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Almost half a century ago in his seminal essay “Time, his-
tory and eschatology in the thought of Thomas Hobbes” 

J. G. A. Pocock (1971) justly emphasized a stunning lack of 
scholarly interest in the third and fourth parts of Leviathan.1 
In contrast to the vivid debate regarding various aspects of 
Hobbes’s political philosophy stricto sensu, the second half 
of Leviathan was cast in shadow. Since then a lot has changed 
and a great effort has been put into charting what was only a 
few decades ago virtually a terra incognita. In recent reviews 
of the state of the discipline Hobbes’s political theology plays 
almost as prominent a part as his political philosophy (see e.g. 
Springborg, 2007; Martinich and Hoekstra, 2016). Today we 
have become familiar with the view that Hobbes’s political 
theology was of central importance to his political project. Far 
from being an extorted addendum conceived as a concession 
to religious orthodoxy, the second half of Leviathan forms an 

1 “The two books in which Hobbes expounds Christian faith and its sacred 
history are almost exactly equal in length to books I and II; yet the attitude 
of far too many scholars towards them has traditionally been, first, that they 
aren’t really there, second, that Hobbes didn’t really mean them” (Pocock, 
1971: 160).
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integral part of the argument, completing the rational account 
of sovereign State expounded in its first half.

However, much less has been accomplished regarding an-
other Pocock’s admonition stated in the very same essay. He 
held that Hobbes “most rigorously separated the Hellenic from 
the Hebraic component of his cultural tradition and went fur-
ther than any major philosopher since Augustine in rejecting 
the former and relying upon the latter” (Pocock, 1971: 200; cf. 
Schwartz, 1985: 8-10). Research in that respect was held back 
by a “fixed unwillingness” to recognize “the enormous signifi-
cance” which “the Hebrew and eschatological elements” ex-
ercised on seventeenth-century thought (Pocock, 1971: 161). 
It is my intention to contribute to the developing discussion 
of the political Hebraism in Leviathan by assessing Hobbes’s 
reading of I Samuel 8.2

Hobbes and the Biblical Century 

After a millennial pause, contacts between Christianity and He-
braism began to intensify at the time of Renaissance. Humanist 
Europe became acquainted with “the ‘third culture’, the He-
brew, which alongside the Greek and the Latin was once an 
ornament of the trilingual gentleman-scholar” (Manuel, 1992: 
11; cf. 32, 36-37, 66-76). In accordance with the standard Pro-
testant position that the Hebrew text of the Bible is a true word 
of God, Luther’s call of sola scriptura promoted the study of 
the original text into a religious duty of every Christian (Nelson, 
2010: 13; Parker, 2007: 427; Neuman, 2008: 59). This allowed 
Hebrew scholarship to flourish throughout Europe. Thriving 

2 In her soon to be published essay “Mosaic Leviathan: Religion and Rheto-
ric in Hobbes’s Political Thought” Alison McQueen identified “a small but 
growing literature on the ‘Hebraic Hobbes’” including Schwartz, 1985; 
Mitchell, 1991; Elazar, 1992; Sommerville, 2000; Coleman, 2004; Nelson, 
2010; Beiner, 2011; Jones, 2017. Along with her research I would add to 
the list Kraynak, 1992; Parker, 2007 and Hackenbracht, 2014 (McQueen, 
“Mosaic Leviathan”).
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on the quickly growing corpus of printed Hebraica, European 
scholars became familiar with both the Hebrew Bible and the 
post-biblical rabbinic heritage. In addition, numerous Latin 
translations of some of the key texts of the Hebrew tradition 
made it accessible to an even wider audience. In the seven-
teenth century Hebrew studies reached their peak. At its very 
end, Carlo Giuseppe Imbonati was able to enlist Latin works of 
no less than thirteen hundred Christian Hebraists in his Biblio-
theca latino-hebraica (Manuel, 1992: 66; Nelson, 2010: 14).

Political thought was one among various areas of scholar-
ship in which the impact of this ‘biblical archeology’ (Kriegel, 
1989: 122) or even ‘Mosaic moment’ (Neuman, 2008: 60) was 
particularly strong. Political philosophers of the age read and 
interpreted the Bible not only as a divine message bearing on 
fundamental religious questions, but primarily as a political 
text containing a description of the Jewish commonwealth. 
Since its author was none other than God himself, Respublica 
Hebraeorum acquired a privileged status. It became a model, 
the perfect constitution. The problem was, however, that many 
different and often opposing political and religious groups 
identified themselves with Old Testament Israelites and sought 
to legitimize their particular solution of the predicament they 
were facing by turning to the authority of the same sacred text 
retelling the history of the “archetype for the ideal republic” 
(Oz-Salzberger, 2002: 101; 93-94). From Bodin to Harrington, 
most of the leading figures of political thought dealt with the 
juridico-political content of the Old Testament. In order to de-
cipher its particular nature, scholars frequently turned to the 
vast sea of rabbinic sources steadily flowing in from printing 
presses all over Europe (Nelson, 2010: 16-17; Jones, 2008: 
x). In many works of political philosophy Hebrew tradition 
started to overshadow Greek and Roman sources that rose to 
particular prominence during Renaissance.

