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Machiavelli on Reading the Bible Judiciously

Abstract: is article examines the meaning and purpose of what Machiavelli calls “read-
ing the Bible judiciously.” It (i) surveys Machiavelli’s discussions of figures and events of
the Hebrew Bible in his major and minor works and letters; (ii) infers from these discus-
sions what could be called his biblical hermeneutics; and (iii) sketches the importance 
of the proper reading of the Hebrew Bible for understanding Machiavelli’s thought. Such 
reading entails understanding the Hebrew Bible in light of what can be known of politics 
and war by means of human reason, and serves the purpose of resurrecting political life 
from the tomb in which it was placed by Christianity.

Michelangelo’s David, the Door of Paradise by Ghiberti, Donatello’s 
David, the Moses of Michelangelo—such public masterpieces are among 
the more spectacular examples of a fact that strikes even the most casual 
tourist of Italy: the great figures and events of the Hebrew Bible lav-
ishly adorn many of the most impressive sites of Renaissance Florence. 
An ordinary guidebook is all that is required to avoid perplexity as to 
the referents of these Renaissance icons. Given their currency during 
this period, what status is one to accord their appearance in writings of 
a thinker of the rank of Niccolò Machiavelli? Does the currency of these 
icons in Machiavelli’s time mean that one can speak without ado about 
the relationship between stories of the Hebrew Bible and Machiavelli’s 
use of them in his writings?1 Or does it point in the opposite direction, 

I would like to thank Steven Lenzner and Nathan Tarcov for comments on early dras
of this article, and e Shalem Center for its invitation to deliver a paper on this sub-
ject at the 2004 conference “Political Hebraism: Judaic Sources in Early Modern Political 
ought.”
 1 For a useful reprise and instance of such studies, see Alison Brown, “De-Masking 
Renaissance Republicanism,” in James Hankins, ed., Renaissance Civic Humanism: 
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toward the conclusion that it is difficult, perhaps even impossible, to dis-
cuss such a relationship meaningfully? For how is one to know whether 
Machiavelli is simply winking at the “pop culture” of his day rather 
than seriously engaging the political teachings of one of the great well-
springs of the Western world, the Hebrew Bible? Indeed, looking beyond 
Machiavelli to the relationship of the Hebrew Bible to early-modern writ-
ings in general (or, still more generally, to modern writings as such), how 
can one ascertain whether the relationship between these two literatures 
is specious or genuine? In a word, how can and should one conduct the 
study of “political Hebraism”?

To begin with, I would suggest that considerable care be given to the 
question of whether any particular early-modern recourse to a figure
or event of the Hebrew Bible is frivolous or serious. I would consider 
frivolous any recourse that consists in the mere trading in readily avail-
able iconic currency that does not entail a genuine engagement with the 
content and foundation of the political thought contained in the Hebrew 
Bible. I would consider serious any recourse to such figures and events
that does entail such an engagement. Lacking this distinction, one cannot 
speak of the relationship between the Hebrew Bible and early-modern 
thought, since one might very well be speaking instead of the relation-
ship of one aspect of early-modern thought to another or, even worse, to 
a mere condition of that thought, namely, the icons of the day. Similarly, 
I would suggest that merely pointing to the presence of Hebraic figures
and events (even their serious presence), without sufficient regard for the
precise intention of the authors in whose writings they appear, would 
preclude any discussion of the relationship between the Hebrew Bible 
and such authors and periods—let alone the “influence” of the political
thought of the Hebrew Bible on them.

As a step toward the meaningful study of political Hebraism, some 
pains will be taken in the following to distinguish among Machiavelli’s 
references to Hebraic figures and events that clearly are not biblical,
those that may or may not be biblical, and those that certainly are bibli-
cal. I will then concentrate on the last category, sketching how he both 
adopts a genuine teaching of the Hebrew Bible and transforms that teach-
ing in fundamental ways. In particular, this will be done by examining 
what Machiavelli means when he writes of reading the Bible judiciously 
(sensatamente) 2 and outlining his purpose for engaging in this type of 

Reappraisals and Reflections (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000),
pp. 179–199.
 2 In translating sensatamente as “judiciously,” I follow Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses 
on Livy, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield and Nathan Tarcov (Chicago: University of Chicago
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reading. To anticipate, reading the Bible in this manner means to read 
it in light of what can be known of politics and war by means of hu-
man reason, and its purpose is to resurrect political life from the tomb 
in which it was placed by Christianity. It will emerge that this type 
of reading and this purpose entail a self-consciously partial (that is, 
political-military) reading of a part of the Bible (namely, the “Old 
Testament”) as a means to undermine the effectual truth of the whole
Bible, namely, the weakness of the world brought about by Christianity. 
To make these points, I will (i) briefly survey Machiavelli’s discussions of
figures and events of the Old Testament in his major works with reference
to relevant minor works and letters; (ii) infer from the most pertinent of 
these discussions what could be called his principles of biblical herme-
neutics; and (iii) sketch the importance of the proper reading of the Old 
Testament for Machiavelli’s thought as a whole.

H F  E

Machiavelli made significant use of Hebraic figures and events through-
out his major and minor works. In the major works, the figures of the Old
Testament explicitly mentioned are Moses, Joshua, Saul, David, Goliath, 
Solomon, Rehoboam, and the daughters of Lot.3 Moses is named among 
the four “greatest examples” of founders in chapter 6 of e Prince, then
again with those same founders (minus Romulus) in the final chapter,
which exhorts Lorenzo de’ Medici to seize Italy. In the Discourses on Livy 
Moses is briefly mentioned four times: as an example of a builder of a free
city taken over from previous inhabitants; then along with Lycurgus and 
Solon as examples of founders who had sole authority and formed laws 

Press, 1996), pp. 28, 280; Alison Brown, “Savonarola, Machiavelli, and Moses,” in Peter 
Denley and Caroline Elam, eds., Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honour of 
Nicolai Rubinstein (London: Westfield Publications in Medieval Studies, 1988), p. 64; and
Leo Strauss, oughts on Machiavelli (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), p. 114;
some alternative translations are “sensitively,” “attentively,” and “carefully.”
 3 More frequently mentioned than all of these characters is Cyrus the Great of 
Persia, whose biblical deeds and words (see Ezra 1–6) are neither cited nor alluded to by 
Machiavelli. His explicit source for Cyrus is Xenophon; his implicit source, Herodotus 
(see Christopher Nadon, Xenophon’s Prince: Republic and Empire in the Cyropaedia 
[Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001], pp. 13–25). Consider also the case of 
Alexander the Great, for whom Machiavelli names no source while apparently draw-
ing on many, from Plutarch and Livy to Vitruvius and Aquinas. For the possibility that 
Machiavelli also had in mind the Alexander of the Bible (albeit not the Hebrew Bible), 
compare Discourses, I 20, with I Maccabees 3, and Niccolò Machiavelli, e Prince,
trans. Harvey Mansfield (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2nd ed., 1988), 4, with I
Maccabees 5–8. 
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for the common good; next as the man who named Judea; and finally,
as one who slew “infinite men” (apparently in the episode of the golden
calf) in order to execute his plans.4 In e Prince David is mentioned
once (along with the sole references to Saul and Goliath) to illustrate the 
necessity of possessing arms of one’s own and twice in the Discourses on 
Livy, first as an example of a “strong king” who loves war but is succeeded
by the weak and peaceful Solomon and the unfortunate Rehoboam (their 
only mentions), then along with Philip of Macedon as a monarch with 
absolute power.5 Lot’s daughters are mentioned by the scheming Friar 
Timoteo in the Mandragola as he seeks to persuade a virtuous young wife 
to cuckold her old husband so as to be able to give the husband heirs.6 
Joshua is discussed immediately on the heels of a mention of Moses7 in 
the Discourses on Livy, but Machiavelli explicitly identifies Procopius, the
sixth-century Byzantine historian, rather than the Bible as his source.8 

