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The Hebrew Republic: Seventeenth-Century 
Hospitality, Old Testament Scholarship, and 
Political Engagement
STEPHEN VARVIS

This article is the result of several interests and commitments that converged 
during the work of a long hoped for sabbatical semester.1 First it is part of a 
more than thirty-year project on the history of political thought in early modern 
Europe and early America. Second it is part of a commitment to and interest in 
Jewish thought and culture and the desire to understand Old Testament theol-
ogy. Third it is an offer with gratitude to a community I have been a part of for 
more than three decades of the fruits of these studies for discussion and consid-
eration for our understanding of the Christian’s place in contemporary society 
and in living within the ideals of the kingdom of God. Characteristic of our 
campus dialogue is an emphasis on the Bible and on current social problems, 
especially regarding poverty and marginalized populations. As an institution 
grounded in the liberal arts, we have an opportunity, or perhaps an obligation, 
to deepen our consideration through historical and philosophical discussion. 
The issues we engage have a long history, and that history, I hope to show in 
the following pages, might have something to add to our discussion.

I  
Hospitality and the Jews in  
Seventeenth Century Amsterdam and England

For the seventeenth century, the United Provinces were a remarkably tolerant 
region. Multiple Christian faiths were more-or-less openly practiced, and the 
Jewish community, or Portuguese Nation as it was called, newly arrived from 
Portugal was given safe haven, where Jewish traders participated in profitable 
trade networks across Europe and its colonies, and re-established religious and 
educational institutions and networks.2 The cities of Holland, such as Amster-
dam and of the other seven northern provinces, were governed by mercantile 
oligarchies which were not concerned primarily with religious uniformity, but 
rather with peaceful communities who took care of their own, who were law-
abiding, with basic moral and religious commitments, and prosperous trade. 
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The Union of Utrecht (1579-80), the result of the wars that led to the expul-
sion of the Spanish Catholic monarchs (who also controlled Portugal) from 
the northern Netherlands or Dutch region (roughly similar to The Netherlands 
today), guaranteed within the confederation through its famous 13th article that 
the provinces would act independently on specific religious rules, “provided 
that each person shall remain free in his religion and that no one shall be inves-
tigated or persecuted because of his religion.”3  While the Reformed (Calvinist) 
tradition was the predominant or official faith or confession, Reformed pastors 
and theologians were not given a strong voice in city or provincial governance,4 

and other Christian bodies were allowed to worship privately, including Lu-
theran, Mennonite, and Catholic congregations.  This was remarkable enough 
given the concern for uniformity and “confessionalization”5 at the end of the 
sixteenth century. How did it become thus for the Jews? 

 Sephardic Jews entered the United Provinces and Amsterdam, where they 
eventually settled in the 1590s. They were “conversos,” or New Christians who 
had converted to Christianity in the 1490s and early 1500s when the Jews were 
expelled from the Iberian Peninsula as part of the broader Reconquista. Sep-
hardic Jews had immigrated to various places around the Mediterranean, prin-
cipally Istanbul, where they were given haven (and used as political counter-
balances); Venice, which became one of the principal centers for both rabbinic 
learning and trade; and other commercial centers in Italy and elsewhere. The 
Portuguese New Christians who traveled north did so to escape the restrictions 
and interrogations of Spanish and Portuguese Catholicism and the Inquisition. 
They were accused of being secret Jews, perhaps accurately in many cases, 
converted in outward appearance and name only. When they arrived in Amster-
dam they did not present a religious problem, being outwardly and officially 
Christian. However, it soon became apparent that the New Christians had the 
desire to become New Jews. They sought to recover their religious heritage lost 
in the century they had lived as conversos and had assimilated into Portuguese 
and Catholic cultural, intellectual, and commercial life.6 

The openness that recognized, if not always respected, the multiple Chris-
tian religious traditions seems to have encouraged multiple groups within those 
faiths to contend for recognition as well.  Thus, we find the famous conflict be-
tween more orthodox Calvinists and Remonstrants or Arminians, and disputes 
between multiple forms of Mennonite belief, practice and worship.7  The mul-
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tiple dissenting bodies were allowed to co-exist within limitations regarding 
public worship and civic participation. It is probably the case that the multiple 
competing groups weakened the overall strength of any one form of Christian 
faith, thus weakening their political influence. The ruling oligarchic, republican 
bodies even found a way to make the situation profitable, as we might expect. 
They looked for religious communities that provided basic social welfare for 
their own communicants or members, and who paid a fee or tax for the privi-
lege of recognition and de facto toleration of worship. Jews fit well within this 
society. By 1614, it was well known that they worshipped publicly (against 
the law) in a building that had been begun to be constructed as a synagogue 
until its use was restricted, but was then owned by a Christian who leased it 
back to the Portuguese Jewish community for use in worship.8 The oligarchic 
magistrates could not, or perhaps would not, work out an official legal category 
for the Jews, but through practice established de facto policies that allowed 
these members of the “Portuguese Nation,” as it was  called, to establish social 
networks and services; govern itself as a community through the Mahamad, a 
body similar to the Town Council; and establish rabbinic teaching and religious 
leadership within the community.  Jews were not officially citizens and could 
not vote or serve in city offices, but neither were they constrained to live in a 
ghetto (as they were in Venice and many other places), nor were they taxed 
or denied basic legal protections.9  They were part of a religious community 
that provided for their members, like others in the cities.  Like the cities where 
merchant oligarchies ruled and the pastors taught but did not control religious 
policy, the Jewish merchant oligarchs ruled the communities through the Ma-
hamad, with rabbis subordinate in authority. They were part of the commercial 
networks that the Dutch developed, and even helped expand these in Spanish 
and Portuguese ports and colonies. They helped the United Provinces prosper.

 The Reformed and the Dutch (overlapping identities, but not identical) 
both saw themselves in the history of the Jews. In the late sixteenth century, 
the Dutch fought to free themselves from Catholic Spain. They saw in the exo-
dus of the Jews from Egypt and in the conquest of Canaan a symbol of their 
own struggle.10 The Reformed emphasized in Covenantal (or Federal) theology 
the continuity of the Old Testament and New, and of the history of the Jews 
with the history of the Church, and in particular the history of the Reformed 
Church.11 Both saw in the history of the Old Testament their own identity and 
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patterns for the kind of community to which God called them. Jewish scholars 
in the United Provinces assisted in the developing sophistication of Hebrew 
scholarship among Reformed theologians and humanist scholars.12 We should 
not understand the tolerance for multiple Christian faiths, which had the result 
of toleration of Jews as well, and the mutual antipathy of Dutch protestants 
and Portuguese Jews for Spanish Catholicism and political authoritarianism as 
creating a secular, tolerant state. In fact, all worried about this possibility, and 
the possibility of conversion of the members of the faithful to another faith, 
or perhaps outside of faith itself.  The situation could be fraught with tension, 
which religious leaders recognized immediately.13 Jewish rabbis, humanist 
scholars, and Reformed theologians (who were also trained in humanist schol-
arship, again overlapping identities) all shared a common understanding of the 
religious, social, and historical embeddedness or rootedness of their faiths, and 
of the Old Testament, and the usefulness and even necessity of historical un-
derstanding for the governance of communities, be they church or political 
communities. 

The Portuguese Nation of Amsterdam also established a Jewish community 
in London and other English cities as part of its expanding trade, which in turn 
was needed as members took in (and helped disperse) refugees who fled the 
chaos of the Thirty Year’s War in Germany.  Jews had been expelled from Eng-
land in 1294 by Edward III. Led by one of the leading rabbis of Amsterdam, 
Menasseh ben Israel,14 they met with leading ministers of Cromwell’s Com-
monwealth in 1655-56 at the famous Whitehall Conference. The conference 
was not able to establish a formal agreement or legal status, but once again 
a de facto policy was established that allowed the Jewish community to live, 
trade, and worship in England. As in Amsterdam, they served to expand trade 
for England, and contributed through taxation and investment in commercial 
enterprise, bringing to England new trade through the Jewish trade networks. 
With the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, the proscription of dissenting 
and non-conformist Christian bodies ironically brought a new legal status to 
England similar in status to the de facto situation of the Jews. These Congrega-
tional, Presbyterian, Quaker, and Baptist believers were proscribed from public 
service, preaching in their former churches, participating in voting and serving 
in public offices, and attending the universities.15 The now-English Jews found 
themselves, much like in the United Provinces, with Christians who lived with 
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a similar status, albeit a legal one. Like the dissenting Christians, they would 
not be fully welcomed as members of the political community with full legal 
status and privileges until the nineteenth century.  Not even the Dutch Stad-
holder, who became William III of England, could bring dissenting Christians 
into full inclusion in the Anglican Church and thus into the English political 
arena, let alone the Jews. Nonetheless, the New Jews, the Portuguese Nation, 
established in Amsterdam also became established in England,16 where a kind 
of “philosemitism” had existed for many decades, which shared a common 
reach back to the Old Testament as the record of God’s covenant with his peo-
ple, the people of Israel, and England. The Jews found a practical hospitality 
that allowed them and England to prosper in relative safety. 

What Jewish scholar Miriam Bodian said of the Jews in Amsterdam might 
well be said also for those of England, “this neighborliness toward Catholics, 
Collegiants, Anabaptists, and so on, expanded to include, in a significant way, 
the classic outsider in European life. It was a remarkable moment. The Portu-
guese Jews, who had experienced religious repression and coercion in its most 
extreme early modern European form, must have relished it deeply.”17 As we 
shall see, that hospitality, that neighborliness, if not legal recognition, resulted 
in mutual understanding, and in the enrichment of political thinking and action 
in the coming decades.

