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Abstract: Though Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan has been analyzed thoroughly by students
of political theory, few scholars have examined his critique of religion and
reinterpretation of scripture, which occurs in Part III of his work. Scholars who have
attempted to analyze his critique do not agree about what he intended to accomplish with
this reinterpretation. Some scholars claim that Hobbes’ reinterpretation is merely
subversive; others have noted that Hobbes did not deny completely the existence of a
god; finally, many have noted that Hobbes merely critiqued religion in order to ensure
that it would not damage his political and scientific projects. While there is evidence in
the text to support all of these claims, this thesis will aid in closing a gap within the
literature by offering a more thorough exegetical analysis of the Part III, chapter 42,
entitled Of Ecclesiastical Power. Through a textual analysis of Hobbes’ most substantive
condemnation of religion and the Catholic Church, this thesis will examine the factors
that led Hobbes to offer a radical reinterpretation of scripture.
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Introduction
Thomas Hobbes was born in Wiltshire, England on April 5, 1588.1 In the early
1600s, Hobbes left home to study at Magdalen Hall, Oxford and eventually became a
secretary to Francis Bacon in 1620.2 As a secretary to Bacon, Hobbes was exposed to
“natural philosophy and scientific methodology.”3 In 1629, he published a “translation of
Thucydides' History of the Peloponnesian War into English.”4 Around this time, Hobbes
also developed relationships with many prominent intellectual figures, including Galileo.5
With the knowledge that he gained from these experiences, Hobbes published his own
works in the 1640s, including the Elements of Law and De Cive.6 In these works, Hobbes
followed “his typical systematic pattern of starting with the workings of the mind and
language, and developing the discussion towards political matters.”7

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

“Thomas Hobbes,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, last modified February 4, 2014,
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hobbes/#1.
!
2
“Thomas Hobbes.”
!
3
“Francis Bacon,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, accessed July 1, 2014,
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/francis-bacon/. According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
Francis Bacon was a lawyer and Member of Parliament during the “period of transition from the
Renaissance to the early modern era.” Bacon wrote about topics such as “questions of law, state and
religion,” “contemporary politics,” and the “possible conceptions of society.”
4

“Thomas Hobbes.”
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“Thomas Hobbes.”
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6

“Thomas Hobbes.”
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7

“Thomas Hobbes,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.
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In 1651, Hobbes published his most notable the work, the Leviathan.8 In the

Leviathan, Hobbes addresses the workings of the mind and politics, but he also
reinterprets scripture.9 Readers of the Leviathan remain perplexed by his goals and
method, and especially what he intends to accomplish with his religious writing.
Perhaps, as a result, much of the scholarship regarding Hobbes’ Leviathan fails to
consider the purpose of his religious inquiries. Further investigation into his religious
writings is necessary. This thesis will analyze chapter 42 of the Leviathan in order to
better explain how Hobbes’ religious critique of the Church relates to the scientific,
philosophical, and political elements of his project. This analysis will help readers to
develop a fuller understanding of Hobbes’ goals in writing the Leviathan.
While the Leviathan is quoted by many, his work is seldom regarded as a serious
political project.10 According to Edwin Curley, Hobbes’ message is not always clear; his
Leviathan is very dense, with many components that do not clearly relate to his political
project.11 Hobbes considers “topics apparently far removed from the subject of political
obedience: the nature of thought, language, and science.”12 In Part I, chapters one
through five, Hobbes argues for a materialistic understanding of the universe that is
grounded in radically relativistic sense perception.13 In latter portions of the text, he
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8

“Thomas Hobbes.”

!

9

“Thomas Hobbes.”

!

10

Edwin Curley, introduction to The Leviathan, by Thomas Hobbes (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing
Company, 1994), viii.

11

Curley 1994, viii.

12

Curley 1994, viii-ix.

13

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan with selected variants from the Latin edition of 1668, edit. Edwin Curley
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994), i.1-4.
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offers a discussion of ghosts, hell, heaven, angels, and miracles that subjects those
phenomena to Hobbes’ scientific and political understanding of the universe. While
these topics may not appear political, Hobbes addresses them because he seeks to create
“new foundations for philosophy.”14 Hobbes wants to make “the rules of life in society
scientific for the first time.”15 In order to accomplish this goal, Hobbes had to argue for a
materialistic understanding of the world that is grounded in sense perception.16 His
relativistic stance helps him to accomplish his political and philosophical goals.
The Structure of the Leviathan
Hobbes’ book is divided into four very different sections: “Of Man,” “Of
Commonwealth,” “Of a Christian Commonwealth,” and “Of the Kingdom of Darkness.”
The first section includes many of Hobbes’ scientific definitions and a discussion of
human nature, the origins of political society, and the theoretical foundations of
representative government. In Part I, Hobbes offers a relativistic account of human
understanding, and he suggests that a man’s thoughts are derived from physical sense.17
According to Hobbes, men know nothing that they cannot hear, see, taste, touch, or
smell.18 Since men have different perceptions, there is no universal truth.19 Men are
motivated by passions that manifest themselves as opinions of good and evil, but good
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!

14

Curley 1994, ix.

15

Curley 1994, ix.

16

Curley 1994, ix.

17

Leviathan i.2-4.

18

Leviathan i.2-4.

19

Leviathan iv.6.
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and evil are defined in purely relativistic and amoral terms.20 Since men are motivated by
passions, they desire more power than they need for personal security and tend to be
violent.21
In Part I, chapters 14 and 15 Hobbes defines his laws of nature.22 Hobbes claims
that these laws “forbid” men from engaging in acts that could destroy their own lives of
the lives of others.23 According to Hobbes, the first law of nature is “that every man
ought to endeavor peace, as far as he has hope of obtaining it, and when he cannot obtain
it, that he may seek and use all helps and advantages of war.”24 According to the second
law of nature, a man should “be contented with so much liberty against other men, as he
would allow other men against himself.”25 Hobbes offers 17 more laws of nature.26 He
begins the chapter by offering a definition of “justice.”27 His definition is
unconventional, as he suggests that “justice” is simply abiding by a covenant.28 The final
16 laws concern maintenance of peace in the commonwealth.29 With these laws, Hobbes
establishes the importance maintaining peace through a covenant.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20

Leviathan vi.7.

!

21

Leviathan xiii. 4-8.

!

22

Leviathan xiv.4-5, xv.1-33.

23

Leviathan xiv.79.

!

24

Leviathan xiv.4.
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25

Leviathan xiv.5.

!

26

Leviathanxiv.1-33.
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27

Leviathan xv.1.
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28

Leviathan xv.16-33.
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29

Leviathan xv.1-33.
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In Part II, Hobbes seeks to demonstrate that man needs a commonwealth to
moderate his violent tendencies.30 According to Hobbes, “the final cause, end, or design
of men (who naturally love liberty and dominion over others) in the introduction of that
restraint upon themselves in which we see them live in commonwealths is the foresight of
their own preservation.”31 Hobbes’ commonwealth is an absolutist government, as he
describes it as a “Mortal God.”32 When men voluntarily enter into a commonwealth, they
give all their power and rights to it, and the commonwealth does whatever is necessary to
keep peace.33 If men do not enter into a commonwealth, they will be in a constant state
of war.34
Hobbes advocates for the creation of a sovereign that would act on behalf of all
citizens of the commonwealth.35 While many of Hobbes’ arguments may appear radical,
Hobbes had many legitimate reasons to endorse an absolutist government. According to
Vickie Sullivan, “having witnessed the Continent convulsed by the Thirty Years’ War
and England torn by civil war, Hobbes believes that such conflict is the greatest threat to
human beings and that the condition of war can and should be superseded.”36 Hobbes’
philosophy and political goals were influenced by the violence that he observed.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
30

Leviathan xvii.1.

!

31

Leviathan xvii.1.

!

32

Leviathan xvii.13.

!

33

Leviathan xvii.13.

34

Leviathan xvii.2.

!

35

Curley 1994, xxxiii.

!

36

Vickie B. Sullivan, Machiavelli, Hobbes, and the Formation of a Liberal Republicanism in
England (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 81.
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Additionally, Hobbes’ project was influenced by his translation and study of Thucydides’
History.37 Due to his knowledge of the Peloponnesian War, Hobbes was aware that
“power over others can be intoxicating.”38 Thus, Hobbes had many reasons to describe
man as a violent creature.39 Without government, Hobbes claims that men will engage in
a “war of all against all.”40 In order to escape the violence of the state of nature, men
must enter into a type of social contract that will allow for the creation of civil
sovereign.41 According to Hobbes’ arguments in Parts I and II, man is a violent and selfinterested creature when he does not live under the control of a civil sovereign.
Parts III and IV are significantly different than the first two sections, as Hobbes
cites scripture extensively in these portions of the text.42 Many of his claims are highly
unorthodox.43 Christopher McClure argues that there is a scholastic debate regarding
what Hobbes was attempting to do with his reinterpretation of scripture.44 Some scholars
believe that Hobbes’ account of religion and scripture in Parts III and IV is merely meant

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37

Curley 1994, xx.

38

Curley 1994, xx.

39

Curley 1994, xxi.

40

Curley 1994, xxi.

41

Curley 1994, xxxiii.

42

Leviathan xiv.5. While Hobbes misappropriates scripture in Part I, chapter 14 when he changes the
meaning of the Golden Rule, he does not reference scripture frequently in the first two parts of the text.
!
43
Curley 1994, xii.
!
44
!Christopher McClure, “Hell and Anxiety in Hobbes’s Leviathan,” The Review of Politics 73 (2011): 3,
accessed April 15, 2014, http://eds.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?sid=015cb1ae-fe75-4faf93a3-e5ff8284653b%40sessionmgr4004&vid=2&hid=4111.
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to be subversive.45 Others argue that Hobbes may have been “a believer of some sort.”46
Finally, others claim that he presents religion in an “idiosyncratic” fashion.47
In these sections, Hobbes addresses topics such as doctrines necessary to
salvation, the authority of the Church and priests, and beliefs common to Christianity
such as heaven and hell, demons, miracles, ghosts, and purgatory. Why does Hobbes
engage these diverse topics? Benjamin Milner claims that Hobbes spent significant time
reinterpreting scripture because he wanted to decrease the power of the Catholic
Church.48 Milner references Part IV, in which Hobbes claims that the largest abuse is
“the teaching, or presumption, that the Kingdom of God is to be found in the church, the
clearest instance of which is the claim made by the Church of Rome for the papacy.”49
Milner argues that Hobbes must diminish the authority of the Church because it poses a
threat to political stability.50 Paul Ulrich claims that Hobbes is “determined to show that

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
45

McClure 2011, 3. See Edwin Curley, “Calvin and Hobbes, or, Hobbes as an Orthodox Christian,”
Journal of the History of Philosophy 34, no. 2 (1996): 256–71; Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965); Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis
and Its Genesis, trans. Elsa M. Sinclair (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963); Leo Strauss, “On the
Basis of Hobbes’s Political Philosophy,” in What Is Political Philosophy? and Other Studies (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1988), chap. 7. This presentation of the scholarship was compiled by
Christopher McClure.

46

McClure 2011, 3. See Hood, The Divine Politics of Thomas Hobbes; Martinich, The Two Gods of
Leviathan. This presentation of the scholarship was compiled by Christopher McClure.

47

McClure 2011, 3. For example, Joshua Mitchell, Not by Reason Alone (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1996). This citation was provided by Christopher McClure.

48

Benjamin Milner, “Hobbes: On Religion,” Political Theory 16 (August 1988): 416-417, accessed
November 20, 2013, http://www.jstor.org/stable/191579.
!
49
Milner 1988, 416.
50

Milner 1988, 417.
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some of the Church’s key teachings” are not supported by scripture.51 According to
Ulrich, Hobbes references many passages that the Church cites as evidence of purgatory,
but he “finds ‘neither the world nor the thing of purgatory’ in any of them.”52 Hobbes
makes this claim because the existence of purgatory suggests that “the soul is something
separate from the body.”53 This teaching would damage Hobbes’ goal of promoting a
scientific understanding of the world and would diminish the authority of earthly
judgments. Hobbes also chooses to address miracles. He does not deny that miracles
exist, but nonetheless offers a famously subversive account of them.54 He differentiates
between “mediate” and “immediate” works of God.55 “Immediate” miracles occur at the
“hand of God,” while “mediate” miracles occur “by way of nature.”56 These distinctions
allow Hobbes to convince the subjects of the sovereign that only God or natural causes
can be the source of miracles.57 People who claim to speak to God cannot create a
miracle, and subjects should not believe that anyone but God can cause a miracle.58 By
narrowing the definition of miracles, Hobbes seeks to convince men to listen to the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51

Paul Ulrich, “Secularism and Enlightenment in Leviathan,” paper presented at the annual meeting of the
Midwestern Political Science Association, Chicago, Illinois, April 12-15, 2012, 16.
!
52
Ulrich 2012, 16.
!
53
Ulrich 2012, 17.
!
54
John Whipple, “Hobbes on Miracles,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 89 (2008): 123, accessed
November 20, 2013, http://ehis.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail?sid=7a96c217-feb3-468a-80faa4dd1b193d67%40sessionmgr111&vid=1&hid=109&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#db=a
fh&AN=30454975.
!
55
Whipple 2008, 123-124.
56

Whipple 2008, 124.

