies charges that he is a rebel 

before the Crown: 

Our open and simple profession of the neces
sity of higher powers and of the honor and 
humble submission to her majesty and all 
magistrates underneath her, either in doing 
things commanded, or patiently suffering for 
that which we cannot with good c9nscience 
do, shall be sufficient defense.47 

Here Cartwright succintly summarizes the familiar Puritan 

position on political duty: the political authorities are 

45Ibid., 585. 

46Ibid., 594. 

47Thomas Cartwright, "The Second Reply of Thomas 
Cartwright Against Master Dr. Whitgift's Second Anser 
Touching the Church Discipline," quoted in A. F. S. Pearson, 
Church and State: Political Aspects of Sixteenth Century 
Puritanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1928), 
p. 67. 
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created by God and He accords them the right to demand abso-

lute obedience; should a command be made which contravenes 

divine law, the true Christian must disobey out of conscience, 

yet suffer any consequences of his disobedience. This state-

ment is in perfect harmony with the views of his life-long 

opponent, Whitgift. 

This position is also consistent with the opinions 

expressed by yet another Anglican apologist, Robert 

Sibthorpe. Sibthorpe (1590?-1662) was a graduate of Trinity 

College, Cambridge. He first became vicar of St. Sepulchre 

in the Purit~n borough of Northampton, and in 1622 he was 

appointed vicar of the more conservative parish of Brackley. 

In 1628 he became a chaplin to Charles I. This last appoint-

ment came after his preaching of a sermon entitled Apostolike 

Obedience, an address which is reputed to have caused great 

interest because of its candid and well-argued support of 
48 the Crown. 

Sibthorpe begins by asserting that rulers are God's 

direct ministers on earth in the realm of government.49 

He concurs with the earlier Puritan publicists that complete 

obedience to the authority of princes and magistrates is 

48Entry for "Robert Sibthorpe," Dictionary of 
National Biography, ed. by Leslie Stephen and Sydney Lee 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1921-22), 

49Robert Sibthorpe, Apostolike Obedience (London: 
Richard Mynne, 1627), p. 5. 
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commanded by God, for "Christian liberty hath not freed us 

from civil obedience but that Christians are bound in duty 

one to another, especially all subjects to all their 

princes."5° The former vicar makes frequent reference to 

Calvin in corroboration of his views. For example, he 

argues that although the magistrate's duty is to protect the 

laws and people committed to him, failure to fulfill this 

obligation does not negate his right to demand obedience 

of his subjects, "as even Calvin (did) •.. grant it. "51 

The royal chaplin also maintains that God's command 

of obedlence has two parts: 1) fulfillment of the command 
I 

to honor Him and His laws; and 2) submission to any punish-

ment received as a result of fulfilling that obligation. He 

argues: 

If princes command anything which subjects 
may not perform because it is against the 
laws of God or of Nature or impossible, yet 
subjects are bound to undergo the punish
ment without either resistance or railing 
and reviling. And so to yield passive obe
dience where they cannot exhibit an active 
one.52 

Just as Calvin and his Puritan followers did, Sibthorpe sub-

jugates the duty of obedience to political superiors to the 

duty of obedience to God. He also adheres to the common 

5°rbid., 6. 

5libid., 11. 

52 Ibid., 13. 
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resolution of the conflict between duty and an ungodly com-

mand by warning his audience to suffer the punishments 

resulting from their acts or disobedience to magistrates. 

Using language almost identical to St. Paul's, Sibthorpe 

asserts that ''he that resisteth the prince, resisteth the 

power and ordinance of God, and consequently shall receive 

damnation.'' He also makes use of an interesting syllogism, 

arguing that since God's annointed is a terror only to the 

wicked, resistance to him as if he were a terror is evidence 

of wickedness.53 

Sibthorpe explicitly denounces the views of Buchanan, 

Knox and Gdodman because they seek to ''make the law above 

the king, and the people above the law, and to depose 

princes by their tumults and insurrections."54 These denun

ciations and his belief that "he who is a traitor to the 

king should be destroyed"55 must have held some appeal for 

Charles I. Although Apostolike Obedience is a more polished 

and precise statement of opinion than the tracts of Chaderton 

or Sibbes, it is a typical example of the reliance on 

Calvin's doctrine of passive disobedience expressed time and 

time again by Puritans, as well as Anglicans, in the period 

1570-1630. 

53Ibid., 3. See Romans 13:2. 

54 Ibid., 23. 

SSibid., 27. 
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It is clear that English Puritans during the late 

Tudor and early Stuart years were opposed to resistance to 

established secular authority. They relied on Calvin to 

supply them with a doctrine which upheld the absolute sover-

eignty of God and forbid resistance to His representatives 

on earth. It ha s also been demonstrated that reliance on 

Calvin's works and particularly the belief in passive dis-

obedience as the limit of political dissent were not the 

exclusive property of the Puritan party, but rather were 

part of the mainstream of English political thought. Fur-

thermore, despite fairly widespread familiarity with the 

works of the Marian exiles and Continental writers, and some~ 

times even personal contact witl1 the theoreticians of resis-

tance, these English publicists remained ardent supporters 

of the right of the Crown to demand absolute obedience in 

recognition of divine ordination. This position was not 

merely a product of Calvinist limits on theory; after all, 

Knox and Goodman were able to bend Calvinist theory to sup-

port their views. Rather, it was events in England after 

1570 and England's place in contemporary European politics 

which shaped these views. 

Perhaps the most obvious difference between Goodman's 

England and Beza's France, on the one hand, and the Eng land 

of the late Tudor-early Stuart period, on the other, is the 

religious persuasion of the respective monarchs. The 

~ 

Ll 
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vituperative character of Goodman's How Superior Powers Ought 

to Be Obeyed was stimulated primarily by his horror at the 

accession of a Catholic queen, Mary Tudor, who did not up-

hold her divinely-appointed responsibility of defending the 

true religion. Mary was an heretical ruler in the minds of 

Reformed Englishmen, and her attempts to re-establish Roman 

Catholicism in the realm included imprisonment and persecu-

tion of many of her subjects. A similar situation existed 

in mid-sixteenth-century France, where Queen-Regent 

Catherine de'Medici and her weakling offspring were dominated 

by the pro-Catholic Guise party. Again, the resulting 

persecutJon of l!u c; uenots outraged a relj gious community which 

felt itself s uffocated by the proponents of heresy.56 

Elizabeth I and her Stuart successors, on the other 

hand, were Protestant. Perhaps their liturgy and polity 

were questionable, but they were Protestants. Furthermore, 

Elizabeth's statecraft included toleration of the Puritan 

minority and a willingness to incorporate some Puritan 

practice into the Church of England, so long as it did not 

threaten her authority or power as absolute monarch. The 

Puritan community seems to have realized that their interests 

would be served best by a policy of non-confrontation with 

the Crown over less-important matters such as liturgy, for 

that might jeopardize whatever de facto toleration they 

56Pearson, op.cit., 97. 