II 
Political Hebraism, The Hebrew Republic, and Republicanism

One useful way to mark out the territory for discussion in the following pag-
es is to distinguish between “Political Hebraism” and “The Hebrew Republic.”  
According to Kalman Neuman, Political Hebraism is a broad category indi-
cating “Hebrew political writing [which] refers to texts that convey readings 
of the Hebrew Bible (or postbiblical Jewish texts) in a political context.”18 It 
does not refer to a “specific political position” or program, but is a “mode of 
discourse” that uses the Old Testament as a textual base for political thinking 
and writing.19 “The Hebrew Republic” refers to a specific tradition of writing 
and thinking that identifies within the Old Testament a republican structure, 
borrowing classifications from Greek, Roman, Medieval, and Renaissance 
writings, which includes treatment of the nature of authority and legitimacy, 
the origin and meaning of law, representation, and representative institutional 
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patterns, what is called in both ancient and modern discourse “constitutional” 
institutional arrangements.20 The idea of a Hebrew Republic is a topic within 
the broader category of Political Hebraism. 

Let me add a few clarifications before digging back into this history. With 
the term “republican” I am not referring to a political party, the Republican 
Party in the U.S., for instance, as opposed to the Democratic Party.  I refer to a 
tradition of “republican” thinking and governmental institutional patterns that, 
in the case of the U.S., encompasses both major parties. The political order of 
the United States can be usefully and accurately classified as a “democratic 
republic,” that is, a democracy governed through representatives elected to 
legislative bodies, and an executive elected through a democratic process, a 
mixed regime composed of legislative, executive, and judicial institutions and 
authorities with distinct and sometimes overlapping responsibilities and pre-
rogatives. What I have described is a classic republican order: a government in 
a mixed form of legislative, executive, and judicial offices and institutions, rep-
resentative of the citizenry, with limits to the authority and power of each body 
encoded in law. The terms we all know from our secondary schooling, “checks 
and balances,” and “separation of powers,” refer to common mechanisms of 
the republican tradition of politics. 

One element of republican theory often forgotten today, but still alive in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, went under the name of “republican vir-
tue.” This notion, with deep roots in ancient political thinking, held that only 
in the world of political action, the world of governance in the city or country, 
was a person fully able to develop and reach true human flourishing. A repub-
lic allowed free and self-determining peoples to engage in reasoned debate, 
practice moderation and courage, and achieve justice in their souls and in their 
polities.21 A second element is also somewhat foreign in today’s thinking: his-
torically republican thinkers had to address whether monarchy was compatible 
with a republic. If the monarch was limited by law, as was the case in much 
of English history, then the English government might be classified as a “mo-
narchical republic.”22 Some thinkers allowed for this possibility or actuality. 
For others, especially those who faced royalist claims to absolute monarchy, it 
was an impossibility. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a republican 
order, whether monarchical or some other form, is also referred to as a “com-
monwealth,” emphasizing the common element in both government and the 



59

benefits of good government.  Advocates of republican forms of government 
were sometimes referred to as “commonwealthmen.” We see the legacy of this 
term today in the British Commonwealth. After the seventeenth century, com-
monwealthmen were often associated with North American colonial cries for 
independence from British rule.

Finally, while republican thought and government is a Western development, 
in the modern world it is a topic of international or world importance or signifi-
cance. Peoples and countries that have not had an historically indigenous tradi-
tion of republican forms of government, now, in the modern world, are gov-
erned by them. Think for instance of Japan or India, or numbers of countries 
in Africa, all of which are governed through mixed, representative institutions 
of one form or another, often parliamentary. We have seen in the last decade 
and a half attempts to establish democracy, that is, republican institutions, in 
Iraq and North Africa. This development is partially the result of colonialism 
since Napoleon and World War I, partially the result of Western reactions to 
Islamist terrorism and its state supporters, and partially to ongoing cultural 
conflict. However, countries around the globe have also seen something worth 
appropriating in democratic/republican institutions. What they see as attractive 
may be apparent through the following discussion. It also, perhaps, ought to 
be said that the primary topic of this essay, the “Hebrew Republic,” is one that 
develops in the Middle East, in the heart of ancient Near Eastern civilizations.

III 
Historiography

There is a curious connection that has been described in just the last twenty 
years in seventeenth-century primarily Dutch and English political thinking. 
The seventeenth century in England was the time of divine right kingship, the 
civil and religious wars of the 1640s, the Interregnum rule of Oliver Crom-
well, the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, exclusion of non-Anglicans or 
nonconformists and Catholics from political and social life, and finally the 
1689 “Bloodless” or “Glorious” revolution which brought the Stadholder of 
the United Provinces or Netherlands, William III (nephew of Charles II and 
James II) and his wife Mary (daughter of James II) to the English throne. The 
civil wars and execution of King Charles I unleashed political and religious 
passions, the full force of a powerful military conflict, and institutional ex-
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periments that shaped for good and bad Britain’s political thinking and order, 
including that of the colonies of North America, and of the early American 
republic into the nineteenth century and beyond. The seventeenth century was 
the crucial century for the final shaping of Reformation influences in the Brit-
ish imperial orbit. The resolution in the Glorious Revolution brought the Dutch 
experience definitively to England.23

A profusion of trends developed in the political thinking of the period:24 an 
appeal to divine right kingship, or absolute monarchy, and later patriarchal-
ism;23 appeals to the “ancient constitution” that referred to feudal experience 
that claimed that government was enacted through king, lords, and commons, 
a mixed regime; claims for the authority of common and natural law;26 asser-
tions of the necessity of traditional church hierarchies and liturgies for social 
and religious order; multiple and sometimes contradictory claims for biblical 
mandates for social order that included the leveling of society, or the flattening 
or elimination of hierarchical social order and radical redistribution of prop-
erty and wealth;27 a last flourishing of platonic thinking based on the Italian 
rediscovery of the full Platonic corpus and Neoplatonic writings of the late an-
tique world;28 sophisticated philosophical analyses of intellectual and spiritual 
pathologies;29 intellectual, literary, and practical experiments in parliamentary 
rule;30 analyses of ancient and Renaissance republican theory reaching back to 
Plato, Aristotle, Polybius, Cicero, Livy, Tacitus, Plutarch, as well as Machia-
velli and other renaissance Italian writers;31 appeals to ongoing reformation, or 
a Protestant International or Interest across Europe;32 skeptical and “Tacitean” 
stoicism with appeals to “reason of state” and through Thomas Hobbes to a 
sovereign secular order based on “modern natural law” to the absolute power 
of a prince;33 emphases on scientific, empirical methodology that culminated in 
the work of Isaac Newton and was theorized by Locke and applied to political 
thinking.34 These trends overlapped in ways that sometimes seem bewildering, 
contradictory, or impossible, and while England’s thought and situation was 
the most politically and theoretically complex, the English borrowed from con-
tinental influences, particularly the Dutch and French.35 They also drew upon 
ancient and Renaissance trends, particularly historical and rhetorical modes 
of thinking and writing. In the case I want to describe here it was once again 
Dutch students of Jewish thought and the Old Testament from the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth century that played a significant role in the formulation 
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of a theory and practice of republican political order that shaped England’s 
resolution to its time of “troubles”36 and the colonial experience that resulted in 
the American Revolution and Constitution.37

Because this may seem too complex to grasp in a single glance, let me de-
scribe the historiographical work that has uncovered the centrality of republi-
can thinking as a way of simplifying and clarifying the picture. In the period 
from the end of WWII to the end of the twentieth century, historians of political 
thought uncovered and described with detailed sophistication the developing of 
republican theory. In outline, the story goes like this. From the mid-fourteenth 
through the early sixteenth century Italian humanist thinkers developed two 
emphases that shaped future political thinking. There was first a rediscovery 
of the complete corpus of the writings of Plato, including The Republic and 
The Laws, through connections with Greek scholars, theologians, and philoso-
phers, some of them fleeing the collapse of the Byzantine Empire and fall of 
Constantinople to the Ottomans in 1453.38 Second, they collected, edited, pub-
lished, and studied ancient historical writings, the stories of the development 
and fall of the Roman Republic through writers like Polybius and Livy, and 
the development of Greek democratic-republican political experience in cit-
ies like Athens, Sparta, and others through the writings of Plato, Aristotle, and 
Plutarch, among others.39 These were applied to the Florentine and Venetian 
republics of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

That Italian republican tradition traveled to and became centered in Eng-
land in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries through the ancient writings 
mentioned above, and through Italian writers like Machiavelli and Francesco 
Guicciardini for Florence, and Gaspar Contarini and Paolo Sarpi for Venice.40 
English republican thought developed in three stages,41 the first in during the 
1650s and the crisis of Cromwell’s rule, primarily in the writings of Marcham-
ont Nedham, James Harrington, and prominently John Milton; the second dur-
ing the Restoration in the 1670s and 80s as the rule of Charles II came to an end 
and that of James II collapsed, through the work of Henry Neville, Algernon 
Sidney, and the poet Andrew Marvell; and the third in the 1690s-1720s in the 
reigns of William III and Mary and George I, through John Locke, John To-
land, Robert Molesworth, Walter Moyle, and the partnership of John Trenchard 
and Thomas Gordon in Cato’s Letters. These writings, from the ancients and 
Italians and from all three English phases were reprinted multiple times and 
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became the studies of American political actors, thinkers and writers like John 
Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine, and James Madison. This whole tra-
dition lies behind the statement of Thomas Jefferson when he wrote about the 
character of the Declaration of Independence: “All of its authority rests on the 
harmonizing sentiments of the day, whether expressed in conversations, in let-
ters, printed essays, or in the elementary books of public right, as Aristotle, Ci-
cero, Locke, [Algernon] Sidney, etc., & c.”42 This is all embedded in the phrase 
“Atlantic Republican Tradition.”43  