!

57

Whipple 2008, 124.

58

Whipple 2008, 124
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sovereign instead of men who claim to speak to God. As a result, this teaching helps
Hobbes to promote political stability.
According to Christopher McClure, “Hobbes’s reinterpretation of hell is meant to
redirect peoples’ anxiety about whether they will get into heaven or hell into anxiety
about whether there is a hell.”59 As humans contemplate whether or not there is a hell,
they will eventually realize that they know nothing about hell.60 According to McClure,
“the impossibility of certain knowledge about the correct path to salvation is also the
precondition to thinking about religion as a personal choice.”61 With this claim, McClure
is implying that there is a theoretical connection between Hobbes’s thought and the ethics
of toleration.
Hobbes’ description of hell allows for the scientific inquiry that he desires.
However, he eventually claims that hell “will be on earth and the damned will live after
the Resurrection in a state of ‘grief, and discontent of mind, from the sight of that Eternal
felicity in others.’’’62 Eventually, the damned will “die a second death.”63 Hobbes
describes hell in this way in order to demonstrate that “the damned will live much as
those do in the present world who live under bad” or “non-Hobbesian government.”64
Thus, his description of hell is also conducive to his political goals. Hobbes suggests that

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
59

McClure 2011, 1.

60

McClure 2011, 3.

!

61

McClure 2011, 4.

!

62

McClure 2011, 5.

!

63

McClure 2011, 5.

!

64

McClure 2011, 6.
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his absolute sovereign is the only method of achieving peace, political stability, and
happiness.
Hobbes’ Religious Thought and the Catholic Church
Argument like these led “many of Hobbes’ contemporaries” to claim that he was
an atheist.65 However, “most twentieth-century interpreters have read him as a sincere, if
somewhat unorthodox, theist.”66 While Hobbes reinterprets scripture, readers who claim
that he is an Atheist ignore Hobbes’ “affirmations that, however ignorant we may be of
God’s nature, we can at least know by natural reason that God exists.”67 Thus, while
Hobbes reinterprets scripture, he does not deny that God exists, even though his
conception of God appears to be in tension with the God of Christianity.
If Hobbes was not attempting to persuade people to abandon Christianity, he must
have had another reason to reinterpret scripture. His religious writing is much more
clearly an attack on the Church. This is not surprising. The Pope claims have authority
from God, and he represents a challenge to civil authority.68 According to Hobbes, the
work of Aristotle, which is supported by the Church, cannot be regarded as science, but
rather “vain philosophy.”69 Clearly, Hobbes did not believe that the Church would allow
for true scientific inquiry. When considering these factors, it is clear that Hobbes,
regardless of judgment of the truth of Christianity, had to discourse on religion in order to
accomplish his political and scientific goals.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65

Curley 1994, xiii.

66

Curley 1994, xiii.

67

Curley 1994, xiii.

68

Milner 1988, 416.

69

Leviathan xlvi.14, 30.
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Hobbes’ reinterpretation can be confusing, as he significantly damages the
original meaning of many Biblical passages and ignores other important passages.
Furthermore, there is a tension in Hobbes’ presentation of scripture. If Hobbes merely
wanted to present religion in a way that would be more conducive to political stability,
his radical reinterpretation of key passages would not have been necessary. This thesis
seeks to clarify the reasons for his subversive reading by examining his critique of the
Catholic Church in Part III, chapter 42, “Of Power Ecclesiastical.” In this chapter,
Hobbes offers some of his most severe attacks on the Church and its teachings. Through
textual analysis of this chapter, I will advance a better understanding of the relationship
between Hobbes’ political project and his radical critique of the Catholic Church and its
teachings.
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Chapter I: Literature Review
Why Reinterpret Scripture?
In order to better understand the importance of a critique of religion to Hobbes’
project, “one must recall the situation in which this science originated.”70 He wrote the
Leviathan following the Protestant Reformation.71 The Reformation made many question
“theological politics,” as it was leading to the “horrors of the wars of religion,” rather
than “order and peace.”72 By writing the Leviathan, Hobbes sought to create order and
stability in society.73 According to Leo Strauss, “if order and peace were finally to come
about, what was required, as it seemed, was a politics resting solely on the self-sufficient
reflection of man.”74 While Socrates and other thinkers of his time had discoursed on a
type of politics that was based on “the self sufficient reflection of man,” classical political
philosophers were unable or unwilling to divorce theology from political life entirely.75
In order to establish political stability, Hobbes needed to construct a new type of politics
that would never “relapse” into theological politics. To accomplish this goal, Hobbes
reinterprets some very important Christian teachings, such as miracles, hell, and
prophecy.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
70

Strauss 2011, 28.

71

Strauss 2011, 28.

72

Strauss 2011, 28.

73

Strauss 2011, 28.

74

Strauss 2011, 28.

75

Straus 2011, 28.
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Hell, Miracles, and the Great Commission: Hobbes’ Reinterpretation of Key
Biblical Teachings
Christopher McClure seeks to determine why Hobbes reinterprets Hell.76
McClure’s contribution to the scholarship is narrow in scope, but nonetheless
illuminating. He asserts that “Hobbes’s interpretation of hell is meant to redirect
individuals’ anxiety about whether they are destined for heaven or hell into anxiety about
whether there is a heaven or hell, and if so, how they could know anything certain about
either.”77 McClure further notes that Hobbes realized that citizens of his commonwealth
would probably not adhere to his theological beliefs.78 However, he did believe that “that
they would be left with an intermediate belief that they would be averse to examining.”79
When Hobbes initially discusses hell, he does not claim to know where it is.80
However, he eventually agues that hell “will be on earth and the damned will live after
the Resurrection in a state of ‘grief, and discontent of mind, from the sight of that Eternal
felicity in others’ until they are cast into the everlasting fire and die a second death,”
which is quick.81 Unlike the Biblical description of hell, the “damned” in Hobbes’ hell
are not suffering from eternal burning and pain.82 There appears to be no “everlasting

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
76

McClure 2011, 1.

77

McClure 2011, 3.

78

McClure 2011, 3-4.

79

McClure 2011, 4.

80

McClure 2011, 4.

81

McClure 2011, 5.

!

82

McClure 2011, 5.
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fire” in Hobbes’ hell.83 However, Hobbes eventually ensures that his account appears
somewhat more consistent with the Biblical account.84 In Hobbes’ hell, the damned must
“marry, procreate, and raise children before they are killed as some unspecified time.”85
The children of the damned must also procreate before they are killed as well.86 This
continuous process “will provide fuel” for the “eternal fire” that is supposed burn in hell,
according to the Bible.87
While Hobbes does include an “eternal fire” in his description, his account is not
truly consistent with the Biblical account. However, his description of hell may help him
to suggest to his readers that hell may not be nearly as miserable as they think it is.88
Additionally, his novel description makes his readers realize that they do no actually
possess knowledge about the afterlife.89 McClure maintains that though his readers will
probably not accept his theological reinterpretation, Hobbes has forced them to think of it
as a “reasonable possibility.”90 This account definitely serves as a critique of revealed
religion. Hobbes forces his readers to reason about the afterlife, even if they conclude
that they know very little about it.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83

McClure 2011, 5.

84

McClure 2011, 5.

85

McClure 2011, 5.

86

McClure 2011, 5.

87

McClure 2011, 5. McClure is referencing the “eternal fire” that is described in Matthew 25:41.

88

McClure 2011, 24.

89

McClure 2011, 24.

90

McClure 2011, 24.
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In addition to his reinterpretation of hell, Hobbes also reinterprets miracles in a
way that is very damaging to the Biblical account thereof.91 According to John Whipple,
scholars have presented a variety of reasons as to why Hobbes reinterpreted miracles.92
Whipple notes that Edwin Curley “takes the discussion of miracles to confirm his general
interpretation of Hobbes’s attitude towards religion; it needs to be undermined because it
constitutes a great threat to the political order and the progress of science.”93
A.P. Martinich, presents a different argument regarding Hobbes’ reinterpretation
of miracles.94 Martinich argues that Hobbes “circumscribed the concepts of revelation,
prophets, and miracles in such a way that genuine religious phenomena would be
preserved without conflicting with modern science and without destabilizing established
political units.”95 According to Martinich, Hobbes is “committed to the Bible” and “what
the Bible says.”96 Whipple rejects these arguments, as he claims that Hobbes has an
exclusively political goal in mind when he reinterprets miracles.97

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
91

Whipple 2008, 118.

92

Whipple 2008, 118.

93

Whipple 2008, 118. Readers should reference the introduction for this critique

94

A.P Martinich, The Two Gods of the Leviathan (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 246.

95

Martinich 1991, 246.

96

Martinich 1991, 244. !
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Whipple 2008, 118.
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According to Whipple, men who believe in miracles may pose a problem for
political stability.98 However, Hobbes realizes that people will continue to believe in
miracles.99 While he does not seek to eliminate belief in miracles all together, he must
convince men that “one common frequent error comes in the form of a belief that many
entities have the power to do things that are above the ordinary course of nature.”100
Hobbes diminishes faith in many events that men assume to be a result of “divine
interventions.”101
Much like his reinterpretation of hell, Hobbes’ definitions of miracles are
intended to critique revealed religion. While scholars such as Curley and Martinich may
not argue that Hobbes’s goal with miracles is primarily political, all of these scholars see
the reinterpretation of miracles as somewhat necessary to his political project.
Many readers of the Leviathan assume that Hobbes’ most significant arguments
are placed in Parts I and II of the Leviathan.102 However, according to Paul Ulrich,
Hobbes believed that his critique of religion was far more important than the scientific
and political project he sets forth in earlier portions of the text.103 While Hobbes critiques
religion and reinterprets scripture, he does not try to eliminate religion from society, as he

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
98

Whipple 2008, 132.

99

Whipple 2008, 132.

100

Whipple 2008, 132.

101

Whipple 2008, 133.

102

Paul Ulrich, “Making Religion Rational and Reconceiving Justice in Leviathan,” paper presented at the
annual meeting of the Pacific Northwest Political Science Association, Vancouver, British, Columbia,
October 17-19, 2013, 1.