.: I 
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enjoyed. In addition, Elizabeth was a strong shield against 

the accession to the English throne of another Catholic 

monarch who might try to destroy the Puritan party. The 

hope that relations between Puritans and the Anglican Crown 

could be stabilized through compromise continued to dominate 

Puritan thought at Hampton Court conference with James I in 

1604. There Chaderton and others tried to convince the Stuart 

king of the moderate nature of their religious position and 

of their full support of divinely-ordained monarchy.57 

English Puritans also envinced a fundamental belief 

in the Anglican Church as the true church, maintained by 

purity of doctrine and ceremony through church discipline, 

rather than tl1e lineage of the prelates.58 Purity may be 

viewed as a relative quality, and it was obvious to English 

Puritans that the only major alternative to Anglicanism was 

the heresy and desecration of Roman Catholicism. The politi

cal choice was an obvious one, given the example of 11 bloody 11 

Queen Mary. Furthermore, the desire to purify the Anglican 

Church made liturgy, rather than political issues, the first 

concern of the Puritan party. Political resistance would 

only threaten the toleration enjoyed by Puritans in England, 

stimulating punitive measures and rendering impossible any 

57collinson, op.cit., 458. 

58 Ibid., 25. 
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further reform of church doctrine and ceremony. 

The rejection by Puritan publicists between 1570 and 

1630 of doctrines which sanctioned resistance to secular 

authority accompanied a general decline in Puritan activism. 

After triumphing over Spain in 1588-9 and securing the realm 

from invasion~ Elizabeth was able to turn her attentions to 

domestic affairs~ including the Presbyterian party which was 

gathering some strength in Parliament. The punitive actions 

taken by Archbishop Whitgift against prelates of Presbyterian 

views and the emprisonment of several of their champions in 

Parliament by Elizabeth served to subdue the tide of Puritan 

activism in general. Indeed~ it seems to have stimulated 

attempts to appease Elizabeth with professions of allegiance 

to the Crown.59 In addition~ many supporters of the Puritan 

position in Elizabeth's court~ such as Robert Dudley~ Earl of 

Leicester~ died~ leaving the Puritans without substantial 

influence in government. 60 The failure of James I to adopt 

the Puritan position disillusioned and divided members of 

the minority party~ and with the question of church disci

pline settled by the superior power of the State~ English 

Calvinists turned increasingly to the internal questions of 

election and salvation. 61 There seemed little reason to 

59Pearson~ op.cit.~ 95; Knappen~ op.cit., 296. 
60 

Collinson~ op.cit.~ 386~ 432. 
61 Ibid., 434~ 466-7. 
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episcopal appointees allowed them. 
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But whatever might have been their concerns about 

further reform of English Protestantism, there can be no 

doubt that t ~: e most significant factor in Puritan opposition 

between 1570-1630 to theories which sanctioned resistance 

was their fear of Roman Catholicism as the paramount threat 

to the future of England and to Protestantism itself. It 

is important to recognize that as Protestants, English 

Calvinists of this period were not a nominal minority as 

they were in f.1arian England or France under the Valois; 

:lnstead, they were members of the community of Reformed 

Christians whose origin lay in protest against the Roman 

Church's abuses. This was a profound bond which provided 

a common ground for Anglicans and Puritans. The Protestant 

rule of Elizabeth I and her immediate Stuart successors and 

their tacit toleration of liturgical non-conformity made it 

in the Puritans' best interests to support a political order 

which seemed to insure their continued existence. 

Furthermore, Catholicism was viewed by Puritan 

publicists as a vastly more potent and immediate threat than 

the intra-Protestant quarrels. Although ascendent and 

victorious in maritime conflict in the late 1580's, 

Elizabethan England was a lesser power than Spain, which 

was still basking in the political and fiduciary glow of the 



109 

Golden Century. Spanish sea power and the strength of her 

international alliances made another Spanish attempt at con-

quest of England a real possibility in the minds of most 

Elizabethans, including Puritans. Memory of the reign of 

Nary Tudor and her marria ge to Philip II terrified the 

popular imagination with the thoughts of England bowed before 

a foreign, Catholic power. These fears were fanned by the 

activism in England of the Society of Jesus, an agency regard-

ed as subversive movement led by traitors whose allegiance 

was pledged to a foreign prince. Suspicion was increased 

when Jesuit and other Catholic writers in England supported 

the rJ~ht to resist established political authority, basing 

their arguments on the same grounds as the Continental 

Calvinists, popular sovereignty. 62 On the Continent the 
/ 

Spanish Jesuits, Mariana and Suarez, were also among the 

most articulate proponents of the right of resistance. One 

need only look to Bilson 1 s and Sibbes 1 vilification of the 

11 Powder Plot 11 or \•/illiam Ames 1 unrestrained attack on 

Catholic casuistry in Bellarminus Enervatus to realize that 

the Catholic threat, led by an unholy alliance between Spain 

and the papacy, loomed large on the Puritan horizon. 

In addition, English Puritans in the period 1570-1630 

virtually took for granted the Tudor theory of absolute 

62 Pearson, op,cit., 75. 
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sovereignty~ which was in origin and by design anti-papal. 

