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Abstract: According to Hobbes, the prophetic kingdom of God is “a real, not a metaphori-
cal kingdom.” at is, it is a political kingdom (Leviathan kingdom (Leviathan kingdom ( , ch. 36). In Sinai, God was 
elected king by the Jewish nation, then “the freest” of all nations and “the greatest enemy 
to human subjection by reason of the fresh memory of their Egyptian bondage” (De Civeto human subjection by reason of the fresh memory of their Egyptian bondage” (De Civeto human subjection by reason of the fresh memory of their Egyptian bondage” (
16; Leviathan, ch. 35). e Jews chose the kingdom of God because they opposed politi-
cal subjection to human beings. For Hobbes, the election of a flesh-and-blood king was 
the original sin (Leviathanthe original sin (Leviathanthe original sin ( , chs. 20, 35, 38). e task of Jesus as Messiah will be purely 
political: to restore the kingdom of God which had been instituted by Moses and formally 
rejected with the coronation of Saul (Leviathanrejected with the coronation of Saul (Leviathanrejected with the coronation of Saul ( , chs. 16, 35, 38, 41–44). e libertarian or 
anarchistic tendency of Hobbes’ religious thought is striking. If human beings were truly 
religious, they would need no human sovereign, and the rights of the human sovereign 
derive only from original sin. In his practical politics, Hobbes argued for the absolute rule 
of a human monarch. His messianism was but a vision. Yet one cannot understand his 
politics without understanding his vision.

I.

In chapter 36 of Leviathan, omas Hobbes notes that according to the 
Bible, the law of God is found in the human heart, and he cites verses 
such as “e teaching of his God is in his heart”;1 “I will put my teach-
ing into their inmost being and inscribe it upon their hearts”;2 “For this 
commandment which I command thee today is not hidden from thee, 

e essay originally appeared in Hebrew in Iyyun 30 (1981), pp. 27–40. It appears here 
in English for the first time. 

1 Psalms 37:31.
2 Jeremiah 31:32.
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neither is it beyond reach.… For the thing is very near to thee, in thy 
mouth, and in thy heart, that thou mayst do it.”3 According to Hobbes, 
such verses teach that the dictates of reason are the word of God.4 Indeed, 
in his view, these “dictates of reason” are the principles of human morality 
that motivate human beings to seek and pursue peace,5 and they can be 
summed up by the precept: “at which is hateful to you, do not do unto 
your fellow.”6 According to Hobbes, then, the rational rules of morality 
are God’s law that is inscribed in the human heart.

Moreover, in chapter 15 of Leviathan, Hobbes states explicitly that the 
dictates of reason are properly called “laws”—as in the expression “laws 
of nature,” only by virtue of their being perceived, like all laws, to have 
been legislated by a legislator. In the case in point, they must be perceived 
to have been legislated by God, and thereby to constitute the “word of 
God.”7 Clearly, in Hobbes’ view there is no significant distinction be-
tween the expressions “laws of nature” and “laws of God,” since nature, 
as Hobbes writes in the first sentence of the introduction to Leviathan, 
is “the art whereby God hath made and governes the world.” 8 is al-
lows Hobbes to assert that “e Laws of God… are none but the Laws 

3 Deuteronomy 30:11–14.
4 omas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651), ed. C.B. Macpherson (Middlesex, England: 

Pelican Classics, 1968), ch. 36, p. 456. Hobbes also quotes the same three biblical passages 
mentioned in a similar context in Hobbes, Elements of Law, ed. P. Tonnies (Cambridge: 
1889) (2nd ed. with introduction by Maurice M. Goldsmith, London: 1969), 1, 18:2, and 
e Citizen, in B. Gert, ed., Man and Citizen (New York: Doubleday Anchor, 1972), 4:2; 
cf. De Cive, in W. Molesworth, ed., Opera Latina, II (London: John Bohn, 1839). Citations 
and page numbers from De Cive in this article will be from Howard Warrender, ed., 
omas Hobbes: De Cive, e English Version (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 
which contains the text of the 1651 English translation, the only translation of De Cive
published in Hobbes’ lifetime.  

5 Leviathan, ch. 14, p. 190; cf. Elements of Law 1, 15:1; and Elements of Law 1, 15:1; and Elements of Law De Cive 2:2, p. 53. 
6 Leviathan, ch. 15, p. 214; cf. ch. 42, p. 529. Cf. also Elements of Law 1, 17:9; 18:9; Elements of Law 1, 17:9; 18:9; Elements of Law De 

Cive 3:26, p. 72.
7 Hobbes, Leviathan, ch. 15, p. 217; cf. ch. 42, p. 545. From the standpoint of the 

state, of course, the dictates of reason merit the status of “laws” only by virtue of the 
fact that they are commanded by the sovereign (ch. 26, pp. 314, 323). As for the divin-
ity of the laws of nature, cf. Elements of Law 1, 17:12; 18:1. Cf. also with Hobbes, De 
Cive 3:33, p. 76, where Hobbes argues that the laws of nature are rightly called “laws” 
because they are commanded by God in the Holy Scripture. In the very next passage, 
however (4:1), he explains that they are also divine because “Reason, which is the Law 
of Nature, was granted by God to every single individual so that he could govern his 
actions.” Accordingly, Hood’s assertion that “the dictates of reason are the laws of God 
only by virtue of the fact that they were revealed in Holy Scripture” is entirely baseless. 
F.C. Hood, e Divine Politics of omas Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), 
p. 253.