103

Ulrich 2013, 1.
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knows that “human nature makes men religious.”104 Humans want to know the “causes
of things.”105 Despite the fact that he does not seek to eliminate religion, Hobbes does
attack the Church in three ways.106 Hobbes claims that “the Church profits in very
earthly ways from its teachings; that some of the Church’s teachings are not found in
scripture; and that a number of the Church’s key teachings depend on Aristotelian
terminology and are literally incomprehensible.”107 Ulrich notes that Hobbes mainly
focuses on the second attack in Part III.108
While Hobbes reinterprets several Biblical passages in Part III, he offers his
longest discussion in chapter 42, “Of Power Ecclesiastical.”109 In this chapter, Hobbes
argues that the apostles were given the power to “preach the gospel,” but Jesus did not
grant them any “civil authority.”110 Hobbes ignores the Great Commission in Matthew
28:16-20 in order to make this claim, and much of Acts, which describes the early
Church’s often acrimonious relations with civil authority.111 With this interpretation,
Hobbes attempts to demonstrate that the Church’s political power is not grounded in
Biblical teachings and the power of Peter.112 What does Hobbes seek to accomplish with
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a claim like this? According to Ulrich, “the whole purpose of the Leviathan is to have
domination as the God of the Book of Job does.”113 Hobbes wants to demonstrate that
the power of the sovereign is “absolute,” much like God’s power.114 Much like the God
in the Book of Job, Hobbes’ commonwealth is “all-powerful,” or rather, not required to
answer human claims of justice.115 In Hobbes’ commonwealth, “there is no cosmic or
divine support for the ordinary human notion of justice as ‘what I deserve.’’’116 Since he
provides no support for claims of justice, Hobbes is able to eliminate the “pride” of men
who live in the commonwealth.117
Ulrich suggests that Hobbes sought to make men of the commonwealth more
humble. Men should answer to the sovereign and never question whether or not they are
receiving fair treatment. With his reinterpretation of scripture in chapter 42, Hobbes
takes civil power away from the apostles and those who claim to have inherited power in
Rome and gives it to the sovereign. Ulrich’s article also suggests that Hobbes’
reinterpretation of scripture is primarily a critique of the power of revealed religion.
Hobbes wanted to ensure that prideful men who claim to speak to God will not take civil
authority away from the commonwealth.
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Reactions to Hobbes’ Critique of Religion
According to Jon Parkin, “by the late 1650s Hobbes’s paradoxical approach to
religion and philosophy had earned him a variety of public images, some of which had
taken on greater importance than others.”118 Surprisingly, many of Hobbes opponents did
not offer harsh critiques of his work, even though they suspected he might be an
atheist.119 Since many of his critics, such as Robert Filmer, were beginning to suspect
that he was not a devout Christian, Hobbes “attempted to portray himself as an orthodox
Protestant thinker.”120 Hobbes’ political views were not embraced either.121 Parkin
claims that “in terms of politics, there were essentially two typical public accounts of
Leviathan that emerged from the internal tensions of the book: Leviathan as a primer of
arbitrary absolutism, and Leviathan as rebel’s catechism.”122 By the end of the 1600s,
critical discussion regarding Hobbes’ project occurred not only among scholars, but also
in society in general.123 Many of his critics began to produce scholarship that “exposed
the heterodoxy of his project.”124

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
118

Jon Parkin, Taming the Leviathan, edit. Quentin Skinner and James Tully (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007), 201.

119

Parkin 2007, 201.

120

Parkin 2007, 201.

121

Parkin 2007, 202.

122

Parkin 2007, 202.

123

Parkin 2007, 202.

124

Parkin 2007, 204.

!

!

!
!

!
!

Owen! 23

!

While many scholars openly expressed their disagreement with Hobbes in their
writing, many young people found Hobbes’ work to be “appealing.”125 Much like
Hobbes, young people had experienced “civil war and political uncertainty.”126 When
these grew older and wrote for themselves, many of them included Hobbesian ideas in
their work.127 One of these men was John Locke.128 According to Parkin, Locke was
“deeply affected by the political and religious disruption that had marked his coming to
maturity,” and he believed that “Christian liberty” would not allow for stability.129
Many religious authorities of the time were very critical of Hobbes’ critique of
religion. With their writing, they tried to stop the influence of Hobbesian thought on
society. However, many young readers of Hobbes were drawn to the arguments and
began to embrace many of his ideas. Clearly, Hobbes had an immediate impact on
society. Considering his influence on political thought of the time, readers of the
Leviathan must contemplate what Hobbes intended to accomplish with his critique of
religion. Did Hobbes know that thinkers of the time would immediately embrace his
ideals? Was Hobbes attempting to launch the modern project, or was he responding to
immediate political concerns? Perhaps he believed that his work would immediately
impact the political system.
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Main Critical Approaches to Hobbes
Scholars generally agree that Hobbes reinterprets scripture in part because he
thought that Christianity and the Church posed problems to political stability. However,
many scholars present different reasons as to why Hobbes thought that a reinterpretation
of scripture would be so valuable. If Hobbes was responding to immediate political
concerns, it is possible that Hobbes thought that his political project would be
implemented. If Hobbes wanted his political project to be successfully implemented, he
would have to ensure that Christianity did not pose a threat to the state. While he may
not have needed to engage in such a radical reinterpretation of scripture, Hobbes had to
address religion to some extent in order to accomplish his political goals.
However, Hobbes may have harbored greater ambitions. Hobbes may have
engaged in this radical reinterpretation because he thought it was necessary in order to
launch the modern project and especially the scientific project. Hobbes’s project is
predicated on an individual’s ability to reason. In order to make reason and Christianity
compatible, he needed to reinterpret key Biblical teachings. Both of these arguments
seem plausible. However, much of the scholarship fails to provide an explanation
regarding what Hobbes sought to accomplish with his reinterpretation of scripture in
chapter 42. Clearly, the scholarship establishes that Hobbes thought that Christianity and
the Church posed problems for his project and modernity in general. However, this fact
alone is not a sufficient analysis of Hobbes’ religious project. Further examination of the
literature can help explain what Hobbes sought to accomplish with his reinterpretation.
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Vickie Sullivan provides fruitful analysis regarding the goals of Hobbes’ entire
project. In her book, Machiavelli, Hobbes and the Formation of a Liberal Republicanism
in England, Sullivan compares and contrasts the intentions of Machiavelli and Hobbes.130
She notes that Hobbes believed that “peace and improvement in human life” were of the
utmost importance.131 While Machiavelli rejoiced in the tumults of Rome, Hobbes was
repulsed by them.132 Republicanism results in “strife,” and Hobbes sees monarchy as the
necessary alternative to this violence.133 Sullivan further notes that Hobbes advocates for
equality in his commonwealth as a way of discouraging ambition among men, as these
men will not allow for political stability.134 For Hobbes, “the very purpose of the
creation of government,” is “to overcome war.”135 Sullivan asserts that Hobbes had these
goals in mind partially because he had been exposed to the Thirty Years’ War and the
English Civil War.136 With Sullivan’s claims in mind, it seems unlikely that Hobbes was
not responding to immediate political concerns. Hobbes had seen the damages of war,
and he wanted to find a lasting solution to the problem. This is why Hobbes was so
concerned with peace. Sullivan’s literature suggests that Hobbes’ political project was
not merely rhetorical. His project was meant to create stability.
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Another scholar, Leo Strauss, claims that Hobbes sought to allow for scientific
inquiry by eliminating the authority of “theological politics.”137 Strauss asserts that
“Hobbes founded his political science in opposition to two frequently but not always
allied traditions: the tradition of philosophic politics, whose originator was for him
Socrates, and the tradition of theological politics, which appeals to revelation.”138 He
further notes that revelation was more of a concern for Hobbes, since it had more
“authority than classical politics” at this time.139 Thus, Hobbes’ “attack is directed
principally against the tradition of theological politics.”140 While some of the
connections between Hobbes’ political project and his reinterpretation of scripture are not
obvious, it is clear that religion poses a large problem for his political project.141
According to Strauss, Hobbes’ politics is based on the axiom that violent death is the
greatest evil; religion by contrast, teaches that there is a greater evil even than violent
death,” which is “eternal punishment after death in hell.”142 While Hobbes seeks to
ensure that all members of the civil sovereign fear violent death, he is even more
concerned with this teaching because it depends not on reason, but on revelation.143 In
order to conclude that a life after death exists, one must believe in revelation.144 One
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cannot make this conclusion with reason alone, which makes this teaching very damaging
to Hobbes’ project.145 Revealed religion poses a legitimate threat to Hobbes’ science,
which based upon a materialistic understanding of the world.146
Ronald Beiner also claims that Hobbes understood revealed religion to be a
problem for his project.147 Beiner suggests that with his reinterpretation of scripture,
Hobbes creates a civil religion that was “political,” but could “claim the sanction of
Christianity by emphasizing the continuity between the New Testament and the Old
Testament.”148 Like many other scholars who have inquired into the subject, Beiner
asserts that Hobbes believed Christianity to be a threat to “temporal power.”149
According to Beiner, Hobbes attempts to “judaicize” Christianity in Part III to ensure that
it will not endanger his political project.150 In Part III, Hobbes claims that “Moses founds
a theocracy” in which men “claim to rule in the name of God.”151 According to Hobbes,
the Israelites recognize that his regime, in which men claim to have “prophetic powers,”
does not allow for political stability.152 The Israelites know that they need a single “civil
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authority,” and they “demand ‘a King, after the manner of their neighbour nations.’”153
Finally, Hobbes claims that this “nontheocratic regime endures” until “Christ ‘restores’
the Kingdom of God.”154 With this discussion, Hobbes suggests that “Christian states”
could function properly as long as “the religion founded by Christ is interpreted as if it
were the religion of the Old Testament, and Christ himself is interpreted as if he was
Moses.”155 According to Beiner, Hobbes “judaicizes” Christianity in order to limit the
religion to “this-worldly claims,” and eliminate the possibility of “other-worldly
claims.”156 Beiner asserts that Hobbes radically reinterprets scripture in an effort to make
it compatible with his political project.157 Beiner’s work suggests that Hobbes was
mostly concerned with a critique of revealed religion, as opposed to natural religion.
Hobbes realizes that prophets will harm his political project. He wants his sovereign to
be Christian, because “only through (nominally Christian) theocratic politics can the
sovereign claim sufficient authority to strip Christianity of the otherworldly teachings.”158
However, Hobbes’ sovereign must have the power that Moses had to ensure that no one
will challenge his authority.159
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Devin Stauffer also offers insight into the question of Hobbes’ intentions with his
critique of religion. According to Stauffer, Hobbes has a “two-sided strategy.”160
Hobbes wants to offer a “rationalistic and humanistic interpretation of the Bible,” while
also demonstrating “just how much one must distort the surface message of the Bible in
order to bring it into accordance with reason.”161 While Stauffer does not address
arguments that occur in Part III, he does provide a lengthy discussion of chapter 12, “Of
Religion,” which provides insight into Hobbes’ goals regarding religion in general.
In chapter 12, Hobbes claims that “the ‘seed’ of religion must lie in some quality
peculiar to human beings.”162 Hobbes later identifies this quality as “anxiety,” which is a
result of man’s “concern for security in the future.”163 According to Hobbes, anxiety is
the cause of religion.164 Hobbes further notes that anxiety and fear led to the creation of
the “gods of the Gentiles.”165 Realizing the radical implications of this line of
argumentation, Hobbes quickly draws a distinction between the pagan gods and the “one
God, eternal, infinite, and omnipotent,” though he does not explicitly claim that this God
is Christian.166 This God results not from anxiety, but from a “desire ‘to know the causes
of the natural bodies.’’’167 Hobbes later claims that this God is a “first mover,” who is
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“incomprehensible” to humans.168 His discussion of the causes of pagan religion and the
Christian religion are problematic, as he seems to suggest that both are rooted in
“superstition.”169 However, he eventually suggests that Biblical religion is “cultivated by
‘God’s commandment and direction,’’’ not just superstition.170 While he insists that
Christianity is superior, this comparison demonstrates that Christianity, like the pagan
religion, grows out of “fear and ignorance.”171 Eventually, Hobbes even suggests that the
pagan religion was more conducive to political stability than the Christian religion.172
Stauffer’s analysis of chapter twelve provides critical insight into what he seeks to
accomplish in Part III. He suggests that Hobbes was mostly concerned with launching
the modern project, rather than responding to immediate political concerns. If Hobbes
employed the “two-sided strategy” that Stauffer claims he used, he reinterpreted scripture
in an effort to bring religion into accordance with his scientific project and demonstrate
the difficulty of doing so. However, Stauffer does note that Hobbes addressed concerns
of political stability in chapter 12. Though Stauffer’s analysis suggests that Hobbes’
religious critique is primarily a result of his scientific project, he does not deny that
Hobbes was deeply concerned about political stability.
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Many readers of the Leviathan assume that Hobbes’ commonwealth did not allow
for any individual liberties, as Hobbes was a “supporter of absolutism.”173 However, J.
Judd Owen asserts that “Hobbes sought to secure the greatest possible scope for private
liberty, or as we would now call it, toleration.”174 However, this toleration is
“qualified.”175 According to Hobbes, the state of nature allows for “absolute individual
liberty,” as men can do whatever they wish to do.176 However, the state of nature does
not allow men to “satisfy” their desire for “mere life.”177 While a “subjects freedom is
limited by the law,” a subject’s “freedom ‘to do what he has a will to do’ is far greater in
civil society than in the state of nature.”178
Another scholar, Gary Remer, presents a similar argument. Remer attempts to
determine whether or not Hobbes abandoned the humanist thought that he was influenced
by in the early 1600s.179 According to Remer, “Hobbes did break with his humanist
past,” because his “experience with civil war led him to conclude that, if chaos was to be
avoided, knowledge had to be based on unequivocal foundations.”180 Hobbes believes
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that “religious rhetoric” is particularly prone to civil discord.181 If Remer’s assertions are
correct, one could easily conclude that Hobbes’ commonwealth was not tolerant.
However, Remer argues that “Hobbesian political theory is, in principle, neutral on the
question of toleration; since toleration is a prerogative of the ruler, the Hobbesian
commonwealth can be either tolerant or intolerant.”182 Though he knows that “religious
rhetoric” can be dangerous, he also acknowledges that men are “naturally drawn to
religion out of fear of the unknown.”183 While the state must regulate “public worship,”
the commonwealth has no legitimate interest in regulating private beliefs, as private
beliefs are not harmful to the commonwealth.184 Remer’s analysis, much like Owen’s,
suggests that Hobbes was very concerned with launching the modern project. Hobbes
could have chosen to restrict religious thought all together, as he believed it to be
dangerous. However, he does not restrict the private thoughts of men. Hobbes was
willing to allow men to reason for themselves, as this was an essential component of the
modern project.
While some of the scholarship suggests that Hobbes was primarily concerned
with launching the modern project, analysis from other scholars makes a reader wonder if
Hobbes wanted his political project to be implemented immediately. Perhaps he was
responding to political concerns of his time that needed an immediate remedy. Benjamin
Milner argues that Hobbes’ reinterpretations in Part III are not absolutely necessary in
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order to “fashion a marriage of convenience between sovereignty and religion.”185
Hobbes’ reinterpretation could have been more “orthodox.”186 According to Milner,
Hobbes addresses the “three great abuses of scripture” in Part IV.187 Hobbes claims that
the “the greatest of these abuses is the teaching, or presumption, that the Kingdom of God
is to be found the church.”188 Hobbes makes this claim because he believes that “selfserving men” who claim to have the authority of God pose the “greatest threat to civil
society.”189 If Milner is correct, it seems likely that Hobbes was responding to immediate
political concerns rather than simply trying to launch the modern project. In order to
reconcile religion with his political and scientific projects, Hobbes would not have
needed to engage in such a radical reinterpretation. With Milner’s claims in mind, it
seems probable that Hobbes also reinterpreted scripture in order to respond to the
immediate political concerns that the Church was causing.
Methodology
In order to better examine and understand Hobbes’ critique of religion, this thesis
will examine Hobbes’ critique of ecclesiastical power in chapter 42. Before proceeding
to that chapter, however, it is necessary to establish a better understanding of Hobbes’
preliminary arguments concerning religion and its power in civil society.
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Chapter II: An Introduction to Hobbes’ Critique of Religion
Though the focus of this paper will primarily be Part III, Chapter 42, it is
necessary to provide an introduction to Hobbes’ treatment of religion. In chapter 11,
Hobbes defines natural religion.190 He notes that “curiosity, or love of the knowledge of
causes, draws a man from consideration of the effect to seek the cause.”191 This
consideration leads men to believe that there is one God who is the initial cause of all
events, though they can know nothing about him. However, Hobbes also notes in this
chapter that “ignorance of natural causes disposeth a man to credulity, so as to believe
many times impossibilities.”192 He further notes that “credulity, because men love to be
hearkened unto company, dispostheth them to lying; so that ignorance itself without
malice is able to make a man both to believe lies and tell them.”193 According to Hobbes,
many men lie in order to be heard by others.
At the beginning of chapter 12, Hobbes asserts that the “seed of religion” is “only
in man.”194 This is a result of the fact that men, unlike other animals, have a desire to
know the causes of the “events they see.”195 According to Hobbes, men try to determine
the causes of events they experience, but they often have to “suppose” them.196 Man may
suppose these causes on his own, or he may rely on the “authority of other men” in order
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to suppose them.197 Hobbes claims that causes are most often “invisible.”198 However,
he acknowledges that causes can be observed through indirect phenomena.199
Hobbes asserts that “the acknowledging of one God, eternal, infinite, and
omnipotent, may more easily be derived from the desire men have to know the causes of
natural bodies, and their several virtues and operations than from the fear of what was to
befall them in time to come.”200 With this discussion, Hobbes suggests that a philosophic
belief in God results from curiosity, rather than fear. However, few men fit into this
category.
Instead, most religions, however, are a result of anxiety and fear.201 Men who are
“ignorant” of the causes of an event are plagued by “perpetual fear.”202 These men want
to protect themselves from “evil,” but they do not know how to do so, as they possess no
knowledge of causes.203 They believe that they should fear the “power” that causes
events, even though they cannot see this power.204 For these reasons, they turn to
religion.205
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Hobbes presents the philosophic belief in god in a more positive fashion than
religion. This is not surprising, as Hobbes would not be able to dismiss the philosophic
inquiry that natural religion produces without abandoning his scientific goals. However,
he is highly critical of the Christian religion, which appears to result from fear and
anxiety. At this point in the text, Hobbes emerges as possibly atheistic.
According to Hobbes, “men that by their own mediation arrive to the
acknowledgment of one infinite, omnipotent, and eternal God, choose rather to confess
he is incomprehensible, and above their understanding, than to define his nature by spirit
incorporeal, and then confess their definition to be unintelligible.”206 In Part IV, Hobbes
offers further discussion regarding!the errors some men make, though they claim that
God is incomprehensible.207 Philosophers such as Aristotle discourse on a “doctrine
concerning essences and separate substantial forms.”208 This discourse led to “opinion
concerning incorporeal substances,” and men began to believe that God is not
comprehensible.209 Hobbes claims that these men are not reasonable.210
Since men cannot comprehend God, they must “guess” the immediate causes of
an event.211 Men look at previous causes of events and falsely assume that the same
things will continue in the future, even though they do not understand the initial cause of
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an event.212 These men hope for “good or evil luck superstitiously.”213 Hobbes claims
that men cannot comprehend God. Neither can they understand the immediate causes of
an event. Since men are unable to draw a connection between the immediate cause and
the mediate causes, they cannot fully understand the mediate causes either. Men can only
hope that good events will continue to occur and evil ones will not. Religion is not based
upon knowledge of God, but superstition.
Even though religious beliefs are based on superstition, men worship “powers
invisible” in the same ways they worship other men.214 Hobbes claims that men offer
“gifts, petitions, thanks, submission of body, considerate addresses, sober behavior,
premeditated words,” and “swearing” to invisible powers.215 Men also “take causal
things, after one or two encounters, for prognostics of the like encounter ever after.”216
They will even believe prognostics from men who seem to be credible.217
According to Hobbes, religion makes men “more apt to obedience, laws, peace,
charity, and civil society.”218 He notes that some men created religion out of their own
invention.219 These men believe that citizens must obey “earthly kings.”220 However,
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
212

