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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The proper balance between God’s people, the church, and the state has long been 

a question for Christians.  Under ideal circumstances, there are very few who object to 

the necessity of government.  However, history is full of corrupt leaders.  Governments 

acting beyond their bounds or imposing unreasonable and unbiblical demands poses a 

dilemma for believers.  Certainly no one knew this better than the great Christian 

Reformer John Calvin.  Historically, Calvin lived in a time when the powers in place 

trampled the rights of the common people.  The Catholic Church was rampantly abusing 

its power and things were certainly far from Biblical standards.
1
  Interestingly, this is a 

similar situation to the Biblical writers who spent the most time dealing with this very 

issue – Peter and Paul. 

Thesis Statement 

John Calvin condemns resistance to tyrannical governments and civil 

disobedience unless instigated by a lower magistrate, prompted by God, or the result of 

conflicts between God’s laws and man’s.  

                                                 

1. Norman L. Geisler and William E. Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, 

revised and Expanded (Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), 127-128.  
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Thesis Statement Expanded 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to succinctly state Calvin’s view on this issue.  

Calvin devotes a whole chapter, with 30 subheadings, to this critical issue in his 

acclaimed Institutes of the Christian Religion.  Clearly this is a complicated subject 

where exceptions must be analyzed and carefully considered.  This paper will seek to 

focus strictly on unpacking and analyzing the concepts that John Calvin advances.  

Calvin’s views will be summarized, the Biblical evidence will be examined, the notable 

exceptions will be explained, and the objections will be considered.   

CHAPTER 2 

 

JOHN CALVIN'S PERSPECTIVES ON GOVERNMENT  

John Calvin saw the government as a God ordained institute.  He noted that, 

“spiritual liberty is perfectly compatible with civil servitude”.
2
  This concept is important 

since it lays the Biblical foundation for government.  Additionally, it signifies the need 

for Christians to comply with the rulers that God has put into place.  Government, 

according to Calvin, is not a manmade office, but is created by God.  Calvin further 

develops this principle by demonstrating that those in official roles are hand placed by 

God and granted certain powers from Him.  “It is thereby intimated that they 

[government officials] have a commission from God, that they are invested with divine 

                                                 

2. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge 

(Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 1997), IV, xx, 1. 
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authority, and, in fact, represent the person of God, as whose substitutes they in a manner 

act.”
3
  Certainly, this is not a trifling thought.  It places tremendous responsibility, before 

God, on the shoulders of those who rule.   

 Logically understanding that leaders are handpicked by God leads to the 

realization that those individuals are to be followed and obeyed.  Calvin points out that 

God has laid responsibilities on both civil servants and those they govern. Citizens are 

called to “obey and submit” while magistrates are called to “exhibit a kind of image of 

the Divine Providence”.
 4

  Consequently, of all people on the earth, Christians should 

exhibit all the characteristics of model citizenship.
5
  As a body of believers, we are to 

respect the role of government not merely because of its own power, but because of the 

One who bestows power onto it. 

 In turn, this leads Calvin to declare that even the worst of all rulers is sitting on 

the throne given to him by God.
6
  Such a declaration strikes at the core of the American 

ideals of freedom and independence regardless of the cost.  Yet, Calvin proclaims that “if 

we have respect to the word of God, it will lead us farther, and make us subject not only 

to the authority of those princes who honestly and faithfully perform their duty toward us, 

but all princes…”.
7
  In fact, he continues by contending that wicked rulers are often the 

                                                 

3. Ibid., IV, xx, 4. 

4. Ibid., IV, xx, 6-8.  Calvin uses the term “magistrate” to refer to government 

officials.  

5. R. C. Sproul, Essential Truths of the Christian Faith (Carol Stream: Tyndale 

House Publishers, Inc, 1992), 272. 

6. Calvin, IV, xx, 26. 

7. Ibid., IV, xx, 25. 
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instruments of God’s justice.
8
  God often raises tyrannical rulers to reign down 

punishment upon sinful nations and to judge the citizens of that country. 

