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A THEOLOGICO-POLITICAL TREATISE
Containing certain discussions wherein is set forth that freedom of thought and
speech not only may, without prejudice to piety and the public peace, be granted;
but also may not, without danger to piety and the public peace, be withheld.
“Hereby know we that we dwell in Him, and He in us, because He hath given us of His Spirit.”—1
John iv. 13.

PREFACE
… If, in despotic statecraft, the supreme and essential mystery be to hoodwink the subjects, and
to mask the fear, which keeps them down, with the specious garb of religion, so that men may
fight as bravely for slavery as for safety, and count it not shame but highest honour to risk their
blood and their lives for the vainglory of a tyrant; yet in a free state no more mischievous
expedient could be planned or attempted. Wholly repugnant to the general freedom are such
devices as enthralling men’s minds with prejudices, forcing their judgment, or employing any of
the weapons of quasi-religious sedition; indeed, such seditions only spring up, when law enters
the domain of speculative thought, and opinions are put on trial and condemned on the same
footing as crimes, while those who defend and follow them are sacrificed, not to public safety,
but to their opponents’ hatred and cruelty. If deeds only could be made the grounds of criminal
charges, and words were always allowed to pass free, such seditions would be divested of every
semblance of justification, and would be separated from mere controversies by a hard and fast
line.
Now, seeing that we have the rare happiness of living in a republic, where everyone’s judgment
is free and unshackled, where each may worship God as his conscience dictates, and where
freedom is esteemed before all things dear and precious, I have believed that I should be
undertaking no ungrateful or unprofitable task, in demonstrating that not only can such freedom
be granted without prejudice to the public peace, but also, that without such freedom, piety
cannot flourish nor the public peace be secure.
… As I pondered over the facts that the light of reason is not only despised, but by many even
execrated as a source of impiety, that human commentaries are accepted as divine records, and
that credulity is extolled as faith; as I marked the fierce controversies of philosophers raging in
Church and State, the source of bitter hatred and dissension, the ready instruments of sedition
and other ills innumerable, I determined to examine the Bible afresh in a careful, impartial, and
unfettered spirit, making no assumptions concerning it, and attributing to it no doctrines, which
I do not find clearly therein set down. With these precautions I constructed a method of
Scriptural interpretation, and thus equipped proceeded to inquire—What is prophecy? in what
sense did God reveal Himself to the prophets, and why were these particular men chosen by
Him? Was it on account of the sublimity of their thoughts about the Deity and nature, or was it
solely on account of their piety? These questions being answered, I was easily able to conclude,
that the authority of the prophets has weight only in matters of morality, and that their
speculative doctrines affect us little.
Next I inquired, why the Hebrews were called God’s chosen people, and discovering that it was
only because God had chosen for them a certain strip of territory, where they might live
peaceably and at ease, I learnt that the Law revealed by God to Moses was merely the law of the
individual Hebrew state, therefore that it was binding on none but Hebrews, and not even on
Hebrews after the downfall of their nation. Further, … I inquired whether the Universal
Religion, the Divine Law revealed through the Prophets and Apostles to the whole human race,
differs from that which is taught by the light of natural reason, whether miracles can take place
in violation of the laws of nature, and if so, whether they imply the existence of God more
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surely and clearly than events, which we understand plainly and distinctly through their
immediate natural causes.
Now, as in the whole course of my investigation I found nothing taught expressly by Scripture,
which does not agree with our understanding, or which is repugnant thereto, and as I saw that
the prophets taught nothing, which is not very simple and easily to be grasped by all, and
further, that they clothed their teaching in the style, and confirmed it with the reasons, which
would most deeply move the mind of the masses to devotion towards God, I became thoroughly
convinced, that the Bible leaves reason absolutely free, that it has nothing in common with
philosophy, in fact, that Revelation and Philosophy stand on totally different footings. In order
to set this forth categorically and exhaust the whole question, I point out the way in which the
Bible should be interpreted … Thence I pass on to indicate the false notions, which have arisen
from the fact that the multitude—ever prone to superstition, and caring more for the shreds of
antiquity than for eternal truths—pays homage to the Books of the Bible, rather than to the
Word of God. I show that the Word of God has not been revealed as a certain number of books,
but was displayed to the prophets as a simple idea of the Divine mind, namely, obedience to
God in singleness of heart, and in the practice of justice and charity; and I further point out, that
this doctrine is set forth in Scripture in accordance with the opinions and understandings of
those, among whom the Apostles and Prophets preached, to the end that men might receive it
willingly, and with their whole heart.
Having thus laid bare the bases of belief, I draw the conclusion that Revelation has obedience
for its sole object, and therefore … stands entirely aloof from ordinary knowledge; each has its
separate province, neither can be called the handmaid of the other.
Furthermore, as men’s habits of mind differ, so that some more readily embrace one form of
faith, some another, for what moves one to pray may move another only to scoff, I conclude, in
accordance with what has gone before, that everyone should be free to choose for himself the
foundations of his creed, and that faith should be judged only by its fruits; each would then obey
God freely with his whole heart, while nothing would be publicly honoured save justice and
charity.