The consequences of this turn to political Hebraism in 
the early modern period can hardly be overstated. French phi-
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losopher Blandine Kriegel has convincingly argued that the 
sovereign state, l’État du droit, is founded not only on the 
New Testament morality of faith but also on the Old Testa-
ment morality of law (Kriegel, 1989: 105-127). Kriegel iden-
tifies the source of modern political ethics in Hebrew moral-
ity of collective justice, equality and peace brought about by 
submission without exception to the law of the covenant be-
tween God and Israel. It is a morality of people whose na-
tional identity is formed and preserved through observance 
of the law which emancipated them from slavery. It was “a 
political ideal, a theologico-political authority” that was un-
earthed from the Scripture in the early modern period (ibid.: 
122; cf. Oz-Salzberger, 2002: 96-98, 101). It proved invalu-
able in the search for a new kind of political order that would, 
in contradistinction with seigneurial and imperial political 
formations, guarantee peace, security and legal equality of 
free subjects collectively submitted to the power permeated 
with law. Thomas Hobbes was one of the leading figures in 
this groundbreaking quest.

Hobbes lived in “the most biblical of European centuries” 

(Oz-Salzberger, 2002: 92). Although Hobbes was not a He-
braist and he probably did not even read Hebrew,3 there is no 
doubt that he was deeply interested in the Old Testament. That 

3 According to Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes was not himself a Hebrew scholar” 
and he could not read Hebrew (2004: 253; 247). Johann P. Sommerville 
agrees that Hobbes’s “use of Hebrew was rather less impressive” and that 
he “was no Hebraist” (2000: 178-179). Similarly, Menachem Lorberbaum 
argues that in spite of the fact that Hobbes’s political theology revolves 
around “detailed exposition of the Hebrew Bible’s politics”, “Leviathan 
does not reflect knowledge of Hebrew” (2007: 80). Of different opinion are 
Yoram Hazony whose “Hobbes was learned in Hebrew” (2005: 39), Fania 
Oz-Salzberger who depicts Hobbes as “a dedicated Hebraist” (2002: 97), 
as well as Ryan Hackenbracht who argues that although “Hobbes could not 
read Hebrew”, he “availed himself of the methodology, ancient sources, and 
contemporary works of the Hebraists” and adopted “a Hebraic worldview” 
(2014: 89).

Luka Ribarević



169

Hobbes was thoroughly familiar with the Bible is proved time 
and again on the pages of Leviathan which contain “over six 
hundred biblical citations” (Parker, 2007: 446), which in large 
part are drawn from the Old Testament. Furthermore, it can 
be surmised that he was also introduced to the rabbinic tradi-
tion at least through the works of his friend John Selden, “the 
greatest Hebraist of the age” whom Hobbes greatly esteemed 
(Nelson, 2010: 21; Martinich, 1992: 381; Sommerville, 2000: 
162).4

However, it has only rarely been pointed to the fact that 
the third part of Leviathan, Of a Christian Commonwealth, 
provides a systematic account of the Jewish Commonwealth, 
which plays a pivotal role in the argumentation of Leviathan. 
It is my intention to give an explanation of its importance by 
analysing only a short fragment of it. By focusing on Hobbes’s 
reading of I Sam. 8, I will try to illustrate the nature and status 
of his Old Testament exegesis in the English Leviathan.

Biblical Account of the Establishment 
of Israelite Monarchy

The eighth chapter of the first book of Samuel, containing 
the famous description of the creation of Israelite monarchy, 
“constitutes the political turning point of the Old Testament” 
(Austin, 1996). Prophet Samuel was the last in a line of judges 

4 Hobbes thought highly of Selden’s Mare Clausum which he read already 
in 1636, the year following its publication (Sommerville, 1992: 13; 2000: 
162). In Mare Clausum Selden drew on the Bible and the Talmud in order to 
refute the principle of the freedom of the seas elaborated by Hugo Grotius 
in Mare Liberum (Oz-Salzberger, 2002: 98). Although its first volume ap-
peared only a year before the publication of Leviathan, Hobbes must have 
been familiar with many of Selden’s arguments from his voluminous trilogy 
De synedriis (1650-1655). In it Selden advanced Erastian positions by ex-
amining the history of Sanhedrin which he likened to the English Parliament 
(Sommerville, 2000). Finally, it should be noted that Selden had one of the 
finest collections of Hebrew manuscripts of his time (Manuel, 1992: 102).
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who ruled under God in Israel. The Book of Judges describes 
this period, starting with the death of Joshua, as one without 
permanent government institutions during which God inter-
mittently intervenes in order to alternately chastise His chosen 
people for falling out with his law and deliver them from op-
pression by operating through the judges, charismatic leaders 
of his choice (cf. Walzer et al., 2000: 109-111). It was a time 
of chronic instability during which Israel was vulnerable both 
to external aggression and internal strife. “In those days there 
was no king in Israel, but every man did that which was right 
in his own eyes” (Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25).5 These infe-
licitous days reached their climax with a most cruel civil war 
almost wiping out an entire tribe of Israel (Judg. 19-21). It is 
against this backdrop that the elders of Israel, unhappy with 
the conduct of Samuel’s corrupted sons, approached him and 
demanded that they be given a king to judge them like all the 
nations (I Sam. 8:5).

