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This chapter identifies and explains three important changes in Hobbes’s 
religious arguments from Elements of Law (1640) to De Cive (1642). First, 
Hobbes comes to focus more on religious and scriptural matters, devoting a 
greater amount of space to them in De Cive than in Elements of Law. Second, 
Hobbes’s argumentative strategy evolves.  He multiplies independent lines of 
argument for the same central claims.  Third, the content of Hobbes’s arguments 
changes.  In De Cive, he takes a Hebraic turn, offering a new and detailed 
discussion of the Israelite kingdom of God and relying far more heavily on 
scriptural evidence from the Old Testament.  In each case, these changes can 
be explained by the changing political context in England and Hobbes’s 
increasing sensitivity to the challenges of religious pluralism. 

 
The seventeenth-century polymath and intellectual entrepreneur Marin Mersenne was 
comfortable with controversy. He promoted works with which he deeply disagreed. He 
solicited objections to works with which he was sympathetic, like René Descartes’s Meditations. 
But when Mersenne received a copy of Thomas Hobbes’s On the Citizen in November 1641, 
he knew he had to tread carefully. He arranged for a small run of copies that bore neither 
Hobbes’s nor the printer’s name. The copies were not sold. Instead, Mersenne quietly 
circulated them among a hand-picked group of correspondents. His motives for doing this are 
not clear. Perhaps he wanted to gather feedback to which Hobbes might then respond in print. 
Maybe he intended it as a kind of trial balloon (Malcolm 2002: 472-3; Parkin 2007: 34). 
Whatever his motives, Mersenne’s caution was justified.  

Hobbes’s new book was controversial. Critics overwhelmingly focused their ire on the 
book’s discussion of religion. Baptiste Masoyer-Deshommeaux, a Catholic correspondent of 
Mersenne’s, wrote that On the Citizen “is a rhapsody of heresies… [Hobbes] wants to unite 
sovereign priesthood with princely power, with the result that there will be as many heads of 
religion as there are princes… The only sort of correction this book deserves is that made by 
fire” (as quoted in Malcolm 2002: 473). This sort of reaction was hardly surprising from 
Catholic readers. As we will see, in resisting claims to independent spiritual authority, On the 
Citizen denies the possibility of a universal church. But while others were perhaps less bitter in 
their condemnation, Masoyer-Deshommeaux’s general assessment was widely shared by 
Protestant readers on the Continent and in England (Malcolm 2002: 472-5; Parkin 2007: 34-
6).1 Hobbes’s previous political work, Elements of Law, received nothing like this sort of 

                                                        
*  For inclusion in Hobbes’s On the Citizen: A Critical Guide, eds. Robin Douglass and Johann Olsthoorn, under 
contract with Cambridge University Press. 
1  These reactions raise questions both about a dominant view in the literature and Hobbes’s own portrayal of 
the reception of On the Citizen. Richard Tuck (1993: 319) and A. P. Martinich (1999: 180) both suggest that On 
the Citizen was well-received, at least among members of the Anglican establishment in England. Even Lodi Nauta 
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response. While some of Hobbes’s readers – most notably, Edward Hyde – were concerned 
about the work’s political arguments, the religious portions of Elements were largely met with 
silence.  

How, then, was On the Citizen different from this earlier work? Perhaps some of the 
variations in reaction can be explained by differences in readership. Elements was primarily 
aimed at practicing politicians in England and was likely circulated among the king’s advisors 
and Members of Parliament. Because it was also a work of philosophical interest, it attracted 
attention among some scholars at Oxford. On the Citizen, on the other hand, had a broader 
Continental readership (see Sommerville, section 3, in this volume). Mersenne intentionally 
circulated it to some whom he expected would be sharply critical of the work. So, we should 
hardly be surprised that On the Citizen was the target of more angry criticism than Elements. 

However, since so much of this criticism focused on the religious and scriptural arguments 
in On the Citizen, at least some of the comparatively ferocious reaction to this work must be 
explained by features of its arguments. How, then, did On the Citizen’s religious and scriptural 
arguments differ from those in Elements? In order answer this question, we will have to break 
with a common tendency to treat Elements and On the Citizen as offering largely similar and 
acceptable religious arguments from which Leviathan would sharply diverge (see, for instance: 
Tuck 1991: xxxviii-xlv; 1992: 113-14; 1993b: 121-2). To be sure, there is something to this. 
Leviathan’s discussion of religion is perhaps more heterodox and certainly more polemical and 
expansive than anything that precedes it. Yet we should not let this blind us to the extent to 
which On the Citizen’s treatment of religion is a clear departure from that in Elements. It is the 
extent and nature of this departure that I want to focus on here. 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify and explain three important changes in Hobbes’s 
religious arguments from Elements to On the Citizen. First, Hobbes comes to focus more on 
religious and scriptural matters, devoting a greater amount of space to them in On the Citizen 
than in Elements. Second, Hobbes’s argumentative strategy evolves. He multiplies independent 
lines of argument for the same central claims. Third, the content of Hobbes’s arguments 
changes. In On the Citizen, he takes a Hebraic turn, offering a new and detailed discussion of 
the Israelite kingdom of God and relying far more heavily on scriptural evidence from the Old 
Testament. In each case, I will argue, these changes can be explained by the evolving religious 
and political context in England and Hobbes’s increasing sensitivity to the challenges of 
religious pluralism.      

 
Focus: Hobbes’s Scriptural Turn 
 
The first thing that strikes a reader comparing the treatments of religion in Elements of Law and 
On the Citizen is a quantitative shift. Just under one-fifth of Elements deals with religious and 
scriptural questions. This proportion doubles in On the Citizen to just under two-fifths.2 What 
does Hobbes add?  