CHAPTER I. Of prophecy.
CHAPTER II. Of prophets.
CHAPTER III. Of the vocation of the Hebrews, and whether the gift of prophecy was
peculiar to them.
Every man’s true happiness and blessedness consist solely in the enjoyment of what is good, not
in the pride that he alone is enjoying it, to the exclusion of others. He who thinks himself the
more blessed because he is enjoying benefits which others are not, or because he is more
blessed or more fortunate than his fellows, is ignorant of true happiness and blessedness, and the
joy which he feels is either childish or envious and malicious. For instance, a man’s true
happiness consists only in wisdom, and the knowledge of the truth, not at all in the fact that he
is wiser than others, or that others lack such knowledge: such considerations do not increase his
wisdom or true happiness.
Whoever, therefore, rejoices for such reasons, rejoices in another’s misfortune, and is, so far,
malicious and bad, knowing neither true happiness nor the peace of the true life.
When Scripture, therefore, in exhorting the Hebrews to obey the law, says that the Lord has
chosen them for Himself before other nations (Deut. 10:15); that He is near them, but not near
others (Deut. iv. 7); that to them alone He has given just laws (Deut. 4:8); and, lastly, that He
has marked them out before others (Deut. 4:32); it speaks only according to the understanding
of its hearers, who, as we have shown in the last chapter, and as Moses also testifies (Deut. 9:6,
7), knew not true blessedness. For in good sooth they would have been no less blessed if God
has called all men equally to salvation, nor would God have been less present to them for being
equally present to others; their laws would have been no less just if they had been ordained for
all, and they themselves would have been no less wise. The miracles would have shown God’s
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power no less by being wrought for other nations also; lastly, the Hebrews would have been just
as much bound to worship God if He had bestowed all these gifts equally on all men.
… the Hebrews were not chosen by God before others for the sake of the true life and sublime
ideas, though they were often thereto admonished, but with some other object. What that object
was, I will duly show.
But before I begin, I wish in a few words to explain what I mean by the guidance of God, by the
help of God, external and inward, and, lastly, what I understand by fortune.
By the help of God, I mean the fixed and unchangeable order of nature or the chain of natural
events: for I have said before and shown elsewhere that the universal laws of nature, according
to which all things exist and are determined, are only another name for the eternal decrees of
God, which always involve eternal truth and necessity.
So that to say that everything happens according to natural laws, and to say that everything is
ordained by the decree and ordinance of God, is the same thing. Now since the power in nature
is identical with the power of God, by which alone all things happen and are determined, it
follows that whatsoever man, as a part of nature, provides himself with to aid and preserve his
existence, or whatsoever nature affords him without his help, is given to him solely by the
Divine power, acting either through human nature or through external circumstance. So
whatever human nature can furnish itself with by its own efforts to preserve its existence, may
be fitly called the inward aid of God, whereas whatever else accrues to man’s profit from
outward causes may be called the external aid of God.
We can now easily understand what is meant by the election of God. For since no one can do
anything save by the predetermined order of nature, that is by God’s eternal ordinance and
decree, it follows that no one can choose a plan of life for himself, or accomplish any work save
by God’s vocation choosing him for the work or the plan of life in question, rather than any
other. Lastly, by fortune, I mean the ordinance of God in so far as it directs human life through
external and unexpected means.
… it is enough for my purpose to have shown that the election of the Jews had regard to nothing
but temporal physical happiness and freedom, in other words, autonomous government, and to
the manner and means by which they obtained it; consequently to the laws in so far as they were
necessary to the preservation of that special government; and, lastly, to the manner in which
they were revealed. In regard to other matters, wherein man’s true happiness consists, they were
on a par with the rest of the nations.
… It now only remains to us to answer the arguments of those who would persuade themselves
that the election of the Jews was not temporal, and merely in respect of their commonwealth,
but eternal; for, they say, we see the Jews after the loss of their commonwealth, and after being
scattered so many years and separated from all other nations, still surviving, which is without
parallel among other peoples, and further the Scriptures seem to teach that God has chosen for
Himself the Jews for ever, so that though they have lost their commonwealth, they still
nevertheless remain God’s elect.
… At the present time, therefore, there is absolutely nothing which the Jews can arrogate to
themselves beyond other people.
As to their continuance so long after dispersion and the loss of empire, there is nothing
marvellous in it, for they so separated themselves from every other nation as to draw down upon
themselves universal hate, not only by their outward rites, rites conflicting with those of other
nations, but also by the sign of circumcision which they most scrupulously observe.
That they have been preserved in great measure by Gentile hatred, experience demonstrates.
When the king of Spain formerly compelled the Jews to embrace the State religion or to go into
exile, a large number of Jews accepted Catholicism. Now, as these renegades were admitted to
all the native privileges of Spaniards, and deemed worthy of filling all honourable offices, it
came to pass that they straightway became so intermingled with the Spaniards as to leave of
themselves no relic or remembrance. But exactly the opposite happened to those whom the king

3

of Portugal compelled to become Christians, for they always, though converted, lived apart,
inasmuch as they were considered unworthy of any civic honours.