Anti-Catholicism developed into a basic tenet of mainstream 

political thought in England after 1560. 63 As has been 

demonstrated above, Puritans of the late Tudor and early 

Stuart years almost uniformly supported the right of the 

CrovJn to demand complete obedience in recognition of the 

divine sanction supporting princes and opposed any arguments 

which upheld the right of resistance. The Crown which the 

Puritans supported not only allowed the quiet proliferation 

of non-conformity but vJas in fact anti-papal, anti-Spanish, 

anti-Jesuit and anti-Guise. 64 In short, pragmatic considera-

tion prompted Puritans to lend their alleg iance to monarchs 

who protected their existence and provided a shield against 

their spiritual and political enemies; church discipline 

was a minor matter to Puritans faced with the threat--real 

or imagined--of Catholic conquest. 

There is no question that English Puritans between 

1570 and 1630 were opposed to resistance to established 

political authority and in fact supported the claim of the 

Crown and its officers to complete sovereignty. They based 

their arguments on Calvin's identification of passive dis-

obedience as the limit of political dissent~ and they 

63Ibid.~ 73. 

64rbid.~ 93. 
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denounced earlier Calvinists such as Beza, Buchanan, Knox and 

Goodman, who had stepped across that line. Denial of a 

popular right of resistance was not, however, founded purely 

on ideological or theological commitments. Pragmatic consid-

erations based on appraisal of the political environment was 

also at work. Puritans were best served by support of a 

government which tacitly granted them a measure of toleration, 

and which was opposed to the same forces that threatened the 

future of all Protestantism including Puritanism. 



IV. 

The ambivalent nature of Calvin's theory of resis-

tance to secular authority is evident. A conservative doc-

trine of political authority was expanded on ·the Continent 

into a wide-ranging philosophical justification of resis-

tance, while later in England the same theory was cited in 

its strictest interpretation to bolster Puritan support for 

the Crown. The conflict between these two tradi.tions formed 

an important part of the intellectual and political back-

ground of the Great Migration to the New World and is the 

source of much of the debate regarding the nature of colo-

nial Puritan political theory. Michael Walzer, for example, 

has argued that the colonists' attention to order and sub-

mission to authority opposed a long and essentially radical 

tradition which culminated in the English Civil War. 1 Other 

historians, such as Edmund s. Morgan, have asserted that 

Puritan insistence on orthodoxy and submission was con

sistent with the English political tradition prior to 1640. 2 

The Puritans who emigrated to the New World shared many 

lsee Michael Walzer, The Revolution of the Saints 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965). 

2see Edmund S. Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma: The 
Story of John Winthrop (Boston: Little Brown, and Company, 
1958), Ch. II, passim. 
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theological and philosophical tenets with the Marian exiles; 

yet they were also admiring students of authorities such as 

Perkins and Ames, who adamantly denied that civil resistance 

might be a necessary and godly course of action. In this 

chapter, I will discuss the position of the New England 

Puritan oligarchy on the question of resistance to secular 

authority, define the ideological origins of that position, 

and assess the relative importance to it of each of the two 

Calvinist traditions. 

In the interest of specificity, I have limited my con

siderations to the Puritan colony of Massachusetts Bay during 

the first generation of settlement, 1630-1650. I have assum

ed that durJng th1s period when the patterns of colonial life 

were established and conflict in the colony was manifest, the 

question of civil resistance was of greater import and given 

more attention than in the comparatively placid days of the 

late seventeenth century. I have assumed also that the doc

trinal ties with England and the Continent were closer for 

this generation than for those which followed. I will exam

ine both official records and the writings of three major 

figures who helped to found and shape the Massachusetts Bay 

colony--John Winthrop, John Cotton, and Roger Williams. 

Winthrop and Cotton represent the colony oligarchy and its 

insistence on order and orthodoxy. Williams, on the other 

hand, was one who found himself at variance with most of the 

political and religious ideals of the colony oligarchy, but 
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who concurred with the necessity of submission to secular 

authority. vfhat had been the results of nearly a century of 

English Calvinist debate on the question of resistance to 

secul a r authority f or these westward ven turin~ Puritans? 

I t i 2 appar~Dt that Cal v1n'2 defjnitl bn of the ori ~ jrt 

and purpose of the State remains authoritative in early col-

ony orthodoxy; most colonists believe that all that is, 

exists by God's will, including the political order. Man's 

evil and contentious nature in the absence of divine grace 

may be subdued only by rigid external discipline. Therefore, 

the State is seen as an expression of God's mercy and love 

for man, and Ins desire to help him avoid sin. Because the 

po:l.1tlca1 or·dc~r i:·; u rnon:lf'estaLion of' divine will, men owe 

obedience to the State as evidence of their submission to 

Him. As Winthrop proclaimed aboard the Arbella on the way to 

the New World, the end is to improve our lives to do more 

service to the Lord. 113 The glorification of God and submis-

sion to His will, expressed by obedience to a divinely-ordain-

ed state, is the supreme duty of every Christian subject. 

The early colonial leaders also believe that God's 

tools for the preservation of godliness and order are princes 

and magistrates, whom He invests with His authority; like 

Ponet and Buchanan in the previous century, they maintain that 

the investiture of God's authority is mediated by the people, 

3John Winthrop, "A Model of Christian Charity," 
Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Third 
Series, Vol. VII (1838), p. 45. 
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who then are responsible for the conduct of government in the 

ways of the Lord. Roger Williams, whose conflicts with the 

colonial government in Massachusetts shall be discussed later, 

agrees with earl:ler Calvintsts that although "magtstracy in 

general is of God (Romans 13) for the preservation of mankind 

in civil order and peace,"
4 

the authority invested in a magis-

trate "is founded in the consent of the people ... which 

they transfer to their magistrates and officers."5 John 

Winthrop concurs with Williams and many of their intellectual 

predecessors on the Continent that political sovereignty lies 

ultimately in the people; however, once that authority is 

delegated to the magistrates, it becomes theirs through God's 

orcUnatJon.G 'rlris belief :Ln the ultimate supremacy of the 

people obviously conflicts with the teachings of Calvin. It 

is consistent with the English tradition, however, expressed 

earlier by Ponet, Goodman, and Hooker. The people delegate 

political authority to the magistrate who then must rule by 

the word of God to execute His vengeance on transgressors of 

divine and civil law. 

The casuistical tradition established by Perkins and 

Ames also influences the thought of the migrant Puritans, who 

4Roger Williams, "The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution," 
The Complete Writings of Roger Williams (New York: Russell 
and Russell, Inc., 1963), p. 398. 