8 Leviathan, Introduction, p. 81.
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of Nature.”9 In any event, he permits himself to call the rational rules of 
morality “laws of nature” only because he considers them to be the “word 
of God.” Had he wished to refrain from religious language and confine 
himself to secular concepts, he would have had to be content with ex-
pressions such as “Conclusions of Reason” or “eoremes of Reason.”10

But he did not choose this path, and when he speaks of “laws of nature” 
he explicitly refers to the divine law written in our hearts. With regard 
to the latter, Hobbes makes the following appeal to Jesus’ Sermon on the 
Mount: “Heaven and Earth shall passe; but not one tit[t]le of the Law of 
Nature [or: teachings of nature] shall passe; for it is the Eternall Law [or: 
eternal teaching] of God.”11

II.

e logical corollary of the argument in Part 2 of Leviathan is that hu-
man sovereignty is necessary only in order to enforce the laws of nature, 
namely, the laws of God and the theorems of reason, among human be-
ings. If all mankind were to voluntarily keep the laws of nature, there 
would be no need for kings, governments, or countries, and there would 
reign “peace without subjection.”12

9 Leviathan, ch. 43, p. 612.
10 Leviathan, ch. 15, p. 217; Hobbes, De Cive 3:33, p. 76. Hobbes does not relate to 

the fact that the term “dictates of reason” also poses a certain problem with regard to 
the identity of the one who dictates; see also De Cive 2:1, end. To preclude any mis-
understanding, I must point out here that in my opinion Hobbes could certainly have 
abstained from employing religious language without undermining the foundations of 
his moral theory. While his religious consciousness admittedly adds a loy dimension 
to the theory, it is not a precondition for that theory. (Moreover, Hobbes did not believe 
most people to be endowed with genuine religious feeling, and therefore couldn’t rely on 
such sentiments to be the engine of morality; see below, section 3.) Accordingly, I cannot 
concur with Taylor in his judgment (shared by Warrender and others) that “A particu-
lar type of theism is absolutely necessary for the success of [Hobbes’ moral theory].” 
A.E. Taylor, “e Ethical Doctrine of Hobbes,” in Keith C. Brown, ed., Hobbes Studies
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1965), p. 50. Cf. Warrender, e Political 
Philosophy of Hobbes (Oxford: Blackwell, 1957); J. Plamenatz, “Mr. Warrender’s Hobbes,” 
in Brown, ed., Hobbes Studies, pp. 73–87; “Warrender’s Reply,” in Brown, Hobbes Studies, 
pp. 89–100; B. Barry, “Warrender and His Critics,” in M. Cranston and R.S. Peters, eds., 
Hobbes and Rousseau (New York: Doubleday Anchor, 1972), pp. 37–65; Quentin Skinner, 
“Hobbes’ eory of Political Obligation,” in Cranston and Peters, Hobbes and Rousseau, 
pp. 136–140.

11 Leviathan, ch. 26, p. 324. Cf. Elements of Law 1, 18:4. Cf. also Matthew 5:18, 
Luke 16:17. Regarding the eternal character of the laws of nature, see also Leviathan, 
ch. 15, p. 215; De Cive 3:29, pp. 73–74.

12 “en there neither would be, nor need be any Civill Government, or 
Commonwealth at all; because there would be peace without subjection” (Leviathan, 
ch. 17, p. 225).
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Similarly, according to Hobbes’ teaching, the main and perhaps the 
only legitimate function of the sovereign is to enforce the laws of nature. 
If Hobbes endorses absolute monarchy as the preferred regime type, he 
does so for no reason other than that he considers this type of regime 
to be most suited to enforcing the laws of nature.13 Indeed, according 
to Hobbes, the difference between various types of regimes lies not, as 
Aristotle and others contended, in the power of the sovereign or the de-
gree of liberty enjoyed by the subjects,14 but in the efficacy with which 
they enforce the laws of nature. Hobbes’ claim in favor of monarchy is 
therefore based upon a pragmatic judgment. 

Moreover, not only is Hobbes’ sovereign charged with enforcing the 
laws of nature, he is himself subject to them. While admittedly he is not 
accountable to his subjects, he is nonetheless a “subject of God,” and as 
such is obligated to abide by his laws, being the laws of nature.15 Should 
the sovereign take advantage of the absolute authority he holds over his 
subjects and treat them in ways that violate the laws of nature, he will ulti-
mately be judged by nature, namely, by God; for the “Naturall Punishment” 
of a “Negligent government of Princes” is none other than rebellion.16

In general terms, then, the state is to be understood as an artificial 
tool designed to enforce the laws of nature from within the realm of 
their jurisdiction.

III.

As we have already seen, in Hobbes’ view, if humans were to willingly 
observe the laws of nature and live according to reason, there would 
be no need for flesh-and-blood kings or countries. However, as Hobbes 
reiterates time and again, it is a simple and incontrovertible fact that 

13 See Leviathan, ch. 19; Elements of Law 2, 5; Elements of Law 2, 5; Elements of Law De Cive 10, pp. 129–140. Concerning 
the power of the sovereign, see Leviathan, ch. 18; Elements of Law 2, 1; De Cive 6, 
pp. 90–105. Regarding the “absoluteness” of this power, see Elements of Law 1:13; De 
Cive 6:13, pp. 97–99, note. With regard to cases in which a subject may nevertheless 
justifiably refuse to carry out the ruler’s command, see Leviathan, ch. 21, pp. 268–274, 
and De Cive 6:13, pp. 97–99.

14 Leviathan, ch. 21, pp. 266–267; cf. De Cive 10:2, pp. 130–131.
15 Leviathan, ch. 21, p. 265. According to Hobbes there, when King David engineered 

the death of his subject Uriah the Hittite, he sinned not against him but against God 
alone, and for that reason—according to Hobbes’ interpretation—David said to God, 
“Against ee alone have I sinned” (Psalms 51:6), in other words, against ee and not 
against Uriah. Cf. Leviathan, ch. 30, p. 376; Elements of Law 2, 9:1; De Cive 6:3, p. 93, 
end. Concerning the promulgation of laws that violate the laws of nature, see Leviathan, 
ch. 26, pp. 323–325.