The sign of circumcision is, as I think, so important, that I could persuade myself that it alone
would preserve the nation for ever. Nay, I would go so far as to believe that if the foundations of
their religion have not emasculated their minds they may even, if occasion offers, so changeable
are human affairs, raise up their empire afresh, and that God may a second time elect them.
… Lastly, if any one wishes to maintain that the Jews, from this or from any other cause, have
been chosen by God for ever, I will not gainsay him if he will admit that this choice, whether
temporary or eternal, has no regard, in so far as it is peculiar to the Jews, to aught but dominion
and physical advantages (for by such alone can one nation be distinguished from another),
whereas in regard to intellect and true virtue, every nation is on a par with the rest, and God has
not in these respects chosen one people rather than another.
CHAPTER IV. Of the Divine Law
… Inasmuch as the intellect is the best part of our being, it is evident that we should make every
effort to perfect it as far as possible if we desire to search for what is really profitable to us. For
in intellectual perfection the highest good should consist. Now, since all our knowledge, and the
certainty which removes every doubt, depend solely on the knowledge of God;—firstly, because
without God nothing can exist or be conceived; secondly, because so long as we have no clear
and distinct idea of God we may remain in universal doubt—it follows that our highest good
and perfection also depend solely on the knowledge of God. Further, since without God nothing
can exist or be conceived, it is evident that all natural phenomena involve and express the
conception of God as far as their essence and perfection extend, so that we have greater and
more perfect knowledge of God in proportion to our knowledge of natural phenomena:
conversely (since the knowledge of an effect through its cause is the same thing as the
knowledge of a particular property of a cause) the greater our knowledge of natural phenomena,
the more perfect is our knowledge of the essence of God (which is the cause of all things). So,
then, our highest good not only depends on the knowledge of God, but wholly consists therein;
and it further follows that man is perfect or the reverse in proportion to the nature and perfection
of the object of his special desire; hence the most perfect and the chief sharer in the highest
blessedness is he who prizes above all else, and takes especial delight in, the intellectual
knowledge of God, the most perfect Being.
Hither, then, our highest good and our highest blessedness aim—namely, to the knowledge and
love of God; therefore the means demanded by this aim of all human actions, that is, by God in
so far as the idea of him is in us, may be called the commands of God, because they proceed, as
it were, from God Himself, inasmuch as He exists in our minds, and the plan of life which has
regard to this aim may be fitly called the law of God.
… As the love of God is man’s highest happiness and blessedness, and the ultimate end and aim
of all human actions, it follows that he alone lives by the Divine law who loves God not from
fear of punishment, or from love of any other object, such as sensual pleasure, fame, or the like;
but solely because he has knowledge of God, or is convinced that the knowledge and love of
God is the highest good. The sum and chief precept, then, of the Divine law is to love God as
the highest good … The idea of God lays down the rule that God is our highest good—in other
words, that the knowledge and love of God is the ultimate aim to which all our actions should
be directed. The worldling cannot understand these things, they appear foolishness to him,
because he has too meagre a knowledge of God, and also because in this highest good he can
discover nothing which he can handle or eat, or which affects the fleshly appetites wherein he
chiefly delights, for it consists solely in thought and the pure reason. They, on the other hand,
who know that they possess no greater gift than intellect and sound reason, will doubtless accept
what I have said without question.
… We see that this natural Divine law does not demand the performance of ceremonies—that is,
actions in themselves indifferent, which are called good from the fact of their institution, or
actions symbolizing something profitable for salvation, or … actions of which the meaning
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surpasses human understanding. The natural light of reason does not demand anything which it
is itself unable to supply, but only such as it can very clearly show to be good, or a means to our
blessedness. Such things as are good simply because they have been commanded or instituted,
or as being symbols of something good, are mere shadows which cannot be reckoned among
actions that are the offspring, as it were, or fruit of a sound mind and of intellect. There is no
need for me to go into this now in more detail.
… Lastly, we see that the highest reward of the Divine law is the law itself, namely, to know
God and to love Him of our free choice, and with an undivided and fruitful spirit; while its
penalty is the absence of these things, and being in bondage to the flesh—that is, having an
inconstant and wavering spirit.
CHAPTER V. Of the Ceremonial Law
… But with regard to the ceremonial observances which were ordained in the Old Testament for
the Hebrews only, and were so adapted to their state that they could for the most part only be
observed by the society as a whole and not by each individual, it is evident that they formed no
part of the Divine law, and had nothing to do with blessedness and virtue, but had reference
only to the election of the Hebrews, that is …, to their temporal bodily happiness and the
tranquillity of their kingdom, and that therefore they were only valid while that kingdom lasted.
If in the Old Testament they are spoken of as the law of God, it is only because they were
founded on revelation ….
… That the Jews themselves were not bound to practise their ceremonial observances after the
destruction of their kingdom is evident from Jeremiah. For when the prophet saw and foretold
that the desolation of the city was at hand, he said that God only delights in those who know and
understand that He exercises loving-kindness, judgment, and righteousness in the earth, and that
such persons only are worthy of praise. (Jer. 9:23.) As though God had said that, after the
desolation of the city, He would require nothing special from the Jews beyond the natural law
by which all men are bound.