In the early twenty-first century, in just the last twenty years, Dutch, English, 
American and Israeli scholars have begun to outline the contribution to the At-
lantic Republican tradition of the “Hebrew Republic” through a reconstruction 
of the contribution of Jewish and Christian scholars in the seventeenth cen-
tury.44 The Renaissance Humanist emphasis on ancient languages extended to 
Hebrew as well, and was manifested in the development of tri-lingual colleges 
for the study of Greek, Latin, and Hebrew writing and history. As outlined 
above, Portuguese Conversos fled the Iberian peninsula to find refuge in Hol-
land; Jewish rabbis joined them from others Jewish centers, particularly Ven-
ice; and Reformed scholars (Calvinist and Arminian) turned to them to study 
Hebrew and the Jewish tradition, which included the Old Testament, ancient 
writers such as Josephus, the medieval Talmudic and Midrashic traditions, and 
the philosopher Maimonides and his Mishna Torah.45 Based on the books of 
Deuteronomy and I and II Samuel,46 these sources described a Hebrew com-
monwealth or republic47 (though extending back through the Pentateuch and 
forward through I and II Kings and the prophets). In the fifteenth through sev-
enteenth centuries, Jewish and Christian scholars developed this tradition of 
writings.48 

In the recovery of the historiography of republican theory in the last half of 
the twentieth century, the influence of the Old Testament and rabbinic writ-
ings was either missed, ignored, or in some cases noted but not explored until 
recently.49 With it too the Dutch contribution was unrecognized. Dutch repub-
lican writings developed out of Hebrew studies with lesser attention to Italian 
influences than in other countries.50 This “Hebrew Republic” is the subject of 
the remainder of this study.
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IV  
The Hebrew Republic in the Seventeenth Century

The full history of the recovery of the Hebrew Republic and its influence 
from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries is still to be written, but we 
know enough to trace some significant way stations.51 In the following I will 
note several of these stopping points in significant writers in the tradition, be-
ginning in The United Provinces, and developing in England in the middle and 
late decades of the seventeenth century. Each writer develops and analyzes the 
Hebrew Republic with unique, individual emphases. They each focus on as-
pects of the tradition of republican thinking; some are more ancient and others 
more modern in outlook. Through them, the basic shape and breadth of the on-
going discussion will be evident. I will focus on several writers: Peter Cunaeus, 
James Harrington, Algernon Sidney, and Henry Neville. Except for Cunaeus, 
all are English and all prominent in the tradition of republican writing. I will 
conclude with a brief discussion of the youthful writing of Hugo Grotius on the 
Hebrew Republic, Grotius being the towering intellect of the early seventeenth 
century in Holland, and throughout Europe.

1. 
Peter Cunaeus, The Hebrew Republic, 1617

Peter Cunaeus (van der Cun; I will retain the Latin surname) was appointed 
professor of law and politics at the university of Leiden between 1614 and 
1638. From that position he influenced Dutch Hebrew and political scholar-
ship for more than a generation.52 In 1615 he was given a copy of Maimonides’ 
Mishna Torah (Second Law) by the politician and collector of Hebrew texts, 
Johannes Boreel,53 which was written, as Maimonides explains, to provide a 
comprehensive account of Jewish Laws and customs, the tradition of which 
had been obscured in the centuries preceding its writing in 1190.54 By 1617 he 
had completed The Hebrew Republic which drew on Maimonides, but also on 
Josephus and Talmudic tradition. According to Eric Nelson, Cunaeus focused 
on two ideas that he drew out of Maimonides. The first was the ideal of an 
egalitarian agrarian law established by God and contrary to Roman republican 
tradition, but in harmony with Greek thinking as portrayed by Plutarch.55 In 
Old Testament study this is known as the law of Jubilee.56 Cunaeus elaborates 
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the practice of land distribution and the “reasons for Agrarian laws” in chapters 
2 and 3 of the first book of The Hebrew Republic, and the “the Jubilee and the 
Sabbatical” in chapter 6, but does not make any application of them to con-
temporary Holland. The second idea was that Moses had given authority over 
religious law to the civil, or secular government. This “Erastian” doctrine was 
consistent with what appears to be Cunaeus’ immediate ideological context. 
In the Preface he calls upon the elected rulers of the individual states of the 
United Provinces to work toward unity which would preserve their hard-won 
liberty from Catholic dominance. Liberty of the individual states demanded 
some unity. For this unity, a common religion and law were required.57 In a 
society where multiple religious bodies worshipped in distinct communities, 
with differing beliefs and practices of the Christian life, it was left to the mag-
istrate, the ruling institutions, and their leaders to frame the religious and cul-
tural center that could bring those different religious communities together as 
a common people. 

To Nelson’s account we might add a third emphasis of Cunaeus (which Nel-
son develops later in his text) that toleration and thus some sort of commonality 
could be established by recognizing a minimal religious unity. Cunaeus criti-
cized the various Jewish authorities, the Sadducees, Pharisees, and others, and 
their contrasting doctrines, in a way that barely veiled his criticism of contend-
ing Reformed factions, Mennonite factions, and others.58 Both the emphasis 
on civil authority over religion and toleration fit well within the ideological 
context of the early seventeenth century in the United Provinces. The idea of 
Jubilee or egalitarian ownership of land does not seem to fit in the same way.59 
James Harrington in England in a later generation will, however, develop and 
emphasize this feature of the Hebrew Republic.  

The bulk of Cunaeus’s The Hebrew Republic is taken up with an analysis of 
the institutions of Israel. He reads the Old Testament as an “antiquarian,” one 
interested in charting out the institutions and customs of past polities, and in 
Renaissance humanist fashion with an emphasis on historical development.60 
He describes institutions, ways of life, ritual, and laws, and looks for histori-
cal examples and factors for the course of Israel’s history, its political trials, 
its exile and captivity, and periods of reform. He analyses why the Kingdom 
collapsed and draws lessons on the instability of monarchy. He does not hesi-
tate to compare Hebrew institutions with Greek and Roman republican institu-



65

tions, and even at one point explains that though the early leaders of Jewish 
tribes into battle were called judges in the Old Testament, they might have been 
called praetors and dictators, and that Josephus calls them monarchs or kings.62

The principal institutions were republican in form, though focusing on courts 
which interpret the law, rather than make law. They “made decisions of state, 
tried cases, and settled disputes.” The Sanhedrin, a council of 70, was the high-
est court, a supreme court, as it were, established by Moses himself that met in 
the Temple in Jerusalem. It was an elected body originally, which he likens to 
a senate, though membership became hereditary if the heir of a member were 
worthy. It was an aristocracy, not chosen from among just the people. The wor-
thy were scholars of the law, impartial, and upright. In this analysis, Cunaeus 
follows Maimonides and secondarily Josephus, criticizing or supporting each 
when he thinks it is warranted.63 Below the seventy are two courts of twenty-
three members, one of which met at the gate to the Temple mount, and the other 
at the gate of the Temple courtyard. Further councils of twenty-three were set 
up in each larger town to judge property and capital cases. In towns of fewer 
than 120, councils of three were established to judge in cases regarding goods 
and damages. For special cases, ad hoc councils could be established.64 

Cunaeus follows Maimonides and Talmudic writers who claim that kingship 
was commanded by God as the form of government for Israel, commenting 
on Deuteronomy 17:14. Midrashic writers would argue that kingship was not 
commanded but merely allowable. This presents Cunaeus with a problem, for 
he lives in a biblical yet anti-monarchical society. He appears not to resolve it. 
Later in England, Harrington will disagree with him, as will John Milton, both 
of who follow the Midrashic writers in rejecting kingship as a commanded 
form of government.65 Cunaeus seems simply not to resolve the question di-
rectly, but to intimate that the prerogatives and responsibilities of kings in an-
cient Israel were not those of the absolutist seventeenth century. He reminds 
the reader that he has said that Israel is a kingdom of priests. This means first 
that the king is responsible for religious observance. But in what appears to be a 
kind of sleight of hand, he then argues that the king must defer to priests, quot-
ing Maimonides again.66 Just prior to this he had noted that the Israelite king’s 
power was limited, quoting extensively Deuteronomy 17:14-20, and linking it 
to I Samuel 8: 

The Hebrew Republic



66

Pacific Journal

 When you have come into the land that the Lord your God is giving you, 
and have taken possession of it and settled in it, and you say, “I will set a king 
over me, like all the nations that are around me,” 15 you may indeed set over 
you a king whom the Lord your God will choose. One of your own community 
you may set as king over you; you are not permitted to put a foreigner over 
you, who is not of your own community. 16 Even so, he must not acquire 
many horses for himself, or return the people to Egypt in order to acquire more 
horses, since the Lord has said to you, “You must never return that way again.” 
17 And he must not acquire many wives for himself, or else his heart will turn 
away; also silver and gold he must not acquire in great quantity for himself. 
18 When he has taken the throne of his kingdom, he shall have a copy of this 
law written for him in the presence of the Levitical priests. 19 It shall remain 
with him and he shall read in it all the days of his life, so that he may learn to 
fear the Lord his God, diligently observing all the words of this law and these 
statutes, 20 neither exalting himself above other members of the community 
nor turning aside from the commandment, either to the right or to the left, so 
that he and his descendants may reign long over his kingdom in Israel. (NRSV)

He corrects Josephus whom he said did not understand the passages cor-
rectly and emphasizes that Deuteronomy 17 formed a kind of law for the king 
“which directed the king how to practice justice and fairness, to administer the 
state well, and to the advantage of citizens, not to play the part of a ruler indulg-
ing in criminal lusts, and finally, to preserve—despite his great fortune—his 
sense of modesty.”67 