Leviathan xii.8.

213

Leviathan xii.8.

214

Leviathan xii.9.

215

Leviathan xii.9.

216

Leviathan xii.10.

217

Leviathan xii.10.

218

Leviathan xii.12.

219

Leviathan xii.12.

220

Leviathan xii.12.

!

!

!
!

!
!

Owen! 38

!

men who claim to speak to God also instituted religion because of the political benefits it
provides.221 With this commentary, Hobbes claims that all men, even prophets, have
turned to religion as a means of ensuring peace and stability in a commonwealth.
Hobbes further suggests that “for the part of religion which consisteth in opinions
concerning nature of powers invisible, there is almost nothing that has a name that has
not been esteemed amongst the Gentiles, in one place or another, a god or devil, or by
their poets feigned to be inanimated, inhabited, or possessed by some spirit or other.”222
Hobbes notes that “the heaven, the ocean, the planets, the fire, the earth,” and “the winds”
were also gods.223 However, the Gentiles also attributed divine qualities to “men,
women, a crocodile, a calf, a dog, a snake, an onion,” and “a leek.”224 The Gentiles
began to assume that demons inhabited certain areas of the earth.225 According to
Hobbes, “authors of the religion of the Gentiles” were aware that men were unable to
understand the causes of natural events, but they still desired to know this information.226
The authors capitalized on the “ignorance” of men and attributed their good fortune to
“ministerial gods” such as Venus, Apollo, Mercury, and Aeolus.227 Gentile authors even
built sculptures and other artistic pieces that were meant to represent the gods.228 Men
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
221

Leviathan xii.12.

222

Leviathan xii.13.

223

Leviathan xii.15.

224

Leviathan xii.16.

225

Leviathan xii.16.

226

Leviathan xii.17.

227

Leviathan xii.17.

228

Leviathan xii.18.

!

!

!
!

!
!

Owen! 39

!

were more likely to worship and respect gods when they could view a piece of art that
represented the gods, because they believed that the gods were “housed in” the art.229
Finally, Hobbes claims that the Gentile authors have engaged in fictitious “revelation”
and have convinced men to “find their fortunes” in oracles, prophets, and other unreliable
sources.230
These claims are significant. According to Hobbes, the “first founders and
legislators of commonwealths among the Gentiles” sought to allow for political
stability.231 In order to enforce obedience, the authors of the Gentiles had to convince
men that a divine being existed.232 If men had no god to obey, nothing would stop a
“mere mortal” from attempting to gain power of the commonwealth.233 The Gentiles
realized that men would listen to and abide by their laws if they believed that the sources
of the laws were the gods, rather than the Gentile authors.234 Hobbes notes that the
Romans, “that had conquered the greatest part of the then known world,” tolerated
religion as long as it posed no problem for the proper functioning of the government.235
The Romans did not, however, tolerate Judaism because Jews were not willing to
recognize “any mortal king or state whatsoever.”236 However, he carefully qualifies his
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derogatory argument regarding religion by acknowledging that “Abraham, Moses, and
our blessed Saviour” brought us the “laws of the kingdom of God.”237 A commonwealth
would only tolerate religion if it did not pose a threat to the state. While Hobbes does not
directly criticize Christianity in this passage, Christianity did not always coexist with
good government so easily.238
After discussing the causes of the religion of the Gentiles, Hobbes expands on his
discussion regarding the origins of Christianity. Hobbes asserts that “where God himself
by supernatural revelation planted religion, there he also made to himself a peculiar
kingdom and gave laws.”239 Hobbes further notes that “laws civil are part of religion,
and therefore the distinction of temporal and spiritual domination hath there no place.”240
God rules over the entire earth, but Hobbes claims that he can also rule a single nation.241
Religion and government are not distinguishable. Citizens of the commonwealth are
supposed to obey God not only because of his divine powers, but also because he is
rightfully in charge of the state. With this claim, Hobbes qualifies earlier statements that
he made regarding religion. While he initially claims that religion is the product of fear
and anxiety, Christianity emerges as an exception to this teaching. God “planted” this
religion on earth in order to establish a commonwealth.
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Hobbes acknowledges that men will always desire to understand the natural
causes of events.242 The state will never successfully “abolish” the “first seeds or
principles” of religion from human nature.243 As a result, “new religions” will arise.244
Hobbes claims that the “multitude” will begin to subscribe to the belief system of a man
whom they believe speaks to God.245 According to Hobbes, the teachings of these men
must be “contradicted and rejected” unless they have the power of the “civil sword.”246
Hobbes knows that men that claim to speak to God pose a threat to his project. Men will
not obey the laws of the commonwealth if they begin answering to another authority. As
a result, Hobbes seeks to diminish the faith citizens of the commonwealth may place in
men who claim to speak to God.
Prophets
Part I, Chapter 12 serves as Hobbes’ most significant and commonly read
discourse on religion. However, Hobbes offers a far more extensive critique of religion
in Parts III and IV. While Hobbes addresses the problems that prophecy poses to the
state in several chapters, his most significant attack occurs in Part III, Chapter 36.
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In this chapter, Hobbes seeks to define the phrase “the word of God.”247 Hobbes

offers several possible definitions for this phrase, claiming that it would literally mean
words spoken by God.248 However, the phrase could also indicate that the text is about
God or “God and his government, that is to say, the doctrine of religion.”249 Hobbes
references several examples in the Bible in which the “word of God was the doctrine of
Christian religion.”250
In Acts 15:7, Hobbes claims that “the word of God is called ‘the word of the
Gospel,’ because it containeth the kingdom of Christ.”251 In Romans 10:8-9, Hobbes
argues that “the word of faith” is synonymous with “the doctrine of Christ come and
raised from the dead.”252 According to Hobbes, “the word of the kingdom” in Matthew
13:19 refers to “the doctrine of the kingdom taught by Christ.”253 With these citations,
Hobbes claims that the “word of God” does not always refer to words spoken by God.
Rather, he expands the definition to encompass “the doctrine of the Christian religion.”
He does so because it is conducive to his political goals. Hobbes asserts that the “word of
God” can be “metaphorically” understood as God’s “wisdom, power, and eternal decree
in making the world.”254 Hobbes attempts to amplify God’s power over this world. He
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
247

Leviathan xxxvi.1.