Events mentioned in Machiavelli’s major works that are not bibli-
cal but are nonetheless directly related to Judaism and the Jews are 
Vespasian’s conquest of “Judea” in “Asia,”9 his use of a “superstition” of 
“the Jews” to conquer them,10 the siege of Jerusalem,11 and the “wretch-
ed and rare” treatment of the Marranos in Spain under Ferdinand the 
Catholic.12 Machiavelli also refers explicitly to one nonbiblical Jewish au-
thor: Josephus.13

Finally, there are numerous—Machiavelli might say “infinite”—implicit
references and allusions to the Old Testament in the Discourses on Livy. 
Some are made by way of logically necessary implications. For example, 
any explicit discussion of “the new law,” as that in Discourses on Livy, II 
5.1, necessarily implies some thought of “the old law.” When the wider 

 4 Prince, 6.22–24, 26.102; Discourses, I 1.4, 9.3, II 8.2, III 30.1.
 5 Prince, 13.56; Discourses, I 19.2, 26.
 6 Niccolò Machiavelli, Mandragola, 3.11.36.
 7 To be discussed below.
 8 More precisely, Machiavelli notes that Procopius writes of Belisarius’ report of 
“letters written on certain columns” in Africa by the Maurusians, a people driven out 
of ancient Syria by “the Hebrews” (Discourses, II 8.2).
 9 Discourses, I 29.2.
 10 Niccolò Machiavelli, Art of War, trans. Christopher Lynch (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2003), IV 110.
 11 Discourses, II 32.1.
 12 Prince, 21.
 13 Art of War, II 170. Cf. Art of War, II 5ff. for the apparent use of Josephus without
attribution as a source for Roman heavy armaments.
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context of such a discussion concerns attempts made by new religions to 
suppress old religions, readers’ thoughts about the relationship between 
the old law and the new law are given a specific impetus and direction.
Other references are made by way of general pronouncements regarding 
all events of a particular kind. For example, Machiavelli discusses floods
that wipe out virtually all vestiges of human life and civilization (albeit 
in particular regions), whose application to biblical events is le to the
reader.14 Similarly, consideration of the question of whether the world is 
eternal15 brings to mind the biblical alternative of creation. Still other ref-
erences are made by way of repeated use of particular figures from pagan
literature in such a manner as to emphasize parallels with Old Testament 
figures. One such instance is the striking similarity of Machiavelli’s re-
telling of Manilius Torquatus’ one-on-one combat with a single “Gallic” 
warrior to David’s one-on-one combat with the Philistine Goliath.16

In Machiavelli’s minor works, the only extended treatment of Hebraic 
figures or events occurs in the Exhortation to Penitence. In this short work
David is the protagonist, both as a penitent “adulterer and murderer” 
and, as will become relevant below, as “David the prophet,” author of the 
Psalms, who calls to God for mercy de profundis.17 In the letters, the most 
significant mention of such figures is that of Moses in a letter regarding
two sermons delivered by Savonarola in March 1498 when Savonarola be-
lieved himself in grave danger of injury at the hands of the new Signoria, 
the ruling council of Florence. In Machiavelli’s retelling, Savonarola com-
pares himself and his enemies to Moses and the Egyptian slain by him,18 
saying, “O Egyptian, I want to stab you.”19 

 14 Discourses, II 5.2.
 15 Discourses, II 5.1.
 16 Discourses, III 34, 36.1, 37.1.
 17 Niccolò Machiavelli, Tutte le opere, ed. Mario Martelli (Florence: Sansoni, 1992), 
pp. 932–934. On the Persecutions in Africa by Henry, King of the Vandals contains several 
significant uses of biblical passages, one of which is attributed to David in the context
of a lampoon of St. Augustine’s self-imposed silence during the cruel siege of Hippo in 
AD 430 aer a life of prolific writing and speaking. Machiavelli highlights the irony of
the juxtaposition of such a loquacious life (“What was the need to say so many things?”) 
against the silent retreat during such awful persecutions (Martelli, Tutte le opere, 
pp. 934–936). During this retreat, which Augustine rightly suspected would be his last 
due to the onset of a fatal illness, the saint is said to have posted on the walls of his room 
the four penitential psalms of David: Psalms 6, 32, 38, and 51 (Peter Brown, Augustine 
of Hippo: A Biography [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967], p. 432). An ex-
haustive search of Machiavelli’s minor works for Hebraic figures and events remains to
be conducted.
 18 Exodus 2:11–12.
 19 Niccolò Machiavelli, Machiavelli and His Friends: eir Personal Correspondence,
trans. and eds. James B. Atkinson and David Sices (De Kalb, Ill.: Northern Illinois 
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ese then are the figures and episodes of the Hebrew Bible that range
throughout widely divergent types of Machiavelli’s writings. It is no ac-
cident that two figures in particular are predominant: Moses and David.

M  D   B

Faced with so many instances of reference to Hebraic figures and events,
one wonders how to begin to study their place in Machiavelli’s writings 
in a nonarbitrary manner. at is, how do we keep from confounding our
purposes with his, from mistaking his chief or comprehensive aims for 
his subordinate ones, and from confusing his ironic winks at the icons 
of his day with his serious strategic assault on the tradition of political 
philosophy? It seems highly unlikely that a study of instances in minor 
works would yield a complete understanding. And yet were one to launch 
immediately into the study of any and every apparent implicit reference 
to Hebrew figures and events, one’s results would be as uncertain as his
imagination is active. For one Gaul, as in the example mentioned above, 
might stand for Goliath, but another might stand for some other biblical 
character, and yet another might stand for no one at all, since one pre-
sumes that sometimes a Gaul is just a Gaul. 

It seems, then, that one is le with instances of manifestly Hebraic fig-
ures and events as they appear in Machiavelli’s major works. But even this 
designation is imprecise, since “major” refers to size rather than compre-
hensiveness. e only works in which one can reasonably hope to gain
a complete understanding are those in which he conveys “everything he 
knows,” e Prince and Discourses on Livy.20 e most promising and
safest course would therefore seem to be an examination of manifestly 
Hebraic characters and occurrences as they appear in these two works. 