CHAPTER VI. Of Miracles
… Nothing, then, comes to pass in nature in contravention to her universal laws, nay, everything
agrees with them and follows from them, for whatsoever comes to pass, comes to pass by the
will and eternal decree of God; that is, as we have just pointed out, whatever comes to pass,
comes to pass according to laws and rules which involve eternal necessity and truth; nature,
therefore, always observes laws and rules which involve eternal necessity and truth, although
they may not all be known to us, and therefore she keeps a fixed and immutable order. Nor is
there any sound reason for limiting the power and efficacy of nature, and asserting that her laws
are fit for certain purposes, but not for all; for as the efficacy and power of nature, are the very
efficacy and power of God, and as the laws and rules of nature are the decrees of God, it is in
every way to be believed that the power of nature is infinite, and that her laws are broad enough
to embrace everything conceived by the Divine intellect; the only alternative is to assert that
God has created nature so weak, and has ordained for her laws so barren, that He is repeatedly
compelled to come afresh to her aid if He wishes that she should be preserved, and that things
should happen as He desires: a conclusion, in my opinion, very far removed from reason.
Further, as nothing happens in nature which does not follow from her laws, and as her laws
embrace everything conceived by the Divine intellect, and lastly, as nature preserves a fixed and
immutable order; it most clearly follows that miracles are only intelligible as in relation to
human opinions, and merely mean events of which the natural cause cannot be explained by a
reference to any ordinary occurrence, either by us, or at any rate, by the writer and narrator of
the miracle.
We may, in fact, say that a miracle is an event of which the causes cannot be explained by the
natural reason through a reference to ascertained workings of nature; but since miracles were
wrought according to the understanding of the masses, who are wholly ignorant of the workings
of nature, it is certain that the ancients took for a miracle whatever they could not explain by the
method adopted by the unlearned in such cases, namely, an appeal to the memory, a recalling of

5

something similar, which is ordinarily regarded without wonder; for most people think they
sufficiently understand a thing when they have ceased to wonder at it. The ancients, then, and
indeed most men up to the present day, had no other criterion for a miracle; hence we cannot
doubt that many things are narrated in Scripture as miracles of which the causes could easily be
explained by reference to ascertained workings of nature.
… Thus it is plain that all the events narrated in Scripture came to pass naturally, and are
referred directly to God because Scripture, as we have shown, does not aim at explaining things
by their natural causes, but only at narrating what appeals to the popular imagination, and doing
so in the manner best calculated to excite wonder, and consequently to impress the minds of the
masses with devotion. If, therefore, events are found in the Bible which we cannot refer to their
causes, nay, which seem entirely to contradict the order of nature, we must not come to a stand,
but assuredly believe that whatever did really happen happened naturally. This view is
confirmed by the fact that in the case of every miracle there were many attendant circumstances,
though these were not always related, especially where the narrative was of a poetic character.

CHAPTER VII. Of the Interpretation of Scripture.
CHAPTER VIII. Of the Authorship of the Pentateuch and the other Historical Books of
the Old Testament.
… In order to treat the subject methodically, I will begin with the received opinions concerning
the true authors of the sacred books, and in the first place, speak of the author of the Pentateuch,
who is almost universally supposed to have been Moses. The Pharisees are so firmly convinced
of his identity, that they account as a heretic anyone who differs from them on the subject.
Wherefore, Aben Ezra, a man of enlightened intelligence, and no small learning, who was the
first, so far as I know, to treat of this opinion, dared not express his meaning openly, but
confined himself to dark hints which I shall not scruple to elucidate, thus throwing full light on
the subject.
The words of Aben Ezra which occur in his commentary on Deuteronomy are as follows:—
“Beyond Jordan, &c. . . . . If so be that thou understandest the mystery of the twelve . . . .
moreover Moses wrote the law. . . . . The Canaanite was then in the land . . . . it shall be
revealed on the mount of God . . . . then also behold his bed, his iron bed, then shalt thou know
the truth.” In these few words he hints, and also shows that it was not Moses who wrote the
Pentateuch, but someone who lived long after him, and further, that the book which Moses
wrote was something different from any now extant.
… However, Aben Ezra does not call attention to every instance, or even the chief ones; there
remain many of greater importance, which may be cited. … All these details, the manner of
narration, the testimony, and the context of the whole story lead to the plain conclusion that
these books were written by another, and not by Moses in person.

CHAPTER IX. Other questions concerning the same books: namely, whether they
were completely finished by Ezra, and, further, whether the marginal notes which
are found in the Hebrew texts were variant readings.
CHAPTER X. An examination of the remaining books of the Old Testament
according to the preceding method.
CHAPTER XI. An inquiry whether the Apostles wrote their Epistles as apostles
and prophets, or merely as teachers; and an explanation of what is meant by an
apostle.
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CHAPTER XII. Of the true original of the Divine Law, and wherefore Scripture is called
sacred, and the Word of God. How that, in so far as it contains the Word of God, it has
come down to us uncorrupted.