248

Leviathan xxxvi.2.

249

Leviathan xxxvi.2.

250

Leviathan xxxvi.2.

251

Leviathan xxxvi.2.

252

Leviathan xxxvi.2.

253

Leviathan xxxvi.2.

254

Leviathan xxxvi.3.

!

!

!
!

!
!

Owen! 43

!

wants men to fear God. By expanding his definition to things concerning the “doctrine of
Christian religion,” he is able to accomplish this task. However, with this broad
interpretation, he also precludes the intercession of men who claim to have access to
God’s revised teaching.
After this discussion, Hobbes discourses on the various definitions of the word
“prophet.”255 The term “prophet” can refer to a man who speaks to God, a man who
predicts events to come, or “someone that speaketh incoherently.”256 Hobbes further
notes that prophets are not only men who speak to God, but also men “that in Christian
churches have a calling to say public prayers for the congregation.”257 With this claim,
Hobbes suggests that prophets could simply be spokesmen for Christianity. Hobbes
lowers the standards for becoming a prophet.258 In doing so, he diminishes their
authority. By Hobbes’ standards, any man who claims to speak for God, for the Church,
or for the sovereign would be considered a prophet. Hobbes further claims that men who
predict future events often only pretend to be prophets and make false claims.259
According to Hobbes, these men should not be trusted. These men might persuade
citizens to listen to their teachings, instead of the laws of the commonwealth.
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According to Hobbes, men who claim to speak to God should also not be trusted
because it is unclear how God communicated with these men.260 Hobbes claims that
“after the time of Moses (where the manner how God spake immediately to man in the
Old Testament is expressed) he spake always by a vision or a dream.”261 Hobbes does
not hold information received through dreams in high regard.262 In Part I, after he defines
imagination as “decaying sense,” Hobbes suggests that dreams are nothing but
“imaginations of them that sleep.”263 He claims that dreams are problematic because men
often believe that they are “awake” when they dream.264 Hobbes notes that pagan
prophets failed to distinguish between “vision” and “dreams.”265 As a result, these men
founded a religion “that worshipped satyrs, fawns, nymphs.”266 This religion, which was
based on dreams, was not credible.267
In latter portions of the text, Hobbes addresses dreams again. He asserts that the
dreams of prophets are nothing but “imaginations which they had in their sleep of in an
ecstasy.”268 Hobbes places no authority in prophets that did not speak directly to God.
Though Hobbes initially claims that God spoke immediately to Moses, he later suggests
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that readers of the Bible cannot be sure how God communicated with Moses.269 He notes
that God differentiated between Moses and the other prophets, so it is impossible that
they communicated through “a dream or vision.”270 Clearly, God could not have “spake
or appeared as he is in his own nature,” as to make this assumption would be “to deny his
infiniteness.”271 Neither can one assume that God spoke “by inspiration, or infusion in
the Holy Spirit,” as making this assumption would “make Moses equal with Christ.”272
Finally, Hobbes argues that “to say he spake by the Holy Spirit” would be to “attribute
nothing to him supernatural.”273 He is unable to conclude what method God used to
communicate with Moses.274 With these claims, Hobbes seeks to undermine the
miraculous quality of prophets. According to Hobbes, we can only be sure that there was
one “sovereign prophet” in the New Testament: Christ.275
Hobbes further notes that 70 men “prophesied in the camp of the Israelites” with
Moses.276 He claims that their “prophesying” was “subordinate” to that of Moses.277 In
fact, he claims “the Spirit of God” in these men was “nothing but the mind and
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disposition to obey and assist Moses in the administration of the government.”278 Hobbes
suggests that the spirit of God cannot dwell bodily within men.279 In this instance,
Hobbes reinterprets an important Biblical passage in order ensure that its message is
better suited for his project. In Numbers 11:24-25, Moses “gathered seventy elders of the
people,” and “the Lord came down in the cloud and spoke to him, and took some of the
spirit that was on him and put it on the seventy elders.”280 Clearly, Hobbes reinterprets
this passage in order to suggest that the seventy elders lacked the prophetic powers that
Moses possessed. Hobbes argues that few men are prophets, despite the fact that many
men claim to speak to or commune with God.
Hobbes presents the probability of a true prophet’s existence as unlikely.281 As a
result, he claims that “men had need to be very circumspect and wary in obeying the
voice of man, that pretending himself to be a prophet, requires us to obey God in that way
which he in God’s name telleth us to be the way to happiness.”282 At the end of this
chapter, he even asserts that the “Christian sovereign” is the sovereign prophet, rather
than Christ.283
To summarize Hobbes’ critical account of prophecy: Hobbes attempts to convince
men that individuals who claim to speak to God cannot be trusted. He realizes that these
men could endanger the sovereign, as citizens may listen and abide by their teachings
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rather than those of the commonwealth. Thus, he offers a critique of religious claims
derived from purported congress with God.
Miracles
In addition to his discourse regarding prophecy, Hobbes offers commentary
regarding miracles in chapter 37.284 He claims that “by miracles are signified the
admirable works of God, and therefore, they are also called wonders.”285 Miracles only
occur because God wants to ensure that men do not “doubt” him.286 Men “wonder” at
“strange” events or events that they assume cannot be the result of natural causes.287 If
an event occurs on a regular basis, then it is not a miracle.288 For example, when a “piece
of wood” changes, no miracle has occurred.289 In this instance, Hobbes clearly
contradicts Exodus 15:25, in which Moses throws a piece of wood into water and makes
it “sweet.”290 He suggests that the increase of scientific inquiry can diminish the
frequency of miracles. The scientific inquiry that he advocates for in Part I can explain
many events that may have previously deemed miracles by men.
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While some men assume that particular events are miracles, other men with more
knowledge of the event realize that it is the result of natural causes.291 Some events occur
regularly, but only some men realize that these events are not out of the ordinary.292 As a
result, “ignorant and superstitious men” assume that some events are miracles, when they
are not.293 Men admire miracles not because they are amazed that God could create a
miracle, but “because he does it at the prayer or word of a man.”294
With his use of miracles, God did not seek to ensure that all men became
Christians.295 Rather, he wanted men who he “had determined should become his elect”
to believe in his authority.296 According to Hobbes, “the miraculous plagues of Egypt”
were merely used to ensure that “the people of Israel believe that Moses came unto
them.”297 In order to come to this conclusion, Hobbes departs from the Bible. In Exodus,
God tells Moses that he wants his “wonders” to be “multiplied in the land of Egypt.”298
God further tells Moses that he will “harden Pharaoh’s heart”, and when the Pharaoh
does not listen to Moses, he will take the Israelites out of Egypt “by great acts of
judgment.”299 God finally claims that these acts will make the Israelites realize that he is
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“the Lord.”300 Hobbes reinterprets the meaning of miracles in order to diminish the faith
that men have in them. By claiming that miracles must be events that occur rarely and
events that cannot be explained by natural causes, Hobbes offers a very narrow definition
of miracles. Many events that men would normally deem miracles are not encompassed
in Hobbes’ definition. Additionally, he claims that God created miracles only to compel
belief among men who he wanted to be in his elect. Miracles are presented as a tool to
enforce political stability in a sovereign, not to evangelize.
Hobbes eventually offers an even more subversive description of a miracle: “a
work of God (besides his operation by the way of nature, ordained in the creation), done
for the making manifest to his elect the mission of an extraordinary minister for their
salvation.”301 With this definition, Hobbes concludes that prophets are able to create
miracles not because of their own “virtue,” but because God gave them this capability.302
Hobbes further claims that “no devil, angel, or other created spirit, can do a miracle.”303
Unfortunately, men are easily deceived by events that they assume are miracles.304
Crafty men whom the Greeks call Thaumaturgi use their “dexterity” to make
“wonderful” events occur.305 Hobbes references an example of two of these men.306 One
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man pretended to be lame, while the “other” pretended to “cure him with a charm.”307
The existence of sham miracles among the pagans leaves open the possibility of sham
miracles among Christians; this critique might extend perhaps to Christ himself, who
famously healed many afflicted persons, including the lame, as in John 5:3-9. Hobbes
thus surreptitiously suggests that Jesus may have been a crafty man who attempts to
deceive the people.
In addition to his claims regarding Jesus, Hobbes also rejects the Eucharist.308
According to Hobbes, “if a man pretend that after certain words spoken over a piece of
bread, that presently God hath made it not bread, but a god or a man (or both), and
nevertheless it looketh still as like bread as it ever it did, there is no reason for any man to
think it really done.”309 Unless a man inquires about this situation with God’s “vicar or
lieutenant,” who is the sovereign, he should not believe that it actually occurs.310 With
this statement, Hobbes undermines the power of the Catholic Church, as the Pope was
known as the Vicar of Christ. While a man can hold whatever beliefs he wants to
privately, he should always adhere to the beliefs of “God’s supreme lieutenant,” or the
sovereign, publicly.311
Hobbes uses chapter 37 to undermine men’s faith in miracles. This chapter, like
several others in Part III, serves as a critique of revealed religion. Hobbes wants to
ensure that men listen to and obey no authority other than the sovereign. Men who
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appear to perform miracles pose a problem for this goal. Hobbes knows that citizens of
the sovereign may want to follow these men. He must convince men that true miracles
are very difficult to create. While he does not restrict private beliefs regarding miracles,
he seeks to ensure that men will always abide by the sovereign’s laws in public.
Hell
In chapter 39, Hobbes reinterprets another important Biblical topic: hell. Hobbes
opens the chapter by claiming that the sovereign is capable of “inflicting greater
punishments than death.”312 Hobbes further notes that “Jesus Christ hath satisfied for the
sins of all that believe in him; and therefore recovered to all believers that Eternal Life
which was lost by the sin of Adam.”313 Interestingly, Hobbes claims that eternal life will
occur on this earth.314 Hobbes concludes that When Christ takes the place of Adam, “all
shall me made alive,” on this earth.315 He cites Psalm 133:3 in support of his claim:
“Upon Zion God commanded the blessing, even life for evermore.”316 Since Zion is
located in Jerusalem, Hobbes concludes that eternal life must be on this earth.317 He also
references Revelations 2:7 to bolster his argument: “To him that overcometh I will give
to eat of the tree of life, which in in the midst of the paradise of God.”318 Hobbes notes
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that “this was the tree of Adam’s eternal life, but his life was to have been on earth.”319
In his edition of the Leviathan, Edwin Curley notes that “Hobbes’ conception of the life
eternal seems to be among his unconventional readings of scripture.”320 Hobbes must
reinterpret scripture in order to conclude that eternal life will be on earth. Readers of the
Leviathan must attempt to determine what Hobbes sought to accomplish with this
reinterpretation. As Hobbes further discuses hell in chapter 39, possible reasons for his
reinterpretation emerge.
Hobbes suggests that the Old and New Testaments provide no definitive claims
regarding where the damned are sent when they die.321 The damned will not go “under
ground” or “under water” or to the Valley of Hinnon.322 Additionally, Hobbes notes that
“Satan, Devil,” and “Abaddon” are not proper nouns, but “appellatives.”323 He asserts
that these terms refer to “the enemy of them that shall be in the kingdom of God,” rather
than the “demons” that men often assume they are.324 Based on his conclusions
regarding the location of the eternal life, Hobbes determines that the Enemy’s
“kingdom,” or hell, must be on earth as well.325 He recognizes that many Biblical
passages suggest that men in hell are exposed to “torments” such as the “weeping and
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gnashing of teeth described in Matthew 8:12 and eternal fire described in Mark 9:44.326
Despite his use of these citations, Hobbes suggests that men in hell will not suffer from
eternal punishment.327 Rather, the damned will suffer a “second death.”328 In order to
support this claim, Hobbes references Revelations 20:13-14, verses in which the “grave”
are thrown “into the lake of fire.”329 With his reinterpretation, Hobbes ignores the
Biblical text. The “lake of fire” refers to eternal punishment in Revelations. Hobbes’
discussion in this section lends support to Strauss’ argument that Hobbes’ project is
“based on the axiom that violent death is the greatest evil.”330 Hobbes suggests that men
should fear violent death more than eternal punishment. In doing so, he subordinates the
New Testament teaching regarding eternal punishment to his own.
Hobbes expands his discussion of eternal life when he defines salvation as “the
joys of life eternal.”331 He finds support for this definition in Matthew 9:2.332 Hobbes
notes that in this verse, Christ cures a paralyzed man.333 According to Hobbes, in the
paralytic’s situation, “death and misery were the punishments of sin.”334 Thus, “the
discharge of sin must also be a discharge of death and misery, that is to say, salvation
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absolute.”335 Hobbes clearly reinterprets this passage in order to conclude that salvation
and forgiveness of sin are synonymous. In Matthew 9:6, Jesus claims that he “has
authority on earth to forgive sins.”336 He does not comment on salvation. Hobbes
suggests that is far easier to achieve salvation that it actually is. Jesus merely has to
forgive your sins. In latter sections, Hobbes even suggests that “eternal salvation” can
occur on earth, rather than in heaven.337
With his reinterpretation of hell and the afterworld, Hobbes makes hell seem less
frightening. While the connection between this reinterpretation and Hobbes’ project may
remain unclear, Christopher McClure’s arguments appear to be validated by an exegesis
of the text. Hobbes forces readers to consider alternative descriptions of hell and the