But a final hair must be split: what does it mean to be manifestly
Hebraic? Are all instances of “Moses,” for example, manifestly Hebraic? 
Consider Machiavelli’s treatment, mentioned above, of Moses’ succes-
sor, Joshua. If instead of naming Procopius as his authority for Joshua, 
Machiavelli had named no authority, the natural tendency would have 
been to assume that he was using or misusing the Bible. Just as we might 

University Press, 1996), p. 10. For Savonarola’s appropriation of the figure of Moses and
its recognition by Machiavelli, see Alison Brown, “Savonarola, Machiavelli, and Moses.” 
Brown’s interpretation of the significance of Savonarola to Machiavelli parallels this
article’s interpretation of the significance of Moses (see especially Brown, “Savonarola,
Machiavelli, and Moses,” p. 65).
 20 For the claim that these works contain all that he knows, see Prince, dedicatory 
letter 3–4, and Discourses, dedicatory letter 3; cf. Strauss, oughts, p. 17.
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have wrongly assumed the one explicit mention of Joshua referred to the 
biblical Joshua, so might we wrongly assume that each and every instance 
of “Moses” is Hebraic in the sense of having been deliberately derived 
from the Bible. In fact, at least one instance of “Moses” seems not to refer 
to the Moses of the Hebrew Bible or, indeed, to any Moses that is likely 
to have existed. For in the Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli implausibly as-
serts that Moses renamed “Judea” that part of Syria seized by him. Not 
only is there no biblical support for this assertion,21 it is doubly contra-
dicted: Moses seized no part of Syria (Joshua did), and the use of Judea 
as a place name derives from the period aer the division of the kingdom
into Israel and Judah under Jeroboam and Rehoboam, generations aer
the time of Moses. 

Recognition of the nonbiblical character of this particular Mosaic pas-
sage leads to the further recognition that Machiavelli does not assert any 
biblical support for this claim. He makes such assertions in precious few 
cases. We must therefore distinguish between those instances of Hebrew 
figures and events accompanied by Machiavelli’s explicit assertion that
they are to be considered biblical, on the one hand, and such instances as 
are not so accompanied, on the other. Only two cases fall into the former 
category: one regarding David22 and the other regarding Moses.23 It is to 
these cases that we must turn if our consideration of Machiavelli’s politi-
cal Hebraism is to have the most solid foundation and, in particular, if it 
is to serve as a sound basis for discerning his way of reading the Hebrew 
Bible. Aer treating these two cases, we will examine two others,24 again
regarding David and Moses, respectively. We shall see that they too must 
be considered biblical.

D

e only explicitly biblical passage regarding David appears in e Prince
and concerns David’s encounter with Goliath. e context of the passage
speaks to its importance. e passage appears in the second of the four

 21 e best support for this claim would seem to be Joshua 14:6–15 and
Deuteronomy 33:7, 34:2. But the former attests only to a reminder by Caleb, descend-
ant of Judah, that Moses had once sworn to him that “the land that you have set foot on 
[while reconnoitering Canaan] shall become your heritage and that of your descendants 
forever” (v. 9). But nowhere does Moses himself “name” a portion of Canaan “Judah” or 
“Judea.” Even God does not so name it in Moses’ time; rather, all the lands, including 
the land of Judah, “are shown” to him. 
 22 Prince, 13.56.
 23 Discourses, III 30.1.
 24 Discourses, I 26; Prince, 26.103.
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main sections of e Prince.25 at section concerns military matters,
and at its core is the teaching that one must possess arms of one’s own. 
David is a chief—arguably the chief—example of this teaching. Perhaps 
even more significantly, when Machiavelli introduces the example of
David with the words, “I want further to recall to memory a figure26

from the Old Testament apt for this purpose,”27 it is the first time in the
entire work that he explicitly names a source for an example. Hitherto, 
the many examples of princes, republics, peoples, and so forth are with-
out attribution to any authority (though one direct quotation regarding 
Hiero of Syracuse is from an unknown source in Prince, 6.25).28 Aer this
point, explicit references to ancient literature come at a fast and furious 
rate. ey culminate in the praise of Xenophon’s Cyrus (one of the four
greatest examples named in chapter 6 along with Moses) at the end of 
chapter 14, which in turn prepares the way for the most famous of all 
Machiavellian passages, his attack on imaginary republics and principali-
ties at the beginning of chapter 15.29 e reference to the biblical David
thus represents a crucial shi: from Machiavelli’s treatment of characters
without respect to the authors depicting them, to his treatment of those 
authors themselves as expositors of the tradition of political philosophy.

As he approaches the precedent of David, Machiavelli goes out of his 
way to indicate that he would like to discuss only recent Italian examples. 
He has no difficulty finding such when it comes to how one ought not
to behave with respect to arms. But when it comes to how one ought to 
behave, he manages to produce just one modern Italian example, that of 
Cesare Borgia. en, affirming yet again that he would like to use only
those examples that are both “Italian and recent,” he nonetheless offers

 25 e four sections are chs. 1–11 on the different types of states according espe-
cially to the means by which they are acquired, chs. 12–14 on attack and defense of such 
states, chs. 15–23 on modes of government with subjects and friends, and chs. 24–26 on 
fortune; see Strauss, oughts, pp. 55–61.
 26 One should not be thrown off the scent of a genuinely literary passage by this
use of “figure,” for “a figure from the Old Testament” is not a mere “figure.” See Erich
Auerbach, “Figura,” in Auerbach, Studi su Dante (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1963); e Prince by
Niccolò Machiavelli with Related Documents, trans. William J. Connell (Boston: Bedford/
St. Martins, 2005), p. 83 n. 6; cf. Strauss, oughts, p. 59.
 27 Prince, 13.56.
 28 is quotation of unknown provenance bears a striking similarity to a verse
from I Samuel. For of Hiero, Machiavelli says, “he lacked nothing of being a king ex-
cept a kingdom” (Discourses, end of dedicatory letter), while of David aer his defeat of
Goliath, Saul, aer hearing the greater praise accorded by the women to David than to
him, thinks, “All that remains for him is the kingdom” (I Samuel 18:8).
 29 See Strauss, oughts, pp. 58–59.
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up three more examples, not one of which is both Italian and recent and 
one of which is neither, that of the ancient Israelite, David. 

He then offers his idiosyncratic version of the David and Goliath
story: 

When David offered to Saul to go and fight Goliath, the Philistine
provocateur, Saul, to give him spirit, armed him with his own 
arms—which David, as soon as he had them on his back, refused, 
saying that with them he could not make good use of himself, and 
therefore wanted to meet the enemy with his sling and his knife. In 
fine, the arms of others either fall off your back or weigh you down
or hold you tight.30

is version of the story is most oen compared to biblical verses that
describe the moment at which David tries but refuses Saul’s arms and to 
those that describe the weapons used by David.31 But Machiavelli’s cue, 
“When David offered to Saul to go and fight Goliath, the Philistine,” re-
quires that we pick up the story many lines earlier, at the point where Saul 
sends for David aer hearing about his interest in the rewards that will
go to the slayer of Goliath. For without further setting the scene of Saul 
and David’s meeting, the biblical text says, “en David spoke to Saul:
‘Let your majesty not lose courage. I am at your service to go and fight
this Philistine.’”32 In addition to being the verses in which David “offered
to Saul to go and fight Goliath,” they are the ones in which the question
of losing courage or giving spirit begins to be addressed. Saul discour-
ages David from fighting, since he is young and inexperienced in war.
But Saul is apparently reassured by David’s spirited tales of his killing of 
bear and lion while tending his flocks and by his conviction that the Lord
will deliver him. Without any explicit assertion regarding Saul’s reasons 
for arming David, the moment at which the latter tries and refuses Saul’s 
arms is described in greater detail than—and in a manner oen widely
divergent from—Machiavelli’s version:

en Saul clothed David in his own tunic, putting a bronze helmet
on his head and arming him with a coat of mail. David also girded 
himself with Saul’s sword over the tunic. He walked with difficulty,
however, since he had never tried armor before. He said to Saul, “I 
cannot go in these, because I have never tried them before.” So he 

