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elow is one man’s study of how one man’s thought became a move-
ment that changed the political landscape of modernity. Of course, 
the political involvement and ideas of John Calvin neither can 

nor should be expected to answer all or even the most begging current 
questions in this field. Calvin was, to be sure, not a political scientist or a 
campaign strategist. However, in addition to stirring the republicanizing 
wave that crested on the shores of most Western governments before and 
after the Enlightenment, his varied theological applications yield much 
political prudence. It is that wisdom, both practical and theoretical, that 
is valued and explicated in this work. 

Numerous scholars have traced Calvin’s political ideas.1 Some have 
focused on the socioeconomic impact (M. Weber), while others have 

1. Among the scholars who have set their hand to explicating Calvin’s political thought 
and impact are: Harro Hopfl, The Christian Polity of John Calvin (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982); Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought: 
The Age of Reformation, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978); Abraham 
Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (1898; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953); Robert 
Kingdon, Calvin and Calvinism: Sources of Democracy (Lexington, MA: D. C. Heath and 
Company, 1970); Ralph C. Hancock, Calvin and the Foundations of Modern Politics (Ithaca, 
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highlighted his ties to medieval thought (Q. Skinner), his fueling of a 
burgeoning democratic movement (R. Kingdon), and his impact on the 
development of Western law and human rights ( J. Witte, Jr., D. Kelly et 
al.); and, of course, critics too numerous to cite accuse him of inhibiting 
liberty, humanity, or knowledge. 

Compared with the heft of Calvin’s international and multigenera-
tional influence, seldom have the written words of a pastor fostered so 
much sustained political impact. Douglas Kelly extols the virtue of the 
“sober Calvinian assessment of fallen man’s propensity to seize, increase, 
and abuse power for personal ends rather than for the welfare of the 
many.” He further evaluates: “Governmental principles for consent of 
the governed, and separation and balance of powers are all logical con-
sequences of a most serious and Calvinian view of the biblical doctrine 
of the fall of man.”2 While probably overstating (thinking of Calvin as 
“wholly medieval” and as advocating an “aristocratic theocracy in which 
he was dictator”), notwithstanding, historian Franklin Palm recognized 
Calvin’s contribution as “emphasizing the supremacy of God and the right 
of resistance to all other authority . . . [H]e did much to curb the pow-
ers of kings and to increase the authority of the elected representatives 
of the people.”3 Further, Palm noticed Calvin’s belief in the “right of the 
individual to remove the magistrate who disobeys the word of God. . . . 
Consequently, he justified many revolutionary leaders in their belief that 
God gave them the right to oppose tyranny.”

NY: Cornell University Press, 1989), 62–81; John Witte Jr., The Reformation of Rights: 
Law, Religion and Human Rights in Early Modern Calvinism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007); John T. McNeill, “Calvin and Civil Government,” in Readings 
in Calvin’s Theology, ed. Donald McKim (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1984); Her-
bert D. Foster, Collected Papers of Herbert D. Foster (privately printed, 1929); John T. 
McNeill, “John Calvin on Civil Government,” in Calvinism and the Political Order, ed. 
George L. Hunt (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1965); Douglas Kelly, The Emergence 
of Liberty in the Modern World (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1992); Franklin 
Charles Palm, Calvinism and the Religious Wars (New York: Henry Hold and Company, 
1932); Karl Holl, The Cultural Significance of the Reformation (Cleveland: Meridian, 
1959); John B. Roney and Martin I. Klauber, The Identity of Geneva: The Christian 
Commonwealth, 1564–1864 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1998); and Keith L. 
Griffin, Revolution and Religion: American Revolutionary War and the Reformed Clergy 
(New York: Paragon House, 1994).

2. Kelly, The Emergence of Liberty in the Modern World, 18.
3. Palm, Calvinism and the Religious Wars, 32.
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Recently, John Witte Jr. has noted how “Calvin developed arresting 
new teachings on authority and liberty, duties and rights, and church 
and state that have had an enduring influence on Protestant lands.” As 
a result of its adaptability, this “rendered early modern Calvinism one 
of the driving engines of Western constitutionalism. A number of our 
bedrock Western understandings of civil and political rights, social and 
confessional pluralism, federalism and social contract, and more owe a 
great deal to Calvinist theological and political reforms.”4 

In various parts of the Calvin corpus of literature, he addresses the 
following questions, which are of vital interest to modernity and political 
theorists:

His political writings were, to be sure, in part the culmination of a 
tradition. They followed decades of Renaissance thought and sat perched 
atop centuries of medieval and Scholastic theological reflection on political 
principles. We would not wish to be understood as suggesting that Calvin 
worked in isolation in formulating his principles; it was common for 
leading theologians of the period—leaders in society in that day—to 
expound matters of state. However, the subsequent expansion and rep-
lication of his thought by his followers virtually created a new trajectory 
of political discourse. It is no exaggeration to observe that before Calvin, 
certain political principles were viewed as radical; while after him, they 

4. Witte, The Reformation of Rights: Law, Religion and Human Rights in Early Modern 
Calvinism, 2.
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became widely acceptable. Thus, this volume treats not only Calvin’s 
thought but also the subsequent Calvinism, particularly with its impact 
on politics and human government.