We have now shown that Scripture can only be called the Word of God in so far as it affects
religion, or the Divine law; we must now point out that, in respect to these questions, it is
neither faulty, tampered with, nor corrupt. By faulty, tampered with, and corrupt, I here mean
written so incorrectly that the meaning cannot be arrived at by a study of the language, nor from
the authority of Scripture. I will not go to such lengths as to say that the Bible, in so far as it
contains the Divine law, has always preserved the same vowel-points, the same letters, or the
same words (I leave this to be proved by the Massoretes and other worshippers of the letter), I
only maintain that the meaning by which alone an utterance is entitled to be called Divine, has
come down to us uncorrupted, even though the original wording may have been more often
changed than we suppose. … That the Divine law has in this sense come down to us
uncorrupted, is an assertion which admits of no dispute. For from the Bible itself we learn,
without the smallest difficulty or ambiguity, that its cardinal precept is: To love God above all
things, and one’s neighbour as one’s self.
CHAPTER XIII. It is shown that Scripture teaches only very simple doctrines, such as
suffice for right conduct.
… The Prophets did not preach only to the learned, but to all Jews, without exception, …
whence it follows that Scriptural doctrine contains no lofty speculations nor philosophic
reasoning, but only very simple matters, such as could be understood by the slowest
intelligence.
I am consequently lost in wonder at the ingenuity of those whom I have already mentioned, who
detect in the Bible mysteries so profound that they cannot be explained in human language, and
who have introduced so many philosophic speculations into religion that the Church seems like
an academy, and religion like a science, or rather a dispute.
… God through His prophets required from men no other knowledge of Himself than is
contained in a knowledge of His justice and charity—that is, of attributes which a certain
manner of life will enable men to imitate.
… We have thus seen that Moses, Jeremiah, and John sum up in a very short compass the
knowledge of God needful for all … namely, that God is supremely just, and supremely
merciful—in other words, the one perfect pattern of the true life. We may add that Scripture
nowhere gives an express definition of God, and does not point out any other of His attributes
which should be apprehended save these …. Wherefore we may draw the general conclusion
that an intellectual knowledge of God, which takes cognizance of His nature in so far as it
actually is, and which cannot by any manner of living be imitated by mankind or followed as an
example, has no bearing whatever on true rules of conduct, on faith, or on revealed religion;
consequently that men may be in complete error on the subject without incurring the charge of
sinfulness.
CHAPTER XIV. Definitions of faith, the Faith, and the foundations of faith, which is once
for all separated from philosophy.
… But as to what God, or the Exemplar of the true life, may be, whether fire, or spirit, or light,
or thought, or what not, this, I say, has nothing to do with faith any more than has the question
how He comes to be the Exemplar of the true life, whether it be because He has a just and
merciful mind, or because all things exist and act through Him, and consequently that we
understand through Him, and through Him see what is truly just and good. Everyone may think
on such questions as he likes.
Furthermore, faith is not affected, whether we hold that God is omnipresent essentially or
potentially; that He directs all things by absolute fiat, or by the necessity of His nature; that He
dictates laws like a prince, or that He sets them forth as eternal truths; that man obeys Him by
virtue of free will, or by virtue of the necessity of the Divine decree; lastly, that the reward of

7

the good and the punishment of the wicked is natural or supernatural: these and such like
questions have no bearing on faith, except in so far as they are used as means to give us license
to sin more, or to obey God less. I will go further, and maintain that every man is bound to adapt
these dogmas to his own way of thinking, and to interpret them according as he feels that he can
give them his fullest and most unhesitating assent, so that he may the more easily obey God
with his whole heart.
… The best faith is not necessarily possessed by him who displays the best reasons, but by him
who displays the best fruits of justice and charity. How salutary and necessary this doctrine is
for a state, in order that men may dwell together in peace and concord; and how many and how
great causes of disturbance and crime are thereby cut off, I leave everyone to judge for himself!
Philosophy has no end in view save truth: faith, as we have abundantly proved, looks for
nothing but obedience and piety. Again, philosophy is based on axioms which must be sought
from nature alone: faith is based on history and language, and must be sought for only in
Scripture and revelation …. Faith, therefore, allows the greatest latitude in philosophic
speculation, allowing us without blame to think what we like about anything, and only
condemning, as heretics and schismatics, those who teach opinions which tend to produce
obstinacy, hatred, strife, and anger; while, on the other hand, only considering as faithful those
who persuade us, as far as their reason and faculties will permit, to follow justice and charity.
CHAPTER XV. Theology is shown not to be subservient to reason, nor reason to theology:
a definition of the reason which enables us to accept the authority of the Bible.
… The first among the Pharisees who openly maintained that Scripture should be made to agree
with reason, was Maimonides, whose opinion we reviewed, and abundantly refuted in Chap.
VII.: now, although this writer had much authority among his contemporaries, he was deserted
on this question by almost all, and the majority went straight over to the opinion of a certain R.
Jehuda Alfakhar, who, in his anxiety to avoid the error of Maimonides, fell into another, which
was its exact contrary. He held that reason should be made subservient, and entirely give way to
Scripture. He thought that a passage should not be interpreted metaphorically, simply because it
was repugnant to reason, but only in the cases when it is inconsistent with Scripture itself ….