Displeased by their demand, Samuel turned to God who 
understood their act as a rejection not of Samuel, but of Him-
self. Indeed, what the elders demanded amounted to a replace-
ment of God’s theocratic rule with human kingship. In a curi-
ous reversal of the habitual biblical image according to which 
God or the prophets speak and the people submit to what is 
said, God said to Samuel: “Hearken unto the voice of the peo-
ple in all that they say unto thee” (I Sam. 8:7; cf. Walzer et 
al., 2000: 123). However, before yielding to their request God 
ordered him to “shew them the manner of the king that shall 
reign over them” (I Sam. 8:9). So Samuel described to the el-
ders the nature of the kingship they would have to endure. And 
he did it in most unpleasant terms. 

This will be the manner of the king that shall reign over 
you: He will take your sons, and appoint them for himself, 

5 Quotations from the Bible are from the King James version.
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for his chariots, and to be his horsemen; and some shall run 
before his chariots. And he will appoint him captains over 
thousands, and captains over fifties; and will set them to 
ear his ground, and to reap his harvest, and to make his in-
struments of war, and instruments of his chariots. And he 
will take your daughters to be confectionaries, and [to be] 
cooks, and to be bakers. And he will take your fields, and 
your vineyards, and your oliveyards, even the best of them, 
and give them to his servants. And he will take the tenth of 
your seed, and of your vineyards, and give to his officers, 
and to his servants. And he will take your menservants, and 
your maidservants, and your goodliest young men, and your 
asses, and put them to his work. He will take the tenth of 
your sheep: and ye shall be his servants. And ye shall cry 
out in that day because of your king which ye shall have 
chosen you; and the LORD will not hear you in that day. 
(I Sam. 8:11-18)

Although they were all to become God’s servants, the 
people of Israel, and not only its elders, persisted in their de-
mand to have a king to “judge us, and go out before us, and 
fight our battles” (I Sam. 8:20). With God’s consent, Samuel 
gave them Saul as their first king.

Rabbinic Commentary on I Samuel 8

The question of the proper interpretation of I Sam. 8 in rabbin-
ic tradition was closely connected with the understanding of 
yet another biblical passage.6 In Deuteronomy 17:14-15 God 
foretold the establishment of an Israelite monarchy. “When 
thou art come unto the land which the LORD thy God giveth 
thee, and shalt possess it, and shalt dwell therein, and shalt say, 
I will set a king over me, like as all the nations that are about 

6 For the rabbinic discussions on the question of monarchy, see Blidstein, 
1982; Walzer et al. 2000: 108-165; Funkenstein, 2007: 162-163; Nelson, 
2010: 26-37.
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me; Thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee, whom the 
LORD thy God shall choose.” This text was subject to op-
posing interpretations due to the fact that “the meaning of the 
Hebrew is ambiguous as to whether this is a permission or a 
commandment” to establish a monarchy (Walzer et al., 2000: 
133; cf. Nelson, 2010: 31-32). However, in spite of some op-
posing voices, the Talmud teaches that God explicitly com-
manded Israel to establish a monarchy (Nelson, 2010: 35, 41).7 
Such teaching combines seamlessly with the rabbinic view in 
the Talmud that I Sam. 8 enumerates the king’s prerogatives 
and thereby expounds the law of kings (BT Sanhedrin 20b,
quoted in Walzer et al., 2000: 141-142).

If God permitted or even commanded Israel to submit to 
a king, then the reason for His anger in I Sam. 8 cannot be 
found in their requesting a king, but rather should be seen as a 
result of the manner in which the request was made. In Sifre. A 
Tannaitic Commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy, section 
156, Rabbi Yudah, who accepts the view that God ordained the 
establishment of monarchy, blames Israel for initiating the re-
quest for a king “prematurely on their own” (Sifre, 1986: 191; 
cf. Walzer et al., 2000: 148; Blidstein, 1982: 19-23).8

In the Talmud rabbis provide a further reason for God’s 
disapproval of Israel’s wish. Kingly prerogatives listed in I 
Sam. 8 are seen as a threat to scare Israel whose intention to 
submit to a human king is motivated by a corrupt desire to 
“be like all the other nations” (BT Sanhedrin 20b, quoted in 
Walzer et al., 2000: 142). In the above-mentioned commen-
tary on the book of Deuteronomy, Israel is blamed not because 

7 According to Rabbi Yehudah in BT Sanhedrin 20b: “There were three 
commandments that Israel were obligated to fulfill once they had entered the 
land: appointing a king, exterminating the offspring of Amalek, and build-
ing the temple” (quoted in Walzer et al., 2000: 142). In the Middle Ages this 
view was espoused by Maimonides in Mishneh Torah (Laws of Kings 1:1).
8 In Mishneh Torah Maimonides follows such a reading, underlining the 
manner of the request being made (Nelson, 2010: 34).
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it rushed matters, but for demanding “a king only so that he 
might lead them into idolatry”. The request for a king there-
fore amounts to a rejection of God (Sifre, 1986: 191; Walzer et 
al., 2000: 147-148).