5rbid., 214. 

6John Winthrop, "Reply on the Negative Vote," in The 
Life and Letters of John Winthrop, by R. c. Winthrop (New---
York: Da Capo Press, 1971), Vol. I, p. 437. 
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believe that law, divine and secular, is but a guideline 

against which "cases of conscience" must be measured. Just 

as ministers are the interpreters of di vine law, magistrates 

perform the same functJon with respect to ci vil lm1. Like 

Cal vin and Laurence Chaderton, Governor Winthrop argues for 

wide discretionary powers for the magistrates in order to 

enforce God's mandates.? However, because they are obligated 

to govern according to God's will, meting out His justice, 

ma gistrates are not free to make arbitrary laws or exercise 

unlimited power o ver their charges. John Cotton agrees that 

political authority resides ultimately in the people, who 

must protect their liberties: "let all the world learn to 

give mortal men no greater power than they are content they 

shall use, for use it they will."B Although the office of 

the magistrate is ordained by God to preserve human society 

and promote His will, the immigrant Puritans also believe that 

civil liberty "is the proper end and object of authority and 

cannot subsist without it.''9 

?williams, "Queries of the Highest Consideration," 
Complete Writ i ngs, Vol. II, 26 . 

8John Cotton, "An Exposition Upon the Thirteenth 
Chapter of the Re velation," in Puritan Political I deas, ed. 
by EdmundS. Morgan (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1965), 
p. 145. 

9Entry for 7-3-1 645 
James K. Hosmer (New York: 
dates are Old Style, except 
to make January 1 the first 

in John Winthrop, Journal, ed. by 
Brown and Noble, 1908). All 
that the years have been changed 
day of the year. 
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In spite of these admonitions to protect the liberty · 

of the governed and limit the power of the governors, the 

emphasis in orthodoxy Puritan political ideology, as in 

Calvin's, is on the sublime majesty of the magistrate, who 

acts as God's viceregent. Winthrop, paraphrasing Calvin, 

proclaims that magistrates "are Gods upon the earth; there-

fore in their administration they are to hold forth the 

wisdom and mercy of God •.. as well as His justice." 10 The 

governor also argues that the people's grant of God's author-

ity to a magistrate is accompanied by a promise and obliga-

tion of submission to his decrees. In a paraphrase which 

rather typically combines St. Paul and Master Chaderton, 

Winthrop maintains that Christian duty ''requires every soul 

to be subject to the higher powers, and every Christian man 

11 11 
to study to be quiet and to meddle with his own business. 

The intense interest of John '\IJinthrop '( 1588-1649) in 

the subject ·of political authority and resistance to it is of 

particular importance, for in many ways Winthrop is at once 

a representative and remarkable figure in the early life of 

the Bay Colony. Educated at Christ's College, Cambridge, the 

Puritan squire became a member of Gray's Inn, and both the 

10winthrop, "Arbitrary Government Described," in 
Life and Letters, 448. 

11winthrop, "Declaration of Defense,'' in Morgan, 
Puritan Political Ideas, 145; Stanley Gray, "The Political 
Thought of John Winthrop," New England Quarterly, III (1930), 
p. 688. 

'I 
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prestige and legal experience which Winthrop gained as a mem-

ber of the Inns of Court shaped his later bearing and be-

havior as a colonial governor. In America, he was also a 

po pul::tr and rJov1erf'ul politica l leadE: r , :::er·ving intermit-

tently a ~; gov ern o r- of' the Ma s ::;achuse tt n Bay Colony for tw elve 

years between the founding of the colony and his death; he 

spent most of the interim periods as deputy governor. 

Winthrop 1 s frequent re-election may serve as an 

index of the popularity of his views on the nature of govern-

ment. It seems unlikely that the freemen would continue to 

re-elect a person whose political philosophy differed sub-

stantially from their own; this is evinced by Winthrop 1 s 

failure to win re-election when there was significant opposi-

tion to his policies, as, for example, during the Antinomian 

crisis of 1634-37. The governorship enabled Winthrop to help 

to define the duties and privileges of the offices of the 

political authorities in Massachusetts Bay, including his 

own. Winthrop 1 s evaluations of the contemporary political 

situation are cited frequently, therefore, as representative 

of the thought of the majority of the first-generation 

Puritans in the Bay colony who maintained him in their most 

important political office. 

The governor repeatedly emphasizes the divine sane-

tions supporting the magistrate 1 s office and the superiority 

of his mandates over individual volition. Again, although 

political authority is mediated by the people, once the 
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transfer is made, that authority lies completely and absolute-

ly in God's viceregents, to whom reverence and submission 

are due. Winthrop recognizes that 

the great question s that have troubled the 
country are about the authority ot the mag
i s trates and the liberty of the people. It 
is yourselves who have called us to this 
office, and being called by you, we have our 
authority from God ... the co venant between 
you and us is the oath you have taken of us, 
which is to this purpose, that we shall gov
ern you and judge your causes by the rules 
of God's laws and our own according to our 
best skills.l2 

Clearly, the colonial governor views the office of the magis-

trate as an appointment of God, through the people, to rule 

in a r.~odly and .Judj cJous manner. Tn turn, the people are 

obligated to respect the wisdom and authority of those whom 

they have vested and to submit to the decisions made by these 

"gods upon the earth." 

Acceptance of the inequality of governors and govern-

ed is manifest in early colonial Puritan thought. Underlying 

the organic political order is God's unfathomable will, and 

one expression of that will was inequality among men. He 

created some mean "high in power and dignity" and others 

II d • b • • II 13 mean an ln su mlsslon . The purpose of this inequality 

is assumed by Winthrop to be an organic society in which the 

body politic has a head which guides all its members toward 

12Entry for 7-3-1645, Winthrop, Journal. 

· l3Winthrop, "Model for Christian Charity," 34. 
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a more godly life; just as the head is superior to the body, · 

so are the magistrates superior to those over whom they exer-
14 cise God's authority. 