                                                        
(2002: 593), who is at pains to stress the continuities in religious arguments between Elements of Law, On the Citizen, 
and Leviathan, suggests that the reception of On the Citizen was “favorable… among Hobbes’s Anglican royalist 
friends.” In his verse autobiography, Hobbes himself retrospectively claimed that On the Citizen was generally 
well-received and “Gratifi’d Learned Men” (Hobbes 1680: 8). Jon Parkin (2007: 32-74) has recovered the critical 
responses to both editions of On the Citizen, particularly on questions of religion. He throws this standard 
interpretation into doubt.  
2  These calculations are done using rough word counts. In order to come up with these calculations, I have 
classed the following chapters as those dealing with scriptural and religious questions in the three works: 11, 18, 
25, and 26 in Elements and 4, 11, 15, 16, 17, 18 in On the Citizen. 
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In some cases, he expands familiar arguments from Elements of Law. For example, chapter 
four of On the Citizen (“That the natural law is the divine law”) recycles much of the material 
from chapter eighteen of Elements (“A confirmation of [the laws of nature] out of the word of 
God”). In both chapters, Hobbes uses scriptural evidence to show that natural laws are also 
divine laws. He expands this argument in On the Citizen in two ways. First, he adds to the list 
of natural laws. Because there are more laws of nature, more scriptural evidence is needed to 
show that they are laws of God. Second, Hobbes adds more scriptural support for arguments 
carried over from Elements. For instance, in both works, he argues that both the fundamental 
law of nature and the sum of divine moral laws is to seek peace. However, in On the Citizen, 
Hobbes significantly expands his scriptural support for this claim with a number of new 
passages, the majority of which are drawn from the Old Testament.3 
 In other cases, Hobbes adds entirely new material. For instance, virtually all of On the 
Citizen’s chapter sixteen (“On the kingdom of God by the old Agreement”) is new. Here, 
Hobbes offers his interpretation of the history of the biblical Israelites to show that the Mosaic 
polity was a kind of Hobbesian state (OC 16.13; 16.8-9).  While Hobbes gestures toward the 
same point in Elements, he does so only briefly and without the detailed narrative apparatus he 
provides in On the Citizen. Substantial portions of chapters fifteen (“The Kingdom of God by 
nature”), seventeen (“On the Kingdom of God by the new Agreement”), and eighteen (“On 
what is necessary for entry into the Kingdom of Heaven”) are also entirely new to On the 
Citizen.4 
 What accounts for these changes? Among the handful of scholars who acknowledge a 
clear disjunction between Elements and On the Citizen, Jeffrey Collins provides the most 
compelling explanation. According to Collins, Hobbes’s main religious concern in Elements is 
to combat the threat to political order posed by private religious opinion and individual 
conscience. The work was written in the aftermath of the signing, distribution, and widespread 
acceptance of the Scottish National Covenant in 1638. Hobbes was worried, Collins (2005: 
63-4) claims, about “the capacity of radical Calvinism to inspire individual political resistance.” 
His arguments in the Elements were therefore “implicitly directed against ‘covenanted’ 
sectarians.” 

By the time Hobbes was writing On the Citizen, argues Collins, his primary concern had 
shifted to the threat posed by concentrated and established clerical power. Hobbes had now 
set his critical sights on ecclesiastical dualism – the claim that the church and its officials 
exercise an authority that is separate from and independent of that of the civil sovereign. 
Hobbes’s resistance to dualism aligned him with opponents of the Laudian church who had 
found a new voice and influence in the Long Parliament. 

For Collins, this shift in concern toward the dangers of dualism also explains what he sees 
as big changes from Hobbes’s Elements to On the Citizen. While On the Citizen retains the 
Elements’ worry about individual conscience, this concern “was being overwhelmed by 
[Hobbes’s] more fundamental objections to traditional clerical dualism” (Collins 2005: 64). 
This shift, according to Collins, led Hobbes to greatly expand on existing arguments (e.g. about 
the dangers of sacerdotal jurisdiction) and to add entirely new arguments (e.g. that the state 

                                                        
3  For instance, compare EL 18.3 and OC 4.3. Both sections aim to show that the moral aspects of divine law are 
“precepts that tend to peace” (EL 18.3). However, the discussion in On the Citizen is substantially longer and 
Hobbes adds a number of additional pieces of scriptural evidence, the majority of which are drawn from the Old 
Testament. 
4  The work of pin-pointing places of change and continuity in Hobbes’s major political works has rendered made 
much easier by Deborah Baumgold’s three-text edition of these works (Hobbes 2017). Using this work as my 
guide, I have concluded that OC 15.1-8, 15.10-13; ch. 16; 17.1-2, 17.5, 17.7-22; 18.2-5, 18.9-11 are new material.  
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and the church are the same entity and that religious disagreement is a major cause of civil 
wars) (Collins 2005: 63-6; see also OC 1.5, 12.5, 17.21).  

Collins’s argument is both textual and contextual. I will deal with each aspect in turn. At 
the textual level, if Collins’ interpretation is right, then we should expect to find two things. 
First, we should expect to find that Elements focuses far more on the dangers of private 
religious opinion than it does on the threat posed by dualist ecclesiology. Second, we should 
expect to find that, while On the Citizen retains this earlier discussion of individual conscience, 
the work is overwhelmingly focused on the threat of dualism. 
 Is this indeed what we find? Let us start with the Elements. Collins is right that significant 
portions of the Elements are directed at identifying and defusing the public dangers of private 
religious opinion. Hobbes makes a secular philosophical argument that conscience is a species 
of private judgment (EL 6.8). When the private judgments of individuals differ, conflict and 
war may follow. So, to escape the state of nature, we must alienate our private judgment and 
private conscience to the public judgment and public conscience of the sovereign state (EL 
15.10, 28.8, 29.8).  