afterlife, even if they do not agree with them. He forces them to reason about the
afterlife. Through this reasoning process, Hobbes hopes that his readers will realize that
they cannot comprehend the afterlife. Hobbes suggests that men can contemplate the
afterlife, but they will never truly know anything about it.338 Thus, his reinterpretation
allows for the scientific inquiry and individual thought that he desires. Additionally, by
persuading readers that the afterlife may not be particularly bad, Hobbes can convince his
audience that violent death truly is the greatest evil. By redirecting man’s focus to the
potentiality of violent death on this earth, Hobbes can lend more power to earthly
government, which protects human life.
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Hobbes’ Reinterpretation of “Church”
Hobbes offers yet another significant reinterpretation of scripture in chapter 40.
In this chapter, Hobbes addresses the word “Church.”339 He notes that this term is
sometimes used to refer to a house in which Christians gather to worship.340 However,
the more common definition refers to a “congregation or an assembly of citizens, called
forth to hear the magistrate speak unto them.”341 Finally, Hobbes claims that the word
can mean “the men that have right to be of the congregation, though not actually
assembled.”342 In this “sense,” the Church has the power to “make laws” or do anything
that it deems necessary.343 Following this discussion, Hobbes defines Church as “a
company of men professing Christian religion, united in the person of one sovereign, at
whose command they ought to assemble, and without whose authority they ought not to
assemble.”344 By this definition, any Church that has arisen without gaining the
permission of the sovereign is “an unlawful assembly.”345 He further concludes that a
“universal Church” cannot exist, “there is no power on earth to which all other
commonwealths are subject.”346 With this commentary, Hobbes limits the power of the
Church. By claiming that there is no universal church, he undermines the authority of the
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Catholic Church. Churches can only exist under the supervision of the sovereign.
Hobbes must ignore several Biblical teachings in order to make this argument. In
Matthew 16:18, Jesus tells peter “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will
build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”347 In Matthew 18:20,
Jesus says “for where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”348
Hobbes also ignores that Great Commission in Matthew 28:16 and the First Church in
Acts 1-2 to make this assertion.349 The Church can most definitely exist outside of the
supervision of the sovereign, as readers of the Bible can observe in Acts 12:1-7. In these
verses, “King Herod laid violent hands upon some who belonged to the church,” “had
James, the brother of John, killed with the sword,” and arrested Peter.350 While Peter was
imprisoned, the church prayed for him and an “angel of the Lord” eventually released
him from his chains in prison.351 Hobbes must ignore this passage in order to make the
conclusion that he does.
Hobbes engages in significant reinterpretations of scripture in Part III, Chapters
37, 38, 39, and 40. Clearly, he believes that prophets pose a threat to the power of a
sovereign. He wants to diminish the faith that men place in prophets for this reason. He
also wants to ensure that men do not place much faith in miracles. While men are
allowed to hold their own private beliefs, they must adhere to the laws of the sovereign in
public. It would be damaging to the sovereign if citizens listened to every man who
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claimed that he had performed a miracle. Hobbes is very critical of revealed religion in
this chapter as well. His revision of the terms prophet, miracle, hell, and the Church all
support the goal of convincing men convincing men to engage in rational inquiry
regarding the afterlife. This reinterpretation helps him to accomplish his scientific goals.
However, it also aids his goal of convincing men that they should fear violent death more
than anything else. This is the core tenet of his project. Most important to this particular
thesis, Hobbes redefines the word “Church” in order to give the sovereign maximum
power, while eliminating the power of the Catholic Church or any “universal church.” In
Part III, chapter 42, Hobbes attacks that institution more directly.
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Chapter III: Hobbes’ Most Significant Critique
In Part III, chapter 42, Hobbes offers one of his most significant and detailed
discussions regarding religion. In this chapter, “Of Power Ecclesiastical,” Hobbes
critiques the Catholic Church. In the opening paragraphs of the chapter, Hobbes seeks to
define “Power Ecclesiastical” and explain where it can be found.352 He claims that he
must “distinguish” between the time “before the conversion of kings and men endued
with sovereign civil power” and the time “after their conversion.”353 According to
Hobbes, no civil sovereign “publicly allowed the teaching of Christian religion” until a
long time after Christ’s ascension.354
Before the sovereign “allowed the teaching of the Christian religion,” the apostles
were given power ecclesiastical.355 After the apostles, “the power was delivered again to
others by these ordained.”356 This power was given through the “imposition of hands.”357
According to Hobbes, Jesus, “between his resurrection and ascension, gave his spirit to
the apostles first (John 20:22), by ‘breathing on them and saying receive ye the Holy
Spirit.”358 However, after the ascension, he gave his spirit by “sending down upon them
‘a mighty wind and cloven tongues of fire,’ and not by the imposition of hands.”359 With
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these claims, Hobbes suggests that Jesus endowed all of the apostles equally with power.
However, Hobbes must clearly depart from scripture in order to make this conclusion. In
Matthew 16:13, Jesus asks his disciples who the Son of Man is.360 Peter is the only
disciple who is able to identify him as the Messiah, and Jesus says that the “Father in
heaven” revealed this to Peter.361 Jesus tells Peter that he will give him the “keys of the
kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and
whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”362 Peter’s ascendancy is
confirmed in Acts. In Acts 2:14-42, Peter pours the Holy Spirit onto the men of Judea
and baptizes them, forming the first Church.363 Hobbes must ignore the undoubtedly
special role of Peter in the Bible in order to make his assertions.
Hobbes considers whether or not ecclesiastical power is “monarchical,
aristocratical, or democratical,” as Cardinal Bellarmine had contemplated this question.364
He concludes that ecclesiastical power is actually only the “power to teach” Christianity,
which is bestowed upon “apostles and other ministers of the Gospel.”365 From this claim,
Hobbes can conclude that Christ’s ministers cannot require “obedience,” unless they are
kings or the agents thereof.366 Christ will not reign over the earth until the resurrection,
when the ministers of Christ are merely supposed to persuade men to embrace
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Christianity, not enforce obedience through “coercion and punishing.”367 Once again,
Hobbes seeks to diminish the authority of the Church. Ministers of Christ are not
allowed to do anything but evangelize and spread the word of Christ. Hobbes must
demote these men to this role in order to enforce obedience in the sovereign. If the Pope
or any other Church official possessed political authority, citizens of the sovereign might
obey the Church’s orders before those of the sovereign. Hobbes must eliminate the
possibility of divided authority.
While Hobbes ensures that the Church has no influence on political life, he also
argues that the sovereign cannot “forbid us to believe in Christ.”368 According to
Hobbes, “Faith is a gift of God, which man can neither give not take away by promise of
rewards or menaces of torture.”369 If the sovereign commands citizens to profess publicly
that they do not believe in God, the citizen may be forced to comply, but God can pardon
him.370 Since this individual was compelled to deny God by the sovereign, the action is
not his own, but the sovereign’s.371 These claims demonstrate that Hobbes is mostly
concerned with the beliefs that men profess publicly, rather than the beliefs they hold in
private. The sovereign cannot regulate the private beliefs of man, but it can force him to
adhere to any belief in public, even one that is not Christian. These claims may emerge
as convoluted, as Hobbes advocates for a Christian sovereign. Furthermore, they are in
tension with Christ’s commentary regarding hypocrites. In Matthew 7:5, Christ tells a
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hypocrite to “first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to
remove the speck from your brother’s eye.”372 However, it is not overly surprising that
Hobbes hesitates to regulate a man’s privately held beliefs. While Hobbes is deeply
concerned with political stability, he also cannot abandon his scientific goals.373 In order
to make his scientific project realizable, he must allow for individual inquiry. This
inquiry will not hinder political stability as long as men are willing to obey the laws of
the sovereign in the public realm.
Following these claims, Hobbes discusses the responsibilities of the apostles.374
According to Hobbes, part of their “commission” was to “teach” Christianity to other
nations.375 These men taught “out of the Old Testament that Jesus was Christ (that is to
say, king),”and that he rose from the dead.376 Once citizens of the commonwealth
believed these claims, they no longer had to obey the apostles.377 In making these claims,
Hobbes clearly reinterprets the message of Matthew 28:19-20, in which Jesus tells the
apostles to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything.”378
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Hobbes concludes his commentary regarding the apostles by noting that they were
also given the authority to perform baptisms.379 As a result of this authority, the apostles
have the “power of remission and retention of sins.”380 However, this power does not
exist in particular individuals, but the “assembly of the faithful.”381 Hobbes ultimately
concludes that the apostles only had the power to preach, teach, baptize and offer
forgiveness of sins as a community. With this claim, Hobbes ignores Paul’s career in
Acts. For example, in Acts 19:11, “God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that
even handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were taken to the sick, and their
illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them.”382 Clearly, the apostles were granted
more power than Hobbes suggests. However, it is not surprising that Hobbes reinterprets
scripture in this fashion. By diminishing the authority of the apostles, Hobbes ensures
that civil authority is placed in the sovereign, rather than the Church. Hobbes moves on to
address excommunication.383 According to Hobbes, excommunication should be
employed as a “correction of manners, not of errors in opinion.”384 In order to make this
assertion, Hobbes must depart from Biblical teachings. In Romans 16:17, Paul urges men
to “keep an eye on those who cause dissensions and offenses, in opposition to the
teaching” that they have learned and “avoid them.”385 Also, in Matthew 18:15-17 Christ
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urges men that sinners to change their ways should be treated as “a pagan or a tax
collector.”386 Clearly, excommunication was intended not only for men who exhibited
immoral behavior, but also for those who held opinions that contradicted Scriptural
teachings. With this reinterpretation, Hobbes may once again be working to ensure that
the sovereign does not endanger individual inquiry or that the Church does not affect a
man’s place in society. As long as men exhibit the preferred behavior of the sovereign in
the public realm, Hobbes will allow them hold their own private beliefs, even if they are
opposed to Christian teachings.
The New Testament as Law
In addition to limiting the power of excommunication, Hobbes also discourses on
the “power to make scripture law.”387 He claims that there are “two senses wherein a
writing may be said to be canonical; for canon signifieth a rule, and a rule is a precept by
which a man is guided and directed in any action whatsoever.”388 If a “precept” is “given
by a teacher to his disciple,” the teacher cannot enforce the order, but it is still a canon, as
it is a rule.389 However, if the rule is “given by one whom that receiveth them is bound to
obey,” then the rule is also a law.390 Hobbes further notes that the first “written law of
God” to be found in scripture are the Ten Commandments.391 Prior to the Ten
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Commandments, God had not “chosen any people to be his peculiar kingdom.”392 As
Curley notes, Hobbes must ignore the Abrahamic covenant, which occurs in Genesis 1217, in order to make this assertion.393
Hobbes reinterprets the First Commandment to mean that men “should not obey,
nor honour, the gods of other nations.”394 Second, he claims that men “should not make
any image to represent him,” meaning that men should not choose their own
representative, but “obey Moses and Aaron.”395 Third, “they should not take the name of
God in vain,” meaning that citizens of the commonwealth should not offer negative
commentary about their king.396 Finally, Hobbes argues that the Fourth Commandment
refers to a citizen’s duty to honor the king on the Sabbath day.397 He does not alter the
meaning of the final six Commandments.398 With his gross reinterpretation of first four
of the Ten Commandments, Hobbes seeks to conflate kingship and God. Citizens should
honor their sovereign as they would God. According to Hobbes, since Moses, Aaron and
“succeeding high priests were the civil sovereign,” they had the power to make the
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“Scripture of the Decalogue to be law in the commonwealth of Israel.”399 As a result, he
determines that the power to make scripture law rests in the civil sovereign.400
Hobbes does not stop his commentary regarding the law here, as he eventually
addresses the New Testament.401 According to Hobbes, the New Testament should never
be considered canonical, unless the sovereign claims that it should be law.402 As Hobbes
has already established, “a law is the commandment of that man (or assembly) to whom
we have given sovereign authority to make such rules for the direction of our actions.”403
Thus, rules that are given by other men must be considered nothing but “counsel and
advice.”404 As a result, these rules are not binding and men can choose not to observe
them.405 Not surprisingly, Hobbes once again attempts to “judaicize” Christianity, as
Beiner suggests. His political project is predicated on the religion of the Old Testament,
not the New Testament, though he does even diminish God’s authority in the Old
Testament. Hobbes does not want men to focus on what will come in the next world.
Rather, he wants them to fear violent death in this world. He must convince men that the
New Testament should not be understood as the law of the sovereign.
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Hobbes acknowledges that the New Testament may appear to be law.406