Cunaeus exercises some freedom in picking and choosing what parts of the 
tradition of the Hebrew Republic and kingship that he will emphasize and en-
dorse. And he does not seem too concerned that the United Provinces do not 
follow what Maimonides and the Talmudists claim to be law. Others will worry 
about such things later and decide whether they will follow Maimonides or 
the Midrashic writers on whether kingship is commanded or allowed.  Two 
factors may mitigate the problem for many in the generation and tradition of 
Cunaeus. First, he treats the Old Testament, as had Josephus and his contem-
porary humanist scholars, as a historical text as well as a sacred text. Divine 
teaching comes through the wisdom embodied in the historical experience and 
discerned by prudence. Secondly, the Reformed tradition had a distinct doc-
trine regarding the authority of the teaching of the law. The Reformed distin-
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guished three forms of law that were given in the Old Testament. The first was 
moral law, as classically stated in the Ten Commandments. This moral law 
continued in force and was law for the Christian. The second was ceremonial 
or ritual law. The rituals and ceremonies of temple worship had been replaced 
by Christ, principally in baptism and communion; the old ceremonial law was 
“abrogated.” The third was political law. This law had ceased to be effective 
with the fall of kingship in Israel, and was not required to be followed, but 
was to be used so that the goal or intent of equity and justice that was the basis 
of that law could be attained in Christian societies.68 As long, then, as equity 
and justice were pursued, the specific institutions established in Israel were 
not commanded, despite Maimonides’ teaching; they could be used with some 
freedom to guide the political order of the new Reformed, Dutch Israel, and, as 
we shall see, England. 

2.  
James Harrington, The Commonwealth of Oceana, 1656

James Harrington has been at the center of the rediscovery of the republican 
tradition since the 1970s. More recently the claim that his thought defined the 
tradition of “classical republicanism” has been refuted by many, but his im-
portance is nonetheless central to our understanding of subsequent republican 
thinking.69 He followed Cunaeus closely and applied what he found in his writ-
ings creatively to English political controversy in the 1650s. His great work 
is The Commonwealth of Oceana, an appeal in the form of a Utopia to Oliver 
Cromwell to act in the role of an ancient founder of a commonwealth who 
established the law, the institutions of a polity and then stepped out of power. 
The major examples of this in the republican tradition are Solon in Athens and 
Lycurgus in Sparta, both examined by Plutarch.70  Harrington summarizes his 
use of the Hebrew Republic in a few smaller tracts. But I will concentrate on 
two specific passages in Oceana which outline his basic use and allow us to see 
his individual emphases. 

In the first section of the text, “The Preliminaries, showing Principles of 
Government,” after outlining a basic republican form of government, Har-
rington turns to “the commonwealth of Israel,” which he says “consisted of a 
senate, the people, and a magistracy.”71 He emphasizes their early tribal (ge-
nealogical) character, and how they were gathered together in an assembly, 
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which is in Greek an “ecclesia” or in Hebrew a “synagoga magna,” according 
to the Talmudists. Theologians, he argues, have misunderstood the Scriptures 
through mistranslation. Ecclesia understood as an assembly should lead us 
to understand that the “government of the church should be democratical or 
popular.”72 God himself was king, though the people had the power to confirm 
laws proposed even by God, and could, and did reject him as king when they 
asked for a king like the other nations surrounding them, in I Samuel 8. He 
interprets the act of entering into covenant, as adopting or confirming law. He 
then outlines the kinds of decisions in which the people could act, as in elect-
ing magistrates, declaring war, or in matters of religion, citing texts in Exodus, 
Joshua, Judges, I Samuel, I and II Chronicles, I Maccabees.73 He then moves 
on to the senate, or Sanhedrin, and the lessor courts as outlined by Cunaeus. 
He emphasizes as well that the Israelite senate was unique compared to others. 
Since the laws were given by God, the senate did not so much legislate as serve 
as an executive with Moses originally the first among the senators as “prince, 
or archon.”74

Along with the emphasis on the people themselves as confirming law and 
essentially electing a magistrate, Harrington has another unique element, not 
found in Cunaeus or prominently in other writers except Henry Neville, his 
close friend, who some suspected helped write Oceana.75 Harrington claims 
that first institution of judges and courts was made by Moses on the advice of 
his father-in-law Jethro as noted in Exodus 18. Jethro was a Midianite priest, 
not a Hebrew, and so not one who spoke with the authority of revealed law. 
His advice was the result of experience, and prudence or political wisdom, 
confirmed by God through Moses. These he explains “are unto me a sufficient 
warrant…to make further use of humane prudence wherever I find it bearing a 
testimony unto itself, whether in heathen commonwealths or others.”76 And he 
notes that though Christian England has the Scripture and in it the original form 
of a commonwealth as instituted by “the same hand that made the world,” the 
Christian world has been “either altogether blind or negligent to it, while the 
heathens have written theirs, as if they had no other copy.” 77 Later at the begin-
ning of the text beyond the preliminaries, he turns to the story of the founding 
of Sparta by Lycurgus, and of Israel by Moses, and quotes from Exodus 18, 
“So Moses hearkened to the voice of (Jethro) his father-in-law, and did all he 
had said. And Moses chose able men out of all Israel and made them head over 
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the people.” This is an illustration of Harrington’s explanation the “reason of 
the government.” It provides a two-fold illustration of human prudence. Jethro 
not being a recipient of revelation uses prudence and experience in his advice 
to Moses. And Moses chose “able men out of Israel” to guide the people and 
develop the government. Harrington mines, as he says, “quarries of ancient 
prudence” to find wise examples of sound governmental institutions.78 Har-
rington’s emphasis on the origin of republican institutions in human prudence 
as represented by Jethro is consistent through his other treatments of both the 
Hebrew Republic, and his outlines of the ideal form of government. 

References to the Hebrew commonwealth are sprinkled throughout Oceana, 
but in two other sections we find significant arguments that bring The Hebrew 
Republic into the forefront of his thinking, that link Harrington back to Cu-
naeus and remind us that he writes in the midst of ongoing civil and religious 
conflict in England. One of the principle laws of Oceana, indeed the one that 
has inspired both scholarly attention and derision, is his emphasis on limita-
tions on wealth or on equality of landholding, “the agrarian” as he calls it. 
Harrington has been singled out as initiating the modern emphasis, evident in 
Locke and Marx for example, that the ownership of property is at the founda-
tions of governmental power, and institutions, which in turn leads to just or un-
just rule. Ancient and Medieval thinkers and politicians were very aware of the 
relation of wealth and particularly property in primarily agrarian societies, and 
argued about laws regulating ownership, inheritance, and the distribution of 
property gained in conquest, but Harrington raised it to a primary principle of 
political organization.79 He argued that political power always followed control 
or ownership of land. The conflict in England between an absolutist monarchy 
and Parliament had its roots in the Reformation when Henry VIII appropriated 
the land of the church and distributed it to the rising gentry, who in gaining 
land gained de facto power and were strengthened in relation to the king and 
higher nobility. Elizabeth I had recognized this at least implicitly and governed 
through Parliament. James I and Charles I, however, asserted their own author-
ity and Charles attempted to rule by himself, leading eventually to civil war 
with Parliamentary forces, his execution, and the establishment of the English 
Commonwealth and Parliamentary rule under Oliver Cromwell.

Concentrations of wealth led to unjust and unbalanced concentrations of 
power. For a balanced, and therefore peaceful, long-lasting, potentially per-
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petual, and just political order a wide distribution of wealth or land with limits 
to land acquisition was necessary. And so, the central section of Oceana is 
comprised of a scheme for land distribution, with inheritance laws requiring 
distribution of land to multiple heirs, and limits on the acquisition of further 
properties which would un-balance the power of individuals in the Oceanic 
commonwealth. We have seen that this is a unique feature of Cunaeus’s The 
Hebrew Republic, which he outlines in chapters 2 and 3 of the first book, and 
bases on the laws of Jubilee as explained by Maimonides and Josephus.80 Land 
was distributed by lot equally, and once distributed could not be perpetually 
alienated, but returned to the original holder every fifty (or forty-nine) years, 
the year of the forgiveness of debts, or Jubilee.81 

For discussion of Harrington, the details of the amounts of land to be in-
herited, and limits on acquisition are not of primary importance so much as 
the principle of limitation itself. Oligarchies tend to protect the oligarchs’ own 
interests and wealth, leading to unjust rule, poverty of laborers, and rebellion. 
For Harrington, sound agrarian law, personal and family economic interest, and 
Parliamentary representation would be equalized by similar status in wealth 
and land-holding, and lead to common interest and common-wealth in the gov-
ernance of the republic. As a result, he argues, “these things considered, I can-
not see how an agrarian [law], as to the fixation or security of government, can 
be less than necessary.”82  