 As previously noted, it is important to recall that Calvin developed his Institutes 

during a politically tumultuous time.  His strong statements in favor of the role of 

government came during a time when the present ruling power was not seen favorably by 

many Christians.  Yet, as scholars have noted, Calvin not only declared these views to be 

true, but he also lived by them.
9
  

CHAPTER 3 

 

BIBLICAL EXEGESIS FOR THE RESPONSE OF CHRISTIANS TO THE 

GOVERNEMENT 

Naturally John Calvin did not independently arrive at his views.  In fact, out of all 

of the Reformers, he is often regarded as one who had an unending passion for the Word 

of God.
10

  His Institutes are filled with Scripture references.  Thus, everything already 

mentioned concerning Calvin’s views on the role of government were firmly grounded in 

what he understood the Bible to teach.  However, it is important to independently 

examine the Biblical passages in order to see if Calvin’s statements conform to Scripture 

                                                 

8. Ibid., IV, xx, 25-29. 

9. For example, it has been noted that Calvin did not actively encourage the 

Huguenot resistance movement.  See Philip Schaff and David Schley Schaff, History of 

the Christian Church, vol. 8 (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1910), 462. 

10. John Piper, The Legacy of Sovereign Joy: God's Triumphant Grace in the 

Lives of Augustine, Luther, and Calvin (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 2000), 138. 
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or if they were misconstrued.  There are a couple of major passages that directly relate to 

this particular issue.  Both will be examined exegetically to specifically discern the 

Biblical relationship between men and government.  

Romans 13:1-7 

Perhaps the single longest consideration of rulers comes from the Pauline epistle 

to the church in Rome.  It is also the most famous passage concerning Christians and civil 

authorities.  Packed into seven verses are multiple important principles.  

The first of these is that the power to rule is invested by God to those in 

leadership positions.  Paul declares that “there is no authority except from God, and those 

that exist have been instituted by God” (Romans 13:1).
11

  He also calls the ruler “God’s 

servant” (Romans 13:4).  The Greek word tassō, translated as instituted, carries the 

additional meanings of being appointed, designated, or set aside.
12

 

Secondly, Paul calls all to “be subject to the governing authorities” (Romans 

13:1).  The word hupotassō literally means to be under the authority of another.
13

  One 

can see the relationship between the word subjection, hupotassō, and instituted, tassō.  

Indeed, the Greek prefix hupo is the preposition meaning “under”.
14

  Thus, Paul calls all 

men to be under the appointment of God’s appointed.  

                                                 

11. Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references are taken from The Holy 

Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton: Standard Bible Society, 2001). 

12. Barclay M. Newman, A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New 

Testament (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1993), s.v. “tassō”. 

13. Ibid., s.v. “hupotassō”. 

14. James A. Strong, A Concise Dictionary of the Words in the New Testament 

and The Hebrew Bible (Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 2009), s.v. “hupo”. 
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Paul takes this a step further in Romans 13:2 when he declares that “whoever 

resists the authority resists what God has appointed”.  With this statement he connects the 

leaders of the country with God’s direct divine direction.  The word Paul selects for 

resistance is one which also carries the connotations of opposing, withstanding, or simply 

holding one’s ground; as in Ephesians 6:13 where Christians are called to “stand firm”.
15

  

1 Peter 2:13-17 

Peter also follows Paul’s suit in declaring the necessity of obeying the 

government.  In fact, he charges Christians to “be subject for the Lord’s sake to every 

human institution” (1 Peter 2:13).  Thus, he broadens it simply from the head of the 

government (emperor, king, president, etc.) to all those within positions of authority 

(governors, senators, etc.).  Peter also uses the Greek word hupotassō to describe our 

position in relationship to the instituted powers.   