Hobbes also devotes the entirety of chapter twenty-five to religious arguments meant to 
“take away [the] scruple of conscience concerning obedience to human laws” (EL 25.3). He 
makes two types of arguments. First, Hobbes makes an argument by attrition, which attempts 
to wear down the claims of conscience until virtually none remain (EL 25.3). There are, 
Hobbes concludes, far fewer conflicts between conscience and civil obedience than one might 
initially suppose. Second, he advances a “theology of reduction,” which dramatically limits the 
number of fundamental Christian doctrines (Bejan 2017: 92; Guggisberg 1983: 38). To be a 
good Christian, one need only believe that Jesus is the Christ and obey one’s sovereign in all 
actions which do not directly contradict this article of faith (EL 25.4-11). The requirements of 
faith almost always coincide with the demands of civil obedience. Let us call this the coincidence 
claim.    

Even in the Elements, however, Hobbes is aware that private religious opinion is not the 
only threat to political order. Let us take a step back and consider how Hobbes’s treatment of 
individual conscience fits into the larger scheme of his argument. In Elements, as in his later 
political works, Hobbes’s fundamental concern is about divided allegiance. When the 
commands of my sovereign conflict with those of God, whom should I obey?5 There are two 
primary ways in which this difficulty arises. First, subjects might be inclined to follow their 
individual consciences against their sovereign. This, as we have seen, is the focus of chapter 
twenty-five of the Elements. Second, subjects might be inclined to follow the dictates of those 
who claim for themselves “a power in matters of religion either above the power civil, or at 
least not depending on it.” Hobbes devotes chapter twenty-six to this question. This second 
route to divided allegiance highlights the very problem of divided authority and ecclesiastical 
dualism that Collins argues is largely absent from Elements.  

Over the course of chapter twenty-six, Hobbes defends the sovereign’s ultimate 
jurisdiction over ecclesiastical and religious matters. Let us call this the sovereign control claim. He 
makes two arguments to support it. First, Hobbes argues that Moses wielded both civil and 
spiritual authority (EL 26.2-3). Insofar as the Mosaic polity is worth emulating, it points firmly 
in an Erastian direction. As Collins (2005:63) notes, this argument is quite brief in the Elements.  

Hobbes’s second argument is more detailed. Here, he makes a negative case against the 
claims to ecclesiastical and civil jurisdiction made by defenders of the Laudian church. They 

                                                        
5  I discuss this problem and why it is such a serious one for Hobbes in McQueen 2018c: 129-31 and 2018a: 9-
10. 



 5 

argued that bishops were apostolic successors and therefore had all the rightful powers that 
Christ had granted to his apostles. Hobbes takes this claim as given. He then argues that 
because Christ held neither the ecclesiastical nor civil authority that contemporary clerics claim 
for themselves, Christ could not have granted this authority to others. Like Christ himself, the 
apostles only held powers of teaching and persuasion. Even if contemporary priests and 
ecclesiastical authorities are apostolic successors, their authority is similarly limited. While they 
may inform or persuade the sovereign on scriptural matters, he is not “thereby subject to their 
government and rule” (EL 26.10). Rather, their authority is subordinate to and dependent on 
his. This is, in the context of the comparatively brief treatment of religion in the Elements, a 
sustained argument. In short, in the Elements, Hobbes sees individual conscience and 
ecclesiastical dualism as twin threats to sovereign power and civil peace. The worry about 
dualism is hardly original to On the Citizen.6   

But what of Collins’ interpretation of On the Citizen? As we have seen, Hobbes expands 
his treatment of religion considerably in ways that seem to have worried his friends and 
inflamed his critics. But can we account for the work’s expanded treatment of religion by 
appealing to a shift in Hobbes’s concern toward the dangers of dualism? And does this concern 
“overwhelm” his arguments about the dangers of individual conscience? 

Let us consider the example of chapter sixteen, virtually all of which is entirely new to On 
the Citizen. Collins argues that this chapter on the Israelite kingdom of God is primarily targeted 
at clerical dualists. It aims to undermine their case for independent ecclesiastical authority by 
demonstrating “the Erastian nature of the ancient polity of Israel” (Collins 2005: 63). This 
strikes me as a correct but incomplete interpretation. I will discuss Hobbes’s Hebraic turn in 
more detail in a subsequent section of the paper. For the moment, however, let us note that 
Hobbes also uses the political history of the Israelites to show, among other things, that: 

 
• the basis of Moses’ authority was a social contract (OC 16.9); 
• the basis of the authority of the Israelite kings was a social contract and the rights of 

the king included all the rights of the Hobbesian sovereign (OC 16.16); 
• prophecy poses a threat to political order that is as serious as private religious opinion 

or clerical dualism (OC 16.11); 
• while disobedience against a sovereign who demands treason against God is justified, 

the criteria for a treasonous demand are so narrow as to make civil obedience one’s 
safest bet (OC 16.18).7 

 
It is difficult to see these arguments as exclusively (or even primarily) directed against clerical 
dualists. Instead, Hobbes’s aim seems much broader. He wants to defend civil sovereignty 
against multiple religious challengers, including not only dualists but also those who claim 
prophetic authority. He also wants to give scriptural support for his philosophical argument 

                                                        
6  I do agree with Collins (contra Richard Tuck) that there is a clear Erastian line of argument in On the Citizen. 
Richard Tuck argues, almost entirely on the basis of OC 17.28, that Hobbes embraced something close to the 
standard Anglican position, which required the sovereign to seek the judgment of clergy on strictly religious 
matters. I think this passage is an aberrant one in On the Citizen (Malcolm 2012: 40–1). In contrast, he repeatedly 
argues that the sovereign has ultimate ecclesiastical and religious jurisdiction. On this, see Collins 2005: 66-9 and 
Sommerville’s chapter in this volume. 
7  This is the flip side of Hobbes’s “theology of reduction.” The only crimes of treason against God are “denial 
of divine providence” and “idolatry” (for Hobbes, “the worship of the gods of other peoples”). 