 30 Prince, 13.56.
 31 I Samuel 17:38–40, 50–51. Unless otherwise indicated, translations in this article 
are from Jean Hiesberger, ed., e Catholic Study Bible: Personal Study Edition (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995).
 32 I Samuel 17:32.
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took them off. en, staff in hand, David selected five smooth stones
from the wadi and put them in the pocket of this shepherd’s bag. 
With his sling also ready to hand, he approached the Philistine.33

e text makes clear the weapons each combatant possessed and their
significance. For when Goliath mocks David for carrying a staff, David
notes that it is not by sword or spear (both of which Goliath possess-
es) “that the Lord saves. For the battle is the Lord’s.” Aer Goliath falls
with one of the stones from David’s sling embedded in his head, the text 
says,

us David overcame the Philistine with sling and stone; he struck
the Philistine mortally, and did it without a sword. en David ran
and stood over him; with the Philistine’s own sword which he drew 
from its sheath he dispatched him and cut off his head.

It repays the effort to go through deliberately the two accounts’ points
of similarity and difference. e most fundamental similarity is that in
both accounts David does indeed prefer his own arms to Saul’s. is fact
should not be discounted from a purely military-political perspective 
even within the Bible’s own horizon. For from the biblical Saul’s point of 
view his political downfall is directly linked to David’s military victory 
with his own arms.34

On the other hand, Machiavelli has altered this story in the follow-
ing six ways: (i) the Bible begins with David’s expression of concern for 
Saul’s loss of courage, which David apparently dispels by recounting 
his courageous deeds and professing faith in God’s deliverance of him, 
whereas in Machiavelli’s version it is Saul who seeks to give David spirit 
by means of giving him arms; (ii) the second alteration is a corollary 
of the first: whereas in the biblical version Saul gives no reason for his
action, Machiavelli’s Saul aims to give David spirit; (iii) Machiavelli con-
denses to “arms” the defensive weapons protecting head and body and 
the offensive weapon of a sword; (iv) in the biblical version, aer walking
with difficulty in Saul’s arms, David refuses them with the reason that he
has not tried them before; in Machiavelli’s, as soon as (come) he has them 
on his back he refuses them, with the reason that with them “he could 
not make good use of himself” or “give a good account of himself” (no 
si potere bene valere di se stesso); (v) as the David of the Bible approaches 
battle he holds his staff, carries the stones in his shepherd’s bag, and keeps
his sling at the ready, while in e Prince he wants to meet the enemy

 33 I Samuel 17:38–40.
 34 Cf. n. 28 above.
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with his sling and his knife; and (vi) whereas Machiavelli sends David 
into battle with a knife, the Bible emphasizes that it is without a sword 
that he fells Goliath and with Goliath’s own sword that he dispatches and 
beheads him.35

e following reflections on Machiavelli’s alterations are in order. ey
pertain to David in particular, the meaning of arms, and ways to read the 
Bible. First, it is not outside of Machiavelli’s purposes to suppress the fact 
that David is endowed with the marvelous ability to sing his own praises 
and recount God’s favoring of him so as to win over his listener. “Arms” 
in the full sense are both offensive and defensive, though it may behoove
one to emphasize their bold and flashy offensive side and obscure their
more cautious and conservative defensive side.36 When it suits his pur-
poses, Machiavelli will not hesitate either to use a biblical truth (as in the 
case of his agreement with the Hebrew Bible that having one’s own arms 
is crucial) or to amplify and improve on it (as in point iv above, in which 
the emphasis on oneself crowds out any hint of divine support). Perhaps 
most importantly, Machiavelli is not shy about supplying reasons for un-
explained biblical actions, replacing less apt reasons for actions with more 
apt ones, or altering actions to make them more reasonable (as in points 
i, ii, iv, and vi).

Machiavelli’s treatment of David is digressive: it draws us away—as if 
by the sheer gravity of the subject matter—from the author’s expressed 
wish to stay with examples that are modern and Italian. But near the end 
of the chapter, Machiavelli clearly indicates David’s importance. First he 
includes him among “the four whom I have named above” (along with 
Cesare, Hiero, and Charles VIII of France) as the chief examples of those 
who possess arms of their own. In addition, by means of the ambigu-
ity of this expression, Machiavelli indicates that these four are worthy of 
comparison to the four greatest examples of chapter 6—Moses, Cyrus, 

 35 Connell, e Prince, p. 83 n. 7, suggests that Machiavelli’s “mistake must have been
prompted by his familiarity with Andrea Verrocchio’s statue David… who holds a small 
sword that might easily be assumed to be David’s rather than Goliath’s.” Two consid-
erations work against Connell’s reading. Verrocchio’s David wears no belt or sheath in 
which to carry the sword he holds. More significantly, the following passage (as quot-
ed in David Marsh, e Quattrocento Dialogue [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1980], p. 57) from a widely read dialogue, De vero falsoque bono by Lorenzo Valla 
(1405–1457), suggests that the biblical presentation of David’s use of Goliath’s sword was 
well known and freighted with paramount significance: “Just as David used his enemy’s
own sword to kill him… so I hope in part to slay these gentiles, the philosophers, and 
in part to rouse them to an internecine war and their self-destruction, by the power of 
our faith, such as it is, and of God’s word.” 
 36 Cf. Art of War, III 111, where Fabrizio admits that “it is more important for one 
to guard against being hit than it is important to hit the enemy.”
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Romulus, and eseus. In almost the final breath of chapter 13, he then
completes the parallel to chapter 6 by adding a fih example,37 whose
status vis-à-vis the others is not entirely clear. At the end of chapter 6 
Hiero’s name was added as “one who will have some proportion to the 
others”; here at the conclusion of chapter 13, a name is added that haunts 
David through all three of his appearances in the major works: Philip 
of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great. To the orders of these five,
Machiavelli concludes, “I submit myself entirely.”38

On reflection, Machiavelli’s digressive treatment of David with refer-
ence to the central Machiavellian teaching of the need to rely on arms of 
one’s own is emphatically obtrusive. His use of the biblical figure is dual:
he both relies on it as an authority (in apparent contradiction to the just-
mentioned teaching of relying on one’s own arms) and departs from it 
by transforming it to suit his purposes. For as noted above, even prior to 
its transformation at Machiavelli’s hands, the biblical passage does indeed 
provide support for his case for relying on arms of one’s own—at least in-
sofar as that self-reliance is opposed to reliance on the arms of any other 
human being. On the other hand, Machiavelli’s transformation serves the 
purpose of placing David on more solid, that is to say, more reasonable, 
foundations. It is fitting that this ambiguous treatment of the authorita-
tive text should occur at just that point in Machiavelli’s own text where 
the question of textual authority begins to arise. For this dual use—si-
multaneously relying on and departing from the text—corresponds to 
the aforementioned shi from figures and events as products of their au-
thors to Machiavelli’s famous attack on the authority of the tradition in 
the work’s fieenth chapter.

