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Martin Luther  
Luther and Calvin on Secular Authority 

If anyone attempted to rule the world by the gospel and to abolish all temporal law and 
sword on the plea that all are baptized and Christian, and that, according to the gospel, 
there shall be among them no law or sword - or need for either - pray tell me, friend, 
what would he be doing?  He would be loosing the ropes and chains of the savage wild 
beasts and letting them bite and mangle everyone, meanwhile insisting that they were 
harmless, tame, and gentle creatures; but I would have the proof in my wounds.  Just so 
would the wicked under the name of Christian abuse evangelical freedom, carry on 
their rascality, and insist that they were Christians subject neither to law nor sword, as 
some are already raving and ranting. 

To such a one we must say:  Certainly it is true that Christians, so far as they themselves 
are concerned, are subject neither to law nor sword, and have need of neither.  But take 
heed and first fill the world with real Christians before you attempt to rule it in a Chris-
tian and evangelical manner.  This you will never accomplish; for the world and the 
masses are and always will be unchristian, even if they are all baptized and Christian in 
name.  Christians are few and far between (as the saying is).  Therefore, it is out of the 
question that there should be a common Christian government over the whole world, or 
indeed over a single country or any considerable body of people, for the wicked always 
outnumber the good.  Hence, a man who would venture to govern an entire country or 
the world with the gospel would be like a shepherd who should put together in one 
fold wolves, lions, eagles, and sheep, and let them mingle freely with one another, say-
ing, “Help yourselves, and be good and peaceful toward one another.  The fold is open, 
there is plenty of food.  You need have no fear of dogs and clubs.”  The sheep would 
doubtless keep the peace and allow themselves to be fed and governed peacefully, but 
they would not live long, nor would one beast survive another. 

For this reason one must carefully distinguish between these two governments.  Both 
must be permitted to remain; the one to produce righteousness, the other to bring about 
external peace and prevent evil deeds.  Neither one is sufficient in the world without 
the other. No one can become righteous in the sight of God by means of the temporal 
government, without Christ’s spiritual government.  Christ’s government does not ex-
tend over all men; rather, Christians are always a minority in the midst of non-Chris-
tians.  Now where temporal government or law alone prevails, there sheer hypocrisy is 
inevitable, even though the commandments be God’s very own.  For without the Holy 
Spirit in the heart no one becomes truly righteous, no matter how fine the works he 
does.  On the other hand, where the spiritual government alone prevails over land and 
people, there wickedness is given free rein and the door is open for all manner of rascal-
ity, for the world as a whole cannot receive or comprehend it. 
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King Charles I of England 
Defense Speech at Trial, January 1649 

I would know by what power I am called hither ... I would know by what authority, I 
mean lawful; there are many unlawful authorities in the world; thieves and robbers by 
the high-ways ... Remember, I am your King, your lawful King, and what sins you bring 
upon your heads, and the judgement of God upon this land.  Think well upon it, I say, 
think well upon it, before you go further from one sin to a greater ... I have a trust com-
mitted to me by God, by old and lawful descent, I will not betray it, to answer a new 
unlawful authority; therefore resolve me that, and you shall hear more of me. 

I do stand more for the liberty of my people, than any here that come to be my pre-
tended judges ... I do not come here as submitting to the Court.  I will stand as much for 
the privilege of the House of Commons, rightly understood, as any man here whatso-
ever:  I see no House of Lords here, that may constitute a Parliament ... Let me see a le-
gal authority warranted by the Word of God, the Scriptures, or warranted by the consti-
tutions of the Kingdom, and I will answer. 

It is not a slight thing you are about.  I am sworn to keep the peace, by that duty I owe 
to God and my country; and I will do it to the last breath of my body.  And therefore ye 
shall do well to satisfy, first, God, and then the country, by what authority you do it.  If 
you do it by an usurped authority, you cannot answer it; there is a God in Heaven, that 
will call you, and all that give you power, to account. 

If it were only my own particular case, I would have satisfied myself with the protesta-
tion I made the last time I was here, against the legality of the Court, and that a King 
cannot be tried by any superior jurisdiction on earth: but it is not my case alone, it is the 
freedom and the liberty of the people of England; and do you pretend what you will, I 
stand more for their liberties.  For if power without law, may make laws, may alter the 
fundamental laws of the Kingdom, I do not know what subject he is in England that can 
be sure of his life, or anything that he calls his own. 

I do not know the forms of law; I do know law and reason, though I am no lawyer pro-
fessed:  but I know as much law as any gentleman in England, and therefore, under fa-
vour, I do plead for the liberties of the people of England more than you do; and there-
fore if I should impose a belief upon any man without reasons given for it, it were un-
reasonable ... The Commons of England was never a Court of Judicature; I would know 
how they came to be so. 

It was the liberty, freedom, and laws of the subject that ever I took – defended myself 
with arms.  I never took up arms against the people, but for the laws ... For the charge, I 
value it not a rush.  It is the liberty of the people of England that I stand for.  For me to 
acknowledge a new Court that I never heard of before, I that am your King, that should 
be an example to all the people of England, for to uphold justice, to maintain the old 
laws, indeed I do not know how to do it. 
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This many-a-day all things have been taken away from me, but that that I call more 
dear to me than my life, which is my conscience, and my honour:  and if I had a respect 
to my life more than the peace of the Kingdom, and the liberty of the subject, certainly I 
should have made a particular defence for myself; for by that at leastwise I might have 
delayed an ugly sentence, which I believe will pass upon me ... Now, sir, I conceive that 
an hasty sentence once passed, may sooner be repented of than recalled: and truly, the 
self-same desire that I have for the peace of the Kingdom, and the liberty of the subject, 
more than my own particular ends, makes me now at least desire, before sentence be 
given, that I may be heard ... before the Lords and Commons ... If I cannot get this lib-
erty, I do protest, that these fair shows of liberty and peace are pure shows and that you 
will not hear your King. 

Judge Bradshaw's Response 

There is a contract and a bargain made between the King and his people, and your oath 
is taken: and certainly, Sir, the bond is reciprocal; for as you are the liege lord, so they 
liege subjects ... This we know, the one tie, the one bond, is the bond of protection that is 
due from the sovereign; the other is the bond of subjection that is due from the subject. 
Sir, if this bond be once broken, farewell sovereignty! ... These things may not be de-
nied, Sir ... Whether you have been, as by your office you ought to be, a protector of 
England, or the destroyer of England, let all England judge, or all the world, that hath 
look’d upon it ... You disavow us as a Court; and therefore for you to address yourself 
to us, not acknowledging us as a Court to judge of what you say, it is not to be permit-
ted.  And the truth is, all along, from the first time you were pleased to disavow and 
disown us, the Court needed not to have heard you one word. 