Therefore he laid down the universal rule, that whatsoever Scripture teaches dogmatically, and
affirms expressly, must on its own sole authority be admitted as absolutely true: that there is no
doctrine in the Bible which directly contradicts the general tenor of the whole: but only some
which appear to involve a difference, for the phrases of Scripture often seem to imply something
contrary to what has been expressly taught. Such phrases, and such phrases only, we may
interpret metaphorically.
… To sum up, we may draw the absolute conclusion that the Bible must not be accommodated
to reason, nor reason to the Bible.
CHAPTER XVI. Of the foundations of a state; of the natural and civil rights of
individuals; and of the rights of the sovereign power.
… In a democracy, irrational commands are still less to be feared: for it is almost impossible
that the majority of a people, especially if it be a large one, should agree in an irrational design:
and, moreover, the basis and aim of a democracy is to avoid the desires as irrational, and to
bring men as far as possible under the control of reason, so that they may live in peace and
harmony: if this basis be removed the whole fabric falls to ruin.
… I think I have now shown sufficiently clearly the basis of a democracy: I have especially
desired to do so, for I believe it to be of all forms of government the most natural, and the most
consonant with individual liberty. In it no one transfers his natural right so absolutely that he has
no further voice in affairs, he only hands it over to the majority of a society, whereof he is a
unit. Thus all men remain, as they were in the state of nature, equals.
This is the only form of government which I have treated of at length, for it is the one most akin
to my purpose of showing the benefits of freedom in a state.
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CHAPTER XVII. It is shown that no one can, or need, transfer all his rights to the
sovereign power. Of the Hebrew republic, as it was during the lifetime of Moses, and after
his death, till the foundation of the monarchy; and of its excellence. Lastly, of the causes
why the theocratic republic fell, and why it could hardly have continued without
dissension.
… after the Hebrews came up out of Egypt they were not bound by the law and right of any
other nation, but were at liberty to institute any new rites at their pleasure, and to occupy
whatever territory they chose. After their liberation from the intolerable bondage of the
Egyptians, they were bound by no covenant to any man; and, therefore, every man entered into
his natural right, and was free to retain it or to give it up, and transfer it to another. Being, then,
in the state of nature, they followed the advice of Moses, in whom they chiefly trusted, and
decided to transfer their right to no human being, but only to God; without further delay they all,
with one voice, promised to obey all the commands of the Deity …. This promise, or
transference of right to God, was effected in the same manner as we have conceived it to have
been in ordinary societies, when men agree to divest themselves of their natural rights. It is, in
fact, in virtue of a set covenant, and an oath (see Exod. 24:7), that the Jews freely, and not under
compulsion or threats, surrendered their rights and transferred them to God. Moreover, in order
that this covenant might be ratified and settled, and might be free from all suspicion of deceit,
God did not enter into it till the Jews had had experience of His wonderful power by which
alone they had been, or could be, preserved in a state of prosperity (Exod. 19:4, 5). It is because
they believed that nothing but God’s power could preserve them that they surrendered to God
the natural power of self-preservation … and consequently they surrendered at the same time all
their natural right.
God alone, therefore, held dominion over the Hebrews, whose state was in virtue of the
covenant called God’s kingdom, and God was said to be their king; consequently the enemies of
the Jews were said to be the enemies of God … and, lastly, the laws of the state were called the
laws and commandments of God. Thus in the Hebrew state the civil and religious authority,
each consisting solely of obedience to God, were one and the same. The dogmas of religion
were not precepts, but laws and ordinances; piety was regarded as the same as loyalty, impiety
as the same as disaffection. Everyone who fell away from religion ceased to be a citizen, and
was, on that ground alone, accounted an enemy … in fact, between civil and religious law and
right there was no distinction whatever. For this reason the government could be called a
Theocracy, inasmuch as the citizens were not bound by anything save the revelations of God.
However, this state of things existed rather in theory than in practice, for it will appear from
what we are about to say, that the Hebrews, as a matter of fact, retained absolutely in their own
hands the right of sovereignty: this is shown by the method and plan by which the government
was carried on, as I will now explain.
Inasmuch as the Hebrews did not transfer their rights to any other person but, as in a democracy,
all surrendered their rights equally, and cried out with one voice, “Whatsoever God shall speak
(no mediator or mouthpiece being named) that will we do,” it follows that all were equally
bound by the covenant, and that all had an equal right to consult the Deity, to accept and to
interpret His laws, so that all had an exactly equal share in the government. Thus at first they all
approached God together, so that they might learn His commands, but in this first salutation,
they were so thoroughly terrified and so astounded to hear God speaking, that they thought their
last hour was at hand: full of fear, therefore, they went afresh to Moses, and said, “Lo, we have
heard God speaking in the fire, and there is no cause why we should wish to die: surely this
great fire will consume us: if we hear again the voice of God, we shall surely die. Thou,
therefore, go near, and hear all the words of our God, and thou (not God) shalt speak with us: all
that God shall tell us, that will we hearken to and perform.”