M

Machiavelli’s treatment of Moses is no less complex than that of David. 
e explicitly biblical passage that deals with Moses contains the sole
mention of the Bible by name in the Discourses on Livy and the last ex-
plicit reference in that work to any human being discussed in the Hebrew 
Bible.39 It occurs in the second of three main sections of book III, devoted 
as a whole to discussing inside things and outside things (domestic and 
foreign policy) as they relate to the actions of private individuals. is
section considers the relationship between virtuous individuals and the 

 37 Making David the central example.
 38 Prince, 13.57.
 39 Cf. Discourses, III 33.1, 36.2.
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multitude.40 e chapter in which it occurs treats two subjects: eliminat-
ing envy, and how to defend a town upon seeing “the enemy.” Machiavelli’s 
examples of the first subject display a tidy symmetry: two, Moses and
Camillus, eliminate envy successfully; the other two, the Dominican Friar 
Savonarola and Machiavelli’s political patron, Piero Soderini, fail to do so 
and are driven from power as a result. Camillus successfully eliminated 
envy by displaying so many examples of virtue that those who might 
have envied him were more than willing to cede command to him when 
the very existence of the city was at stake as it came under attack. Moses 
was compelled to use one of the other two methods of eliminating envy: 
violent death to the envious.41

e passage in question states, “Whoever reads the Bible judiciously
will see that since he wished his laws and his orders to go forward, Moses 
was forced to kill infinite men who, moved by nothing other than envy,
were opposed to his plans.” e question of why Machiavelli asserts that
Moses killed “infinite” men will have to be deferred; but he kills more
men than at any other time when he comes down from Sinai to find that
Aaron has allowed the people to form and worship the golden calf.42 e
most striking aspect of the passage is the suggestion that at the foot of 
Sinai Moses wanted his laws, his orders, his plans to go forward. No men-
tion of God’s plans, no claim that Moses was the mere executor of God’s 
orders.43 Moses’ own laws, orders, and plans were at issue; to see that they 
went forward, he was forced to kill. And just as Moses’ designs are in no 
way God’s, so the motive of Moses’ enemies is in no way godly or, indeed, 
mixed in any way: it is envy, pure and simple.44

 40 Harvey C. Mansfield, Machiavelli’s New Modes and Orders: A Study of the
‘Discourses on Livy’ (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), pp. 298–299.
 41 Discourses, III 30.1. Note that the third mode is to wait for the envious to die a 
natural death. But in waiting for theirs, what of one’s own? For Machiavelli’s answer, con-
sider Discourses, II preface, III 1, together with Discourses, I 9.4, and Art of War, I 5–6.
 42 Many more die in the punishments for the rebellions of Korah and of Dathan 
and Abiram (Numbers 16–17). However, the Bible presents not Moses or his follow-
ers as the cause of these deaths, but an earthquake and a scourge, both caused by God 
(notwithstanding some of Moses’ enemies to the contrary [Numbers 17:6]). Despite this 
difficulty, these punishments could, as suggested to me by Nathan Tarcov, be the action
to which Machiavelli refers, especially in light of the correspondence of Machiavelli’s 
distinction between ordinary and violent death to Moses’ distinction between ordinary 
death and death due to something “entirely new” done by the Lord (see Discourses, III 
30.1, and Numbers 16:29–30); for a Mosaic Savonarola on the rebellion of Korah, see 
Brown, “Savonarola, Machiavelli, and Moses,” p. 62.
 43 Prince, 6.22.
 44 at Machiavelli was moved to make such categorical claims due to something
other than a lack of sympathy for the religious longings or experiences of others is 
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How does Machiavelli’s condensed version compare with the biblical 
account? e passage from Exodus reads,

When Moses realized that, to the scornful joy of their foes, Aaron 
had let the people run wild; he stood at the gate of the camp and 
cried, “Whoever is for the Lord, let him come to me!” All the Levites 
then rallied to him, and he told them, “us says the Lord, the God
of Israel: Put your sword on your hip, every one of you! Now go up 
and down the camp, from gate to gate, and slay your own kinsmen, 
your friends and neighbors!” e Levites carried out the command
of Moses, and that day there fell about three thousand of the people. 
en Moses said, “Today you have been dedicated to the Lord, for
you were against your own sons and kinsmen, to bring a blessing 
upon yourselves this day.”45

As in his treatment of the David passages in e Prince and I Samuel,
there is a great deal in common between the Bible’s version of the story 
of the golden calf and Machiavelli’s. Most importantly, it does appear to 
be a moment of political truth for Moses, his enemies, and the people. For 
he sees that the people have turned away in the decisive act of idolatry 
and his enemies (apparently waiting in the offing to take his place) are
filled with “scornful joy.”46 He is indeed forced to act, and does so with
the killing of very many, if not infinite, men.

Concomitant to the absence of God in Machiavelli’s version is that of 
the Levites, who are subsumed under the phrase “Moses was forced to 
kill”; for in the biblical version it is not Moses himself but the Levites who 
do the killing. is brings us to the most perplexing aspect of the bibli-
cal passage: the role of the Levites.47 When Moses says aer the killings
that on that day the Levites will be dedicated to the Lord, he seems to 
be inaugurating or foretelling 48 the Levites’ assumption of aspects of the 

made clear in a passage taken from a very different context, Florentine Histories I, 5.
Machiavelli was clearly familiar with the pain that accompanies the uncertainty as to 
which god to turn to, if any.
 45 Exodus 32:25–28.
 46 Envy is both immoderate sadness at another’s goods and immoderate joy at an-
other’s evils. Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, nos. 2538–2539, with the remark of the 
well-catechized Lonnie of Walker Percy’s e Moviegoer (New York: Ballantine Books,
1960), p. 143: “Envy is not merely sorrow at another’s good fortune; it is also joy at an-
other’s misfortune.”
 47 For an account of treatments of this passage by Augustine, Aquinas, and Calvin, 
especially as they pertain to the Levites, see Michael Walzer, “Exodus 32 and the eory
of Holy War: e History of a Citation,” Harvard eological Review 61:1 (1968),
pp. 1–14.
 48 See Deuteronomy 33:8ff.; see v. 8 for Moses’ bestowal on the Levites of the Urim
and ummim, objects of “decision making” that seem to function much like a mixture
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priestly office. So this is a fateful moment not only for Moses but for the
politico-religious status of the Levites as well. Two questions that spring 
to mind in even an ordinary reading of the passage now take on height-
ened interest: Why are the Levites the only ones ready to step forward 
when Moses gives the call, and how did they manage to arm themselves 
and then go from gate to gate killing 3,000 of their kinsmen (including 
sons; cf. Exodus 32:29 and Deuteronomy 33:9), neighbors, and friends, 
apparently without suffering any casualties themselves? We turn to the
second subject of Discourses on Livy, III 30, for an answer.