Additional Notes 

There are other places in the Bible where the issue of government is addressed 

(i.e. Titus 3:1).  However, Romans and 1 Peter are the longest New Testament sections 

directly relating to ruling authorities.  Naturally, there are also many examples of 

governments scattered throughout the Old Testament.  It is important, however, not to 

force doctrine onto historical books of the Bible.  These sections can be used to confirm 

and expand upon clear passages of Scripture, but it is dangerous to try to draw clear cut 

                                                 

15. Newman, s.v. “anthistēmi”.  
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Biblical principles out of sections that are primarily designed to report what occurred.
16

  

Certainly, within these passages there are places where the writers give hints of approval 

or disapproval.  The best rule is to tread carefully here and always allow the clear 

passages to illuminate the cloudy ones.
17

   

Finally, it is important to understand the political circumstances surrounding Paul 

and Peter.  Both of them were living during one of the most hostile periods of Christian 

history.  Charles Ryrie has noted that “the Pauline and Petrine teaching [specifically 

Romans 13 and 1 Peter 2] were written under the reign of the Emperor Nero”.
18

  Nero 

was famous for spearheading the persecution of Christians.  Certainly this lends even 

greater weight to Peter’s and Paul’s commands for submission.  Both major Biblical 

sections were crafted during a tyrannical government that was outright hostile to the 

Biblical model.     

 CHAPTER 4 

 

THE NOTABLE EXCEPTIONS 

Examining all of this brings up a pertinent question – according to Calvin, when, 

if ever, are the decrees of the government not to be obeyed?  Are there appropriate 

                                                 

16. R. C. Sproul, Knowing Scripture, revised Edition (Downers Grove: 

Intervarsity Press, 2009), 81. 

17. Ibid., 83-87. 

18. Charles C. Ryrie, Dr. Ryrie's Articles (Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 

2010), 100. 
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Biblical grounds for civil disobedience?  According to everything seen so far in the 

Institutes and in Romans and 1 Peter, the answer seems to be no.  However, upon closer 

scrutiny, Calvin does provide a few notable exceptions.   

Unveiling the Exceptions 

One of the exceptions is laws which enable evildoers to thrive.  Calvin states, 

“Those barbarous and savage laws, for instance, which conferred honor on thieves, 

allowed the promiscuous intercourse of the sexes, and other things even fouler and more 

absurd, I do not think entitled to be considered as laws, since they are not only altogether 

abhorrent to justice, but to humanity and civilized life.”
19

  Yet, it is important to note that 

here Calvin would not technically classify this as civil disobedience since he does not see 

these laws as being actual laws.  Hence, to not follow them would simply be to 

acknowledge that such foolishness is not lawful. 

 An extension of this is always upholding God’s laws above mankind’s whenever 

the two are in conflict.  Calvin presents this point with great force.   

But in that obedience which we hold to be due to the commands of rulers, we must 

always make the exception, nay, must be particularly careful that it is not 

incompatible with obedience to Him to whose will the wishes of all kings should be 

subject, to whose decrees their commands must yield, to whose majesty their 

scepters must bow. And, indeed, how preposterous were it, in pleasing men, to 

incur the offence of Him for whose sake you obey men!  The Lord, therefore, is 

King of kings.  When he opens his sacred mouth, he alone is to be heard, instead of 

all and above all.
20

  

Calvin does not stand alone in this exception.  Christian scholars throughout the 

ages have always proclaimed that God trumps man in every circumstance.  More than 

                                                 

19. Calvin, IV, xx, 15. 

20. Ibid., IV, xx, 32. 
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simply being an exception, Wayne Grudem notes that “God requires his people to 

disobey the civil government if obedience would mean directly disobeying God.”
21

 

The final case where Calvin promotes resisting tyrannical governments is when 

God raises up a deliverer.  According to Calvin, there are times when God issues to an 

individual “his command to punish accursed tyranny”.
22

  However, Calvin carefully notes 

that this is a special situation which is always initiated by God and does not originate 

with mankind.  This is an extension of the hand of God providing relief, giving 

deliverance, exercising judgment on rulers, or exerting His power over all kingdoms.  

Yet, Calvin strongly notes that we must “not therefore suppose that that vengeance is 

committed to us, to whom no command has been given but to obey and suffer”.
23

 

There is one other instance in which Calvin encourages rebellion.  However, it 

has not been included with the above cases and will not be scrutinized because it does not 

directly relate to civilians.  Instead, it is working within the system by having lower 

ranking officials react to corruption by a higher officials.
24

  This is the idea of checks and 

balances –someone within the government crying foul play and refusing to sit by silently.  