They thus clearly abrogated their former covenant, and absolutely transferred to Moses their
right to consult God and interpret His commands: for they do not here promise obedience to all
that God shall tell them, but to all that God shall tell Moses.
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… In respect to their God and their religion, they were fellow-citizens; but, in respect to the
rights which one possessed with regard to another, they were only confederated: they were, in
fact, in much the same position … as the United States of the Netherlands.
… I think I have now explained clearly, though briefly, the main features of the Hebrew
commonwealth. I must now inquire into the causes which led the people so often to fall away
from the law, which brought about their frequent subjection, and, finally, the complete
destruction of their dominion. Perhaps I shall be told that it sprang from their hardness of heart;
but this is childish, for why should this people be more hard of heart than others; was it by
nature?
But nature forms individuals, not peoples; the latter are only distinguishable by the difference of
their language, their customs, and their laws; while from the two last—i.e., customs and laws,—
it may arise that they have a peculiar disposition, a peculiar manner of life, and peculiar
prejudices. If, then, the Hebrews were harder of heart than other nations, the fault lay with their
laws or customs.
This is certainly true, in the sense that, if God had wished their dominion to be more lasting, He
would have given them other rites and laws, and would have instituted a different form of
government. We can, therefore, only say that their God was angry with them, not only, as
Jeremiah says, from the building of the city, but even from the founding of their laws.
This is borne witness to by Ezekiel 20:25: “Wherefore I gave them also statutes that were not
good, and judgments whereby they should not live ….”
In order that we may understand these words, and the destruction of the Hebrew
commonwealth, we must bear in mind that it had at first been intended to entrust the whole
duties of the priesthood to the firstborn, and not to the Levites (see Numb. 8:17). It was only
when all the tribes, except the Levites, worshipped the golden calf, that the firstborn were
rejected and defiled, and the Levites chosen in their stead (Deut. 10:8). …
The gifts which the people were obliged to bestow on the Levites and priests—the redemption
of the firstborn, the poll-tax due to the Levites, the privilege possessed by the latter of the sole
performance of sacred rites—all these, I say, were a continual reproach to the people, a
continual reminder of their defilement and rejection. Moreover, we may be sure that the Levites
were for ever heaping reproaches upon them: for among so many thousands there must have
been many importunate dabblers in theology. Hence the people got into the way of watching the
acts of the Levites, who were but human; of accusing the whole body of the faults of one
member, and continually murmuring.
Besides this, there was the obligation to keep in idleness men hateful to them, and connected by
no ties of blood. … If the state had been formed according to the original intention, the rights
and honour of all the tribes would have been equal, and everything would have rested on a firm
basis. Who is there who would willingly violate the religious rights of his kindred? What could
a man desire more than to support his own brothers and parents, thus fulfilling the duties of
religion? Who would not rejoice in being taught by them the interpretation of the laws, and
receiving through them the answers of God?
CHAPTER XVIII. From the commonwealth of the Hebrews, and their history, certain
political doctrines are deduced.
… We may now clearly see from what I have said:—
I. How hurtful to religion and the state is the concession to ministers of religion of any power of
issuing decrees or transacting the business of government: how, on the contrary, far greater
stability is afforded, if the said ministers are only allowed to give answers to questions duly put
to them, and are, as a rule, obliged to preach and practise the received and accepted doctrines.
II. How dangerous it is to refer to Divine right matters merely speculative and subject or liable
to dispute. The most tyrannical governments are those which make crimes of opinions, for
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everyone has an inalienable right over his thoughts—nay, such a state of things leads to the rule
of popular passion.
… To avoid such evils in a state, there is no safer way than to make piety and religion to consist
in acts only—that is, in the practice of justice and charity, leaving everyone’s judgment in other
respects free. …
III. We see how necessary it is, both in the interests of the state and in the interests of religion,
to confer on the sovereign power the right of deciding what is lawful or the reverse. If this right
of judging actions could not be given to the very prophets of God without great injury to the
state and religion, how much less should it be entrusted to those who can neither foretell the
future nor work miracles! But this again I will treat of more fully hereafter.
IV. Lastly, we see how disastrous it is for a people unaccustomed to kings, and possessing a
complete code of laws, to set up a monarchy. Neither can the subjects brook such a sway, nor
the royal authority submit to laws and popular rights set up by anyone inferior to itself. Still less
can a king be expected to defend such laws, for they were not framed to support his dominion,
but the dominion of the people, or some council which formerly ruled, so that in guarding the
popular rights the king would seem to be a slave rather than a master. The representative of a
new monarchy will employ all his zeal in attempting to frame new laws, so as to wrest the rights
of dominion to his own use, and to reduce the people till they find it easier to increase than to
curtail the royal prerogative. I must not, however, omit to state that it is no less dangerous to
remove a monarch, though he is on all hands admitted to be a tyrant. For his people are
accustomed to royal authority and will obey no other, despising and mocking at any less august
control.