He understands that he argues against much of the republican tradition, not-
ing resistance from Machiavelli, as well as those who argue that Israel had 
agrarian laws but chose a king nonetheless. Since his model for his own laws 
is Israel, he must respond. He argues that Israel only had itself to blame. They 
need not have chosen a king; God himself saw the choice as a rejection of his 
kingship. The longevity of Hebrew kingship was made possible by the sound 
egalitarian basis of landholding “as may be computed from the institution of 
the same [land distribution] by Joshua, one thousand four hundred and sixty-
five years before Christ, unto the total dissolution of it, which happened in the 
reign of Hadrian, one hundred and thirty-five years after the Incarnation.”83 
This might be considered a powerful argument when looking potentially to 
a second civil war. As the Archon of The Commonwealth of Oceana says, “a 
people planted upon an equal agrarian and holding to it, if they part with their 
liberty, must do it upon good will, and make but a bad title of their bounty.”84
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In one final section, Harrington relies on the example of the Hebrew Repub-
lic for his determination regarding who will ultimately rule, the church and di-
vine laws or the magistrate.  In a fictional letter from the Archon, or magistrate, 
to the lords of Oceana, Harrington provides a long explanation of the meaning 
of his fictional commonwealth which he had only outlined to this point. The 
archon includes a digression on the necessity of interpreting the scriptures with 
sound knowledge of ancient languages and of history. Proper understanding 
of the scriptures shows that while “the Jewish religion were directed and es-
tablished by the Moses, it was directed and established by the civil magistrate; 
or if Moses exercised the administration as a prophet, the same prophet did 
invest with the same administration the Sanhedrim [sic] and not the priests; 
and so doth our commonwealth our senate and not the clergy.”85 His purpose 
is to safeguard the commonwealth against both clerical claims and authority 
from without, for example from Roman Catholic claims to authority, and from 
sectarian violence from within. The universities are to be the commonwealth’s 
seminaries and they are to appoint pastors. Those in ministry are to be sup-
ported by the state and allowed freedom of conscience. However, they are not 
allowed to hold assemblies or synods, except when called by the universities to 
consider religious questions. Nor are they “suffered to meddle with affairs of 
state nor to be capable of any other public preferment whatsoever.” Religion is 
central to the commonwealth; however, it is not to govern.86 And it is to be ex-
ercised with tolerance and freedom of conscience as determined by those who 
are wise in such matters. The universities act as the prophetic voice guiding 
the religion of Oceana. As Moses exercised political prudence in the establish-
ment of the first assemblies, so too he exercised the same when he as prophet 
administered the state. As Israel was ruled by a republican senate, priests had a 
separate and limited sphere of responsibility.87 So too will Oceana and should 
England be ruled by a republican senate which should guide the religion of 
the commonwealth indirectly through universities which would in turn allow 
freedom of conscience and tolerance for differences of doctrine. The political 
consequences of these differences would be muted by restrictions on public 
office by those in the ministry, and the limiting of discussion of theological 
and religious doctrine to assemblies under the authority of universities. As in 
Israel where in the Hebrew Republic there were tests for a true prophet,88 so in 
Oceana the learning of the university will provide a test for the prophetic voice. 
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I have not offered a full outline of The Commonwealth of Oceana, focus-
ing only on the influence and reflection of the Hebrew Republic. Nonetheless 
the outline offered has touched on several of the most prominent elements of 
Harrington’s utopia, especially the democratic character of institutions, agrar-
ian laws, the role of human prudence, and tolerance of religious differences. 
Whether we see Harrington’s use of the Old Testament and Cunaeus and other 
scholars as reliable or fanciful, he was using the best scholarship of his day, 
was sensitive to the problems of interpretation, and responded to help resolve 
the religious and civil troubles of England that had grown out of differing 
claims to divine authority.89 It is perhaps paradoxical that for Harrington the 
governmental order of Israel gains in authority because it is grounded in human 
experience and prudence.

3. 
Algernon Sidney, Court Maxims, 1664-65

The full scope of Algernon Sidney’s importance both as political actor and 
thinker has recently been developed by Jonathan Scott, now one of the most 
prominent scholars of republican thinking who has developed a comprehensive 
account of the tradition. He places Sidney squarely in the political, religious, 
and intellectual ferment of the 1650s into the 1680s, when he was executed for 
treason, and describes his importance as political actor and thinker respond-
ing to the political crises of both the Commonwealth and Restoration eras.90 If 
Oceana suffers from an unrealistic idealism, a characteristic of utopian litera-
ture, Sidney’s writings suffer from being deeply embedded in political action. 
They are topical, recursive, and repetitive. However, they offer depth of both 
feeling and thought, and Sidney proves himself to be both profound thinker, as 
well as courageous (if sometimes fool-hardy) political actor. 

His major work is his Discourses Concerning Government, written in the 
final years before his execution, both an apology for his thought and action, and 
a principled statement of his political thinking. The Discourses were published 
many times throughout the eighteenth century and he became something of 
a republican saint in the early American colonies. His Court Maxims, writ-
ten while Sidney was in exile, attempted to bring together a coalition of those 
of different theological and political leanings who had fled the restoration of 
the crown. It was not published until 1996 and is little known by scholars. It 
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reflects what Sidney advocated, talked about, and around which he planned 
political action. I will focus on one insightful section of the Court Maxims. The 
text is a dialogue between a republican thinker, Eunomius, and a thoughtful 
and moral royalist courtier, Philalethes, on statements in support of monarchy. 
In the fourth dialogue, the two debate the “court maxim” that reads “absolute 
and hereditary monarchy where the government is wholly left to the will and 
all power trusted only in the hands of the monarch is most conformable to and 
warrantable from the Scripture.”91 

Philalethes, the royalist, states that “it cannot be doubted but the government 
of a monarchy set up by him [God] first in the person of Moses, then several 
judges, and afterwards of Saul and David is best, because suitable to his will.” 
He notes that God’s will ought to be perpetual law. And he interprets I Samuel 
where the prophet tells the people of Israel how a king will act, taking their 
fields, wealth, sons and daughters, and so on, explaining that this is what kings 
should do, or simply have the power to do. If they sin, they sin against God 
and no one else, and others cannot hold them accountable.92  Eunomius, the 
republican, asks whether those in the court reflect seriously on biblical pas-
sages, or “receive them on trust from others.” To which Philalethes admits that 
“we little trouble ourselves with the intricacies of the bible. If any among us 
were known to read it he would be looked on as a fanatic.”93 He explains that 
“if we apply ourselves to anything more serious, we read Machiavelli and other 
books of that kind, which we find more useful to us than all that is contained 
in the Bible.” With these statements, questions and answers, we know where 
we are headed. Throughout the text, Sidney notes that the “fanatics” are the 
only ones who take these questions seriously, even if without deep knowledge. 
He is one of the few in the time who appeal to “fanatics” as examples of good 
conscience.94

Sidney offers through Eunomius an alternative narrative understanding of 
kingship and governance in Israel to the one Philalethes had offered in his 
simple statement. Moses was not a king, nor was Joshua, though according to 
Plato, he deserved to be king. “His illumination by the spirit of God rendered 
him a living law.” He was a prophet, and “a type of Christ’s kingly power.” Mo-
ses and Joshua both showed that they were fitted to their work by the spirit of 
God in them.95 He further explains that God raised up judges, much like Roman 
dictators, in times of danger and need. Joshua was more like a founder. He di-

The Hebrew Republic



74

Pacific Journal

vided the lands. A general assembly was established, and courts in cities; gov-
ernment was carried out by the seventy, the Sanhedrin “chosen for their age and 
merit.” They were a senate “composed of these as an aristocracy mixed with 
democracy.” Judges were established but “the whole government remained in 
the elders and the people, not in Joshua and his descendants.” Why then did 
God appoint kings, Philalethes asks? Because they sinned. They rejected God, 
not Samuel, in asking for a king. A king was established to “chastise their folly, 
being of the same nature as plagues and fiery serpents sent to destroy them.”96  

Later Philalethes asks again what the Scriptures say about the establishment 
of kings, and presses Eunomius to elaborate more rationally and completely. 
Eunomius defends what he had said earlier. Punishment is a just response to 
foolishness and rejection of God’s rule. He then goes on to note that Thomas 
Aquinas, interpreting I Samuel 8, criticizes those who support absolutist kings 
who claim that they can do what Samuel explained as evil and as a warning to 
the people of Israel, “in opposition to just government as was appointed by God 
himself for the maintaining of justice, virtue, and true religion.” He then points 
to I Samuel 10, where Samuel explained what a king should do and wrote it 
down in a book. He says we are not sure what that book was, but it is “conform-
able” to Moses’s teaching as outlined in Deuteronomy 17 “where it is said: he 
must be one of thy brethren, he shall not multiple [sic] horses nor horseman, 
he shall not gather much gold nor silver, nor have many wives, and that his 
heart through pride should not be exalted above his brethren.”97 Later Sidney, 
through Eunomius, extends the narrative to explain the downfall of kingdoms 
through the failure to follow the law for kings.98

Sidney concludes the discussion with a theological reflection on the law. 
Here he makes the Reformed distinction noted earlier in the discussion of Cu-
naeus between the various forms of law. Eunomius says “I reckon not that all 
God’s commands to the Jews are binding or examples we ought to follow, as 
neither the judicial laws that were appropriate to that people nor the ceremonial 
law that contained types of what now is accomplished, and so they are abro-
gated. But those commands which are the duty of man to man or man to God 
are perpetual,” referring in this final sentence to the moral law embodied in 
the Decalogue.99 The judicial or political law, to use the English context only, 
“ought not of necessity to be received of any commonwealth” as the Thirty-
nine Articles has it, or “which expired with the state of that people, not obliging 
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any other, now, further than the general equity thereof may require”100 as the 
Westminster Confession states. The constitutional order of the Hebrew Repub-
lic may not be required or commanded, but it showed a way toward the applica-
tion and restriction of power and the goal of justice. Sidney repeats again the 
duties and limits of a king outlined in Deuteronomy 17, and further explains 
that the people of Israel restrained their kings on several occasions, “the el-
ders and the people when they please exercised their due power above that of 
kings.”101 For Sidney, this is an example of the how the moral law is perpetual 
regarding “the duty of man to man or man to God,” and how prudence is used 
for the pursuit of a just political order. 