 6 

about the basis and extent of sovereign authority. As a textual matter, then, restricting 
Hobbes’s purpose to combating ecclesiastical dualism is reductionist.  
 Once we recognize that Hobbes resists several challengers to the sovereign’s religious 
authority, his anti-dualist arguments are not as “overwhelming” as Collins takes them to be. 
This is also clear when we look at how Hobbes builds upon his earlier arguments about the 
dangers of private religious opinion. On the Citizen contains a longer and more detailed 
discussion of the connection between the claims of conscience and rebellion than does the 
Elements (compare EL 27.5 to OC 12.2). In addition, while chapter eighteen of On the Citizen 
recycles many of the arguments of chapter twenty-five of Elements, it also expands several of 
them and adds quite a lot of new material.8 Hobbes’s attention to the dangers of individual 
conscience is hardly fading away. If anything, his argument becomes more detailed and 
sustained. Taken alongside the fact that Hobbes is focused on a variety of religious threats to 
sovereign authority and civil peace, Hobbes’s discussion of conscience challenges Collins’s 
reading of On the Citizen’s expanded treatment of religion and scripture.        

As a contextual matter, Collins (2005: 61) is surely right that On the Citizen is, at least in 
part, “a piece of political commentary specifically responding to the first year of the Long 
Parliament.” But this year produced more challenges to sovereign power and civil peace than 
the revival of clerical dualism alone. To be sure, Parliament waged a concerted attack on the 
institutions of clerical power—the episcopal courts, the Court of High Commission, and the 
Star Chamber. For those who opposed the Laudian church and its jurisdictional pretensions, 
this was cause for celebration. In an invited sermon before Parliament in September 1641, 
Stephen Marshall waxed euphoric about England’s wonderous gains over the past ten months: 

 
This yeer have we seen broken the yokes which lay upon our estates, Liberties, Religion, 
and Conscience; the intolerable yokes of Star-Chamber, and terrible High-commission and 
their appendances, unsufferable pressures to many thousands, all eased, removed, 
broken and swept away…This yeer have we seen the two houses of Parliament…enter 
into a Protestation promise and vow for defence of Gods true Religion against all Popery 
and Popish Innovations and superstition. This yeer the Complaints of the Imprisoned, outcast, 
persecuted, and afflicted we have seen and heard, tenderly received into the high and 
honorable Court of Parliament, and the faces of many proud enemies covered with 
shame (Marshall 1641a: 45-6).  
  

Many others expressed similar elation - that is, until the Irish Rebellion began the following 
month and ushered in a mood of chastened disillusionment (Cressy 2006: 172-6). Hobbes 
himself cautiously approved of the dismantling of the Laudian church. “Ministers ought to 
minister rather than governe,” he wrote in a 1641 letter to William Cavendish. “Experience 
teaches… that the dispute for [precedence] betwene the spirituall and civill power, has of late 
more than any other thing in the world, bene the cause of civill warres, in all places of Christendome” 
(C 120).    

But if this assault on episcopal power was cause for celebration in Parliament, it was also 
cause for deep worry among the defenders of order. The breakdown of Laudian uniformity 
had left a vacuum that was filled with cacophonous plurality. So many men, so many minds,” 
lamented the waterman poet John Taylor (1642: 2). “The World is growne into a new confused 
Chaos,” he complained. “There is such a giddinesse in the profession of Religion, that every 

                                                        
8  For instance, while OC 18.6 comes to the same conclusion as EL 25.6, the discussion in On the Citizen is longer, 
offering more detail and scriptural evidence. OC 18.2-5 and 18.9-11 are entirely new.  
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one almost is led by his own opinion, and most men in matters of judgement are divided 
against one another” (Taylor 1642: 1).  

As the conflict between King and Parliament intensified, this “giddinesse” would lead 
some to claim that God demanded resistance against Charles I. This cacophony of spiritual 
voices worried Hobbes as much as entrenched clerical power. He directs On the Citizen 
explicitly against both “Churchmen” and “Sectarians” - against those who claim civil power 
for the church and those who ask subjects to take up arms against their king (OC Pref., 15, 
also 14). As he praised the Parliamentarian attack on the episcopacy, he also shuddered at its 
effects. I think it is plausible to conclude that Hobbes expanded his treatment of religion in 
On the Citizen not because he became overwhelmingly focused on the dangers of clerical 
dualism but because the spiritual threats to sovereign power and civil peace had multiplied. 
From now on, the battle would have to be waged on several fronts.  
 