16 Leviathan, ch. 31, p. 407.
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human beings do not voluntarily abide by the laws of nature and do 
not live according to reason.17 is simple fact stems not only from “the 
passions of men” being “commonly more potent than their reason,”18 as 
Hobbes, unlike Spinoza, considers some of the passions to have a vital 
and constructive role in guiding human beings toward peace.19 Rather, 
according to Hobbes’ analysis, it stems also, and perhaps predominantly, 
from the same passions that guide people toward peace (such as fear, 
generosity, and compassion), in the absence of a state, being weaker 
than those that direct them toward war (such as avarice, ambition, and 
desire).20

Hobbes makes the psychological observation that the decisive passion 
that impels human beings to respect the laws of nature is fear; 21 however, 
this observation is not in itself enough to mandate the empowerment 
of a human sovereign and the establishment of a state. For one might 
entertain the possibility that people would keep the laws of nature not 
for fear of a mortal ruler but for fear of God, that is, for fear of nature 
itself, which is the artifice of God. In other words, one could imagine 
that people might respect the laws of nature exclusively for the rational 
reasons specified in the fourteenth and fieenth chapters of Leviathan
(or in the second and third chapters of De Cive). 

Concerning such imaginary persons who would have kept the laws of 
nature for fear of God, one could rightfully say of them they were liv-
ing in the Kingdom of God, or to use Hobbes’ precise terminology, in 
the “Kingdome of God according to Nature” or the “Naturall Kingdome 
of God.”22 Where there is fear of God, then, there is no need for fear of 
the sword of the mortal sovereign, or for any kind of government at all 
aside from the natural Kingdom of God. e problem is, of course, that 
no such place has ever existed. 

 According to Hobbes, then, the Kingdom of God according to nature 
cannot serve as a practical alternative to the kingdom of flesh and blood 

17 See, for example, Leviathan, ch. 13, pp. 186–187; and cf. De Cive 1:2, pp. 42–45, 
note.

18 Leviathan, ch. 19, p. 241.
19 Leviathan, ch. 13, p. 188; cf. De Cive 1:1–2, pp. 41–45. Spinoza’s remarks in 

A eory of Virtue, part 4, line 63, addenda 16, are actually directed against Hobbes.
20 Leviathan, ch. 6, pp. 123, 126; ch. 14, pp. 193, 200; ch. 15, p. 207; ch. 17, 

pp. 223–224. 
21 Leviathan, ch. 17, p. 200.
22 “Naturall [Kingdom of God], wherein [God] governeth as many of Mankind 

as acknowledge his Providence, by the naturall Dictates of Right Reason” (Leviathan, 
ch. 31, p. 397; cf. De Cive 15:4, p. 185).
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because fear of God, in contrast with the fear of a human king, isn’t usu-
ally strong enough to motivate people to respect the laws of nature. e 
following citation underscores the frailty of human reason:

Fear [which may prompt men to honor the covenants they have 
contracted, in other words, to respect the laws of nature, has] two 
very generall Objects: one, e Power of Spirits Invisible; the other, 
e Power of those men they shall therein Offend. Of these two, 
though the former be the greater Power, yet the feare of the lat[t]er 
is commonly the greater Feare.23

Human beings, astonishingly, are more afraid of the lesser power 
than they are of the greater power. Also discernible here is another hu-
man weakness: the frailty of human religious passion. Men are more 
afraid of a revealed power than of a concealed one, even if the latter 
is greater; indeed, even if it is the omnipotent power of God himself. 
For Hobbes, then, the need for a flesh-and-blood sovereign is the di-
rect result of the lack of true religion among human beings. For “true 
religion,” according to Hobbes’ definition, is nothing other than “Feare 
of power invisible… when the power… is truly such as we imagine.”24

In other words, true religion is the fear of God by virtue of his being 
God and omnipotent,25 which renders him worthy of being feared more 
than any other entity.26 True religion, then, is true fear, rational fear; 
and this, according to Hobbes, is precisely what would be required in 
order for the natural kingdom of God to serve as an alternative to the 
kingdom of flesh and blood. If true religion were to be found among all 
mankind (or perhaps even only among the majority), there would be 
no need for a mortal sovereign or a state. at is to say that if human 
beings had genuine awe of God, they wouldn’t have to invent for them-
selves another deity to fear, and the state, the Leviathan, would become 

23 Leviathan, ch. 14, p. 200.
24 Leviathan, ch. 6, p. 124; cf. Leviathan, ch. 12 and De Cive 15, pp. 185–187. 
25 Regarding the omnipotence of God, see Leviathan, ch. 31, pp. 397–398; De Cive

15:5–6, pp. 185–187.
26 For what is “fear,” if not “Aversion, with opinion of Hurt from the object”? 

(Leviathan, ch. 6, p. 123). And naturally, the more power the object wields, the more 
damage he can cause, and the more damage he can cause, the more appropriate it is to 
fear him. e kingship of God, no less than the kingship of flesh and blood, is based on 
the subjects’ fear of the sovereign’s power. Hobbes states explicitly that the Almighty’s 
right to sovereignty over human beings in his natural kingdom derives not from his 
status as “Creator” or “Gracious,” but specifically from his omnipotence—in other words, 
from his possessing “Power Irresistible” (Leviathan, ch. 31, p. 397; cf. De Cive 15:5, 
pp. 185–186).

H P S     315



redundant.27 People would willingly keep the divine teachings inscribed 
in their hearts, and would have no need for any regime other than the 
kingdom of God according to nature. e need for a mortal ruler and 
state stems, then, from a religious failure. is leads Hobbes, in chapter 
15 of Leviathan, to assert that only the fool who says in his heart, “there 
is no God” is capable of saying in his heart, out loud, and we might add 
even with his deeds, “there is no such thing as Justice.”28

Goldsmith was correct when he penned the following judgment: 
“Hobbes’ analysis of the state of nature leads him in the direction of St. 
Augustine, who held that it is difficult to maintain peace among men aer 
the fall. One could even contend that the Leviathan describes the requisite 
political organization for bringing peace to fallen men.”29 Hobbes’ con-
ception of “original sin,” which is certainly not identical to that held by 
Augustine, will be addressed below (section 7).