Such an interpretation of Deut. 17 and I Sam. 8, most 
clearly espoused by Rabbi Nehorai, is founded on the idea 
that, since only God is the king of Israel, “human kingship is 
the political correlative of religious degeneration” (Blidstein, 
1982: 17). It paves the way for the more radical understand-
ing of monarchy in the rabbinic tradition found in Deutero-
nomy Rabbah, rabbinic commentary on Deuteronomy (1939: 
109-113; cf. Blidstein, 1982: 17-19; Walzer et al., 2000: 148-
-149; Nelson, 2010: 35-37). Its openly antimonarchical nature 
is evident in section 5:8-11. God envisaged Israel to “be free 
of monarchy” but they decided otherwise and forsook Him. 
The morally deprived character of monarchy is caused by the 
blasphemous substitution of the rule of God as their first king 
with idolatrous bowing to flesh and blood. In this perspective, 
monarchy itself is a sin.

Christian Political Thought on I Samuel 8

For centuries the biblical narrative of Saul’s coronation has 
occupied Christian political thinkers.9 In his book The Hebrew 
Republic, Eric Nelson (2010: 28-31) argued that, up to the 
mid-seventeenth century republican thought, Christian exe-
getes might have disagreed regarding the reason for God’s an-
ger over Israel’s demand for a king, but they never interpreted 
I Sam. 8 as an antimonarchical text. The first way to account 
for God’s displeasure was to point at the high criteria regard-
ing kingship that were established in Deut. 17. In that passage, 
God describes a king that will rule in the promised land as a 

9 For a review of different appropriations of biblical history of Saul’s king-
ship during the Middle Ages, especially from the standpoint of the struggle 
between Church and State, see Funkenstein, 2007.
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virtuous figure.10 By demanding a king after the manner of all 
nations, Israel failed to live up to God’s will and that caused 
his rage (ibid.: 28).

The second way was “to argue in a Pauline vein that, in 
asking for a change of government, the Israelites committed 
the sin of rebellion against God’s established order”. Since 
Samuel ruled as God’s lieutenant, his rejection amounted to 
rebellion against God (ibid.).

In such an interpretative framework, the description of 
kingly rule in I Sam. 8 could have easily been read not as an 
enumeration of abuses of kingly power, but on the contrary as 
a list of royal prerogatives. A famous instance of such a read-
ing is The Trew Law of Free Monarchies of the future king 
James I printed in 1598 (James VI and I, 1995: 62-84). For 
James the Kingdom of Jews and its law “ought to bee a pa-
terne to all Christian and well founded Monarchies, as beeing 
founded by God himselfe” (ibid.: 70). In I Sam. 8 he found the 
grounds of “the duety and alleageance that the Lieges owe to 
their King” (ibid.: 66). According to James, Samuel’s words 
declared “the obedience that the people owe to their King in 
all respects” and “thereby preparing them to patience, not to 

10 “But he shall not multiply horses to himself, nor cause the people to re-
turn to Egypt, to the end that he should multiply horses: forasmuch as the 
LORD hath said unto you, Ye shall henceforth return no more that way.

Neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his heart turn not away: 
neither shall he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold.

And it shall be, when he sitteth upon the throne of his kingdom, that he 
shall write him a copy of this law in a book out of that which is before the 
priests the Levites:

And it shall be with him, and he shall read therein all the days of his life: 
that he may learn to fear the LORD his God, to keep all the words of this law 
and these statutes, to do them:

That his heart be not lifted up above his brethren, and that he turn not 
aside from the commandment, to the right hand, or to the left: to the end that 
he may prolong his days in his kingdom, he, and his children, in the midst of 
Israel” (Deut. 17:16-20).
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resist to Gods ordinance” (ibid.: 67-68). Their duty of non-
-resistance followed not only from God’s ordinance but from 
their “willing consent” by which they renounced forever their 
right to claim back the power as well (ibid.: 69).11

However, the opposite strand in Christian political thought 
gained momentum with the passing of the first half of the se-
venteenth century.12 In the wake of the English civil war, re-
publican authors such as John Milton, Marchamont Nedham, 
James Harrington, Algernon Sidney and William Sprigge radi-
calized the reading of the relevant biblical passages according 
to which God neither permitted nor commanded but actually 
opposed Israel’s demand for a king. Quite to the contrary, it 
is the republic that is ordained by God and therefore it was 
a sin for the people of Israel to ask for a king. The destruc-
tion of the Hebrew republic, understood as a perfect constitu-
tion, and Saul’s accession to the throne amounted to a fall from 
God’s grace and marked the opening of the new and dark pe-
riod in Hebrew history, the calamities of which were foretold 
in I Sam. 8 (see Austin, 1996: 414 f.; Oz-Salzberger, 2002: 
103-105, 123 f.; Nelson, 2010: 37-50; McQueen, “Mosaic Le-
viathan”).

According to Nelson, it was due to the wide availability 
of rabbinic sources in early modern Europe that the discussion 
about I Sam. 8 in Christian circles became polarized. On the 
one hand, there were royalists who readily embraced the tal-
mudic reading of Deut. 17 which legitimized Israel’s demand 

11 McQueen has shown that James was here taking part in a tradition of in-
terpretation of I Sam. 8 stretching from Calvin, Grotius and Ferne to Filmer 
which grounded the duty of non-resistance in this biblical passage (Mc-
Queen, “Mosaic Leviathan”; see also Austin, 1996: 415 f.).
12 When discussing the antimonarchical tradition of interpretation, Austin 
refers to a much earlier period citing the example of the gloss on I Sam. 8 
in the Geneva edition of the Bible from 1560 which states that the passage 
does not describe a kingly government but its unlawful usurpation (Austin, 
1996: 414).
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for a king by showing that it was grounded in God’s command 
(Nelson, 2010: 35). Thereby the theory of divine right of kings 
received a direct scriptural corroboration. On the other hand, 
radical thinkers sided with the opposite rabbinic tradition that 
saw monarchy as such as sinful and ushered in an era of mo-
dern republican exclusivism (ibid.: 31-53).