Structure: Hobbes’s Strategic Turn 
 
Hobbes followed the political and religious events in England closely from Paris.9 He wrote 
On the Citizen, he tells us, because “it happened that my country, some years before the civil 
war broke out, was already seething with questions of the right of Government and of the due 
obedience of citizens, forerunners to the approaching war.” Among those arguing against 
monarchical power and absolute sovereignty were preachers, confessors, and casuists who 
were trying to show that their rebellious doctrines were “consistent with the Word of God” 
(OC Pref., 13-14).  
 One of the ways in which Hobbes waged his battle against these rebellious doctrines was 
by proliferating the arguments in support of his core claims. There is, I have argued, no 
dramatic change in the content of the core claims of Hobbes’s religious argument from 
Elements to On the Citizen. He seeks to defend the sovereign control and coincidence claims in 
both works. However, in On the Citizen, Hobbes multiplies independent lines of argument in 
support of them.  

Before we proceed, there is something worth noting about the relationship between the 
sovereign control and coincidence claims.10 If Hobbes aims to show that Christian subjects 
owe obedience to their civil sovereigns, then these two claims seem like argumentative overkill. 
They overdetermine the conclusion.11 If the first argument succeeds in persuading Hobbes’s 
audience, there is no need for the second one. If one is persuaded on scriptural grounds that 
the civil sovereign wields not only ultimate secular political authority, but also ultimate sacred 
authority, the problem of divided allegiance does not arise. God’s laws do not demand 
rebellion.  

The fact that Hobbes offers the second argument suggests that he thinks there are some 
who will not be persuaded by the first. Those who do not accept the sovereign control claim 
may still find themselves wondering whom to obey. For these readers, Hobbes offers his 
second argument, the coincidence claim: even if the sovereign does not possess ultimate sacred 
jurisdiction, the requirements of faith coincide with the requirements of obedience.  

What might have led Hobbes to think that the first argument might fail to persuade? In 
the 1630s and early 1640s, critics of the Laudian church claimed that it was backsliding toward 

                                                        
9  For instance, a 1641 letter to William Cavendish (quoted above) reveals that Hobbes was following Parliament’s 
efforts to dismantle the episcopacy closely and had read a copy of an anti-episcopal petition (C 120).  
10  The following four paragraphs rehearse and reproduce part of an argument I give in McQueen 2018a.  
11  For another discussion of Hobbes’s tendency toward overdetermination, see Hoekstra 2006: 57–9. 



 8 

Catholicism. Charles I, as head of the Church of England and a king with a Catholic wife was 
also increasingly cast as “popish” (Lake 1989: 72-106). In such circumstances, the sovereign 
control claim would be hard for some to accept. Hobbes might well have concluded that there 
would have been many who would reject the sovereign control claim and that they would do 
so specifically on the grounds of conscience. The coincidence claim is for them. 

So, one might think of the relationship between the two claims in the following way: 
 

(1) The sovereign control claim: the civil sovereign has ultimate jurisdiction over ecclesiastical 
and religious matters.  

(2) The coincidence claim: whether or not (1) is true, the requirements of salvation coincide 
with the requirements of obedience.  
 

Elsewhere, I have called this a “convergent argument” (McQueen 2018a). It is an argument 
that overdetermines the conclusion by offering multiple independent, though not necessarily 
inconsistent, claims. Such arguments are common in judicial and forensic argument, where 
they are used to show that, regardless of the view one reaches about the relevant facts or the 
interpretation of the relevant rule, one must accept the advocate’s conclusion. This sort of 
argument is also well-suited to the circumstances of religious pluralism, in which no single 
claim is likely to be accepted by everyone.  

In On the Citizen, Hobbes doubles down on this convergent strategy, proliferating the 
arguments in support of both the sovereign control and coincidence claims.12 For instance, as 
further support for the sovereign control claim, Hobbes offers one of On the Citizen’s most 
controversial arguments. Scripture tells us, Hobbes explains, that a “church” is some sort of 
group of Christians. In order for a church to be the sort of entity to which we can attribute 
words and actions, it must be a “group” with a unified corporate identity capable of generating 
individual obligations for its members. Otherwise, it is merely a “crowd [multitudo]” of 
Christians. In order to generate a unified corporate identity, there must be a “definite and 
recognized, i.e. legitimate authority” that can rightfully assemble members and compel 
attendance. For, no one is bound by the decisions an unlawfully assembled, or seditious, group. 
And unity is not possible where summoned members “have the right not to come” (OC 
17.20).  

The upshot to this argument is that a Christian commonwealth and a church are the same 
thing. For, as Hobbes summarizes, 
 

The material of the commonwealth and of the church are the same, namely the same 
Christian men. And the form which consists in the legal authority to summon them is 
also the same; for it is common ground that individual citizens are obliged to come to 
the spot to which they are summoned by the commonwealth. And what is called a 
commonwealth in being made up of men, is called a church in being composed of 
Christians (OC 17.21).  

 

                                                        
12  For reasons of space, I just discuss an instance of argument proliferation for the sovereign control claim. For 
an example that involves the coincidence claim, consider Hobbes’s argument about the necessity of interpreting 
God’s laws (e.g. the ten commandments) and the silence of Christ on civil law and politics. The upshot is that 
Christ commanded civil obedience and was silent on most of the matters that civil law regulates. The civil 
sovereign rightfully legislates to fill these silences. Once again, Hobbes is arguing that there is simply far less 
conflict between God’s laws and civil laws than one might suppose (OC 17.10-22). 
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The civil sovereign has jurisdiction over ecclesiastical affairs not only because, as Hobbes had 
argued in Elements and repeats in On the Citizen, the authority of church officials is subordinate 
to and dependent on the sovereign’s. The civil sovereign wields this jurisdiction because the 
commonwealth is the church.  
 This argument shocked Hobbes’s readers. Prominent Anglo-Catholic clergyman and 
theologian Herbert Thorndike wrote that he had “all the reason in the World to stand 
astonished” at Hobbes’s conclusion that “a Christian State, and a Christian Church are the 
same thing” (Thorndike 1649: cxv). The cleric, theologian, and concerted antagonist of 
Hobbes, John Bramhall, was similarly appalled. If the church and the commonwealth are one 
and the same, a universal church would be impossible.13  