IV.

Hobbes distinguishes between two types of “kingdoms of God”: the “nat-
ural” and the “prophetic.” e natural, discussed in the section above, 
consists of the kingship of God over all human beings qua human be-
ings, who acknowledge the divine teachings inscribed in their hearts and 
abide by them for fear of the Lord. e prophetic is the special kingship 
of God that once defined the relationship between God and the Israelite 
people who were chosen by God: “he governed them… not onely by nat-
urall Reason, but by Positive Lawes, which he gave them by the mouths 
of his holy Prophets.”30 It seems that if human beings were capable of vol-
untarily living according to the commandments of the natural kingdom 
of God, not only would they not require a mortal sovereign or state (as 
we have already seen); they would also not require the prophetic king-
dom of God, as they would have no need for any kind of positive laws. 

27 See Leviathan, Introduction, p. 81; ch. 17, p. 227. Does the establishment of the 
Leviathan constitute a transgression of “ou shalt have no other gods beside me” or 
“ou shalt not make for thyself any graven image, or any likeness”? See Leviathan, 
ch. 30, p. 380; ch. 42, pp. 545–546; ch. 45, pp. 665–666, 669–672.

28 Leviathan, p. 203; cf. Psalms 14:1. Hobbes scholars have dealt at length with 
Hobbes’ answer to the fool; see, recently, Aharon Zeitchik, “Agreement and Obligation,” 
Iyyun 29 (1980), pp. 180–197. [Hebrew] One thing that clearly emerges from this pas-
sage, however, is that the fool’s argument (that unjust deeds may be in accordance with 
reason) is plausible for him only because he lacks the fear of God.

29 Maurice M. Goldsmith, Hobbes’s Science of Politics (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966), p. 177.

30 Leviathan, ch. 31, p. 397; cf. De Cive 15:4, p. 185. See note 19 above.

316     T I K  G



Hobbes does not relate to this utopian-anarchic possibility of a society of 
individuals who live only according to the commandments of the natu-
ral kingdom of God, nor does he delve very deeply into the topic of the 
natural kingdom of God. He devotes only a single chapter to the latter in 
Leviathan, namely chapter 31,31 although admittedly this chapter is very 
important, as it forms the conclusion to the “natural” half of the book, 
where the entire second half of the book is dedicated to elucidating the 
prophetic kingdom of God.

V.

e prophetic kingdom of God over Israel was, for Hobbes, the type 
of regime by which the Israelite people were governed, wherein the 
Almighty reigned over them not only through those same divine laws 
inscribed in the hearts of all men, but also through positive laws he gave 
them by way of his prophets. 

is kingdom of God, Hobbes emphasizes, was “a reall not a meta-
phoricall Kingdome”; in other words, it was a genuine political entity and 
not just a religious-spiritual one. Moreover, Hobbes notes that the king-
dom of God is perceived as a tangible political kingdom not only in the 
Hebrew Bible, but also in the New Testament.32 According to Hobbes, in 
the kingdom of God over Israel, God himself was the king and the politi-
cal sovereign. While God, explains Hobbes, is king over the whole earth 
by virtue of his omnipotent power, this being part of the idea of the natu-
ral kingdom of God, he was king over the Israelite people by virtue of the 
covenant. ere is no contradiction between these two kingdoms, just as 
there is no contradiction “that he that hath the generall command of the 
whole Army, should have withall a peculiar Regiment… of his own.”33

In chapter 16 of De Cive, sections 8–9, in his portrayal of the found-
ing of the Hebraic kingdom of God at Sinai, Hobbes hints of the link 
between this kingdom of God and human liberty. According to Hobbes’ 
version of events, the covenant of the patriarchs was renewed in Sinai, 
and moreover, this covenant was offered, for the first time, directly to 
the entire people, with God’s words: “If you will obey me faithfully, 
and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all 

31 Cf. De Cive, ch. 15.
32 Leviathan, ch. 31, p. 447. Cf. also what Hobbes writes on p. 442: “I find the 

Kingdom of God to signifie in most places of Scripture, a Kingdom of God to signifie in most places of Scripture, a Kingdom of God Kingdome properly so named, 
constituted by the Votes of the People of Israel… wherein they chose God for their King 
by Covenant made with him.”

33 Leviathan, ch. 12, pp. 178–179. See also previous note.
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the peoples… and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests, and a holy 
nation.”34 All of the children of Israel, down to the last individual, con-
sented to this covenant, as it is written: “All the people answered as one, 
saying, ‘All that the Lord has spoken we will do!’”35 Hobbes notes that 
this people that agreed to join the covenant and thereby chose the pro-
phetic kingdom of God as its preferred regime, was an unequivocally 
free people: “Not only the freest people, but also the greatest enemy of 
human subjugation, due to their fresh memories of their enslavement in 
Egypt.” Hobbes never states explicitly why, of all peoples, that which was 
the freest would choose the kingdom of God, but in his discussion of 
the essence of the Hebraic kingdom of God he quotes Josephus Flavius 
in Antiquities of the Jews regarding the “fourth way” of Judah of Galilee 
and his faction as follows: 

Judas Galilaeus was the first authour of this fourth way of those 
who followed the study of wisdome. ese agree in all the rest with 
the Pharisees, excepting that they burn with a most constant desire 
of liberty, believing God alone to be held for their lord and prince, 
and will sooner endure even the most exquisite kinds of torments, 
together with their kinsfolks, and dearest friends, then call any mor-
tall man their lord.36

Hobbes seems to accept this passage as a faithful representation of the 
spirit of the Israelite Kingdom of God. In other words, the choice of God 
as political king was the choice made by the freest of all peoples, precisely 
because this people despised regimes headed by flesh-and-blood kings, 
and indeed all subjugation to human beings.