However, he claims that the New Testament contains “no more laws” than the following
“precepts”: “repent; be baptized; keep the commandments; believe the gospel, come unto
me; sell all that thou hast; give it to the poor; and follow me.”407 He further notes that
these “precepts,” are “not commands, but invitations and callings of men to
Christianity.”408 In this instance, Hobbes’ claims clearly run afoul to the Gospel of
Matthew. In Matthew 5:17, Christ proclaims that “do not think that I have come to
abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.”409
He further states that “for truly I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear, not the
smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law
until everything is accomplished.”410 Furthermore, in Matthew 28:19-20, Christ instructs
his disciples to “make disciples of all nations” and teach others to “obey” what Christ has
“commanded” them.411 Finally, Hobbes must reinterpret one of Christ’s most important
commands. In Matthew 16:24, Christ tells his disciples, “If any want to become my
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”412 Most
plausibly, Jesus is instructing his disciples that they, too, will die for the Lord. This
statement is not merely a “precept,” as Hobbes suggests. In order to conclude that the
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New Testament should not be treated as law, but simply advice, Hobbes must ignore key
Biblical teachings.
The Reduced Power of Church Offices
Next, Hobbes discusses the differences between magisterial and ministerial
apostles.413 He claims that magisterial officers were meant for “preaching of the gospel
of the kingdom of God to infidels; of administering the sacraments and divine service;
and of teaching the rules of faith and manners to those that were converted.”414 In
contrast, “ministerial was the office of deacons, that is, of them that were appointed to the
administration of the secular necessities of the church, at such time as they lived upon a
common stock of money, raised out of the voluntary contributions of the faithful.”415
Hobbes moves on to determine which offices are magisterial, and he concludes that
bishops should not be included in this category, as a bishop is “an overseer of
superintendent of any business.”416 Bishops were kings or rulers.417 According to
Hobbes, magisterial offices did not exist in the New Testament, as evangelists and
prophets did not possess this kind of authority.418 Prophets could “interpret the Old
Testament” and evangelists could write about the “life and acts of our Saviour,” but they
did not hold any sort of offices in the Church.419 Rather, a man could only become an
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officer in the Church if he was elevated to the position.420 In order to support this
contention, Hobbes notes that “the apostles Matthias, Paul, and Barnabas were not made
by our Saviour himself, but were elected by the Church.”421 In making this claim,
Hobbes must ignore Saul’s conversion, which occurs in Acts 9.422 There, Jesus appears
to Saul because Saul continues to make “murderous threats” against his disciples.423
While Saul is plagued by blindness for three days, the he is eventually “filled with the
Holy Spirit” and baptized so he can spread the word of God.424 Hobbes’ claims degrade
the authority of the New Testament. He wants to ensure that all civil authority rests in
the sovereign, not prophets, evangelists, or apostles. Throughout Part III, Hobbes
continues to critique revealed religion, as he sees these men as a threat to the authority of
the sovereign.
According to Hobbes, a minister “signifieth one that voluntarily doth the business
of another man, and differeth from a servant only in this: that servants are obliged by
their condition to what is commanded them, whereas ministers are obliged only by their
undertaking.”425 Once again, Hobbes must significantly reinterpret the Biblical definition
of a minister in order to make this claim. Hobbes cites Acts 6:2 as evidence in support of
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his argument that ministers are akin to servants.426 However, in Acts 6:2 the apostles
note that they should not “wait on tables” as servants do, but spread the word of God.427
Hobbes may make this claim in order to argue that that ministers should simply serve the
civil sovereign, rather than spread the word and convert men to Christianity.
Hobbes next makes the bold assertion that “the right of tithes and offerings were
constituted by the civil power.”428 In order to make these claims, Hobbes must diminish
the charity that takes place in Acts 4:32-37.429 In these verses, Christ’s followers sell
their possessions in order to leave the revenue “at the apostle’s feet,” so it could be
distributed to the less fortunate.430 Additionally, the teachings in Acts 5:1-11
demonstrate that the Church has absolute authority in these matters. In these verses,
Ananias, with his wife’s approval, sells property and keeps a portion of the proceeds.431
As a result, Ananias and his wife die, as they have “put the Spirit of the Lord to the
test.”432 Hobbes also notes that “the ministers of the gospel lived on the benevolence of
their flocks.”433 In order to make this claim, Hobbes ignores 1 Corinthians 9:1-19, in
which the apostles renounce their right to make a profit, as they will be supported by the
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Church.434 From these passages, it is clear that the right to collect and distribute revenue
is not found solely in the sovereign. However, it is not surprising that Hobbes makes this
claim. If he allowed individuals to offer money to their Church, it is likely that these
citizens would be more committed to the Church than to the state. This would be
detrimental to political stability.
In latter portions of the text, Hobbes argues that the sovereign “has the right of
appointing pastors.”435 He further asserts that the sovereign has “the right of judging
what doctrines are fit for peace, and to be taught the subjects.”436 Since the sovereign
possesses this authority, the king is free to ensure that the pastor does not gain more
power than him.437 Furthermore, if a king determines that a priest is not serving the
“public good,” he can dismiss him.438 Through these statements, Hobbes ensures that the
sovereign has more power than the Church. In fact, the sovereign has all the powers of
the Church and more, as the sovereign can even perform baptisms and other religious
functions.439 With this discussion, Hobbes clearly suggests that a church cannot exist as a
separate institution from the state in Hobbes’ commonwealth.
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Increasing the Power of the Sovereign, Enervating the Power of the Pope
While Hobbes continues to offer bold assertions of this nature, he struggles to
support them with Scriptural evidence. According to Hobbes, “every sovereign, before
Christianity, had the power of teaching and ordaining teachers” and could “exercise any
part of the pastoral function.”440 As evidence for this claim, Hobbes cites 1 Kings 8, in
which “Solomon blessed the people, consecrated the Temple, and pronounced that public
prayer,” and had the power of “exercising ecclesiastical functions.”441 In this instance,
Hobbes is attempting to find Scriptural evidence for the divine right of kings, but his
citation fails to accomplish his goal. In 1 Kings 9:5, the Lord tells Solomon, “I will
establish your royal throne over Israel forever, as I promised your father David.”442
However, in 1 Kings 8, Solomon urges the Israelites to “devote” themselves “completely
to the Lord our God, walking in his statutes and keeping his commandments.”443 Hobbes
most likely reinterprets this passage in an effort to convince citizens of the sovereign that
they should listen to kings, as they have been appointed by God. He uses this claim to
support his contention that the “State and Church are the same men.”444
At the end of section 80, there is a natural break in the text, as he next argues
against the authority of the Pope.445 Hobbes must first address the arguments of Cardinal
Bellarmine, who was a strong advocate for the authority of the Papacy over the
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commonwealth.446 While Bellarmine considers whether monarchy, aristocracy, or
democracy provide the best form of government, Hobbes claims that he has already
established that monarchy is the “best government of the Church.”447 He further notes
that the government of the status quo should always be preferred, as it provides peace and
stability.448 While Hobbes clearly favors a monarchical form of government, he claims
that the Pope should not be concerned about government anyway, except in papal states,
as he is merely a “schoolmaster.”449
Hobbes also addresses Bellarmine’s argument regarding Peter, the “monarch of
the Church.”450 In Matthew 16:18, Jesus tells Peter that “on this rock I will build my
church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”451 Hobbes obscures the
meaning of this verse in order to suggest that Matthew 16 proves that “the foundationstone of the Church was meant the fundamental article of the Church’s faith.”452
According to Hobbes, Jesus was merely describing how the Church would be built.
Hobbes continually underestimates and obscures Christ’s pointed differentiation of Peter
in order to make these arguments.
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Hobbes addresses several other important claims of Bellarmine. He notes that
Bellarmine considered whether or not the Pope was the “Antichrist.”453 Hobbes claims
that the Pope could not have been the Antichrist, as he does not fall within the definition
set forth in the Bible.454 In order to be an Antichrist, a man must “denieth Jesus to be
Christ” and “profess himself to be Christ.”455 By this definition, the Pope cannot be
considered the Antichrist.456 However, Hobbes also notes that the Biblical definition for
Antichrist does not include a man who falsely pretends to be Christ’s lieutenant.457 If the
definition encompassed men who pretend to be Christ’s lieutenant, the Pope would be
considered the Antichrist.458
Hobbes next addresses Bellarmine’s claims regarding Pope’s ability to “judge in
all questions of faith and manners.”459 Bellarmine claims that “his judgments are
infallible,” “that he can make very laws,” and that the Pope was given ecclesiastical
power by Jesus.460 Bellarmine provided multiple Biblical passages in support of his
claims.461
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In order to bolster his claims regarding infallibility, Bellarmine references Luke
22:31-32, in which he believes that Christ gave Peter “two privileges: one, that neither his
faith should fail,” and “that neither he nor any of his successors should ever define any
point concerning faith of manners erroneously, or contrary to the definition of a former
Pope.”462 In Luke 22:31-32, Jesus “predicts Peter’s denial.”463 However, Hobbes claims
that Jesus actually gave Peter “a charge to teach all the other apostles” that they have no
“jurisdiction in this world.”464
Bellarmine also finds support for his claims in John 21:16-17, in which Jesus tells
Peter to “feed” his “sheep.”465 According to Hobbes, this statement is merely a
“commission of teaching.”466 In this passage, Jesus actually asks Peter to “follow”
him.467 Most plausibly, Jesus was not merely commanding Peter to spread the word, but
also to obey him. Bellarmine also cites to Exodus 28:30 to bolster his argument
regarding the Pope’s infallibility, as God gave the high priest “evidence and truth” in this
verse.468 Hobbes refutes this argument by claiming “high priest” and “civil sovereign”
are synonymous.469
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Finally, Hobbes addresses Bellarmine’s evidence to support his claim regarding
the Pope’s infallibility of “judgment concerning manners.”470 For this argument,
Bellarmine cites to John 16:13, in which Jesus speaks of the “Spirit of truth.”471
Bellarmine argues that this truth refers to the “truth necessary to salvation.”472 Hobbes
objects to this assertion because men other than the Pope can discover the “truth
necessary to salvation.”473
In addition to his Scriptural citations, Bellarmine asserts that the Pope must be
infallible simply because he must have this quality in order to save the Church.474 In
order to refute this claim, Hobbes once again denies Peter.475 The Pope has the same
powers of Peter, but there is no Scriptural support for the supremacy of Peter, according
to Hobbes.476 In order to make this claim, Hobbes must turn a blind eye to many
passages in the Book of Acts, including Acts 2:14-40, in which Peter pours the Holy
Spirit onto the Church.477 As a result of Hobbes’ radical reinterpretation, he claims that
no citizen should listen to the Pope when his commands contradict those of the
sovereign.478
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Following his refutation of Bellarmine’s first claim, Hobbes addresses his
arguments regarding the Pope’s “power to make laws.”479 To prove this claim,
Bellarmine first cites to Deuteronomy 17:12.480 This verse reads as follows: “As for
anyone who presumes to disobey the priest appointed to minister there to the Lord your
God, or the judge, that person shall die. So you shall purge the evil from Israel.”481 Next,
Hobbes refutes Bellarmine’s regarding Matthew 16:19.482 In this verse, Jesus tells Peter
that he will give him the “keys of the kingdom of heaven” and whatever he will “bind on
earth will be bound in heaven.”483 While Bellarmine concludes that these passages
demonstrate that the Pope can legislate, Hobbes asserts that Bellarmine confuses the
powers of the Pope with those of the sovereign, which he traces from Sinai to modern
Europe.484
Bellarmine also references John 20:21, in which Jesus says “as my father sent me,
so send I you.”485 Hobbes analyzes this passage and finds no Scriptural evidence to
suggest that Jesus sent “St. Peter to make laws,” and argues that this verse merely
demonstrates that Jesus meant to “persuade men to expect his second coming with a
steadfast faith.”486 Next, Hobbes examines Acts 15:28, in which Bellarmine finds
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evidence for the Pope’s legislative power through the “laying of burdens” that is
described in the passage.487 Hobbes claims that this “laying of burdens” merely refers to
a Pope’s ability to give advice.488
Bellarmine also cites to Romans 13 to bolster this arguments: “let every soul be
subject to the higher powers, for there is no power but of God.”489 According to Hobbes,
this passage refers to the authority of “ecclesiastical princes.”490 Furthermore, he notes
that “there are not ecclesiastical princes but those that are also civil sovereigns.”491
Bellarmine offers his seventh claim regarding the legislative authority of Popes with a
citation to 1 Corinthians 4:21: “Shall I come unto you with a rod, or in love, and the spirit
of lenity?”492 Hobbes notes that this “rod” does not refer to “the power of a magistrate to
punish offenders,” but rather the power to excommunicate.493 Contrary to Hobbes’
assertion, 1 Corinthians 4:20 reads as follows: “For the kingdom of God depends not on
talk but on power.”494 Clearly, a magistrate truly does possess the power to punish, not
just to excommunicate. Bellarmine further claims that 1 Timothy 3:2 is evidence of the
Pope’s authority to make laws, but Hobbes argues that this passage was nothing but
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advice.495 1 Timothy 5:19 is also a “precept,” according to Hobbes, not a law.496 Despite
Hobbes’ claims, 1 Timothy 5:24 clearly indicates that some individuals will be judged as
a result of their sins.497 The verses that Hobbes references are not mere “precepts.” They
are laws.
Hobbes next addresses Bellarmine’s claims regarding Luke 10:16, which reads as
follows: “He that heareth you, heareth me; and he that despiteth you, despitheth me.”498
According to Hobbes, this verse is not a law.499 A pastor cannot enforce this doctrine,
but a civil sovereign “may make laws suitable to this doctrine.”500 Bellarmine also finds
support for his arguments in various sections of the Bible in which the apostles “signify
command.”501 Hobbes continues to suggest that these verses pertain to nothing but “good
counsel.”502 If the Pope could make laws “peace and justice” would “cease.”503 By
refuting all of these Scriptural citations, Hobbes continues to diminish the authority of the
Pope and increase the authority of the sovereign.
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However, Hobbes is not yet finished criticizing Bellarmine’s arguments.
Bellarmine asserts that Christ gave “ecclesiastical jurisdiction” to the Pope.504 According
to Hobbes, Bellarmine is not addressing the “question of supremacy between the Pope
and Christian kings, but between the Pope and other bishops.”505 Furthermore, he claims
that “this whole dispute, whether Christ left the jurisdiction to the Pope only or to other
bishops also, if considered out of those places where the Pope has the civil sovereignty, is
a contention de lana caprina (about trifles).”506 If the bishop or Pope does not reside
inside a sovereign, then they have no authority to legislate at all.507 Ultimately, Hobbes
concludes that only the sovereign has the “power of hearing and determining causes.”508
In order to support these claims, Hobbes cites Luke 12:14, in which Christ
supposedly reserves for himself the power to judge.509 However, Hobbes must abstract
from scripture in order to make this argument. In Luke 12:14, Jesus explicitly states that
he is not to be a judge in other’s matters.510 Hobbes’ choice to cite this passage is
unusual, as other verses within the New Testament define Christ as the final judge. For
example, in 2 Timothy 4:1, Christ is defined as the judge of the “living and the dead.”511
However, Hobbes’s citation of this passage is not merely hasty work. Following his
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citation to Luke 12:14, Hobbes notes that bishops do not receive jurisdiction from Christ,
but rather from the sovereign.512 With his citation to Luke 12:14, Hobbes seems to be
implying that the bishops err by claiming Christ’s authority when insisting on the
legitimacy of their particular sovereignty over their dioceses. He draws attention to a
disjuncture between Christ, who is generally dismissive of earthly things, and the
bishops, who seemed obsessed with the division of the world.
Furthermore, Hobbes reinterprets Luke 12:14 in an effort to make Christ appear to
be more judgmental in order to argue that the Pope does not possess the authority to
judge. According to Hobbes, the Pope merely has the “didactical” power, or the power to
teach.513 Thus, bishops cannot “receive their jurisdiction from the Pope.”514 Not
surprisingly, Hobbes must look to the Old Testament in order to deprive bishops of their
power.515 Hobbes cites to 1 Samuel, in which the Israelites, set over themselves a king,
after the manner of other nations, the high priest had the civil government, and none but
he could make, nor depose an inferior priest.”516 Clearly, Hobbes struggles to adequately
support his arguments against Bellarmine in this instance.
Finally, Hobbes addresses Bellarmine’s claim that the Pope could have any sort of
“supreme temporal power indirectly.”517 According to Hobbes, if the Pope does not
possess “supreme civil power directly,” then he has no right to challenge it, as “the right
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of all sovereigns is derived originally from the consent of every one of those that are to
be governed.”518 If power was divided between indirect authorities and direct authorities,
civil discord would result.519
While Bellarmine insists that “civil power is subject to the spiritual,” Hobbes
insists that Bellarmine really meant to claim that “the civil sovereign is subject to the
spiritual sovereign,” who declined to locate final authority in the bishop of Rome. 520
Hobbes argues that Bellarmine is incorrect to dismiss the fact that “all Christian kings,
popes, clergy, and all other Christian men make but one commonwealth.”521 These men
are all Christians and represent “several Churches.”522 The Churches are “capable of
commanding and obeying.”523 The Church Universal is not capable of doing this, as it
does not yet have a representative on earth.524 Bellarmine also claims that members of
the commonwealth depend on one another, but Hobbes argues that they actually depend
on the sovereign.525