On the face of it, these criticisms are a bit puzzling. The material identity between church 
and commonwealth had been an accepted part of Anglican doctrine since Richard Hooker’s 
argument for it in the sixteenth century (2013: 8.1.4; see also Mortimer 2011; Olsthoorn 2018). 
However, Hobbes argues not only for material identity, but also formal identity. The same 
authority that unites individuals into a civil person also unites the commonwealth into a 
church, allowing them to speak and act as one. They would speak with the voice of the 
sovereign. This, presumably, is what enraged some of his critics.   

Hobbes was, of course, not one to shy away from controversy. Yet his argument is 
puzzling because it is not strictly necessary. Hobbes had already offered philosophical and 
scriptural arguments that the rights of the sovereign include control of the church. Why might 
he have risked proliferating controversial arguments? 
 He might have had philosophical reasons. Perhaps Hobbes simply realized that the 
account of corporate personhood he had developed in the political argument of On the Citizen 
might also be brought to bear on ecclesiastical questions (OC 5.6-6.3).14 But I suspect this 
philosophical urge would have been less pressing had Hobbes not also wanted to respond to 
the circumstances of religious pluralism. The Tudor humanist texts from which Hobbes would 
have learned the art of rhetoric advocate this kind of argument proliferation when dealing with 
diverse audiences with different beliefs and prejudices (Wilson 1994: 140, 144).15 For those 
who do not accept Hobbes’s other arguments for the sovereign’s authority over ecclesiastical 
matters, he can point to the identity of the commonwealth and the church. These are the 
rhetorical tactics of an advocate, not a theologian. But when God’s laws are being used to 
justify rebellion, the last thing one needs is a theologian. 
 
Content: Hobbes’s Hebraic Turn 
 
If Hobbes was going to combat the rebellious doctrines swirling in England, he would have 
to engage them on their own terms. This strategy, I think, explains one of the most dramatic 
differences between Elements of Law and On the Citizen. In Elements of Law, Hobbes draws the 
overwhelming bulk of his scriptural evidence from the New Testament. Only sixteen percent 
of the work’s scriptural citations are taken from the Old Testament. Hobbes relies heavily on 
texts like the Gospel of Matthew to support his arguments against the claims of conscience 

                                                        
13  Bramhall’s original criticisms of On the Citizen have been lost. However, Parkin (2007: 42) plausibly reconstruct 
them from Bramhall’s references to On the Citizen in The Catching of Leviathan (1658). 
14  Thanks to Johan Olsthoorn for raising this possibility. 
15  Kinch Hoekstra (2006: 57–9) also recognizes Hobbes’s strategy of offering different arguments for different 
readers. See also: McQueen 2018a.  
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and unauthorized religious authorities.16 On the Citizen marks a dramatic departure from this 
citational strategy. Here, fifty-two percent of Hobbes scriptural citations are to the Old 
Testament. The majority of these Old Testament citations are to the Pentateuch and the 
historical books, which together recount the origins and history of the Israelites.17  

Hobbes uses these Old Testament citations for two ends. First, he adds a wealth of Old 
Testament evidence to arguments that he recycles and expands upon from Elements. For 
instance, in chapter four of On the Citizen, Hobbes uses thirty-eight percent of his total Old 
Testament citations to further support his familiar argument that the natural laws are also 
divine laws. Here he makes ample use of passages from the Proverbs to support this case. 
Second, he uses Old Testament citations from the Pentateuch and the historical books to 
support the rights of sovereignty in On the Citizen’s chapter eleven and to sketch a new narrative 
of the political history of the Israelites in chapter sixteen.     

Why might Hobbes have thought it necessary to add this additional evidence and this new 
narrative? I think that Hobbes recognized that the history of biblical Israel was assuming a 
central place in the charged political and religious debates of the early 1640s (see Figure 1). 
Interest in the Old Testament blossomed in England after the Reformation.18 A Protestant 
culture of bible reading and translation encouraged literate believers to read the Old Testament 
for themselves. Instruction in biblical Hebrew increased in England, as it did in other 
Protestant states (Jones 1983: 180-220). When they read the Old Testament, English reformers 
found stories that spoke directly to them. They saw a prefiguration of the English Protestant 
experience – the experience of a chosen people battling challenges to their faith and their 
obedience to God (Lewalski 1979).  

While defenders of monarchical authority and royal supremacy would often appeal to the 
examples of the great Davidic kings, the Parliamentarian side enlisted the Old Testament for 
more radical ends. It was not hard to find unsavory members of the Davidic line – the tyrants 
and idolaters who invited God’s wrath and Israel’s punishment. Things seem to have gone 
downhill for the Israelites after they had asked Samuel to make them “a king to judge [them] 
like all the nations” (1 Sam 8:5).19 What they got – indeed what God warned them they would 
get – were absolute rulers to whom they owed unwavering obedience.  