Hobbes on I Samuel 8

When we turn to the English Leviathan, we find that Hob-
bes discusses I Sam. 8 within two different contexts. The first 
regards his theory of sovereign power laid out in the second 
part of Leviathan, Of Commonwealth. Probably the longest 
biblical citation in the entire Leviathan, reproducing Samuel’s 
rendition of God’s speech on monarchical rule, occurs in chap-
ter XX, Of Dominion Paternall, and Despotical (L, 20.16).13 
Departing from the text of King James Bible, Hobbes takes 
Samuel’s speech as God’s statement not of the king’s manners 
but of his rights confirming the sovereign’s “absolute power”: 
“This shall be the Right of the King you will have to reigne 
over you” (L, 20.16).

In that respect Hobbes follows Calvin who in Institutes 
of Christian Religion has Samuel warning Israel of “the right 
of the king that will reign” over them. However, Calvin in-
terprets I Sam. 8 in connection with Deut. 17:16. For Calvin 
these rights cannot be legal rights, since “the law trained” 
kings “to all restraint”. Nonetheless, they are rights in respect 
to the subjects who “had to obey” and “were not allowed to 
resist” (Calvin, 1960: 1514). In other words, I Sam. 8 is not 
to be read as a list of kingly prerogatives, but as a scriptural 
proof of the subject’s duty of non-resistance.14 Unlike Calvin, 

13 Quotations from Leviathan are from MacPherson’s edition (1968). The 
quotation form is as follows: L, 20.16 means Leviathan, chapter 20, para-
graph 16.
14 Cf. McQueen, “Mosaic Leviathan”; Austin, 1996: 416.
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Hobbes leaves Deut. 17:16 with its constitutional implications 
out of the discussion. His reading of I Sam. 8 is focused ex-
clusively on identifying scriptural support for his conclusion 
“that the Soveraign Power, whether placed in One Man, as in 
Monarchy, or in one Assembly of men, as in Popular, and Aris-
tocraticall Common-wealths, is as great, as possibly men can 
be imagined to make it” (L, 20.18). According to Hobbes, the 
text of I Sam. 8 proves that consent can create power that is as 
absolute “as one man can possibly transferre to another”, turn-
ing its creators into its servants (L, 20.16).15 Although Hob-
bes’s reading of I Sam. 8 is clearly in line with the promonar-
chical talmudic teaching, he, in contrast to king James, does 
not embrace further rabbinic argument that the monarchy is 
divinely ordained.

Before he addresses the question of I Sam. 8, Hobbes 
concludes his discussion of “the Rights and Consequences of 
both Paternall and Despoticall Dominion”, which he takes to 
be “the very same with those of a Sovereign by Institution” 
(L, 20.14), by saying that “thus much shall suffice; concern-
ing what I find by speculation, and deduction, of Sovereign 
Rights, from the nature, need, and designs of men, in erecting 
of Common-wealths, and putting themselves under Monarchs, 

15 In the closing paragraph of the chapter Hobbes goes so far as to qualify 
the sovereign power as “unlimited power” (L, 20.18). This marks a sort of 
climax in his argumentation insisting on the non-existence of any kind of 
legal impediments on the sovereign power, thereby providing textual evi-
dence to generations of interpreters in their efforts to denounce Hobbes as a 
theorist of tyranny. However, such a reading would be legitimate only under 
the condition that Leviathan ends with chapter XX. When one considers 
the status of chapter XX in the structure of the argumentation of the Levia-
than as a whole, then it becomes clear that it serves as a counterpoint to the 
discussion of the liberty of subjects directly following in the next chapter. 
Read in conjunction with chapter XXX, Of the OFFICE of the Soveraign 
Representative which discusses the duties of the sovereign, Hobbes’s under-
standing of liberty sheds an altogether different light on his theory of state 
(see Ribarević, 2016: 202-215).

Political Hebraism in Leviathan: Hobbes on I Samuel 8



178

or Assemblies, entrusted with power enough for their protec-
tion” (L, 20.15). What he provides in the next two paragraphs, 
in which he discusses a number of biblical passages including 
I Sam. 8, is the consideration of “what the Scripture teaches in 
the same point” (L, 20.16). Furthermore, as we have already 
seen above, in the course of the last paragraph of the chapter 
Hobbes ranks I Sam. 8 among a number of scriptural confir-
mations of the absolute character of the sovereign power in all 
three forms of the state alike (L, 20.18).16 That is why it can 
be concluded that in spite of the fact that Hobbes’s reading of 
I Sam. 8 appears in the chapter dealing with paternal and des-
potic dominions, it does not bear exclusively on the rights of 
sovereign power in the state by acquisition attained by natural 
force or by war. Neither are his conclusions of consequence 
solely for the monarchical form of the state. Hobbes’s inter-
pretation of I Sam. 8 has normative repercussions for the state 
as such, whether it be by institution or by acquisition and re-
gardless of its particular form.