Before observing his own teachings on political matters, we need to 
look at historical context. To provide this, the pages below in these open-
ing chapters summarize important theological developments prior to him 
along with a short biography of Calvin.

Augustine

Calvin neither wrote in a vacuum nor originated all ideas frequently 
associated with his name. He would be quick to confirm that the best 
ideas stand on the shoulders of previous giants. One of the fathers 
on whom Calvin relied most was St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430), 
certainly the dominant theologian in many religious matters for cen-
turies. Even in Calvin’s day, Augustine’s shadow loomed large over 
discussions about matters of state. The classic work that addresses 
these matters, The City of God, attempted to illustrate the rival and 
antithetical strains characteristic of belief and unbelief (and, in this 
case, its impact on politics) throughout the history of mankind. For 
him, one city was organized around the prowess and pride of man, 
complete with its materialism, violence, unbelief, lust for domination, 
and oppression; on the other hand, the civitatis Dei was characterized by 
a profound love for God, valuing of the eternal over the temporal, high 
ethical standards, and equitable treatment of neighbors. Interestingly, 
Augustine’s very taxonomy draws upon a political unit: the city. The 
recognition that people would organize themselves in civilized units, 
such as cities, occurred early. An ardent believer in human depravity and 
the limitations of the goodness of man, Augustine saw the necessity of 
government as a restraining mechanism for the good society. Augustine 
did not expect non-Christian thought to spawn good civil government, 
nor to be the seat of liberty: “Sinful man [actually] hates the equality 
of all men under God and, as though he were God, loves to impose his 
sovereignty on his fellow men. He hates the peace of God which is just 
and prefers his own peace which is unjust. However, he is powerless 
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not to love peace of some sort. For, no man’s sin is so unnatural as to 
wipe out all traces whatsoever of human nature.”5

Augustine’s City of God was an apology for the Christian church 
and its ethical values. In answer to the secular critics who sought to 
blame the fall of the Roman Empire on Christian beliefs and practices 
(Rome fell during the reign of Honorarius, a Christian emperor), 
Augustine strove to demonstrate instead that the seeds of societal 
corruption rested in the very morals and concepts of pre-Christian 
Roman paganism. For Augustine, Rome’s fall was but another chapter 
in the unfolding providence of God—a theme that would become a 
Calvinistic calling card. There was no reason to think that the Roman 
Empire, complete with its stunning collapse, should necessarily be 
seen as an apocalyptic fulfillment. It was perhaps merely the latest 
instance of God “bringing princes to naught and reducing the rulers 
of this world to nothing. No sooner are they planted, no sooner are 
they sown . . . than he blows on them and they wither and a whirlwind 
sweeps them away like chaff ” (Isa. 40:23–24 NIV). Changes among 
the administrations of the City of Man were but epiphenomena—
not the real substrata of important history. Nations would rise and 
fall, and those accessions and declensions were part of the plan of 
God. Nonetheless, Augustine refused to categorize a government as 
exclusively pro-God or anti-God, each having mixed strains of justice 
and injustice.

One Augustine scholar clarifies: “These two cities, divided on moral 
ground, co-exist within the same political and geographical limits. The 
civitatis terrena [earthly city], comprising all the cities that have existed, 
presently exist, and ever will exist in actuality, carries within itself the two 
mystical cities or societies . . . . Moreover, no external sign reliably identi-
fies them as members of one or the other mystical city. . . . Consequently, 
the whole of human history, past, present, and future is marked by the 
co-existence of both moral types in all times and places.”6 George J. Lavere 
has observed Augustine’s refusal to identify strictly the City of God with 

5. Augustine, The City of God (New York: Doubleday, 1958), 454.
6. George J. Lavere, “The Political Realism of Saint Augustine,” Augustinian Studies 11 

(1980): 138.
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a particular nation or institution. In so doing, Augustine does not accept 
the dilemma maintained prior to his writing. 

Prior to Augustine, the two primary options were (1) to follow Origen 
(185–254) and Eusebius in blessing the Roman Empire as the divine 
means of God’s providence and (2) to follow Hippolytus and other apoca-
lyptists in viewing the Roman Empire as the satanic incarnation of the 
beast predicted in Revelation 13. Ambrose, Jerome, and other theologians 
tended to adopt the first view, while persecuted Christians such as Cyprian, 
Tertullian, and other martyrs tended to see a fundamental enmity between 
church and state. As Augustine reflected on these two major options, 
he split the horns of the dilemma and adopted a transformational view. 
Rather than condoning the Roman state as the means of God’s decree, and 
instead of seeing the state as the instrument of the Antichrist, Augustine 
preferred to minimize the state’s importance in the overall evaluation. 
Calvin would later broadcast a similar approach.