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
518

Leviathan xlii.123.

!

519

Leviathan xlii. 123.

520

Leviathan xlii.124.

521

Leviathan xlii.124.

!

522

Leviathan xlii.124.

!

523

!Leviathan xlii.124.

!

524

Leviathan xlii.124.

!

525

Leviathan xlii.125.

!

!

!

!
!

!
!

Owen! 82

!

Bellarmine offers a second argument regarding the commonwealth’s ability to
“command” other commonwealths when the others are not acting in the interest of the
“spiritual good.”526 While Hobbes does not deny this claim, he argues that this line of
reasoning also allows the civil sovereign to “make war upon the spiritual sovereign,” if
the spiritual sovereign is damaging it.527 Clearly, this is a veiled threat. However,
Hobbes eventually qualifies his argument, as he notes that the “spiritual sovereign” is not
of this world anyway.528 He further argues that Popes do not have a right to dismiss
kings that are perceived as heretical.529 Additionally, he notes that only the sovereign can
rightfully determine if a man is a heretic.530 Throughout the last paragraphs of the
chapter, Hobbes continues to reaffirm that the Pope has merely been given the power to
teach.531
The second half of chapter 42 has served as a critique of papal authority. Hobbes
must degrade the power of the Pope in order to accomplish his political goals. Authority
must not be divided between the Pope and the civil sovereign, as their commands could
easily be in tension. If this was to occur, citizens may listen to the Pope instead of the
sovereign, which would allow for civil discord. Considering the problems that Pope
poses to Hobbes’ project, it is not surprising that he spends a great deal of time
diminishing his power.
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Conclusion
While my examination of Part III, Chapter 42 of the Leviathan has clearly
demonstrated had Hobbes engages in radical reinterpretation of scripture and the Catholic
Church, my analysis alone does not answer the central question of this project: why does
Hobbes engage in this radical critique? Scholars who have analyzed the topic have failed
to adequately answer this question. Those who have examined his critique of religion
offer various potential motivations that drove Hobbes to reinterpret scripture. As
Christopher McClure notes, scholars that have analyzed the topic can be divided into
three camps: those that believe Hobbes’ reinterpretation is merely subversive, those that
argue he believed in God, even though his reinterpretation is highly unorthodox, and
those that believe he reinterpreted religion in order to ensure that it would not damage his
political and scientific goals. While all of these claims have merit, my project lends
support to the thesis that Hobbes’ critique of religion is primarily subversive.
Clearly, Hobbes keeps his political and scientific goals in mind when critiquing
religion. As this paper has demonstrated, Hobbes is aware that religion is somewhat
natural for men, as they desire to know the causes of events. Part I, Chapter 12 serves as
Hobbes’ first substantive discussion of religion. In this chapter, he differentiates between
a philosophical belief in God and religion. While Hobbes does not appear to be
concerned about men who hold a philosophical belief in God, as their belief is merely the
result of curiosity and the scientific inquiry that he desires, he offers a very harsh critique
of religion. According to Hobbes, religion is the product of “fear and ignorance.”
Hobbes must offer this harsh critique, as prophecy would be incredibly damaging to his
political goals. Prophets, or men who claim to speak to God, would allow for divided
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loyalties in the sovereign. Men might be more inclined to listen to prophets than
sovereign authority.
In addition to his critique of religion, Hobbes reinterprets scripture in an effort to
critique the Church. Part III, chapter 42 serves as his most significant critique thereof. In
this chapter, Hobbes drastically reduces the power of Church offices and the Pope. Much
like his discussion of religion in chapter 12, Hobbes critiques the Church partially
because of his political motivations. Hobbes is aware that Church offices and the Pope
would be damaging to his political project. Much like prophets, the Pope and other
Church officials would be a detriment to political stability. In order to obey Church
officials, citizens would have to disobey the sovereign. My analysis regarding chapter 42
of the Leviathan demonstrates that Hobbes reinterprets and critiques the Church in order
to aid his political goals. However, my examination of this chapter also helps to fill
existing gaps in the scholarship surrounding Hobbes’ critique of religion. While all of
the positions that Christopher McClure describes have merit, none of them recognize that
Hobbes’ discourse is not merely a critique of the religion and the Church. While Hobbes
may not deny the existence of a God, his critique radical critique of the Church is not
merely a demonstration of his opposition to Church officials. Because many of the
Church teachings appear to correspond to the Gospels, by offering a radical critique of
the Church, Hobbes is also condemning Christianity in general.
In order to degrade the authority of Church officials, Hobbes must completely
ignore key messages of the New Testament. For example, in John 14-16, Jesus describes
his earthly kingdom. In John 14:1-3, Jesus tells his disciples,
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Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me. In my
Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told
you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I
will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be
also.532
While Hobbes conflates the civil sovereign with a representative of God, he can locate no
evidence for this claim in the New Testament.
Furthermore, he must completely ignore a fundamental message of the Gospel of
Matthew and the New Testament in general, the primacy of Peter. In Matthew 16:18,
Christ tells Peter, “you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of
Hades will not prevail against it.”533 When considering this verse, it is clear that Hobbes
not only critiques the Church. He critiques Christianity, as he continually denies Peter,
the disciple in whom Christ invests his fullest authority, throughout chapter 42. The
implications of this denial are telling. Since the Church is established by Christ, and is
carried out by Peter, Hobbes cannot be considered a Christian.
Much like previous scholars who have analyzed the topic, my examination of
Hobbes’ critique of religion, the Church, and his reinterpretation of scripture allow me to
conclude that Hobbes knew that he knew these topics posed problems for both his
political and scientific projects. However, my analysis also fills existing gaps in the
scholarship. Each of the three camps of Hobbes scholarship that McClure identifies
make compelling arguments. Hobbes does not deny the existence of a God, but he does
radically reinterpret scripture. Additionally, he clearly shows concern for his political
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and scientific goals throughout his project. However, while he has concern for these
goals, my analysis of chapter 42 confirms that his project is subversive. By radically
critiquing the Church, Hobbes may not explicitly deny the existence of a God, but he
does not have to. His critique of ecclesiastical power not only critiques Church authority,
but Christianity in general. Thus, while all of the claims the McClure references are
understandable, this paper reveals the way in which the three camps of scholarship might
be integrated—and partially vindicated—by reading chapter 42. Hobbes realizes that
religion cannot be abolished, so he ensures that it will not disrupt political stability.
However, this fact should not lead readers to conclude that Hobbes was a genuine
Christian. Hobbes’ reinterpretation of scripture was not merely a necessary byproduct of
the modern project that he proposed in Parts I and II. Hobbes’ critique of the Church as
contained in Part III, chapter 42 of the Leviathan serves as evidence that Hobbes is no
Christian.
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