Admittedly, as noted in section 2 above, with regard to the freedom ac-
corded subjects, from Hobbes’ standpoint there is no difference between 
the various types of regimes. e kingdom of God is not anomalous in 
this regard, for the freedom inherent in the kingdom of God, accord-
ing to Hobbes, is not freedom from being governed per se, but freedom 
from flesh-and-blood government. Subjects in the kingdom of God are 
subjugated to their sovereign no less and no more than the subjects of 
any other regime. e difference between the kingdom of God and all 
other regimes does not lie in the liberty enjoyed by the subjects but in 
the nature of the subjugator. us, Hobbes was not being entirely precise 
when he wrote (in the citations brought in section 2 above) that if human 

34 Exodus 19:5–6.
35 Ibid. 19:8.
36 De Cive 16:9, p. 205. Cf. Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 18, 1:6, 23.
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beings were to keep the laws of nature voluntarily, there would prevail 
“peace without subjugation”; his intent, evidently, was that there would be 
peace without subjugation to a flesh-and-blood sovereign. 

VI.

If according to Hobbes’ theory God was the real political sovereign of 
the people of Israel, what function did Moses and other popular leaders 
serve? In Leviathan Hobbes presents two seemingly contradictory inter-
pretations of the role of such leaders that come to answer this question.

One reading is that Moses was no more than a spokesman who “de-
clared Gods Commandements to the people.”37 Aer his death, the High 
Priest filled his role as God’s “deputy” (“Viceroy, or Lieutenant”), inform-
ing the people of the divine precepts transmitted before the cherubs in 
the Holy of Holies.38 Similarly, “Samuel did not command the people, 
but only delivered to them that which God from time to time appointed 
him.”39 In short, God was the sole political sovereign, while the mortal 
leaders of the people were instruments in his hands, his representatives 
on earth.40 e situation changed when the people rebelled against God 
during the time of Samuel, asking for a flesh-and-blood king “like all the 
nations” (I Samuel 8:5).41

e other reading Hobbes presents is that Moses was a “Soveraign 
Prophet.”42 “Moses alone had next under God the Soveraignty over the 
Israelites.”43 In addition, just as King Solomon was “the civill Soveraigne 
of Israel,” so Moses was “the civill Soveraigne of Israel.”44 Aer Moses’ 
death, God ruled Israel by means of “Soveraign Priests.”45 “e Supreme 
Power of making War and Peace was in the [High] Priest; the Supreme 

37 Leviathan, ch. 32, p. 413; cf. ch. 16, p. 220; and Review and Conclusion, p. 722. Cf. 
also De Cive 16:13, pp. 208–210.

38 Leviathan, ch. 35, pp. 446, 448; cf. ch. 40, p. 501; ch. 45, p. 665.
39 Leviathan, ch. 35, p. 446; cf. ch. 40, p. 510.
40 “Vicars,” Leviathan, ch. 35, p. 448; ch. 38, p. 484.
41 I Samuel 8:5. Leviathan, ch. 12, p. 181. Cf. ch. 35, pp. 446–448; ch. 38, 

p. 482; ch. 40, p. 508; ch. 41, p. 515; ch. 42, p. 580; ch. 44, p. 629.
42 Leviathan, ch. 36, pp. 467–468.
43 Leviathan, ch. 40, p. 504; cf. Leviathan, ch. 42, p. 595.
44 Leviathan, ch. 44, p. 643; cf. Leviathan, ch. 42, p. 547. Cf. also Elements of Law 2, Elements of Law 2, Elements of Law

6:2; 7:3.
45 Leviathan, ch. 38, p. 482; cf. Leviathan, ch. 42, p. 547. Cf. also De Cive 15:14, 

pp. 190–192.
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Power of Judicature belonged also to the High Priest… the Civill and 
Ecclesiasticall Power were both joined together in… the High Priest.”46

In other words, the supreme political authority was invested in the reli-
gious leaders, the priests, and political authority and religious authority 
were unified in a single individual, a single sovereign. is state of affairs 
changed in the time of Samuel, when the people rebelled against God 
and asked for a king “like all the nations,” meaning a king who was not 
also a priest. Once Saul was appointed king, “the Priests office… was not 
Magisteriall, but Ministeriall.”47

e contradiction between the two readings is striking: according to 
the first, there was no mortal sovereign in the Israelite kingdom of God, 
whereas according to the second, there was such a sovereign. If we per-
mit ourselves to use terms that Hobbes would not have used himself, we 
could say that the point of contention in the readings is whether the re-
gime of the Israelites was a “theocracy” (rule of God) or a “hierocracy” 
(rule by priests). Clearly, only the first reading corresponds to the “fourth 
way” of Judah of Galilee, according to which no mortal was lord in the 
kingdom of God over Israel. Hence, only this reading corresponds to 
the profile of the kingdom of God over Israel depicted above: the pro-
file of a type of regime suited to the freest people on earth who despised 
subjugation to human beings. For according to the second reading, the 
subjugation to humans in the kingdom of God over Israel in no way fell 
short of the subjugation to humans in every other type of regime. How 
can we explain the discrepancy between the two readings? Did Hobbes 
contradict himself due to confused thought processes, or sloppy writing? 
I do not believe so.

I think the contradiction should be understood with a view to the fol-
lowing passage in chapter 40 of Leviathan:

[e covenant with God] was renewed by Moses… in such man-
ner, as [the Israelites] became from that time forward the Peculiar 
Kingdome of God; whose Lieutenant was Moses… it appeareth not 
as yet, that the people were obliged to take him for Gods Lieutenant, 
longer than they believed that God spake unto him. And therefore 
his authority (notwithstanding the Covenant they made with God) 
depended yet merely upon the opinion they had of his Sanctity, 
and of the reality of his Conferences with God, and the verity of 
his Miracles; which opinion coming to change, they were no more 
obliged to take any thing for the law of God, which he propounded 