Biblical Proof 

Calvin pulls from multiple places in the Bible to back up his exceptions.  He 

makes heavy use of the Old Testament to supply examples of his points.  Naturally, it is 

                                                 

21. Wayne Grudem, Politics According to the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

2010), 88. 

22. Calvin, IV, xx, 30. 

23. Ibid., IV, xx, 31. 

24. Ibid. 
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easy to see how God uses deliverers time and time again.  In fact, the whole book of 

Judges is the story of God constantly raising up individuals to deliver His people from 

bondage and tyrannical governments.
25

  It is good to recognize that these oppressive 

rulers were also the instruments of God.  He used them to bring His people to repentance 

and then also used judges to eventually lead them out.  As many commentators have 

noted, God is the One who called the judges and He is the one who enabled them.
26

  They 

did not arise of their own power.  

Peter not only calls for submission to governments in 1 Peter 2, but he also 

provides one of the strongest examples for never bowing to man over God.  In Acts 4, the 

epic story of Peter and John appearing before the Sanhedrin Council – the Jewish rulers 

of the time – is recounted.  After giving testimony and hearing evidence brought against 

the two, the Council decided to command Peter and John not to speak any more about 

Jesus.  To this, Peter and John gave the reply, “whether it is right in the sight of God to 

listen to you rather than to God, you must judge for we cannot but speak of what we have 

seen and heard” (Acts 4:19-20).  Here these two early church leaders advocate obedience 

to God over and above the requirements of mankind.  Only one chapter later, Peter, along 

with others, states this truth even more forcefully when he says that “we must obey God 

rather than man” (Acts 5:29). 

The example of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego also illustrates the necessity 

of following God above all others.  When commanded to worship the idol erected by 

King Nebuchadnezzar, they refused.  Upon being brought before the king, their only 

                                                 

25. James E. Smith, Old Testament Survey Series, vol. 2, The Books of History, 

(Joplin: College Press, 1995), The Book of Judges. 

26. Ibid. 
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reply was, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter…be it 

known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the golden image that 

you have set up” (Daniel 3:16-18).  One should also note that they were willing to fully 

accept the consequences of their actions for the sake of following God.  

CHAPTER 5 

 

OBJECTIONS CONSIDERED 

As with most of his work, Calvin’s views on government have been challenged 

throughout the ages.  There are many who contend that Calvin’s views on tyrannical 

governments are inappropriate.  Built into our human instinct is a desire for freedom from 

oppression and injustice.  This is especially true in the United States of America where 

independence is highly treasured.  One of America’s founding fathers, Thomas Jefferson, 

so famously declared that “resistance to tyrants is obedience to God”.
27

  He also framed 

the American Declaration of Independence with the proclamation that “when a long Train 

of Abuses and Usurpations…evinces a Design to reduce them [the people] under absolute 

Despotism, it is their Right, it is their Duty, to throw off such Government”.
28

 

                                                 

27. As quoted in Warren W. Wiersbe, "Be" Commentary Series, vol. 20, Be 

Satisfied, (Wheaton: Victor Books, 1996), Ecclesiastes 8:1-9. 

28. Quoted in part from the complete Declaration of Independence as found in 

Grudem, 113-115. 
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Admittedly, Thomas Jefferson was not a theologian.  However, his views have 

been used by many to justify civil disobedience – Christian and non-Christian alike.
29

  

Many understand Christianity as requiring opposition to wicked governments.  Even 

theologians who consider themselves Calvinists, struggle with this particular issue.  For 

example, Wayne Grudem, in his section discussing the permissibility of replacing an 

existing government, tends to hold with Calvin.  He cites the American Revolution as 

justified on the basis of a lower government representative reacting to the abuse of power 

by a higher government official.  He also advances the idea of a divinely appointed 

deliverer as proof for the validity of the Revolutionary War.
30

  However, sandwiched 

between these points, he declares that “the Bible does not ever say that it is wrong to 

change an existing government”.
31

 

Grudem’s statement perfectly captures the vantage point of many theologians 

seeking to justify resistance to tyrannical governments.  The absence of prohibition is 

often cited as proof for the acceptability of an action.  This argument is problematic since 

the lack of direct command against something does not constitute divine approval.  It 

indicates that it is not something that is always considered wrong.  However, when 

combined with the teachings of Peter and Paul, this argument significantly weakens.   