To be clear, I suggest that Machiavelli offers a reasonable interpretation
of an otherwise mysterious passage. It is a mystery as to how the Levites 
could so thoroughly dominate and kill so many others throughout the 
camp. I argue that just as Camillus advises to arm one’s own in advance to 
defend against an attacking enemy, so must have the equally wise Moses. 
In this way, one comes to a better understanding not just of Machiavelli 
but of the Bible: Machiavelli extrapolates (by means of the symmetry of 
the passages as argued in the article) from the Livian text to the biblical 
one, offering a reasonable interpretation of the latter.

e symmetry that obtained in Machiavelli’s treatment of the sub-
ject of eliminating envy raises expectations that a similar symmetry 
might emerge in the treatment of the subject of defending a city. When 
Camillus, the most prudent captain of the Roman republic, again serves 
as the first example, such expectations are raised still further. ey are
apparently disappointed, however, when Camillus turns out to be the 
only example. Might it be, though, that Moses does in fact serve as the 
second example of a successful defender of a city against the enemy, just 
as he served as the second example of how to eliminate envy? It would 
be fitting if the phrase “reading the Bible judiciously” were to appear in
a chapter in which such reading were demanded by such a question and 
taught by its answer.

Camillus’ preparation for defense against the same attack discussed 
under the first subject provides the bridge to the second subject:

[T]here is no more dangerous nor more useless defense than that 
which is done tumultuously and without order. is is shown
through the third army that Camillus had enrolled so as to leave 
it in Rome as guard of the city. For many would have judged and 
would judge this part superfluous…. But Camillus, and whosoever
might be wise as he was, judge it otherwise; for he never permit-
ted a multitude to take up arms except with a certain order and a 
certain mode. So upon this example, one individual who is put in 
charge of the guard of a city ought to avoid like a reef having it arm 
the men tumultuously, but he ought first to have those enrolled and
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selected whom he wishes to be armed, whomever they have to obey, 
where to meet, where to go… whoever does otherwise will not imi-
tate Camillus and will not defend himself.49

Moses, whom we just learned was “wise as [Camillus] was” when it 
came to eliminating envy, can also be expected to have le his “city”50

prepared “on seeing the enemy”51 to take up arms in an orderly manner. 
To be so prepared, Moses would have needed to select in advance “whom 
he wished to be armed” (the Levites) and tell them whom “they have to 
obey” (himself), then “where to meet” (with him, at the main gate), and 
“where to go” (the gates of the camp). Among the things learned from 
our consideration of the David passage was that Machiavelli seeks to sup-
ply reasoned explanations for otherwise unexplained biblical actions. In 
this case, he encourages us to consider a difficult-to-explain action and
points us in the direction of a reasonable explanation: Moses enlisted the 
Levites in advance and somehow saw to it that they rather than their op-
ponents would be armed. One can state this conclusion in literary terms 
as well. Since two modes were adopted in the case of eliminating envy, 
two examples, Camillus and Moses, were called for, whereas in the case 
of defending a city (or oneself), the example of Moses would have been 
superfluous, since Camillus and Moses adopted identical modes. None of
this is to deny that Machiavelli would have preferred—had his times al-
lowed—Camillus’ bloodless mode to Moses’ infinitely bloody one.

If this reading is correct, careful examination of Machiavelli’s writings 
can then lead to better understanding of the Bible. at is, it can lead to
an understanding of the Bible based on reason. e question arises as
to whether the reverse is the case as well: Can the careful reading of the 
Bible lead to a better understanding of Machiavelli? Otherwise put, how 
deep is the influence of the Hebrew Bible on Machiavelli’s thought?

H R  C T

Having examined the only two Machiavellian treatments of indisput-
ably biblical figures and events, we are now in a position to sketch the
purpose of such judicious readings of the Bible. To this end we should 

of Roman auspices and Florentine borse, subjects about which Machiavelli has infinite
things to say in the Discourses on Livy and Florentine Histories.
 49 Discourses, III 30.2; italics added.
 50 See Art of War, VI, where a camp is said to be like a mobile city.
 51 Compare the title of Discourses, III 30, “… on Seeing the Enemy…,” “vedendo il 
nimico,” with the Vulgate version of Exodus 32:25, “videns ergo Moses populum… hostes 
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consider the implications of Machiavelli’s only other reference to “reading 
judiciously.” 52 [For there he writes not just of reading the Bible judi-
ciously but of reading “all the histories” judiciously.] From the repetition 
of that phrase chi legge sensatamente and from the general results of the 
above treatments of the biblical passages, it is safe to surmise that for 
Machiavelli the Bible is merely one of the histories. 

is suggestion should come as no shock at this stage of the argu-
ment—not to mention in this age of well-established biblical criticism. 
But it has far-reaching implications for the understanding of Machiavelli’s 
political Hebraism and his thought in general. For even if the Bible is 
merely one of the histories and not of divine origin, it is, withal, one of the 
histories, and Machiavelli accords ancient histories a uniquely important 
status. For he asserts at the very outset of the Discourses on Livy that it 
is the improper reading of histories that is the cause of the characteristic 
modern error. at error is to fail to have recourse to the ancients in poli-
tics, war, and empire, and to believe that the imitation of the ancients in 
these respects is indeed impossible. It is to “turn men from this error” that 
he wrote Discourses on Livy.53 Why the ancients can and ought to be imi-
tated becomes clear when one looks at his formulations of the nature and 
cause of this modern predicament. As this predicament comes into focus, 
one begins to consider seriously the possibility that among the ancient 
histories, the Old Testament is in crucial respects the most important 
ancient history to read properly for Machiavelli’s enterprise to be fully 
understood. To anticipate, it is so important because it points to both the 
way the West took to arrive at the degradation of human excellence in 
Machiavelli’s day and the way out of that degradation and toward the re-
vival of human excellence in a new form and on new foundations. 

In the passage in the preface to book I of the Discourses on Livy re-
ferred to above, Machiavelli does not say why our failure to imitate 
antiquity is a problem. He does say that it

arises, I believe, not so much from the weakness into which the 
present religion has led the world, or from the evil that an ambi-
tious idleness has done to many Christian provinces and cities, as 
from not having true knowledge of histories, through not getting 

nudum constituerat.” In this regard also consider the ruling distinction of the structure 
of Machiavelli’s Art of War, that between preparing for battle against an enemy one sees 
and doing so for battle against an enemy one does not see but fears (see translator’s 
commentary in Art of War, p. 226).
 52 Discourses, I 23.4.
 53 Discourses, I preface 2.
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from reading them that sense [senso] nor tasting that flavor that
they have in themselves.54

is credo might appear to be a frank denial of Christianity’s responsi-
bility for the problem of his times. But note that contained within the 
apparent denial are the positive assertions that Christianity has indeed 
led the world into weakness and that a certain kind of idleness that is pe-
culiar to Christian provinces and cities has in fact done evil, as well as the 
unavoidable implication that the problem arises at least in part from this 
weakness and this evil, since “not so much” necessarily implies “some.” 
Note too that the question arises as to why he mentions the harm done 
by Christianity and what that harm has to do with the cause to which he 
assigns the greater portion of blame, the improper reading of histories. 
Perhaps the first is the cause of the second; perhaps it is the condition.55

Whatever may be the case in this regard, Machiavelli places bad reading 
and Christianity side by side at the moment he articulates the reason for 
writing his book. 