46 Leviathan, ch. 40, p. 506.
47 Leviathan, ch. 40, p. 509. ere is a pun on words here: e word “Ministeriall” 

means both “subordinate” and “cultic”; cf. also Leviathan, ch. 42, pp. 561–562.
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to them in Gods name. We are therefore to consider, what other 
ground there was, of their obligation to obey him. For it could not 
be the commandement of God that could oblige them; because God 
spake not to them immediately, but by the mediation of Moses him-
self… His authority therefore, as the authority of all other Princes, 
must be grounded on the Consent of the People, and their Promise 
to obey him. And so it was: For the people (Exodus 20:15–16) when 
they saw the underings, and the Lightnings, and the noyse of the 
Trumpet, and the mountaine smoaking, removed, and stood far off. 
And they said unto Moses, ‘speak thou with us, and we will hear, 
but let not God speak with us lest we die.’ Here was their promise 
of obedience; and by this it was they obliged themselves to obey 
whatsoever he should deliver unto them for the Commandement 
of God.48

In addition to this text, Hobbes cites the same scriptural passage49 as 
the source of Moses’ authority in three other chapters in Leviathan.50 In 
one case he cites the verses as biblical proof of the sovereign’s prerogative: 
“To Moses, the Children of Israel say thus. ‘Speak thou to us, and we will 
heare thee’… is is absolute obedience to Moses.”51 Later on he cites the 
same passage in order to demonstrate that the subjects in a state have no 
right to determine the divine law for themselves.52 Finally, he brings the 
passage in order to justify the mandatory nature of those biblical com-
mandments (what medieval rabbinical authorities called the “traditional 
precepts”) that are unique to the people of Israel, and are not included in 
the eternal laws of nature.53 In De Cive 11:1 this verse is also quoted as 
proof of Moses’ right of sovereignty, together with the verses in Exodus 
19:5–8, “Now then, if you will obey Me faithfully… ‘All that the Lord has 
spoken we will do!’” which is brought as proof of God’s right of sover-
eignty (compare section 5 above).

In any event, from Hobbes’ statements in chapter 40 of Leviathan
quoted above, it would seem that at first the children of Israel commit-
ted to obeying Moses only to the extent that they were persuaded that 
he spoke the words of God, or to put it otherwise, only so long as they 
were convinced that he spoke not as a ruler but as God’s spokesman and 

48 Leviathan, ch. 40, pp. 501–502.
49 Exodus 20:16.
50 Leviathan, chs. 20, 26, and 42.
51 Leviathan, ch. 20, p. 258.
52 Leviathan, ch. 26, p. 333.
53 Leviathan, ch. 42, p. 547.
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deputy. is delicate situation, however, in which Moses’ authority was 
entirely dependent upon the constant judgment of every individual sub-
ject, was not destined to last, and therefore it was necessary to establish 
a new order in which Moses would be not only spokesman but absolute 
ruler. In other words, the people rejected the true prophetic kingdom 
of God when they said to Moses: “Speak thou with us, but let not God 
speak with us.”54 e tension between what seem to be Hobbes’ contra-
dictory understandings of the Israelite kingdom of God can therefore be 
resolved as follows: From a purely theoretical standpoint, neither Moses 
nor the High Priest was anything more than God’s spokesman, and this 
state of affairs continued until the time of Samuel, when the people de-
manded a flesh-and-blood king like all the nations. Nonetheless, de facto, 
the people had already rejected this kingdom of God at the time of its 
proposal at Mount Sinai, and from then on either Moses or the High 
Priest was the real ruler. us, the apparent tension in Hobbes’ thought 
stems from an actual contradiction between the ideal (theoretical, “theo-
cratic”) kingdom of God and the real (historical-practical, “hierocratic”) 
kingdom of God.

is distinction between the desirable Israelite kingdom of God and 
the real one is also reflected in the following passage from De Cive:

[T]hough penalties were set, and Judges appointed in the institution 
of Gods priestly Kingdome, yet, the Right of inflicting punishment, 
depended wholly on private judgement; and it belonged to a disso-
lute multitude, and each single Person, to punish or not to punish 
according as their private zeale should stirre them up. And there-
fore Moyses by his own command punisht no man with death; 
but when any man was to be put to death, one or many stirred up 
the multitude against him or them, by divine authority, and say-
ing, us saith the Lord. Now this was conformable to the nature 
of Gods peculiar Kingdome. For there God reignes indeed where 
his Lawes are obeyed, not for fear of men, but for fear of himselfe. 
And truly, if men were such as they should be, this were an excel-
lent state of civill government; but as men are, there is a coercive 
power (in which I comprehend both right and might) necessary to 
rule them.55

In the ideal kingdom of God, then, no mortal sovereign is responsible 
for carrying out punishments, meaning that no mortal ruler fulfills the 
quintessential role of the sovereign: enforcing the divine laws. “For that 

54 Exodus 20:16.
55 De Cive 16:15, p. 211.
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is where God really rules…” In the ideal kingdom of God, the Almighty 
himself (“us saith the Lord”) is responsible for meting out punishments 
and enforcing his own laws, and he is liable to employ any individual to 
an equal extent to make his will known. is ideal state of affairs, how-
ever, remains merely theoretical, as human beings “are not the way they 
are supposed to be,” since they do not willingly keep the divine teachings 
inscribed in their hearts.

e question may, of course, be raised as to whether perhaps Hobbes’ 
two versions of the Hebraic kingdom of God represent an esoteric and 
an exoteric teaching. To put it another way, did Hobbes seek, with an eye 
to preserving the peace in England and his own personal safety, to con-
ceal his antimonarchic views as reflected in the ideal Hebraic kingdom 
of God, in order not to undermine his more practical pro-monarchic 
views as reflected in the real Hebraic kingdom of God? Could it be that 
the great champion of monarchy was a party, in his esoteric theory, to 
the audacious libertarian aspirations of Judah of Galilee? We cannot an-
swer these questions without examining Hobbes’ opinion concerning the 
possibility of renewing the prophetic kingdom of God, namely, his mes-
sianic teachings.

VII.

Christianity teaches that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah (Christ) who 
redeems humans from the “original” (or “root”) sin committed by Adam. 
What, in Hobbes’ opinion, was Adam’s sin, and what is this salvation that 
Jesus brings about?