We know that Hobbes was not a republican exclusivist, 
but his reading of I Sam. 8 clearly shows that he was not a mo-
narchical exclusivist either. Rather, he employs this biblical 
passage as a scriptural proof of the absolute sovereign rights 
of monarchs and assemblies alike. It is not monarchy that is di-
vinely ordained, but the sovereign state, regardless of its form. 
(Cf. Nelson, 2010: 53-56.)

The second context is framed by Hobbes’ discussion of King-
dom of God in the Scripture in the third part of Leviathan, 
Of a Christian Commonwealth. Although Hobbes refers to I 

16 There is a further proof that Hobbes was unwilling to use the Scriptures 
so that he may prove that only monarchy is of divine origin. In the course of 
chapter XLII, Hobbes comments on Deuteronomy 17:14. However, he does 
not use it in order to promote a royalist position. Hobbes does not imply that 
God commands the establishment of a monarchy, but only “forbiddeth the 
Jews, when they shall set a king over themselves, to choose a stranger” (L, 
42.131).
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Sam. 8 in a number of places scattered throughout the third 
part (33.20, 36.13, 38.4, 41.4, 41.7, 42.31, 42.88, 42.118), he 
discusses the passage in more detail in chapters XXXV, Of the 
Signification in Scripture of KINGDOME of GOD, of HOLY, 
SACRED, and SACRAMENT, and XL, Of the RIGHTS of the 
Kingdome of God, in Abraham, Moses, the High Priests, and 
the Kings of Judah. Hobbes’s main aim in chapter XXXV is 
to show that the Kingdom of God was “a real, not a meta-
phorical Kingdom” (L, 35.11), consisting in God’s “civil so-
vereignty over a peculiar people by pact” (L, 35.5). In chapter 
XL Hobbes argues that the sovereign power as described in 
the Bible comprises both civil and ecclesiastical authority (L, 
40.14).

According to Hobbes’s interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment, the Kingdom of God, as a real kingdom in which God 
was sovereign over the Jews, was established by a covenant 
between God and Abraham, although it was “expressely called 
a peculiar Kingdom of God over the Jews” only after the co-
venant was renewed at Sinai (L, 35.4-5). Among other biblical 
passages, Hobbes turns to I Sam. 8 to corroborate his pecu-
liar understanding of the nature of the Kingdom of God in the 
Scriptures. Hobbes cites God’s words to Samuel uttered when 
the elders demanded a king: “Hearken unto the voice of the 
people, for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected 
me, that I should not reign over them”. From whence he infers 
that God’s prophet “Samuel did not command the people, but 
only delivered to them that which God from time to time ap-
pointed him”. That is, “God himself was then their King” go-
verning their commonwealth (L, 35.8; cf. 40.13).17

17 In this respect, Hobbes follows the exegetical tradition that reaches back 
to the Jewish historian Josephus from the first century AD. Josephus’ works 
were printed both in Greek and Latin throughout the 16th century, and the 
first of its many English editions appeared in 1602. Josephus, one of the 
handful of authors cited by name in Hobbes’s writings, claimed that ancient 
Israel was a theocracy in which God was sovereign. It was God, and not 
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When stating the reasons for Israel’s decision to over-
throw God’s kingship Hobbes is closely following the bibli-
cal narrative. On the one hand, Jews “despairing of the justice 
of the sons of Samuel, they would have a King to judg them 
in Civill actions” (L, 40.13) as well as lead them in battles 
(L, 40.11). On the other hand, Hobbes insists on the biblical 
description of the Israelites’ predicament during the rulership 
of judges, repeated time and again in the Book of Judges: 
“there was in those days no King in Israel” and “every man 
did that which was right in his own eyes” (L, 40.10). Although 
the sovereign power passed from Moses to the line of high 
priests starting with Eleazar (L, 40.10), its exercise was taken 
from them. The obedience of Israelites was shifted towards 
the judges who were prophets “chosen by God extraordinarily, 
to save his rebellious subjects out of the hands of the enemy” 
(L, 40.10). Which means that sacerdotal kingdom established 
by the Sinai covenant descended into anarchy in the period 
after the death of Joshua. Although Hobbes himself does not 
pronounce the term, his description of the period as one in 
which “there was no Soveraign Power in Israel” in respect of 
its exercise clearly indicates that the Jews found themselves in 
the state of nature (L, 40.10). The cause of their predicament 
seems to be the predilection of Jews, people avid of miracles 
and signs, for prophecy. By acting through judges instead of 
high priests, God paradoxically thoroughly undermined the ef-
ficiency of their theocratic rule. Following true prophets like 
Samuel, as well as self-proclaimed false prophets, Jews were 
led to violate their duty of obedience, commanded by God’s 
rational word i.e. natural laws, towards their lawful rulers 
whom they covenanted to obey (L, 40.10). When they decided 
to demand a king after the manner of all nations, Israelites 
rebelled against the chaos of dysfunctional priestly theocracy 

Samuel, who ruled in Israel and who was deposed by Israelites. Their sin 
laid in the rejection of God’s sovereignty (Nelson, 2010: 30-31, 89-91; cf. 
Oz-Salzberger, 2002: 103, 123).
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that finally degenerated into civil war and brought them to the 
mercy of their neighbours.18