Because the prince and the magi s trates are the embod

iment of God's will and the representatives o"f His authority 

on earth, the Bay Colony oligarchy, like their English fore-

runners, believe that submission to His will is envinced by 

obedience to the mandates of the secular rulers. They apply 

the Fifth Commandment to political authority, as well as to 

parental authority, just as Calvin had. Disobedience, a dis

honor to the civil fathers, is therefore a sin against God. 15 

The minister Thomas Hooker agrees with Governor Winthrop that 

when the people invest a magistrate with divine authority, a 

mutual covenant is made in which God's viceregent 11 promiseth 

to rule and govern in mercy and in righteousness; and (the 

people) again promise to obey in loyalty and in faithful

ness."16 However, the duty to obey is not simply a legal 

obligation, arising from this social covenant, but a 

Christian duty in recognition of the magistrate's service at 

God's pleasure. 

l4Timothy H. Breen, The Character of a Good Ruler: 
A Study of Puritan Political Ideas in New England, 1630-1730 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970), p. 4. 

15williams, 11 Bloudy Tenet," 171. 
16Quoted in Perry Miller, Orthodoxy in Massachusetts 

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1959), p. 13. 
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Acknowledging that the magistrate ultimately continues 

in office only by God's will, the Bay oligarchy argues that he 

retains the majesty of his divine appointment even if he vio-

lates his pledge to rule justly. As Calvin argu ed, and as 

the Tudor and Stuart casuists agreed, it is not the ordi-

nance of the people to rebel against an ungodly magistrate, 

any more than the body may dictate to the head, for the ruler 

is of God. 17 Winthrop and Cotton deny Goodman's idea that an 

ungodly ruler is no ruler at all, arguing, as Calvin did, that 

a magistrate executes God's justice, whatever form it might 

take. The governor cites Luther, claiming that when a people 

would curse their king, he (Luther) sayeth 
they should curse their God also; a man may 
not say to a king, thou are wicked, nor call 
princes ungodly. I deny not but that a pri-
vate person may privately reprove a magis-
trat~ offending but he may not do it public
ly.lt1 

Reverence as well as obedience to secular authorities is obli-

gatory because those rulers exist; their existence implies 

legitimacy and divine sanction since, as all else, they con-

tinue only at God's will. The periodic election of magis-

trates is viewed as the only appropriate and legitimate in

strument for renewal or denial of the public trust.l9 During 

the appointed term of office of a magistrate or the entire 

17John Cotton, "Master John Cotton's Answer to Roger 
Williams," The Complete Writings of Roger Williams, Vol. II, 
175. 

18 Quoted in Winthrop, Life and Letters, 213. 

l9Ibid., 278. 

1 
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reign of a prince, since the latter is not subject to elec-

tion, submission and obedience are the individual's only 

legitimate attitudes toward secular authorities. 

However, like Calvin, the colonial Puritans believe 

in an important reservation in the duty to obey s ecular au-

thority; obedi ence is owed to God in all respects before it 

is owed to man in any respect, The emphasis on obedience to 

divine will is especially strong in the thought of the early 

orthodoxy settlers, who regarded their "errand into the wil

derness" as a special calling by God. Winthrop advised the 

immigrant aboard the Arbella that "when God gi ves a special 

commission, He looks to have strictly observed in every arti
f) O 

cule." '- lie believes that God allows no breach of His holy 

ordinances wjthout eternal retribution. Therefore, submis-

sion to divine will demands that all true Christians disobey 

ungodly mandates and commands which contravene God's laws. 

The State, and therefore society, are preserved by God by 

means of law, and the State is secure only so long as those 

laws, divine and secular, are not broken. 21 If a magistrate 

should violate the law, then every Christian, because of his 

higher duty to obey the heavenly ruler, is released temporar

ily from his obli gation to "obey and suffer" the will of the 

secular ruler. The founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony 

20winthrop, "Model of Christian Charity, 11 46. 
2
\alliams, 11 Bloudy Tenent, 11 335. 
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maintain that the people are ultimately responsible for en-

suring the fulfillment of God's commision. It is their obli-

gation to uphold the standards of pious government, and to 

disobey that whi.ch fails to meet those standards. 

Eecause the Puritan oligarchy does not agree that an 

unlodly magistrate is not a magistrate, as did the 

Continentals and Marian exiles, they prescribe a rather 

cautious program of action to deal with impious rulers. First, 

they counsel that such a magistrate must be advised of his 

offenses against God and the State by his councilors and 

church officials. 22 Disobedience is warranted, they agree, 

if a ruler orders that which is ungodly. However, in keeping 

with their legalistic heritage, these New England divines 

believe that disobedience is justified only if a magistrate 

contravenes an express order of God or a specific law. In 

the absence of such acts, reverent submission is owed to the 

wide discretionary authority invested in secular rulers for 

the interpretation and exercise of divine will on earth. 23 

Like Calvin, it is with great reluctance that the early colo-

nial leaders are willing to justify disobedience to secular 

authority. Nevertheless, the belief that God would hold the 

22Ministers of Salem, "A Model of Church and Civil 
Power," in The Complete Writings of Roger Williams, Vol. II, 
227; also, entry 11-4-1646, Records of the Governor and 
Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New England, ed. by 
Nathaniel B. Schurtleff (New York: AMS Press, 1968). 

23cotton, 11 Master John Cotton's Answer," 37. 

I 

L 



124 

entire population accountable for the subversion of His will· 

was a heavy burden and made it impossible for the colonists 

not to prescribe at least some form of disobedience. 

The cons cientious disobedience authorized by the 

founders is nGt intended to challenge the leg itimacy of poll-

tical office. Although a governor mi ght not be a righteous 

ruler, he remains a legitimate ruler because he continues to 

hold office at God's pleasure until the next election. There-

fore, disobedience to a command must not be intended or ex-

pressed as disrespect for the earthly representative of God's 

authority. The legitimacy of the go vernment and its officers 

is not destroyed by the violation of a divine or secular 

law; the early colonial governors di sapproved of any display 

of disrespect and dealt with it severely. The records of the 

Court of Assistants reveal numerous instances in which dis-

respect and presumption were punished. For example, a free-

man of the colony was flogged and fined for 11 speaking re

proachfully11 of Governor Thomas Dudley, saying that he was 

11 only a lawyer's clerk with no special knowledge. 1124 Because 

magisterial authority is equated with divine majesty, such 

impudence was considered an insult to God. Governor Dudley, 

it was assumed, would not hold office were not his qualifica-

tions pleasing to the Lord. Similarly, another freeman was 

24Entry 10-6-1634, Records. 
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set in stocks for threatening to ''have it tried in England 

vlhether he was lawfully punished or not.'' This defiance was 

clearly intended to test the legitimacy of the government 

established at Massachusetts Bay, and the challenze to God's 

r· C:: 

not tolerated.~~ 

It is not surprising, then, that respectful and con-

scientious disobedience to a specific command was the extreme 

limit of legitimate political dissent in colonial New England. 