When blessed with a Solomon, this could be borne. When cursed with a Rehoboam or an 
Ahab, the request for a human king started to look like a grave mistake. For the 
Parliamentarians and their allies, the key to understanding the turbulent history of the Israelites 

                                                        
16  Citations to Matthew account for twenty-two percent of Hobbes’s total scriptural citations. These figures are 
based on my own count of biblical of citations in J. C. A. Gaskin’s edition of The Elements of Law. The count 
includes those biblical citations inserted by Hobbes himself. Hobbes (or Tönnies?) is careful in Elements (though 
less so in subsequent works) to provide citations for all those biblical passages he cites directly. When Hobbes 
cites multiple verses of a biblical chapter within the same paragraph, I have counted the range of verses as a single 
citation.    
17  These figures are based on my own count of biblical citations in Richard Tuck and Michael Silverthorne’s 
edition of On the Citizen. The count includes those citations included by Hobbes as well as editorial interpolations 
of biblical passages that Hobbes quotes directly. It excludes editorial interpolations of biblical narratives that are 
paraphrased (i.e. not quoted directly) by Hobbes. When Hobbes cites multiple verses of a biblical chapter within 
a single paragraph, I have counted the range of verses as a single citation.  
18  Elements of this paragraph and the following one draw from McQueen (2018b), which offers a more detailed 
account. 
19  Unless otherwise noted, all citations to the Old Testament are from the King James Version. For an analysis 
of the role of this passage in early modern debates about the best regime, see Nelson 2010: 23–56. 
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lay in their early history. This was a people bound in a covenant with God.20 When they kept 
this covenant and lived according to the law, the Israelites prospered. When they strayed or 
were led into idolatry by their kings, the Israelites suffered political division and war. As for 
Israel, so too for England.   

These Hebraic warnings are a persistent motif in parliamentary fast sermons. From the 
earliest days of the Long Parliament, preachers were invited to deliver sermons to the House 
of Commons. Those sermons of which the House approved were then printed and issued for 
public consumption. The preachers were overwhelmingly drawn to the Old Testament. Of 
the 240 sermons that were delivered to the members of the Long Parliament and subsequently 
printed, seventy-five percent took Old Testament passages as their texts.21 In the first year of 
the Long Parliament, all eight sermons that were printed were on texts from the Old 
Testament.22  

The inaugural fast sermon introduced the Hebraic interpretation of England’s triumphs 
and tribulations that would become the stock in trade of parliamentary sermons for a decade 
to come. When Members of Parliament assembled at St. Margaret’s, Westminster on 
November 17, 1640, there was much cause for cheer. The Scots, who had fought Laudian 
innovations and abolished the episcopacy, seemed to be basking in God’s favor. They had 
defeated the king’s forces at Newburn and were now occupying part of northern England. 
They would leave, they said, as soon as Charles paid their expenses. In order to do that, the 
king had to summon a parliament. Almost immediately, its members moved to impeach the 
king’s advisor, Lord Strafford, and advance an ambitious agenda of reform.  

So it was an emboldened parliament that gathered to hear Cornelius Burges, rector of St. 
Magnus, London Bridge, on the morning of November 17. Two months earlier, Burges had 
journeyed north to present Charles I with an anti-Laudian petition. The king had summarily 
dismissed him (Kirby 1939: 531). Now, Burges would call upon Parliament to act. His text 
was Jeremiah 50:5 – “They shall aske the way to Zion with their faces thitherward, saying, 
Come, and let us joyne our selves unto the Lord in an everlasting Covenant that shall not be 
forgotten” (as quoted in Burges 1641: 3). Leading Parliamentarian John Pym had also 
“advocated a ‘covenant’ among the enemies of popery and tyranny” (Trevor-Roper 1967: 277). 
Burges was adorning this argument in Hebraic garb, calling on England’s Israelites to likewise 
join themselves in covenant. He reminded his listeners that Jeremiah had foretold the “total 
and final subversion and ruine of Babylon and of that whole Monarchy” at the hands of armies 
from the north. “This Northern Army should be the confusion of Babylon, the confusion of 
Babylon should prove the restoring of the Church… And the restoring of the Church should 
produce a Covenant with God” (Burges 1641: 4-6). Freed from their exile, the Israelites would 
return home and Israel and Judah would be reunited. They would seek a perpetual covenant 
with God and would explain themselves thus: “My people hath been lost sheep: their 
shepherds have caused them to go astray” (Jer 50:6).  

As James Spalding (1967: 28) explains, Burges’ message would have been clear: “Scotland, 
a nation in covenant with God, was a judgment upon England whose shepherds (the bishops) 
had been leading the people from the true religion.” Subsequent fast preachers would return 
again and again to this Hebraic interpretation of England’s changing fortunes. Like Burges, 

                                                        
20  On the centrality of the Israelite covenant to Parliamentarians and their allies in this period, see Guibbory 
2010: 99–101 and Kahn 2004: 100–18.  
21  These figures are based on Christopher Hill’s (1994: 83) calculations.  
22  See the sermons delivered between November 11, 1640 and December 22, 1641 in Jeffs 1970. 



 12 

they would urge their listeners to unite together with God in a covenant.23 To live according 
to the terms of such a covenant, many would soon conclude, required not only religious 
reform, but political change as well. The “everlasting” covenant with God urged by 
Parliament’s Jeremiahs would always trump the mere worldly contracts of obedience to one’s 
sovereign (Kahn 2004: 102).  

As we have seen, this sort of rebellious rhetoric troubled Hobbes immensely. Its distinctly 
Hebraic character was not lost on him. Looking back from the comparative calm of the 
Reformation, he laments:  
 

The interpretation of a verse in the Hebrew, Greek, or Latine Bible, is oftentimes the 
cause of Civill Warre, and the deposing and assassinating [of] Gods anointed… It is 
not the Right of the Soveraigne, though granted to him by every mans expresse 
consent, that can enable him to do his Office, it is the obedience of the subiect which 
must do that. For what good is it to promise allegiance, and by and by to cry out (as 
some Ministers did in the pulpit) to your tents O Israell (B 3, 302).  