Hobbes explains the essence of Adam’s sin in chapter 20 of 
Leviathan, in the course of a discussion of royal prerogatives according 
to Scripture. Adam’s sin, Hobbes relates, lay in the fact that he and his 
wife Eve took upon themselves “Gods office, which is Judicature of Good 
and Evill,” as it is written, “You shall be as Gods, knowing Good and 
Evill.”56 According to Hobbes’ interpretation, this verse simultaneously 
points both to the essence of original sin and the right of flesh-and-
blood kings to rule “as Gods,” so that the right of flesh-and-blood kings 
derives from original sin.57 In the same discussion regarding the king’s 

56 Genesis 3:5. Leviathan, ch. 20, pp. 259.
57 Leviathan, ch. 20, pp. 259–260. Cf. Leviathan, ch. 35, p. 443, where Hobbes writes 

that Adam, in his sin, “took upon him to be as God, judging between good and Evill, 
not by his Creators commandement, but by his own sense.” As for the motive for the sin, 
Hobbes singles out the “Ambition” of Eve (Leviathan, ch. 20, p. 259). Ambition, according 
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prerogatives according to Scripture, Hobbes quotes the prayer of King 
Solomon, “Give to thy servant understanding, to judge thy people, and 
to discerne between Good and Evill.”58 He interprets this as follows: e 
sovereign has the right, by virtue of his legislative authority, to dictate 
laws regarding the criteria for distinguishing between good and evil.59

In other words, King Solomon prayed to God for assistance in succeed-
ing at precisely what Adam did when he sinned: judging between good 
and evil. Once again we find here that the royal prerogative is the flip 
side of original sin.

e idea that the king’s prerogative derives from the superseding of 
the divine prerogative is also hinted at in the first verse Hobbes quotes in 
his discussion of the scriptural foundations of the right of kings: “Speak 
thou to us, and we will heare thee; but let not God speak to us, lest we 
dye.”60 To Hobbes’ way of thinking, then, Moses’ prerogative stemmed 
directly from the nation’s rejection of the word of God (“but let not God 
speak to us”).

e second and principal biblical passage cited by Hobbes in his dis-
cussion of the scriptural foundations for the right of kings, however, 
contains the most striking exposition of the idea that the king’s right 
originates in the nation’s rejection of divine right. is passage, which is 
quoted at length and with only occasional omissions, consists of Samuel’s 
famous speech against monarchy: “is shall be the right of the King you 
will have to reigne over you. He shall take your sons… and shall take your 
daughters… He shall take your fields, your vine-yards, and your olive-
yards… He shall take your man-servants, and your maid-servants, and 
the choice of your youth… and you shall be his servants.”61 In a number 
of other places in Leviathan Hobbes refers to the people’s demand for a 
human king, stressing that the request was equivalent to casting off the 

to Hobbes, is one of the passions that impel human beings to violate the laws of nature. 
See note 17 above; cf. also Leviathan, ch. 6, p. 123.

58 I Kings 3:9. Leviathan, ch. 20, pp. 258.
59 Leviathan, ch. 20, p. 258; cf. De Cive 11:2, p. 142. In his discussion of “Diseases 

of a Common-wealth” Hobbes numbers among the “seditious doctrines” the view that 
“Every private man is Judge of Good and evill actions” (Leviathan, ch. 29, p. 365).

60 Exodus 20:16. See note 43 above; cf. also De Cive 11:1, p. 141.
61 I Samuel 8:11–17. Leviathan, ch. 20, p. 258; cf. De Cive 11:2, 6, pp. 142, 143–145. 

ere is surely deliberate irony in the fact that Hobbes employs an antimonarchic speech 
in order to prove the right of the monarch. e root of the irony here, however, runs 
deeper than the meaning of one biblical passage or another. It lies in Hobbes’ ambivalent 
attitude toward the king’s authority: while from one standpoint it is a right, from another 
it is the consequence of sin. It should nevertheless be noted that Samuel’s speech was 
also quoted by prominent monarchists without any ironic intent, such as King James I 
in his work e Trew Law of Free Monarchies (1598).
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yoke of heaven,62 rebellion against and even rejection of God,63 in keep-
ing with the verse “but they have rejected me, that I should not reign 
over them.”64 e coronation of Saul as a flesh-and-blood king “like other 
nations,” Hobbes emphasizes, was none other than the deposal of God 
from his unique reign over the people of Israel, a deposal spawned by a 
failure of faith.65

ese biblical passages cited in support of the king’s right in chapter 
20 of Leviathan would seem to suggest that Hobbes viewed the narrative 
of original sin as a sort of parable about the appointment of a mortal 
king over Israel. Alternatively, the crowning of Saul—or the “crowning” of 
Moses—was a historical instantiation of the “original sin” story, whereby 
man rejects the divine prerogative of judging between good and evil and 
claims this right for himself. is impression is reinforced by Hobbes’ re-
marks in chapter 35 of Leviathan, where he portrays Adam as a sort of 
archetype of the people of Israel: Adam, he explains, was a special sub-
ject of God, and God ruled him not only through his might but also “by 
a Voice.”66

e impression that from Hobbes’ standpoint the story of Adam’s sin 
is a parable for the crowning of a human king in Israel is further rein-
forced by his statements concerning original sin and redemption by Jesus. 
Hobbes argues that the “tree of life in the midst of the garden”67 sym-
bolizes eternal life on earth, and that Adam was permitted to eat from it 
so long as he didn’t eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Yet 

62 “ey cast off Gods yoke, and called for a King, aer the manner of their neigh-
bour nations” (Leviathan, ch. 33, p. 424).