Unlike Calvin, the Puritans recognize no ''greater magistrates" 

who may punish the !'lesser magistrates; 11 therefore, every 

subject is bound by the limits on individual expressions of 

dissent, and resistance is not considered to be a lawful 

course of action, under any circumstances. It is also impor-

tant to note that the consideration of disobedience is seldom 

addressed to the king. With the notable exception of Roger 

Williams, the first Massachusetts Bay colonists appear to 

find it in their best interest not to antagonize the Crown 

with analyses of its authority and legitimacy. Instead, the 

discussion is limited to the province of the magistrates, who 

in fact were more important to the daily conduct of colonial 

life. Unlike the Marian exiles and the Huguenots, the 

Puritans who emigrated to the New World find no reason to 

25Entry 4-3-1632, Records. 
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question the authority of the prince, much less to prescribe 

a course of action for his removal. 

The early orthodox settlers of the Bay Colony agreed 

with Calvin th8t tho:e who realize their obligatiort to dJs

orJC:,'/ ;m un;~udly m~1 1~ i :~tr·ute rnur~t be: prepr..tr·ed Lo rc:uff'er the 

consequences of their disobedience. As Calvin had counselled, 

and the Elizabethan and Jacobean divines agreed, disobedience 

must never be understood to mean resistance to the secular 

authorities. Whatever earthly suffering is inflicted by a 

magistrate as punishment for the disobedience of his impious 

command must be accepted by true Christians as an expression 

of thejr reverence for the magistrate's divinely-ordained 

office. Roger 1:11lliams' acceptance of his banishment from 

the colony is perhaps the clearest and most significant 

example of this attitude. The question of resistance was a 

Pandora's Box which could unleash untold evil by removing the 

restraints of reverence and respect for that which God has 

wrought. In a letter to his compatriot Daniel Abbott, 

Williams wrote that "it is better to live under a tyrant in 
. 1126 peace than under the sword, or where every man lS a tyrant. 

Williams and his contemporaries in the New World viewed legit-

imatizing resistance to secular authority as a means of making 

every man a tyrant. The Puritan colony leaders believed that 

26Quoted in Morgan, Puritan Political Ideas, 224. 
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where God's laws are not the ultimate standard and submission 

to the State not the basic rule, only chaos can ensue. 

One of the most serious challenges to the Puritan 

theory of pol:lt :ic:a1 c::mtr10r:lty came from t he Ant :lnom:lan party 

during the period 1634-37. The Antinomians ~rgued that moral, 

that is statute, law is not binding upon true Christians, who 

are under the law of grace and will act only on God's will. 

For the colonial oligarchy, a central problem in this theol-

ogy was how to recognize His will in the absence of statute. 

Given the Puritan casuistical tradition, this legalistic 

approach was particularly important. Led by Anne Hutchinson, 

the Antinomian partisans mainta i ned that "free grace'' is 

directly communicated through the Holy Spirit, which reveals 

God's will. The subjectivism implicit in the concept of rev-

elation made it completely unacceptable to the Puritan 

leadership, who believed that it would lead to unpredictable 

behavior and undermine civil order. 27 Hutchinson, imprisoned 

and tried for her promotion of such a dangerous doctrine, 

compounded her sin by challenging the authority and legiti-

macy of the magistrates who judged her; she accused them of 

being led by Satan and warned that the Lord would punish them 

for their treatment of her. 28 More than for presumption, 

27Entry 11-20-1637, Records. 

28John Winthrop, "A Short Story of the Rise, Reign, 
and Ruin of the Antinomians, Familists and Libertines," The 
Antinomian Controversy, 1636-1638: A Documentary History:-ed. 
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however, the General Court condemned Mistress Hutchinson and 

her followers because they refused to conform to the orderly 

pattern demanded by a government ordained by God to execute 

His vJi 11; and because "being above rea son and Scripture, they 

are not subject to control." 29 Winthrop feared that the 

Antinomian challenge, left unchecked, would lead eventually 

to a recreation of' the "trajedy of' Munster,'' where hundreds 

of radical Christians were slaughtered after they had seized 

control of that German city. 30 Strict adherence to Calvin's 

doctrine of conscientious, yet submissive, disobedience as 

the extreme limit of political dissent was viewed as the only 

certain means to avoid complete subversion of the State. 

Roger Williams' challenge to the Puritan state was no 

less menacing than that of the Antinomians. Williams (1603-

83), a protege of Sir Edward Coke, was a former Anglican 

priest who emigrated to the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1631. 

The ex-Anglican's doctrinal disputes with the Puritan leader-

ship ranged over many issues and included the question of 

political authority and resistance to it. As we have seen, 

Williams agreed with Calvin and his own English contemporar-

ies that the State is ordained by God, Who invests his author

ity through the people. Further, he asserted that "it is most 

by David D. Hall (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1968), p. 211. 

29 
Quoted in Miller, op.cit., 164. 

30Winthrop, "Short Story," 275. 
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true that no magistrate (as no other superior) is to be 

obeyed in any matter displeasing to God. 11 3l But Williams 

further challenged the universal authority of the magistrate 

by arguing tha t such an officer of t h~ State is not enfran-

chised to protect the true reli gion. The magistrate is armed 

with the sword by God to punish offenses against the civil 

state. Reli gion~ W illiams~ argued~ is no t within the realm 

of civil affairs, so the magistrate has no authority to over

see its practice.32 

John Cotton (1584-1652) adamantly objected to his 

colleague's doctrine. Also a former Anglican priest, Cotton 

had been Dean of Emmanuel College, Cambridge. He was a close 

friend of Winthrop and had preached the farewell sermon to 

the Arbella; the Cambridge alumnus himself emigrated to the 

New World in 1633. In his reply to Williams' Bloudy Tenent 

of Persecution (1644)~ Cotton maintained that the purpose of 

the Massachusetts Bay Colony was to "erect such a government 

of the Church as is most agreeable to the Word, (and) to the ' 

estate of the people."33 He supported the magistrates' 

banishment of Williams on account of his "corrupt doctrines 

tending to the disturbance of civil and holy peace."34 In 

3lWilliams~ "Bloudy Tenent~ 11 375. 