… The English people furnish us with a terrible example of this fact. They sought how to
depose their monarch under the forms of law, but when he had been removed, they were utterly
unable to change the form of government, and after much bloodshed only brought it about, that
a new monarch should be hailed under a different name (as though it had been a mere question
of names); this new monarch could only consolidate his power by completely destroying the
royal stock, putting to death the king’s friends, real or supposed, and disturbing with war the
peace which might encourage discontent, in order that the populace might be engrossed with
novelties and divert its mind from brooding over the slaughter of the king. At last, however, the
people reflected that it had accomplished nothing for the good of the country beyond violating
the rights of the lawful king and changing everything for the worse. It therefore decided to
retrace its steps as soon as possible, and never rested till it had seen a complete restoration of the
original state of affairs.
CHAPTER XIX. It is shown that the right over matters spiritual lies wholly with the
sovereign, and that the outward forms of religion should be in accordance with public
peace, if we would obey God aright.
… God has no special kingdom among men except in so far as He reigns through temporal
rulers. Moreover, the rites of religion and the outward observances of piety should be in
accordance with the public peace and well-being, and should therefore be determined by the
sovereign power alone. I speak here only of the outward observances of piety and the external
rites of religion, not of piety itself, nor of the inward worship of God, nor the means by which
the mind is inwardly led to do homage to God in singleness of heart.
Inward worship of God and piety in itself are within the sphere of everyone’s private rights, and
cannot be alienated … a man best fulfils God’s law who worships Him, according to His
command, through acts of justice and charity; it follows, therefore, that wherever justice and
charity have the force of law and ordinance, there is God’s kingdom.
… We cannot, therefore, doubt that the daily sacred rites … are under the sole control of the
sovereign power; no one, save by the authority or concession of such sovereign, has the right or
power of administering them, of choosing others to administer them, of defining or
strengthening the foundations of the Church and her doctrines; of judging on questions of
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morality or acts of piety; of receiving anyone into the Church or excommunicating him
therefrom, or, lastly, of providing for the poor.
… Perhaps I shall be asked, “But if the holders of sovereign power choose to be wicked, who
will be the rightful champion of piety? Should the sovereigns still be its interpreters?” I meet
them with the counter-question, “But if ecclesiastics (who are also human, and private citizens,
and who ought to mind only their own affairs), or if others whom it is proposed to entrust with
spiritual authority, choose to be wicked, should they still be considered as piety’s rightful
interpreters?” It is quite certain that when sovereigns wish to follow their own pleasure, whether
they have control over spiritual matters or not, the whole state, spiritual and secular, will go to
ruin, and it will go much faster if private citizens seditiously assume the championship of the
Divine rights.
CHAPTER XX. That in a free state every man may think what he likes, and say what he
thinks.
… Since, therefore, no one can abdicate his freedom of judgment and feeling; since every man
is by indefeasible natural right the master of his own thoughts, it follows that men thinking in
diverse and contradictory fashions, cannot, without disastrous results, be compelled to speak
only according to the dictates of the supreme power. Not even the most experienced, to say
nothing of the multitude, know how to keep silence. Men’s common failing is to confide their
plans to others, though there be need for secrecy, so that a government would be most harsh
which deprived the individual of his freedom of saying and teaching what he thought; and
would be moderate if such freedom were granted. Still we cannot deny that authority may be as
much injured by words as by actions; hence, although the freedom we are discussing cannot be
entirely denied to subjects, its unlimited concession would be most baneful; we must, therefore,
now inquire, how far such freedom can and ought to be conceded without danger to the peace of
the state, or the power of the rulers; and this… is my principal object.
It follows, plainly, from the explanation given above, of the foundations of a state, that the
ultimate aim of government is not to rule, or restrain, by fear, nor to exact obedience, but
contrariwise, to free every man from fear, that he may live in all possible security; in other
words, to strengthen his natural right to exist and work without injury to himself or others.
No, the object of government is not to change men from rational beings into beasts or puppets,
but to enable them to develop their minds and bodies in security, and to employ their reason
unshackled; neither showing hatred, anger, or deceit, nor watched with the eyes of jealousy and
injustice. In fact, the true aim of government is liberty.
… But let it be granted that freedom may be crushed, and men be so bound down, that they do
not dare to utter a whisper, save at the bidding of their rulers; nevertheless this can never be
carried to the pitch of making them think according to authority, so that the necessary
consequences would be that men would daily be thinking one thing and saying another, to the
corruption of good faith, that mainstay of government, and to the fostering of hateful flattery
and perfidy, whence spring stratagems, and the corruption of every good art.
… In order to prove that from such freedom no inconvenience arises, which cannot easily be
checked by the exercise of the sovereign power, and that men’s actions can easily be kept in
bounds, though their opinions be at open variance, it will be well to cite an example. Such an
one is not very far to seek. The city of Amsterdam reaps the fruit of this freedom in its own
great prosperity and in the admiration of all other people. For in this most flourishing state, and
most splendid city, men of every nation and religion live together in the greatest harmony, and
ask no questions before trusting their goods to a fellow-citizen, save whether he be rich or poor,
and whether he generally acts honestly, or the reverse. His religion and sect is considered of no
importance: for it has no effect before the judges in gaining or losing a cause, and there is no
sect so despised that its followers, provided that they harm no one, pay every man his due, and
live uprightly, are deprived of the protection of the magisterial authority.
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