I have left out of the discussion the inflammatory political rhetoric that al-
ternates in the text with narrative exegesis and theological reflection. Sidney 
writes to engage his fellow exiles, to incite them to action, and no doubt he 
spoke in this way as well. Yet he also writes as a thoughtful, moderate Puri-
tan,102 well educated in the theological questions and method of biblical in-
terpretation of his tradition.103 He reflects in clear narrative form the essential 
meaning of the teaching of the Hebrew Republic as it has developed through 
the seventeenth century. If he seldom mentions Maimonides or Josephus or 
engages in subtleties of interpretation, it is because he intent is on the central 
teaching about just governance, institutional arrangements, and the problems 
of power at the heart of the biblical tradition.   

4.  
Henry Neville, Plato Redivivus; or, A Dialogue Concerning Government, 
1681

Henry Neville was friend of Harrington and Sidney, a politician with flex-
ibility beyond both of his friends, translator of Machiavelli, and writer of some 
imagination. He served with Sidney in Parliament, and his text is contemporary 
with Sidney’s Discourses. As noted earlier, he was a supporter of Harrington’s 
ideas, and Hobbes thought Neville might have been a collaborator in the writ-
ing of Oceana.104 Plato Redivivus is, like Court Maxims, a dialogue between “a 
noble Venetian” and an English gentleman, both of whom are the major voices 
in the dialogue, along with a doctor who helps to move the discussion and keep 
up the fictive setting. The preface, purported to be added by the publisher, takes 
great pains to assure the reader that there is nothing smacking of treason or se-
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dition in the text, perhaps a reminder to us that sections of Sidney’s Discourses 
were used at the trial that led to his execution.

Neville’s dialogue is more direct than Sidney’s and his prescriptions simpler 
than Harrington’s. He serves as a summary of the ideas circulating among this 
core of republican thinkers in the 1680s. In two brief sections of Plato Redi-
vivus, Neville touches on the major emphases of the two earlier writers. Early 
in the dialogue, the Noble Venetian asks the English Gentleman “pray, what 
do you think of the books of Moses?” God had led his people from Egypt and 
“made them a government.”105 To set the frame, Neville presumes an Hobbes-
ian world modified by Harrington. The world is a “state of perpetual war,” in 
which many give up rights to all things, consent to government to establish 
laws for protection, and to protect ownership of property. Governments were 
established by wise leaders who framed such laws which then received the 
consent “for the good and preservation of the governed.”106 The current ques-
tion which the Venetian raises is whether “paternal government” is implied in 
the Bible. Robert Filmer had argued the thesis in support of absolute monarchy. 
John Locke refuted Filmer at length in his now seldom-read “First Treatise on 
Government.”107 Neville offers a couple paragraphs in response.

Neville notes that Adam did not pass on his empire to Cain or Seth, and 
Moses treated all the clans of Israel equally. He did not establish the eldest, 
Reuben, as the patriarch of all of Israel. Instead, with an emphasis following 
Harrington, he divided land equally and by lot “and by God’s command made 
them a commonwealth.”108 Why then are there so many absolute monarchies, 
the Venetian asks? The English Gentleman, speaking for Neville, explains that 
absolute power could never be granted by the people. In Israel, the people re-
jected both God and Samuel in asking for a king. Yet the kingship established 
in Israel was not that of an absolute monarch. The Sanhedrin, and congrega-
tions, and the “princes of tribes” remained in place. Absolute monarchy is a 
disease of or symptom of bad government. He conjectures that ancient monar-
chies arose from “corruptions of better governments.” These bad forms of gov-
ernment in turn “necessarily cause a depravation of manners,” and it is certain 
that “politic defects breed moral ones.”109 

A few pages later, but still early in the text, the Venetian refers back to the 
discussion and asks the English Gentleman why he had “taken it for granted” 
that Moses established a popular government. He responds that the estab-
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lishment of the Hebrew government is clear in the “holy writ.” He called the 
people together as a “congregation of the Lord” with a trumpet. He thought 
that the government established would help them become a better people. He 
established judges on the advice of Jethro, called the “Jethronic magistracy,” 
he claims, by earlier writers. Here we see multiple republican themes claimed 
behind the scriptural text: the exercise of prudence, the idea that participation 
in government encourages virtuous character, that popular institutions are the 
basic good forms of government, and that the power of kings or magistrates 
ought to be limited. But this was not enough. He elaborated the institutions of 
government with the formation of a senate of seventy elders. The result was 
“that this government was the same with all other democracies; consisting of a 
principal magistrate, a senate, and a people assembled together.”110  

The major elements of the Hebrew commonwealth are all briefly entertained 
in Neville’s dialogue. Like Cunaeus and Harrington he mentions distribution 
of property on an equal basis, and the establishment of popular or democratic 
institutions. He recognizes an aristocratic senate, and a monarchy or magistrate 
limited by law, as had all three earlier of the previously reviewed writers. Like 
his friend Harrington, he argued that Scripture portrayed the use of human 
wisdom or prudential wisdom in the framing of governments. Explicitly he 
notes that good governments are necessary for the encouragement of virtue in 
the governed, and that corruption of manner and morals results from corrupt 
governance. In a few short pages, all the traditional republican elements are 
present in Neville’s use of the Hebrew Republican tradition.

5.  
Hugo Grotius, On the Emendation of the Dutch Polity, ca. 1600

To conclude, I will reach back to Hugo Grotius (de Groote; I will retain the 
Latin form) with brief comment to illustrate the importance of the development 
of the Hebrew Republic that I have outlined. Grotius wrote On the Emenda-
tion of the Dutch Polity while in his late teens or early twenties, sometime 
just before or after 1600. It was not discovered until the 1964 in the Vienna 
National Library. While Grotius encouraged Cunaeus in his work on the He-
brew Republic, he did not tell him of his earlier work.111 The editor of the text 
speaks of it as a youthful writing, and not up to the standards of his mature 
work, speculating that Grotius recognized it as such and so never attempted to 
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publish or distribute it among his political associates. However, if a youthful 
and immature work, it demonstrates by its insight why Grotius would become 
a pan-European leader of Protestant intellectuals and politicians. 

The text is brief. It outlines the Hebrew commonwealth, drawing on Tal-
mudic writers, Josephus, and others, and compares it to what he sees as the 
deficiencies of the newly formed United Provinces. He classifies the Hebrew 
government technically as a confederation, a group of commonwealths. And 
he shows how unity was formed in confederation, how republican institutions 
could be rallied around a common representative body or senate. The outline is 
simple and direct, claiming not too much or too little. His text is neither utopian 
nor an outline of an ideal state, not designed to rally resistance, nor to persuade 
of the probity of a limited monarchy or republican form of government. The 
United Provinces needed development lest they split apart. They had a govern-
ment, aristocratic in character with limitations on the exercise of power, which 
he notes is considered the best by Josephus and the prophet Samuel. He shares 
the intent of finding a way of providing unity with Cunaeus. However, he does 
not elaborate elements that may not have been applicable as Cunaeus had, such 
as agrarian laws in a commercial republic. For him the Hebrew Republic is an 
ancient example of both divine wisdom and human experience and prudence, 
and as such has substance for the ongoing creation of the United Provinces. 
Grotius exercises the same kind of prudence in his use of the biblical material. 
The Dutch are like the Jews recently freed from Egypt and superstition. They 
are God’s chosen. The biblical text speaks directly to them, requiring them to 
exercise the same prudence asked of Israel.112

We do not know why Grotius did not speak of the text or publish it in its orig-
inal or revised form. It is youthful to the extent that it is perhaps too confident in 
some of its judgments but is still careful not to claim too much. Its moralizing 
is constrained and judgements qualified. It shows in a very direct way how the 
biblical text could become the basis for political reflection. 

V 
Old Testament Recovery

Others may have had the same experience that I have had. I have never heard 
a sermon on the topic of the Hebrew Republic, and almost never have heard of 
it in discussions of political order, philosophy, and science until very recently 
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(see concluding section of this paper).113 Those of us who have worked in an 
Anabaptist context may have heard of John Howard Yoder’s writing on Jubi-
lee, a part of some of the discussions of the Hebrew Republic.114  And FPU 
students for decades now have had at least some introduction to Political He-
braism through Donald Kraybill’s The Upside-Down Kingdom, in many ways 
a translation of Yoder’s theology for current practice by Anabaptist or Anabap-
tist-informed communities.115  Given the recent broad interest in and influence 
of Anabaptist theology, perhaps many have had this experience. We may also 
have heard of past theories of Israelite governance as an “amphictyony,” or 
tribal confederation similar to patterns of ancient Greece.116 More recently we 
may have heard of the theory of Norman Gottwald, used prominently by Walter 
Brueggemann, that describes how “’tribes of Israel’ overthrew and destroyed 
the system of Canaanite city-states with their practices of economic exploita-
tion.”117 In one way or another we have probably come in contact with the use 
of the Old Testament under the terminology of “Political Hebraism” (defined 
above) as illustrated in each of these interpretations, but perhaps not under the 
category of “The Hebrew Republic.”

Frank E. Manuel noted in his history of Judaism in the early modern world 
that “Proofs from Jewish history would be expected to exert a particularly co-
gent appeal to the Puritan mind. That Harrington discovered true principles of 
mixed government in seventeenth-century Venice and in Ancient Israel is one 
of the stranger vagaries of western thought in search of historical precedents.” 
He further noted that “the assimilation of Jewish elders with an aristocracy and 
the elements of a general election among Hebrews with the democratic may 
appear farfetched to the modern reader.”118 Yet, it appears from recent and cur-
rent Old Testament and Hebrew Bible scholarship that Israel thought it should 
have such a government as described in the book of Deuteronomy that is best 
described in these kinds of terms. And these characteristics are noted by Jew-
ish, Catholic, and Protestant biblical scholars. We historians ought to be wary 
of casting judgments stemming from our supposed chronological superiority. 