32Ibid. ~ 90. 

33cotton~ "Master John Cotton's Answer," 88. 

34Ibid., 75. 
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his answer, however, Cotton states ''it is lawful for magis- · 

trates, especially in time of danger, to offer to their sub-

jects an oath of fidelity, whether they be regenerate or 
3h 

uhregenerate.'' J Cotton's advocacy of the magistrate's duty 

to defend th e true reli g ion is consisten t with the century-

long consideration of the question of res i stance to secular 

authority. Although Cotton, unlike Ponet , Goodman, Buchanan, 

and Mornay, rejected the right of the people to resist their 

rulers, he agreed with them that defense of the true religion 

is within the province of civil government. He feared that 

failure to rely on the magistrates to enforce religious 

purity would result in doctrinal laxity and eventually reli-

gious toleration, which would lead to the spread of radical 

Christian sects such as the Anabaptists.36 Cotton's views of 

the dangers of Williams' position clearly reflects Governor 

Winthrop's fear about the nature of Antinomianism. 

Williams composed a rejoinder to Cotton's answer in 

which he claimed that granting secular rulers the right to 

defend the true religion would lead to civil chaos by en-

couraging resistance to those authorities who do not uphold 

right worship. He felt that Catholic~, because of their 

supposed desire to overthrow Protestant England, would be 

35rbid., 90. 

36Ibid., 80. 
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the first to try to justify resistance to an "unjust" ruler. 

Like his contemporaries, Williams regarded Catholicism as a 

powerful revolutionary force: 

Will not this doctrine reach and extend to 
the pulling down, deposing and killing of 
all such governments which God in His gra
cious providence hath set up in all parts 
and dominions of the world; yea and harden 
the heart of Pharoh, the very Pope himself 
in his king-killing and state-killing doc
trine?37 

Williams shared his contemporaries' fear of Catholic-led 

revolution; yet he charged that their policy of granting 

secular rulers the authority to defend the true religion 

would produce the very subversion they all dreaded. This 

association of reli g ious toleration and non-resistance to 

secular authority was the most innovative contribution to 

Calvinist political thought since the Marian exiles. Williams' 

proposal that earthly rulers have no authority in matters of 

religion was, however, a challenge to the universal authority 

of God's viceregents to maintain doctrinal, as well as civil 

order, and opposed the traditional concept held by most early 

Bay colonists about the universal nature of political author-

ity. Their response, excommunication and banishment of 

Williams, is a telling index of their attachment to the 

Calvinist tradition of political order developed between 1570 

and 1630. 

37Williams, "The Bloudy Tenent Made Yet More Bloudy," 
The Complete Writings, Vol. IV, 88. 
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Williams' fear of Catholic casuistry and political 

action recalls the warnings of Thomas Bilson and Richard 

Sibbes. Those divines had emphasized the necessity of sub-

mission to secular authority, in general, and support of the 

English Crown , in particular, as a shield against what they 

perceived as Jesuit ambitions to re-establish Catholicism as 

the universal faith of a reunited Christendom. This appre-

hension was shared by those who emigrated to the New World 

for if the new continent was a virgin territory for Puritan 

proselytizing, so could it be for Catholics. The necessity 

of strengthening themselves against the pressures of 

Catholicism was an important consideration at the outset of 

the colonizing effort. I n his General Considerations for the 

Plantation of New England, John Winthrop sees the founding of 

the Puritan colony at Massachusetts Bay as 

a service to the church of great conse
quence by carrying the gospel into those 
parts of the world and to raise a bulwark 
against the kingdom of Antichrist which 
the Jesuits labor to rear up in all places 
of the world.3() 

The active Jesuit proselytizing posed a threat to the true 

church which the colonists were trying to secure; they feared 

that Jesuit propaganda would convert those of weaker faith or 

duller intellect. In fact, the potential of Catholicism 

seemed so menacing that the General Court felt it necessary 

to enact an alien law to protect itself from the ungodly 

38winthrop, Life and Letters, 114. 
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papists. Although the language of the law was broad enough · 

to include others who were undesirable} both Governor Winthrop 

and the Court of Assistants regarded it as requisite defense 

against the machinations of the Jesuits. Pursuant to the 

broader Ja"'' and vri th the Guy Fawkes 11 Power Plot 11 1odc;ed 

firmly Jn the:lr mlndsJ the Assistants decreed: 

This court taking into consideration the 
great warsJ combustions and divisions which 
are this day in EuropeJ and that the same 
are observed to be chiefly raised and fo
mented by the secret underrninings and sol
icitations of those of the jesuitical order 
. . . for prevention of like evils among 
ourselvesJ it is therefore ordered ... 
that no Jesuit ... shall henceforth at any 
time repa1r to or come within this juris
diction.3~ 

This proclamation demonstrates that although the broad alien 

law granted the Puritan magistrates discretion in selecting 

the population of their communityJ it was also intended to 

guard against the Catholic threat, so ominous to the English 

mind. It seems likely, therefore, that just as in England, 

adherence to Calvin's theory of non-resistance to secular 

authority was part of a total plan to preserve the true reli-

gion and defend it from heresy. 

Because he did not subscribe to the idea that ungodly 

rulers may be deposed lawfully by their subjects, Rogers 

Williams views the Jesuits with particular alarm. Like Bilson 

39Entry 5-26-1647J Records. 
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and Sibbes, as well as his contemporaries, he regards the doc

trine of resistance as the product of Catholic casuistry. Ig-

noring the prescriptions of fellow Protestants such as 

Goodman, Knox, Buchanan, and Mornay, Williams condemns 

Catholics as the propagators of this false notion: 

It is notoriously known to be the dangerous 
doctrine professed by some papists that 
princes degenerating from their religion 
and turning heretics are to be deposed and 
their subjects actually discharged from 
their obedience.40 

Williams expressed gratification that Mariana's De Rege and 

the works of Cardinal Bellarmine, denounced by William Ames, 

were burned in Paris for the practices against secular gov-

ernment which these Catholic publicists condoned were both 

11 foul (and) dangerous. 1141 

It is evident, therefore, that the anti-Catholic 

feelings which had become part of mainline Puritan political 

thought in England during the period 1570-1630 were also 

carried to the New World and incorporated into the theory of 

statecraft which prevailed in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. 