For Augustine, the task of the state was “remedial and protective,” 
and “a corrective device for the restraint of self-centered human beings.”7 
He saw the state as a necessary but unnatural institution, insofar as it 
was erected primarily to restrain sin after the fall. Human governments, 
according to Augustine, had their origin in the consequences of the fall, 
not in the order of creation. 

Seeing the Edenic fall as the origination of human governments inher-
ently delimited both the successes as well as defeats that Christians might 
experience in political matters. Such a view necessarily de-emphasizes the 
political, or restores it to its proper perspective as less than all-dominating. 
Christians in the fifth century needed this reminder, as do Christians of 
all centuries. Too close identification of any earthly polis with the heavenly 
polis, as both Augustine and Calvin taught, is a danger to avoid.

In his analysis of the absence of Roman justice, Augustine commented:

It follows that, wherever true justice is lacking, there cannot be a 
multitude of men bound together by a mutual recognition of rights; 
consequently, neither can there be a “people” in the sense of Scipio’s 
definition. Further, if there is no “people,” there is no weal of the 

7. Ibid., 141.
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“people,” or commonwealth, but only the weal of a nondescript mob 
undeserving of the designation “the people” . . . . If a commonwealth 
is the weal of the people, and if there is no people save one bound 
together by mutual recognition of rights, and if there are no rights 
where there is no justice, it follows beyond question that where there 
is no justice, there is no commonwealth. . . . Justice is the virtue which 
accords to every man what is his due. What, then, shall we say of a 
man’s “justice” when he takes himself away from the true God and 

it to another man who has no claim upon it is unjust, how can a man 
who removes himself from the overlordship of the God who made 

8

“What fragment of justice can there be in a man who is not subject to 

then there is certainly no justice, either, in an assembly made up of such 
men. As a result, there is lacking that mutual recognition of rights which 
makes a mere mob into a ‘people,’ a people whose common weal is a com-
monwealth. . . . Careful scrutiny will show that there is no such good for 
those who live irreligiously, as all do who serve not God but demons. . . . I 
consider sufficient to show that, on the basis of the definition itself, a people 
devoid of justice is not such a people as can constitute a commonwealth.”9 
In sum, Rome had substituted power for justice.

Augustine was a pioneer in asserting that the divine will was more 
foundational in human affairs than even the greatest of human govern-
ments. According to Augustine (and Calvin later), “Divine Providence 
alone explains the establishment of kingdoms among men.”10 Even the 
Roman Empire did not rise and fall apart from the sovereignty of God, 
and those attempting to account for the rise and fall of governments were 
counseled not to ignore the active outworking of the provident will of God 
in nations: “God allows nothing to remain unordered and he knows all 
things before they come to pass. He is the Cause of causes, although not 

8. Augustine, City of God, 469.
9. Ibid., 470–71.
10. Ibid., 99.
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of all choices.”11 He applies this directly in that God gave rise to strong 
leaders in the early Roman Empire: “The power to give a people a kingdom 
or empire belongs [to God]. . . . The one true God, who never permits 
the human race to be without the working of his wisdom and his power, 
granted to the Roman people an empire, when he willed it and as large 
as he willed it. It was the same God who gave kingdoms to the Assyrians 
and even to the Persians. . . . It was this God, too, who gave power to me, 
to Marius and Caesar, to Augustus and Nero, to the Vespacians,”12 etc. 
Contrary to the notion of human government being autonomous, Augus-
tine asserted that the sovereign God raises and fells rulers, even though 
they may not be believers. Nothing escapes his decree.

Augustine also followed the Old Testament precept that the most 
fundamental unit of government was the home: “[E]very home should be 
a beginning or fragmentary constituent of a civil community.”13 He spoke 
of three main spheres of civil government: “First we have the home;14 then 
the city; finally the globe. And, of course, as with the perils of the ocean, 
the bigger the community, the fuller it is of misfortunes.”15

He also provided an early form of nullification of legitimacy, if a 
ruler lapsed into tyranny: “But if the prince is unjust or a tyrant, or if the 
aristocrats are unjust (in which case their group is merely a faction), or if 
the people themselves are unjust (and must be called, for lack of a better 
word, a tyrant also), then the commonwealth is not merely bad . . . but is 
no commonwealth at all. The reason for that is that there is no longer the 
welfare [the weal] of the people, once a tyrant or a faction seizes it.”16

Augustine cast an enormous shadow over the next centuries of 
theology. His impact on Calvin is well known and should not be under-
estimated. Until the time of Aquinas, even perhaps until the dawn of 
the Reformation, the political wisdom of Augustine was the dominant 
paradigm in medieval constructions.

11. Ibid., 103.
12. Ibid., 116–17.
13. Ibid., 463.
14. D. J. MacQueen, “The Origin and Dynamics of Society and the State According 

to St. Augustine,” Augustinian Studies 4 (1973): 85, describes the family as the seminarium 
civitatis.

15. Augustine, City of God, 446.
16. Ibid., 74.
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