For the non-specialist to enter into Old Testament scholarship with any confi-
dence may be a fool’s errand. Nonetheless it must be ventured, even if without 
great confidence. Deuteronomy appears to be a key text for understanding the 
final form of the Old Testament canon. Many scholars over more than two 
hundred years have attempted to describe its form and function, as well as its 
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compositional history, yet as late as 1979 Brevard Childs could write in his In-
troduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, concluding a treatment of one of 
the last major efforts to place those who formed the final text, “needless to say, 
the very fluid state of research shows no signs of moving toward a consensus” 
regarding recent theories.119 Yet, it does seem possible to summarize the ele-
ments that went into its composition, and its general historical placement, even 
if that summary does not yield a precise description.  

The text of Deuteronomy, the first book of the so called “Deuteronomic His-
tory” (Deuteronomy through II Kings), appears to contain major, even central 
elements (chapters 12-26 for example) that had roots in the early monarchy, 
has similarities in language and theme with eighth-century northern Israel in 
particular with the prophet Hosea, and later with Jeremiah, and also with later 
sixth- and fifth-century wisdom circles. It also reaches back to earlier directly-
Mosaic teaching like the Decalogue and the formation of the tribes into a loose 
confederation that would enter Canaan under Joshua and later the period of 
the judges.120 It is most often and most closely associated with the reforms of 
King Josiah as narrated in II Kings 22-23 (ca. 620, B.C). And it may have been 
edited in the post-exilic 6th century. It provides, as Childs notes, “the herme-
neutical key for understanding the law of Moses, that is to say, the Pentateuch, 
in its role as sacred scripture of Israel.” And it “serves as a commentary on 
how future generations are to approach the law and it functions as a guide in 
establishing its canonical role.”121 Earlier he had noted that “the importance of 
Deuteronomy is further evidenced by the many modern scholars who hold that 
Deuteronomy constitutes the center of Old Testament theology.”122 Childs’s 
conclusions are supported by the recent comprehensive commentary by J.G. 
McConville. Formed near the end of the redactional process that resulted in 
the Old Testament (or Hebrew Bible), reflecting multiple layers, schools, and 
time periods, from Moses to postexilic Israel, and multiple sources (D and 
P, with earlier layers), Deuteronomy seems to be a canonical and theological 
center or pointer for approaching the Old Testament and its teaching.123 Childs 
summarizes its theological teaching, but does not include the social teaching 
which other scholars noted as central in its theological construction. McCon-
ville makes that social or political teaching central to his treatment. The breadth 
of the scholars who note this social component is extensive. I will mention only 
a few. 
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Walter Eichrodt, in his Theology of the Old Testament, writing as early as 
the 1930s and referring to Deuteronomy 17:14-20, argued that Israel stood out 
among ancient near-eastern kingdoms in demanding limits to the power of 
kings. Not only was this a practical “defensive action,” but it was a creative 
political act that reflected that the “law of the people was rooted in the will of 
God.” He concluded, “It may be safely said, that the national conscience of 
Israel had reached a high degree of sensitiveness and refinement and reacted 
more sharply against any breach of law than that of other peoples.”124 The king 
must not be like other kings. He must understand himself as a “brother,” and 
his power be limited by the law and covenant. He concluded, “Even the state is 
a part of the divine reality [italics from the text]. This belief, however, was not 
expressed, as it was elsewhere in the ancient East, in divine kingship and the 
state cultus…but in the subjection of the entire national life to the ordinances 
of the divine covenant, which gave every individual an equal share in God’s 
blessing of man’s earthly existence.”125 One would expect scholarship to move 
beyond or away from such older constructions. However, we find exactly the 
opposite. 

Let me note a handful of scholars who have come to similar and more detailed 
conclusions. First, Jewish scholar Baruch Halpern in 1981 in The Constitution 
of the Monarchy in Israel offered an exhaustive review of the composition of 
the books dealing with the monarchy, and the various traditions and interpre-
tations of apparently conflicting elements. He considered all of the elements 
we have seen included in “The Hebrew Republic,” the council of elders, the 
problem of the formation of the monarchy (citing Josephus), tribal assemblies, 
the king’s role regarding legislation, the king’s limitations, the roles of judges, 
Levites, and priests, prophets and the problem of recognizing a true prophet.126 
He concluded, “The legislation of Deuteronomy 17:8-18:22 thus establishes a 
national political constitution with historical and literary links to the institution 
of the monarchy. In erecting a central judiciary, a priestly order, and a prophetic 
office as positions independent of the monarchy, this remarkable document 
further serves the end of the “law of the king”: it limits the monarch’s power 
to arrogate to himself all authority in national regime. It legislates monarchy, 
but proscribes despotism.”127 These were the concerns, as we have seen, of the 
seventeenth-century republican writers who drew on the Old Testament to sup-
port their political program. 
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Catholic scholar Norbert Lohfink, using the Old Testament to question hier-
archical power within the church, argued that the laws concerning the orders or 
offices of judge, priest, king, and prophet originated in different times and situ-
ations, without the intention of creating a coherent constitutional form. They 
were brought together by the editor of Deuteronomy for the first time. The king 
is now required to have a copy of “this torah,” referring to the laws as compiled 
in the central sections of Deuteronomy. In effect the editors/redactors repre-
sented the constitutional form drawn out of the history and traditions of Israel 
then named and gave them the authority of the law to which the king is sub-
ject.128 He concludes, “the list of laws concerning the most important offices in 
Israel is complete, and so we have good reason to assume that the chief redac-
tion of this section of the Deuteronomic law is intended to be a comprehensive 
piece of legislation concerning the principal functions of power in Israel.”129

Reformed scholar S. Dean McBride Jr. relates his interpretation of Deuter-
onomy to the tradition of Josephus and of writers in the ancient Greek and 
Roman worlds who developed republican thinking in an effort to highlight the 
“broader social and political import” of the book.130 He notes that Deuteron-
omy itself claims to be the “authoritative Torah mediated through Moses to 
Israel,” and thus a kind of interpretive pattern from which to understand other 
texts relating to social and political order and questions.131 This “Torah,” he 
claims, is “set forth as sanctioned political policies, to be “diligently observed” 
by Israelite king and common citizen alike…, and on their strict observance 
hangs the fate of the entire nation.”132 Further he argues that the form of Deu-
teronomy “serves admirably to highlight the character of the central document 
as a constitution.”133 Before treating each section of this constitutional order he 
sets out what he judges to be the purpose or intention of the book: “Because 
Moses has promulgated the constitutional law in its entirety, fulfilling the role 
of legislative mediator to which he had been elected at Horeb…, knowledge of 
God’s providential governance is accessible to every Israelite…; authoritative 
decision making and the responsibilities which go with it have been democra-
tized…. The written Torah and the institutional order it defines have become a 
surrogate for Moses himself.”134 He concludes in words that bring us back to 
the earlier outline of the Hebrew Republic:

The Modest aim of the foregoing discussion has been to support Josephus’s 
identification of the Deuteronomic “Book of the Torah” as a social charter of 
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extraordinary literary coherence and political sophistication, thereby also rec-
ognizing the work to be the archetype of modern western constitutionalism. 
But a confessional word may be offered in conclusion: For Jews and Christians 
committed to the continuing struggle for social justice and human rights, the 
Deuteronomic model of theocentric humanism remains and eminently practi-
cable legacy.”135

In a major study of Pentateuch, The Torah: Theology and Social History of 
Old Testament Law, Frank Crusemann, citing Lohfink, but neither Halpern nor 
McBride, reviewed again the possible or probable settings for the writings of 
Deuteronomy, especially 16-18, where the laws authorizing and limiting power 
are contained.  His comments turn around one of the criticisms of some treat-
ments of the Hebrew Republic. Some scholars note that the appeal to phrases 
like “separation of powers” and “checks and balances,” or even “republican” 
forms of government are anachronistic, importing modern republican terms 
into the analysis of an ancient text of a people without a republican tradition. 
However, as Crusemann noted, referring specifically to references to Deuter-
onomy as a “model constitution,” “this modern concept is as unavoidable as it 
is appropriate, since there are no analogies in ancient Near Eastern law; funda-
mentally, the analogies are just in recent constitutions. The state itself becomes 
the object of regulation.”136 He noted later that the Old Testament lacks termi-
nology for these conceptions and discusses the use of Greek terminology for 
the institutional patterns by Josephus. He adds “The unique innovations of deu-
teronomic thinking are not yet formulated in clear terms. We see rooted here 
the difficulty that, to this very day, theological conceptual language has prob-
lems dealing with political dimensions.”137 He elaborates the meaning of the 
rhetorical pattern of addressing its laws to “you” indicating the broader people 
of Israel through comparison with ancient Greek political thinking, emphasiz-
ing sometimes the differences between them. But again, he is bold enough to 
draw more radical conclusions: “On the other hand, it seems to me that there is 
nothing arguing against the concept of “democracy,” not even the foundation in 
the form of Mosaic law which exceeds the authority of the people.” He finds an 
analogy to the authority of Deuteronomic law above the people to notions like 
“human rights, basic rights, constitutional principles, etc.” which “are above 
shifting majorities and constellations.” 
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Let me conclude with a final source. A number of commentaries support sub-
stantively and sometimes minor ways the conclusions of the scholars outlined 
just above. A number seem not to, or simply ignore the topic.139 The recent com-
prehensive commentary noted above by J. G. McConville, a long-time scholar 
on Deuteronomic topics, makes the case that Deuteronomy is central by its 
place in the biblical canon, and its interpretive structure for guiding the reader 
to understand the Old Testament teaching about society. He notes that the “sub-
ordination of authority to law in Deuteronomy…is what gives the prophetic 
critique of the abuse of power its unique authority. This prophetic dimension is 
the key factor in any application of the OT law to the modern world.” The book 
is not an apology for the authority for kings, but “In assigning final authority to 
the people as such, in charging them with the regulation of affairs by the Torah, 
and in setting the prophetic word over all other agencies, it precludes the use 
of religious authority to justify any status quo. This is the lasting contribution 
of the book. It is capable of informing practical thinking about organization of 
societies, while maintaining a vision of the kingdom of God.”140