Like their predecessors, the emigrant Puritans viewed 

Catholicism as a force which had the potential to overthrow 

their whole system of religion and their service to the Lord's 

40Williarns, 11 Bloudy Tenent More Bloudy, 11 332. 

41Ibid., 393. 
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will. Calvin's doctrine of non-resistance was propounded as · 

a shield against that threat. In addition, Winthrop and 

other members of the ruling oligarchy met the more immediately 

dangerous challenges from within, Antinomianism and 

Anabaptism, v:i th the same commitment to ord er and orthodoxy 

used as a defense against the Society of Jesus. 42 The 

Antinomian crisis, in particular, demonstrated that dissension 

among the colonists themselves also was capable of destroying 

the unity of the colony and the ideal of religious purity. 

The pre-eminence of the doctrine of submission to secular 

authority during the early years of the colony, then, was at 

once stimulated by traditional anti-Catholic fears, and used 

as doctrinal justification of the suppression of political 

and religious heterodoxy. 

The oligarchy's insistence on submission to political 

authority was founded in Jean Calvin's concept of the State 

and of the State's relation to God. Although they argued 

that God in vests I-:fis authority in secular rulers through the 

mediation of the people, they agreed with the Genevan reformer 

that once that authority is granted it becomes absolute and 

inviolable, the embodiment of God's will on earth. Granting 

that allegiance to the Creator is superior to obedience to 

any ruler's command, the Puritan divines maintained, as Calvin 

42winthrop, "Model of Christian Charity," 46. 

''; 

I 
i 
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had, that a true Christian is obligated to disobey any secular 

order which contravenes an express law of God or the State. 

Furthermore, the founders of Massachusetts Bay Colony did not 

recognize any le gltimat e defend er of the rJ ghts of the peopl.e 

.::t gainst tyr·ar!rdcal r·ule, 8uch ar: the: F:s t at e :; -f:en eral in Franc e , 

which Calvin had sanctioned to uphold God•s will and the true 

religion. The colonists who held most of the political 

offices relied strictly on the doctrine of submission to 

political authority; disobedience to a specific ungodly man

date does not justify any further resistance to secular author

ity. A true Christian must suffer earthly torment without 

resistance as the just and legitimate consequence of his con

scientious disobedience. Again, Roger Williams is the most 

significant exemplar of this philosophy. Submission to sec

ular authority is a rightful recognition of the providence 

and majesty of the Creator, who ordained all political author

ity. 

The Marian exiles and the French Huguenots also had 

based their justification of resistance to secular authority 

on Calvin's theory of political order. But they extrapolated 

where the reformer was silent and ignored his argument that 

rulers, beneficent or tyrannical, pious or profane, are the 

executors of God 1 s will. Their interpretation of Calvin pro

vided an ideological basis for theories which met pragmatic 

needs. The Marian exiles and the Huguenots regarded political 

resistance as the only means of escaping suppression. They 
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used their theological mentor to provide them with the philo~ 

sophical justification for actions they thought necessary. 

The theory of resistance propounded by Marian exiles 

aLd Huguenots facing active persecution simply did not suit 

the ezigencies of Purjtan ezperience in Old England between 

1570 and 1630 and in New England in the early colonial period. 

As I have shown, the relative toleration Puritans enjoyed in 

Elizabethan and early Stuart England, as well as the effec-

tive barrier to Catholic ambitions the English Crown pro-

vided, encouraged the dissenters to support the political 

system and reject any notion of resistance to it. Just as 

the Marian exiles and the Huguenots had done, Puritans in 

late Tudor and early Stuart England employed Calvin's poli-

tical thought to provide for practical political needs. 

Calvinism was used as the philosophical foundation for a 

pragmatic concern: support for a government which tacitly 

consented to the proliferation of Puritan worship and which 

protected all Protestants from those who threatened their 

existence. 

In the New World, too, Calvinist doctrine supported 

rejection of the right to resist secular authority. The 

Puritans who founded Massachusetts Bay Colony showed the same 

regard for submission to secular authority as did their 

spiritual brothers in the previous generation. The colonial 

oligarchy was deeply fearful of Jesuit proselytizing, as well 

as the dissemination of Antinomian and Quaker heresy, and 
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relied on a doctrine of submission to protect both the Crown· 

in England and their own local governments, agencies which 

they viewed as their only effective shield against political 

and religious subversion. Limiting dissent to conscientious 

disobedience also promoted the outward unity of spirit and 

purpose which leaders such as John Winthrop saw as essential 

for the success of the colony. 

And yet despite the practical concerns which stimu-

lated the various interpretations of Calvin's doctrine made 

by colonial Puritans--and by Marian exiles, French Huguenots, 

and Elizabethan Puritans as well--their motivation for reject-

in~ resistance to secular authority also was founded upon 

fundamental allegiance to the principle of conscientious sub-

mission to secular authority. The premise that an omniscient 

God created all that is and will be implied that everything 

that exists is legitimate by virtue of its origin in divine 

will. The representatives of early orthodoxy in the Bay 

Colony simply could not presume to meddle in that which 

Providence has provided. By theology and tradition, as well 

as circumstance, they were tied to Calvin's fundamentally 

conservative political doctrine, and rejected the right of 

subjects to resist those whom the Creator had set over them. 

Stimulated by the pragmatic considerations of Puritans living 

in late Tudor and early Stuart England and by their own needs 

to control heterodox belief, the allegiance of the Puritan 

leadership in the Massachusetts Bay Colony during the first 

· ! 
i 
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generation of settlement to a theory of submission to seculir 

authority was the product of a long theological and philo

sophical tradition expressed most clearly by Jean Calvin. 
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