Near the beginning of the second book of the Discourses on Livy, 
Machiavelli traces the weakness of the world to Christianity’s valuing of 
contemplation over action, suffering over doing, and enduring beatings
rather than avenging them. At the beginning of the third book, he points 
to the root of that valuation when he turns to the religious reforms of two 
contemplatives, St. Francis and St. Dominic. For these saints’

[O]rders were so powerful that they are the cause that the dishon-
esty of the prelates and of the heads of the religion do not ruin it… 
they give [peoples] to understand that it is evil to say evil of evil, 
and that it is good to live under obedience to [the dishonest prelates 
and heads] and, if [the prelates and heads] make an error, to leave 
them for God to punish. So [the prelates and heads] do the worst 
they can because they do not fear the punishment that they do not 
see and do not believe.56

Machiavelli’s chief motives for these accusations are not those of a twen-
ty-first-century Boston Globe reporter incensed by the hypocrisy of
bishops and the injustices endured by the faithful. ey pertain, rather, to
the utter lack of excellence with which these men are able to hold power: 
the Christian mode of life seems “to have rendered the world weak and 
given it in prey to criminal men, who can manage it securely, seeing that 
the collectivity of men, so as to go to paradise, think more of enduring 

 54 Ibid.
 55 Strauss, oughts, p. 177.
 56 Discourses, III 1.4.
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their beatings than of avenging them.”57 Once in power, such ecclesiasti-
cal rulers maintain their rule without virtue or fortune, regardless of how 
they proceed, without either governing or defending their subjects, who 
“neither think of nor are able to alienate themselves from them.” 58 For 
resistance is in principle impossible,59 since there is no ground to stand 
on from which to resist the vicars of the all-powerful God. 

As always, however, Machiavelli has le a tiny loophole through which
legions of scholars have dutifully marched in their eagerness to acquit so 
great a thinker of the charge of impiety. For he coyly suggests that it is 
not Christianity itself but a false interpretation of Christianity that has 
weakened the world. His grounds for this suggestion are that Christianity 
“permits” the exaltation and defense of the fatherland. Yet to “permit” is 
not to require, and one is forgiven for thinking that in Machiavelli’s writ-
ings, if anywhere, the effects should speak for themselves. Nonetheless,
one would also like to know Machiavelli’s final view of the truth about
Christianity in itself. e only way to accomplish this task would seem to
be for him to examine judiciously the text that gave rise to it: the New 
Testament—not to mention the tradition that composed and interpreted 
it. But such an examination is simply not permitted by his times. 

However, to examine judiciously the text which gave rise to that 
text is indeed permitted and would perhaps provide an indirect way 
of laying bare the essence of Christianity by laying bare the essence of 
biblical religion as such. On the one hand, it is acknowledged that the 
“Old Testament,” just by virtue of being the Old Testament, was at least 
incomplete, at most gravely deficient. erefore, to interpret it in accord-
ance with truths that came to light at a later date is altogether within 
the Christian tradition. On the other hand, to interpret it according to 
strength is altogether within Machiavelli’s purposes, and we have already 
seen that passages in the Hebrew Bible are most amenable to being in-
terpreted according to strength. ese circumstances allow Machiavelli
to praise the Old Testament insofar as it accords with his teaching, while 
at the same time indicating how it led, via Christianity, to the weakness 
of the world.

To make the point that Machiavelli put the Bible to this kind of dual 
use, we will briefly examine an instance of Machiavellian intertextual
blasphemy. In chapter 26 of the Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli combines 
the New Testament with the Old Testament in a manner that is—or 

 57 Discourses, II 2.2.
 58 Prince, 11.45; translation modified.
 59 Strauss, oughts, p. 185.
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should be—as shocking as his more general combination of new and old 
is bewildering. e latter combination is his avowed enterprise of found-
ing new modes and orders by returning to old modes and orders, those 
of the ancients. Discerning how and why he chooses to proceed in this 
manner is the great puzzle of his interpretation. But his particular com-
bination in the case of chapter 26 is sui generis.

He prepares the way by saying at the end of the previous chapter that 
“he who wishes to make an absolute power, which is called tyranny by 
the authors, should renew everything, as will be told in the following 
chapter.”60 In the next chapter, the promised discussion includes David 
as one of two examples (the other is, of course, Philip of Macedon, 
Alexander’s father). e examples are meant to illustrate that a new
prince, especially one with a weak foundation, must make everything 
new in a city or province he wishes to hold. Such a prince would have 
to “make the rich poor, the poor rich, as did David when he was king.” 
en, in the same breath, Machiavelli quotes Scripture, ostensibly refer-
ring to David, “who filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich
away empty.” e quotation, however, is not from the Old Testament but
from the New,61 and it refers not to David but to God himself. To say in 
the context of a narration of God’s gi of pregnancy to a faith-filled vir-
gin that he makes “the rich poor, the poor rich” and that he “filled the
hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty” is to underline 
God’s power and will to do good to those who are faithful to him. But to 
remove that quotation about God from its New Testament context and to 
use it as though it were a quotation about a human being from the Old 
Testament, and to do so in the context of a discussion of how that human 
being was in fact a tyrant, is to underline something like the opposite. For 
the God who has the power to show favor and mercy to whomsoever he 
will62 likewise has the power to withhold his favor and mercy. ere is
indeed no king but God, and that king for Machiavelli is a tyrant. 

is exercise in intertextual blasphemy takes its final twist when one
considers the context of the New Testament quotation, which empha-
sizes Christ’s Davidic lineage. According to both the New Testament and 
Machiavelli, Christ, not Solomon, is David’s true son.63 He is the weak 

 60 Discourses, I 25.
 61 Luke 1:53. See Strauss, oughts, p. 49; Leo Strauss, Studies in Platonic Political
Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 223–225.
 62 Exodus 33:19.
 63 Cf. Matthew 1:1, 17, in which the numerical value of David’s name (14) is used 
to emphasize Christ’s Davidic parentage.
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and peaceful king who succeeded the strong and warlike David.64 e
only New Testament quotation in Machiavelli’s comprehensive works thus 
conflates the New Testament with the Old in a manner that reveals the
character of the combination of extremes contained within both Judaism 
and Christianity and most clearly displayed in the opposition between 
the two. ese extremes, well known to any reader of e Prince, are love
and fear.65 In a formula, Machiavelli distinguishes between the Christian 
testament’s teaching of love, on the one hand, and the Jewish testament’s 
teaching of fear, on the other; at the same time, he collapses that dis-
tinction. He may thereby suggest that each leads to the other within the 
biblical tradition. For just as Judaism clearly gave rise to Christianity, so 
Christianity gave rise to such acts of pious cruelty as cannot be made to 
gibe with human prudence—let alone human kindness. ese two ex-
tremes should, in principle, be able to be combined either injudiciously 
or judiciously. But again, the weaker one’s foundations, the more one must 
take the safer course, namely, to adopt modes that “are very cruel, and 
enemies to every way of life, not only Christian but human.”66