                                                 

29. One such example is Baptist Pator Gordan Runyan.  See Gordan Runyan, 

Resistance to Tyrants: Romans 13 and the Christian Duty to Oppose Wicked Rulers 

(Tucumcari: by the author, 2012). 

30. It has already been shown that these two views directly correspond to 

Calvin's, something that Grudem himself notes. See Grudem, 89-91.  The reader should 

also note that the Biblical validity of, or lack thereof for, the American Independence 

War is beyond the scope of this essay.  This is simply an example cited to illustrate the 

controversial nature of the Calvinistic view toward tyrannical governments. 

31. Italics are in the original.  Ibid., 90. 
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As already noted, Paul and Peter both lived, wrote, and taught during one of the 

worst regimes in history.  They lived under intense persecution that was specifically 

targeted at Christians.  Thus, their call to submit was not qualified by governments acting 

in accordance with godly teaching.  It was not dependent on the authorities correctly 

fulfilling their God ordained responsibilities.   

Additionally, the depraved nature of mankind will naturally cause government to 

spiral toward corruption apart if left to its own means.  “The inescapable problem is that 

man is a fallen creature…”
32

  Paul most certainly was aware of this problem.  His 

opening chapter in Romans closes with a full dissertation on the downward spiral of 

humanity.  Despite acknowledging this, he still calls for submission to those God has put 

in positions of authority.  Consequently, opposition to tyrants cannot be promoted as 

obedience to God.
33

  Rather, as Paul proclaims, it is resisting God’s own appointment 

(Romans 13:2).  

CHAPTER 6 

 

CONCLUSION 

                                                 

32. Doug Bandow, "Biblical Foundations Of Limited Government," Religion & 

Liberty, 7, no. 1 (1997, January and February): 6. 

33. This statement must be taken in light of the exceptions.  Apart from those 

Biblical exclusions – God raising up a deliverer, a lower magistrate, God's rules or man's 

–  Paul's command is to submit and obey. 
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John Calvin experienced firsthand the devastating effects that power has on those 

in positions of authority.  He lived during a time of turmoil, which was instituted by those 

claiming to be acting in the name of God.  Yet, the surprising thing is that he, along with 

the other reformers, did not promote the overthrow of the government in power.  Rather, 

as their name suggests, they sought to establish change from within.  The explanation for 

this is their firm belief in the God ordained institute of government.  As long as the 

government did not require disobedience to God, Calvin saw it as deserving full 

obedience, honor, and respect.  

Peter and Paul held this same view.  Their political environment was even worse 

than the one that John Calvin experienced.  Yet, they called believers to submit and obey.  

This was not a call to idly stand by while the country plummeted into depravity.  Rather, 

it was a call to actively obey where possible and to strongly encourage change, pray for 

reform, and voice concern over inappropriate actions.  There is nothing passive about 

submission to government especially when it takes a democratic form.  Yet, at the same 

time, the call is not to overthrow government or to engage in civil disobedience.   

As noted, the only exceptions to complete obedience are when God appoints 

someone to act as His instrument of change or when Christians are required to choose 

between God and man.  While this issue was not examined for lack of space, it would be 

interesting to see how one would know if they were called by God to lead a revolution.  

Another relevant considering is that it seems as though many tyrannical governments 

would, by definition, end up requiring things contrary to the Bible.  However, even in this 

case, the Biblical model appears to be resisting specific laws rather than marching in 

force upon the capital.  
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Calvin promotes active obedience in all possible circumstances, regardless of the 

oppressive nature of those in power.  Apart from being forced to pick between the Divine 

Ruler and the divinely appointed ruler, our position is to be one of model obedience.  

Understanding the Power behind the powers over us, recognizing those in authority as 

instituted by God, realizing the depravity of mankind, and understanding the Biblical 

commands will lead Christians to be citizens who model obedience and who stand firm in 

the face of immorality.  With the example of those who laid down their lives for the sake 

of following Christ, let Christians take a stand of submission under good and oppressive 

times wherever Biblically permissible.   
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