In Leviathan Hobbes used I Sam. 8 at the same time as evi-
dence that the Kingdom of God was a real kingdom in which 
God ruled above high priests as His vicegerents and as proof 
that the same kingdom ceased to exist when Saul became king. 
Since God consented to the demands of the elders of Israel, 
His reign was “cast off, in the election of Saul” (L, 35.13). 
From that moment a new type of kingdom in which human 
kings ruled autonomously in respect to God as a sovereign 
by institution set in the place of the former Kingdom of God. 
In other words, I Sam. 8 marked a turning point in Hobbes’ 

18 My interpretation here relies on the compatible contemporary interpre-
tations of both Old Testament and Leviathan. On the one hand, Michael 
Walzer in his In God’s Shadow, examining “the ideas about politics, the un-
derstanding of government and law, that are expressed in the Hebrew Bible” 
(Walzer, 2012: ix), argues that the Bible remembers the period of “radically 
decentralized and intermittent” political rule of judges not only as heroic, 
but also as “a dangerous, even chaotic time” (Walzer, 2012: 53). The free-
dom enjoyed by Israelites before the establishment of kingly rule was “too 
dangerous”, close to anarchy (ibid.: 55, 59). In The Jewish Political Tradi-
tion, the demand the elders present to Samuel is understood as a rejection of 
“anarchic individualism” which characterizes “the rule of God, who seems 
to favour both anarchy and intermittency”. Monarchy was sought in order 
to provide a stable institutional order (Walzer et al., 2000: 110 f.). Jewish 
“sacred anarchy” was nothing else but “the anarchic ‘state of nature’” re-
sulting in enslavement of the less powerful and facing “threats from organ-
ized states with powerful standing armies” (ibid.: 130). On the other hand, 
Ronald Beiner in Civil Religion. A Dialogue in the History of Political Phi-
losophy provides a detailed analysis of Hobbes’s evaluation of Jewish theo-
cracy both in De Cive and in Leviathan (2011: 46-60). I am following his 
argument showing that Hobbes “attempts to draw from the Old Testament 
a critique of theocracy” (ibid.: 49). The Old Testament “theocracy does not 
work” (ibid.: 51) because it “spawns people who claim prophetic powers” 
(ibid.: 53) and continually challenge the monopoly of sovereign power lay-
ing in the hands of high priests. The ensuing anarchy forced Jews to demand 
a king and thereby put an end to theocracy (ibid.: 54). Cf. Schwartz, 1985: 
19, 23; Sussmann, 2010: 589.
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theocratic vision of history (see Martinich, 1992: 287-291). 
According to Hobbes, we presently live in an age in which 
God has renounced to the role of sovereign ruler over a par-
ticular people. The Kingdom of God will only be restored at 
Christ’s second coming at an indeterminate point in the future 
(L, 42.88). Till then, each body politic is ruled by a sovereign 
who is submitted to God not by force of a covenant, but only 
insofar as God is omnipotent and the author of natural laws.

Conclusion

For Hobbes there was no doubt that “the Bible is politics” 
(Parker, 2007: 447). The analysis of Hobbes’s reading of I 
Sam. 8 strongly suggests that Leviathan should be considered 
as an important addition to the corpus of Hebraic political 
writing, defined by Neuman as “texts that convey readings of 
the Hebrew Bible (or postbiblical Jewish texts) in a political 
context, whether or not the author read those texts in the origi-
nal Hebrew” (Neuman, 2008: 58). If we follow Oz-Salzberger 
in broadly construing political Hebraism as “the sustained ef-
fort to read the Bible politically during the seventeenth centu-
ry” (Oz-Salzberger, 2002: 89), then it is clear that Leviathan is 
one of the greatest examples of such a reading. More than that, 
Hobbes engaged in a reconstruction of the history of the He-
brew commonwealth, which, in turn, served him against those 
who likewise relied on the Bible as the source of legitimation 
of their own ideological designs. That is what makes Levia-
than an exemplary specimen of the Respublica Hebraeorum 
genre in which the ancient Jewish constitution was used as a 
model for critical assessment of current political bodies (Nel-
son, 2010: 16).

It is, however, a different question to determine the cha-
racter of Hobbes’s Old Testament interpretation. In conclu-
sion, I will try to outline its nature on the basis of his reading 
of I Sam. 8.

Luka Ribarević



183

First of all, Hobbes uses the Old Testament as a corro-
boration of his peculiar theory of state sovereignty. In chapter 
XX of Leviathan Hobbes reads I Sam. 8 as a direct scriptural 
confirmation of the absolute power of the sovereign. Famous-
ly trying to pass unwounded between “those that contend on 
one side for too great Liberty, and on the other side for too 
much Authority” (L, dedication letter) as well as to avoid be-
ing a man that “either by too much civill obedience, offends 
the Divine Majesty, or through feare of the offending God, 
transgresses the commandements of the Common-wealth” (L, 
31.1), Hobbes evades the rocks of both republican and mo-
narchic exclusivism. As much as he might fear republican in-
terpretations of I Sam. 8 relying on the anti-monarchic strand 
of rabbinic teaching, Hobbes does not opt for a reading that 
would exalt monarchy as divinely ordained, in spite of the fact 
that in that respect there was an already well-established tradi-
tion to build upon, both Christian and Hebrew. Rather than fol-
lowing trodden paths, his innovative interpretation aims at es-
tablishing the absolute power of the sovereign state as founded 
in God’s command, regardless of its particular form.