63 “Your rebellion against me in the days of Samuel, and… your election of anoth-
er King” (Leviathan, ch. 35, pp. 446–447); “till in the days of Samuel they rebelled, and 
would have a mortall man for their King, aer the manner of other Nations” (Leviathan, 
ch. 38, p. 482); “God, that was King of the Jews… and aer their revolt...” (Leviathan, 
ch. 38, p. 494); “the Kingdome… had been cut off by the rebellion of the Israelites in 
the election of Saul” (Leviathan, ch. 41, p. 515). And cf. Leviathan, ch. 32, pp. 412–413, 
on Deuteronomy 13:6 (“he hath spoken to you to Revolt”).

64 I Samuel 8:7. Leviathan, ch. 40, p. 508; cf. De Cive 16:9, 15, pp. 204–205, 211–212. 
e irony I pointed to above also finds expression in Hobbes’ commentary on I Samuel 
8:7, for while from the latter part of the verse (“but they have rejected mee”) Hobbes 
learns that the children of Israel rejected God in asking for a king like that of the other 
nations, from the beginning of the verse (“[God said] to Samuel, ‘Hearken unto the voice 
of the People’”) he learns that human political sovereignty over Israel was instituted with 
the explicit consent of God.

65 “Faith also fayled: Insomuch, as they deposed their God, from reigning over 
them.” Leviathan, ch. 12, p. 181. Cf. Leviathan, ch. 42, p. 580; ch. 44, p. 629.

66 Leviathan, ch. 35, p. 443, and compare: “not only by nature but also by covenant” 
(De Cive 16:2, p. 201).

67 Genesis 2:9.
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once he had sinned and eaten from the tree of knowledge of good and 
evil, he was expelled from the Garden of Eden—in other words, he and 
his descendants lost eternal life on earth. Jesus, Hobbes continues, will 
nullify Adam’s sin, and allow humans once again to eat “of the tree of life, 
which is in the midst of the Paradise of God.”68 Jesus, then, will renew 
eternal life on earth for all mankind.69 Later, however, it becomes clear 
that this “Eternall Life on Earth” refers to the eternal life of the state, not 
the individual. Hobbes identifies eternal life on earth with the same “ev-
erlasting life” mentioned in the psalm: “Upon Zion God commanded the 
blessing, even Life forevermore.”70 He states explicitly that the messianic 
innovation of eternal life on earth is identical to the “Restauration” of the 
kingdom of God established in the period of Moses. is had been a po-
litical government of the Jews on earth,71 “till in the days of Samuel they 
rebelled, and would have a mortall man for their King, aer the manner 
of other Nations.”72 In Hobbes’ thought, then, the crowning of King Saul 
was a sort of original sin necessitating redemption by Jesus. Jesus’ mes-
sianic role consequently becomes, for Hobbes, identical to the historical 
role of Moses: to establish the kingdom of God on earth, and serve as 
its spokesman and representative.73 Hobbes’ Christology was no doubt 
unusual, both in its earthly-political concept of messianic redemption 
and in its view of the institution of flesh-and-blood kings over Israel as 
a type of original sin requiring redemption, and in its conception of the 
role of Jesus as the restorer of the same kingdom of God that had been 
established by Moses. 

Hobbes’ messianic vision, then, takes the form of a vision of the re-
establishment of the same prophetic kingdom of God that was (at least 
from a theoretical standpoint) the political government of the freest 
nation that despised all mortal sovereignty. is vision—which was 
undoubtedly more influenced by the Hebrew Bible than by the New 

68 Revelation 2:7.
69 Leviathan, ch. 38, pp. 478–480.
70 Psalms 133:3. Leviathan, ch. 38, p. 480. Regarding the concept of the eternal nature 

of the state, see Leviathan, ch. 29, p. 363; Elements of Law 2, 1:4.Elements of Law 2, 1:4.Elements of Law
71 Leviathan, ch. 38, p. 480.
72 Leviathan, ch. 38, p. 482. e idea that the role of Jesus is to reestablish the po-

litical kingdom of God over Israel also appears in ch. 35, p. 448; ch. 41, p. 515; ch. 42, 
p. 580. In ch. 43, p. 626 (the last part of section C), Hobbes notes that the Bible and the 
New Testament were written for the sake of “the reestablishment of the Kingdome of 
God in Christ”; cf. also ch. 42, p. 629 (“the greatest, and main abuse of Scripture…”), De 
Cive 17:1, pp. 217–218.

73 Leviathan, ch. 41, pp. 518–521. Cf. Leviathan, ch. 16, p. 220, Elements of Law
2, 7:4–7.
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Testament—finds appropriate expression in the following statement by 
the prophet Isaiah, which is quoted by Hobbes: 

Look upon Zion, the City of our solemnities; thine eyes shall see 
Jerusalem a quiet habitation, a tabernacle that shall not be taken 
down; not one of the stakes thereof shall ever be removed, nei-
ther shall any of the cords thereof be broken… For the Lord is 
our Judge, the Lord is our Lawgiver, the Lord is our King, he will 
save us.74

VIII.

It would be an exaggeration to conclude from this discussion that Hobbes’ 
esoteric thought was antimonarchic and libertarian, and that only his ex-
oteric thought was pro-monarchic. It goes without saying that the part 
of Hobbes’ political theory that he considered to be practical, was indeed 
pro-monarchic in every sense. Nevertheless, the libertarian and even an-
archistic tendency latent in Hobbes’ deeper religious philosophy cannot 
be ignored: if human beings had true religion, they would have no need 
for either a mortal sovereign or a state; and the right of the mortal sov-
ereign stems from original sin. It is difficult to read Hobbes’ description 
of the ancient Israelite Kingdom of God and its restoration in messianic 
times without casting at least a little doubt on the positive character of 
the absolute monarchy of flesh-and-blood kings. Admittedly, for Hobbes 
the kingdom of God was not an immediate practical recommendation 
but a messianic dream. Still, it seems to me that in order to fully under-
stand Hobbes’ immediate practical recommendations, it is necessary to 
understand that dream.

e Hebrew University of Jerusalem

74 Leviathan, ch. 38, p. 492. Cf. Isaiah 33:20, 22.
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