 
In order to “show that the right of Sovereigns over citizens… is not in conflict with the holy 
Scriptures,” Hobbes would have to engage Parliament’s Jeremiahs in their own Hebraic terms 
(OC Pref., 12).  
 This is precisely what he does in On the Citizen. His strategy here is two-fold. First, while 
Parliamentary preachers had stressed the exemplarity of biblical Israel as a model for England, 
Hobbes stresses the exceptionalism of this ancient polity. He repeatedly emphasizes that the 
Israelites were God’s peculiar [=special] people, God was their peculiar king, and his divine civil 
commands their peculiar laws (OC 14.4, 15.4, 16.8, 16.10, 16.15, 17.8).24 The early history of 
the Mosaic polity that Parliament’s preachers saw as an exemplary model for England was in 
fact exceptional. It was a civil kingdom in which God ruled over his peculiar subjects. This 
kingdom ended with the election of Saul and would not be restored until the Second Coming 
of Christ (OC 16.15; 17.5).25 Hobbes tries to restrict a Hebraic license for rebellion by stressing 
the exceptionalism of the Israelite polity and fixing it firmly in history. 
 Yet perhaps Hobbes expected that many would be unconvinced by this suggestion. After 
all, the history of the Israelites was so enticing. If read correctly, it seemed to reveal God’s 
political preferences. How could the godly possibly ignore those? Hobbes’s second line of 
response accepts that the Mosaic polity and the Israelites’ covenant with God are exemplary. 
Properly understood, however, this example points to civil obedience rather than rebellion. In 
biblical Israel, religious and civil authority were fused - commonwealth and “church” were 
one. When the Israelites entered into the Mosaic covenant, they each agreed to obey God as 
their divine and civil sovereign. In exchange, God agreed to make the Israelites his “peculiar 
treasure… above all people… a kingdom of priests, and an holy nation” (Exod 19:5-6; see 
also OC 16.8). The Israelites would obey not only the natural laws, which all humans are 
obliged to obey, but also God’s civil laws, conveyed via Moses to the Israelites (OC 16.9-10).  

                                                        
23  The earliest reiteration of Burges’ message came on the afternoon of November 17, 1640 when Stephen 
Marshall preached before Parliament. See Marshall (1641b). For further examples of covenant rhetoric in 
parliamentary sermons, see Kahn (2004: 100-18). 
24  Michael Silverthorne’s translation masks this repeated usage somewhat by alternately translating the Latin 
“peculiaris” and its variants as “particular,” “specific[ally],” and “peculiar[ly].” I think we understand Hobbes’s 
(and the Old Testament’s) point better if we stick with the English cognate “peculiar,” which conveys not only 
the uniqueness of the Israelites, but also the fact that they were God’s special property. 
25  Hobbes would later make the point more clearly in Leviathan (L 35.11: 642; 40.11: 750).  
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Divine covenants, Hobbes stresses, are not made directly with a people. They are always 
mediated. It fell to Moses – God’s chosen prophet – to proclaim and interpret these laws. 
Because God did not speak but through Moses, this prophet was, from the perspective of the 
Israelites, a sovereign with authority over both civil and spiritual matters (OC 16.13; also OC 
11.1). When Moses’ authority is challenged, God makes his will powerfully manifest. Hobbes 
relishes the story of Corah, Dathan, and Abiram, who gathered “two hundred and fifty leading 
men of the Synagogue” to claim that they too spoke with God. Moses, they argued, had 
elevated himself above his holy people. “What God thought of this point may be seen,” writes 
Hobbes quoting the biblical account, “from the fact that [the three rebels] descended living 
into hell and a fire came out from the Lord and killed the two hundred and fifty men.” (OC 
16.13) If the Mosaic polity was to serve as a model for England, its lesson was that covenants 
with God are not to be made or remade at popular behest. Undertaken by earthly sovereigns, 
these agreements demand strict obedience to sovereign authority. In Hobbes’s hands, the early 
history of Israel had become a tool of sovereign power and a warning to a Parliament 
contemplating their own covenant with God. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In sum, while Hobbes’s core religious claims remained stable from Elements of Law to On the 
Citizen, his mode of argument changed dramatically. He expanded his treatment of scripture, 
he multiplied arguments like an advocate, and he engaged the Parliamentarian rebels on their 
own Hebraic terms. He knew these arguments would be controversial. But, he reassured his 
readers in the preface to the second edition of On the Citizen, he had done no more than was 
necessary. He had only targeted the religious doctrines “which undermine citizens’ obedience 
and weaken the state of the commonwealth.” In so doing, he managed to anger all sides, just 
as he would soon do even more spectacularly in Leviathan. But, perhaps to his credit, he would 
not yield. “I found my book very sharply criticized,” he writes, “on the ground that I have 
immoderately enhanced the civil power, but by Churchmen; on the ground that I have taken 
away liberty of conscience, but by Sectarians… I was not moved by their criticisms to do more 
than tie those knots more tightly.” (OC Pref., 14-15) Meeting the challenge of violent religious 
pluralism takes moral courage and intellectual grit. Hobbes had both in spades.    
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Figure 1: Frequency of ‘Israel’ (blue line) in British English texts published between 1600 and 1660 
(measured as a percentage of all unigrams, or single words, contained in Google’s sample of books 
from this period). Note the steep increase during the first half of the English Civil War. To put this 
information in context, I have also included the frequency of ‘Parliament’ (red line) during the same 
period. Google Books Ngram Viewer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