Yet what does it mean to have weak foundations? Our final biblical
passage implies that it does not consist in being a weak founder in the 
sense of lacking one’s own arms, still less in the sense of lacking a legiti-
mate title. It is rather to found oneself on that which is not and cannot 
be made evident to human beings as human beings. In chapter 26 of e
Prince, Moses is again enlisted by Machiavelli. e context is the question
whether in Italy the times now favor a new prince. Machiavelli notes that 
for Moses’ virtue to be seen, “the people of Israel” (and “the Hebrews” a 
few lines later) had to be enslaved. He then suggests—not entirely seri-
ously—similarities between the Italy of his day and the Egypt of Moses’. 
Addressing Lorenzo de’ Medici, he asserts that

where there is great readiness, there cannot be great difficulty, pro-
vided that your house keeps its aim on the orders of those whom I 
have put forth. Besides this, here may be seen extraordinary things 
without example, brought about by God: the sea has opened; a 
cloud has escorted you along the way, the stone has poured forth 
water; here manna has rained.67

 64 Perhaps the truly final twist is that the Magnificat from which the quotation is
taken is modeled on “Hanna’s Song,” and the quoted line corresponds to a line from 
that song (see I Samuel 2:5, 7). us, Samuel, the origin of Christ’s status as Christ, the
anointed one, is brought to mind.
 65 Prince, 17.
 66 Discourses, I 26.
 67 Prince, 26.
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At first the passage seems to be an obvious reference to the “miracles”68

performed as Moses and the Hebrews traveled from Egypt to the prom-
ised land. But then one is forced to wonder whether this is instead 
another instance of Machiavelli’s inventiveness rather than a genuinely 
biblical passage when one recognizes that the order in which the “extraor-
dinary things without example” are listed does not follow the chronology 
of Exodus. For the sea is opened at Exodus 14:21, the cloud escorts along 
the way at 13:21, the stone pours forth water at 17:6, and manna rains 
at 16:4.

But doubts as to the direct biblical provenance of the passage are dis-
pelled by the discovery that the order follows exactly that given in Psalms 
78:13–24.69 On turning to this psalm,70 one finds a story that alternates
between accounts of God’s wonders and commandments,71 the Israelites’ 
rebellions,72 and God’s terrifying punishments in which he “killed their 
best warriors, laid low the youth of Israel. In spite of this they… did not 
believe in his wonders” (31–32); “slew them” again (33–34); and “rejected 
them completely[,]… gave [them] up into captivity[, and]… abandoned 
his people to the sword” and to fire (59–63). e psalm culminates in the
rejection of Ephraim and the choice of Judah and of David as his serv-
ant. is culmination points back to the beginning of the narrative of
the psalm and the disobedient retreat of the Ephraimite archers (9–11). 
Although no punishment is specified in the psalm, one need only turn
to Judges 12:2–6, where Jeah recounts their failure to fight, defeats them

 68 To use the traditional word. But the Hebrew Bible cannot (and Machiavelli would 
rather not) call such events miracles.
 69 For this insight, see Hugo Jaeckel, “What Is Machiavelli Exhorting in His 
‘Exortatio,’” in Jean-Jacques Marchand, ed., Niccolò Machiavelli: Politico, Storico, Letterato: 
Atti del Convengo di Losanna, 27–30 settemebre 1995 (Rome: Salerno Editrice, 1996), 
pp. 60–61. Nathan Tarcov suggested much of the following interpretation of the psalm; 
cf. Strauss, oughts, p. 309 n. 41.
 70 It is in the third book of the Psalms, the book that produced no “orphans,” that 
is, psalms without attribution or dedication; it is the sixth of the eleven contiguous 
psalms attributed or dedicated to Asaph (the Temple choir director, whose name means 
“collector” or “compiler”), all of which are emphatically national in character in that 
they make frequent allusions to the history of Israel, though this is the only one that 
emphasizes David; it is the eighth of thirteen maskilim, or psalms eis synesin according 
to the Septuagint, or ad intellectum according to the Vulgate. In v. 2 the psalmist opens 
his mouth with “story,” in Hebrew, mashal, which “literally means ‘comparison’ and can 
signify a story with a hidden meaning” (Hiesberger, Catholic Study Bible, p. 699, note 
on Psalms 78:2). Perhaps one is thereby encouraged to compare the psalm to Exodus 
or—with Machiavelli’s mediation—both to e Prince.
 71 In vv. 1–8, 12–16, 21–29, 42–55.
 72 In vv. 9–11, 17–20, 32, 40–42, 56–58.
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in battle, and has 42,000 killed one by one as they cross the Jordan to 
return home. 

In sum, the psalm to which Machiavelli has drawn our attention is—
on a judicious reading—a chilling testimony to God’s wrathful rule of 
a people that can bring itself to believe, and then only for a time, in his 
wonders only once it has “firm experience” of them. For “the nature of
peoples is variable; and it is easy to persuade them of something, but dif-
ficult to keep them in that persuasion. And thus things must be ordered
in such a mode that when they no longer believe, one can make them 
believe by force.”73 Machiavelli heartily recommends such uses of force, 
even—and sometimes especially—when they are not, strictly speaking, 
necessary. 

ere is reason to think, however, that he opposes modes and orders
that make such uses of force necessary and resistance to them impos-
sible. For in such cases the judicious use of such extreme measures is 
oen in practice no longer possible, since in principle there can be no
limit to such force: it is infinite. Indeed, when one is the mere executor
of the orders of an all-powerful and transpolitical prince, oentimes one
is compelled, as was Ferdinand the Catholic, to harm one’s own people, 
one’s own country, and oneself. Of Ferdinand, Machiavelli said, “always 
making use of religion, he turned to an act of pious cruelty, expelling the 
Marranos from his kingdom and despoiling it of them; nor could there 
be an example more wretched and rarer than this.”74 e overt censure
contained in the word “wretched” is surpassed by the subtler criticism 
contained in the implication that by despoiling his kingdom of one of its 
finest treasures, Ferdinand behaved unreasonably.

C

is examination of Machiavelli’s judicious readings of the Hebrew
Bible has sought to show that careful reading of Machiavelli can lead to 
a better, albeit ultimately critical, understanding of the Hebrew Bible. In 
addition, it began to develop the possibility that careful reading of the 
Hebrew Bible can illuminate Machiavelli’s writings and thought, in part 
because, by his own suggestion, the Hebrew Bible played a decisive role 
in his attack on the tradition of political philosophy. Indeed, it would 
seem that Machiavelli himself attached fundamental importance to un-
derstanding the Hebrew Bible as a means of appreciating both the perils 

 73 Prince, 6.24.
 74 Prince, 21.88.
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and the necessity of properly eliciting, reading, and managing men’s pas-
sions of love and fear. For although classical political philosophy was 
highly attuned indeed to the significance and use of these passions,75 only
in the biblical tradition, and in the Hebrew Bible in particular, does the 
degree to which human beings can be molded by the ultimate extremes 
of love and fear become clear.

Carthage College

 75 Consider esp. Machiavelli’s favorite, Xenophon’s Education of Cyrus I vi 20–24; cf. 
Discourses, II 13.
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