Furthermore, Hobbes’s interpretation of I Sam. 8 in the 
third part of Leviathan strives to prove that God’s kingdom 
was a real kingdom that existed up to the time of Samuel. By 
doing that Hobbes tried to undermine any attempt of presently 
existing churches to identify themselves with the Kingdom of 
God and thereby to achieve autonomy or even supremacy over 
secular power. Moreover, Hobbes used I Sam. 8 to provide ad-
ditional scriptural confirmation for his Erastian thesis on unity 
of secular and ecclesiastical power in the hands of the civil 
sovereign. In the Kingdom of God, the whole of the power was 
laid in the hands of God under whom Moses and high priests 
after him ruled over Israel (L, 40.14, 42.79, 42.118). When in 
the time of Samuel God was deposed, sovereign power was 
transferred to the kings. Priests therefore became submitted 
to the kings in the same manner as they were previously sub-
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mitted to God, without any kind of autonomous jurisdiction 
(L, 40.11).

In Hobbes’s writings the Old Testament became a formi-
dable weapon. In the course of analysis of liberty in chapter 
XXI of Leviathan, Hobbes in one famous sentence summarily 
dismisses both Greek and Roman antiquity: “There was never 
any thing so deerly bought, as these Western parts have bought 
the learning of Greek and Latine tongues” (L, 21.9). The tra-
dition of classical political thought is accused of being at the 
origin of an endless line of civil wars which have turned the 
face of Europe into a state of nature far worse than that which 
was recently encountered in the New World. The predicament 
was further aggravated by the corruption of original Christi-
anity. According to Hobbes, common to different Christian 
churches was a deeply unchristian striving for secular power 
coupled with the aspiration to assert universally its particular 
understanding of the Scriptures. It painted European civil wars 
with the bloody colours of religious strife. An important part 
of Hobbes’s answer to the fatal charm that classical antiquity 
and perverted Christianity exercised over the modern mind 
was formulated in Hebrew.

However, we should not overlook the other side of Hob-
bes’s involvement with the Hebrew Bible. Hobbes is not sim-
ply using political Hebraism as a weapon of choice in his deal-
ings with anarchic potentials of European politico-religious 
heritage. On the contrary, his advocacy of the Mosaic con-
stitution is quite ambiguous, conditioned by his unfavourable 
evaluation of Jewish history in the period described in the 
Book of Judges. As we have seen, it was soon after the death 
of Moses that the Israelites have fallen back into the state of 
nature. Israelite theocracy was unable to supress the destabi-
lizing effects of true and false prophetic word. The sovereign 
power originally wielded by the armed sovereign prophet Mo-
ses splintered and high priests who governed Israel by right 
became incapable to provide for its protection. Eventually the 
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Jewish state crumbled into the chaos of civil war. The politics 
of Israelite theocracy, gloriously established at Sinai, reached 
its brutal end. It is against such a background that the advent 
of human kingship is set. Since it was introduced in response 
to grave deficiencies of God’s kingship, it is obvious that Hob-
bes could not extract his model of state directly from the Old 
Testament Kingdom of God.

When Hobbes turns to political Hebraism he sides with 
one among the myriad of voices present in the Old Testament. 
It is the voice that speaks up in I Sam. 8, expressing a critique 
of the disastrous experience of God’s sovereignty as well as 
readiness to submit to the absolute power of the human king 
required in order to escape the cruelty of the state of nature. 
From the standpoint of Hobbes’s theory of state, the corona-
tion of Saul represents the pivotal moment in the history of 
the Jewish state. The problem of the transformation of a war-
ring multitude into political unity is not the problem that is 
addressed by the Abrahamic covenant. Abraham was already 
a sovereign over a patrimonial kingdom when he submitted 
to God. Even the Sinai covenant is not paradigmatic in that 
sense: although lacking political unity, Israelites following 
Moses were not stricken by calamities of a civil war. The cri-
sis of early modernity afflicted with an incessant succession of 
civil wars resonates much more strongly with the biblical his-
tory laid out in the last part of the Book of Judges.

From the vantage point of I Sam. 8 Hobbes is able not on-
ly to bolster his theory of state sovereignty by scriptural con-
firmation and denounce the claims for secular supremacy of 
spiritual power as lacking such a foundation, but also to criti-
cize the theocratic model of the Jewish state. What is more, 
the critical stance of the Israelites towards the destabilizing 
effects of the theocratic model expressed in their demand to be 
ruled by a king in the manner of all nations is contrasted with 
problems that lingered on even after Saul became king. Since 
“generally through the whole History of the Kings, as well of 
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Judah, as of Israel, there were prophets that alwais controlled 
the Kings, for transgressing the Religion; and sometimes also 
for Errours of State”, Israel’s kings lacked absolute power that 
was described in I Sam. 8 (L, 40.13).

With Saul’s coronation, Israel ushered in the era of human 
politics. However, the stability of their state continued to be 
endangered by the challenges coming from the evermore re-
surgent force of autonomous religious authority.19 Since one 
had to rely on unique figures of extraordinary stature such as 
Moses or wait for the second coming of Christ to meet those 
challenges with success, the notion of the absolute power in-
augurated in I Sam. 8 remained to be realized by reinventing 
the state in its juridico-political aspect in another era.
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