McConville developed his thesis more fully in a subsequent work interpret-
ing the political teaching of the “primary history” of Israel (Genesis to II Kings), 
the title of which provides a summary of its theme, God and Earthly Power: 
An Old Testament Political Theology.141 He provided a nearly complete analy-
sis of more recent interpretations that focus on the Hebrew Republic, and he 
concluded that “Deuteronomy contains a charter for nationhood… [and] within 
this notion of nationhood there is a concept of political responsibility both of 
the body politic and of the individual,” and “that Deuteronomy expresses pow-
erful political ideas that are rooted in the experience and memory of Israel. Its 
political thought involves an organizational aspect, since it provides for roles 
and offices, procedures for law and worship, and assembly of the whole people, 
and the relation of these together.” These he notes are not just organizational, 
but also shape the “attitudes and actions” of the people of Israel.142

Even though we do not hear many sermons or discussions of the political 
thinking of the Old Testament that reflect the institutional and theological con-
struction of Deuteronomy, it seems to be the case that Old Testament/Hebrew 
Bible scholarship, at least among a significant and theologically diverse group 
of scholars, has developed something of a consensus regarding not just its im-
portance, but also its centrality. It is all-the-more surprising that this consensus 
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has been understood in the past, from Josephus in the ancient world, through 
Maimonides and the Rabbis of the Middle Ages, and republican theorists and 
political actors in the early modern world. Contemporary scholars reflect some 
knowledge of this tradition, citing different examples from the past (for ex-
ample Milton and Montesquieu), but do not claim extensive knowledge of that 
past tradition. It appears not to be a living tradition for them, but a recovery of 
a past understanding using the tools of contemporary biblical scholarship. 

The uncovering of this connection might be able to enliven our discussion of 
the ways in which Christians can understand our place as members of societ-
ies or polities, and the contributions that might be made by the Christian and 
Jewish teaching that comes to us both from the sacred writings of the Bible 
and our theological, philosophical, and political traditions. It might offer an 
avenue through biblical scholarship to those large questions of religious, so-
cial, and constitutional order that have been a part of the understanding of the 
Christian’s role in our society but have been missing sometimes from our con-
temporary dialogue.

VI 
What might this mean for us?

The route that has been traced, from the presence of Jewish rabbis in Amster-
dam in the seventeenth century, to the rediscovery of political Hebraism and 
the understanding of the Hebrew Republic in the seventeenth century, particu-
larly in The Netherlands and England, its contribution to republican thinking 
which was part of the “Atlantic Republican Tradition,” reaching from Florence 
and Venice to the early American republic, its associations back to the ancient 
work in Josephus and medieval development in Maimonides, and its recovery 
in the late twentieth century in Old Testament scholarship might have some-
thing to say to us today. Let me suggest some possible considerations for those 
who want to think deeply about Christian engagement in the political order in 
this world.

In the early twenty-first-century we struggle with how to respond as Chris-
tians in the public and political arena. We seem to be caught in the standard 
alternatives of the day. The evangelical world is tempted by theories of “Chris-
tian America” that sometimes unthinkingly link biblical law to current situa-
tions rousing, perhaps rightly, fears of authoritarian rule in a pluralistic world. 
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Evangelicals are linked, rightly or wrongly, to distaste for oligarchic repub-
licanism, the rule of the wealthy, in an insistently egalitarian time.143 Evan-
gelicals are also tempted to join the dominant current trend among dwindling 
mainline Protestant denominations and link the Hebrew prophetic voice to re-
distributionist programs without thorough consideration of the problems and 
realities of the power involved in such schemes and historical lessons readily 
available about the generation of wealth and poverty, and the hard realities of 
sociological patterns. 

Until recently the Anabaptist world has stood apart from such discussions, 
living out of a deep sense of the distance between this world and the kingdom 
of God.144 Political thinking for Anabaptists has been characteristically about 
the distinctiveness of the Christian community and its profound alternative wit-
ness to and in our world. This is reflected in the ongoing discussion about faith, 
politics, social justice (and similar categories under which it is engaged) at 
Fresno Pacific. We can speak about the Bible, we can speak about community, 
and we can see the need in the world today. But how we get from one to the 
other is murky. And questions about how we relate to governmental institutions 
and power are avoided. Yet there are deep resources for us which developed 
over long centuries from the times when Christians had to step beyond the 
stance of a beleaguered and persecuted sect in the fourth century through the 
development of medieval and Reformation Christian societies, including Ana-
baptist communities, and into the early modern world when Christians of many 
traditions confronted the realities of confessional and religious pluralism, the 
necessity of liberty of thought and practice, and tolerance for those who would 
follow different ways. This liberty and tolerance required trust in the compet-
ing traditions of thought and experience, trust that those different traditions 
would not break out violently to impose their confessional commitments, no 
matter how deeply held, on others whether for radical reordering of society, or 
assertion of traditional orders. It also required limitations of institutional power 
such as those embodied in the broad tradition of republican thinking. In the 
winding path of political thinking and experience traced in this study, we have 
something that might be readily engaged by many of us to who desire to think 
about political order, our faith, and their interaction.

The recovery of the “Hebrew Republic” in the book of Deuteronomy, and 
in subsequent historical books of the Old Testament, offer much to consider 
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about Israel’s long experience with political order. We need not claim that this 
is “the” scriptural order. It is not detailed enough to be a political blueprint, 
and seemingly the entire tradition rejects that there is biblical mandate for one 
form of government at all times. But it does offer, as it were, constitutional 
considerations about the distribution of power, law, courts, and judgment, the 
discernment of true and false prophetic voices, and for political representation. 
Some scholars emphasize that this constitutional order was developed out of 
long and difficult experience, and the exercise of what Aristotle referred to as 
prudence or political wisdom. For some this might enhance the claim of the 
Old Testament order, others will struggle with the relationship between human 
experience and divine revelation reflected in the biblical writings themselves. 

The Hebrew Republic, so understood by those who shaped the discussion 
in The Netherlands and England, was a historical example—the best histori-
cal example they claimed, coming from the mouth of God—that was hard-
won experience and understanding with kingship in Israel. The redactors or 
scribes who put together the canonical form of the Old Testament with Deu-
teronomy completing the Torah reflected the political experience of Israel with 
kingship and its struggle to keep the covenant with Yahweh. They reinforced 
the ancient assemblies and judicial councils or senate, reaffirmed the roles of 
the priesthood, recognized the authority of the prophets who spoke for God 
and the ongoing problem of verifying which of those spokespersons were true 
prophets, and limited the authority and power of the king under the law. They 
recommended and established laws for the distribution of wealth and recog-
nized the importance of economic equity in political order. The early modern 
turn to history reflected in the writings on the Hebrew Republic meets with 
Old Testament historical reconstruction. Early modern political thinkers and 
actors in The United Provinces, Britain, and the American colonies and early 
republic used this understanding for the reform of political institutions that 
similarly limited the power of rulers under law, revised laws for the distribution 
of wealth, and recognized a prophetic voice in the pursuit of justice. We might 
ask whether that tradition of thought has anything to say to us today. 

Current Israeli scholars have begun to rethink twentieth and twenty-first 
century political experience in light of this reading of the Hebrew Bible. Two 
scholars associated with the Shalem Center in Jerusalem, Joshua Berman and 
Yoram Hazony, have used the experience of Ancient Israel for reflections on 
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current political order. Berman focuses on equality, as reflected in the laws 
related to return of land to debtors, and how Israel broke free from ancient per-
ceptions of cosmic and social hierarchy.145 Hazony points to the limitations of 
the king’s prerogatives as ruler and the constitutional protections embedded in 
Deuteronomy and I and II Samuel. Both engage with the difficult problems of 
freedom, political power, and religious authority.146 In their work they are re-
viving the thinking of Josephus, Maimonides, the rabbis of the Talmud, and the 
Christian thinkers of the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries. It is not clear 
in what ideological direction these thinkers would urge us to move. Hazony 
has explicitly argued that the limitation of power is a preeminent need in mod-
ern societies, using the Old Testament stories and laws regarding kingship as 
touchstones. Berman’s emphasis on egalitarianism may be taken in multiple 
directions, left and right. There is room for more thought and careful consid-
eration of the meaning of the Old Testament for us. Both draw on some earlier 
analysis by Daniel Elazar who worked as a political philosopher, arguing that 
Deuteronomy was characteristic of both modern-day federalism, and consti-
tutionalism. As we have had to do here, he draws on current Hebrew Bible 
scholarship to situate ancient Biblical teaching. But does not hesitate to dis-
cuss the teaching in relation to concepts from political theory and history like 
federalism, and constitutional limitations, noting their historical relationships 
to Old Testament ideas of covenant. The seemingly anachronistic terminology 
does not jar when understood as indicative of organic development of the Old 
Testament teaching.147

Among Christian thinkers, Oliver O’Donovan in his studies The Desire of 
Nations, and The Ways of Judgment has recognized the importance of Bibli-
cal teaching for politics, including its importance in the early modern period 
for contemporary reflection on such classic political topics as “representation” 
and discussions of the distribution of power among judges and political lead-
ership.148 O’Donovan’s thought is at the same time broad in its implications 
ranging from interiority in spiritual experience to international institutions and 
law, and deep in its reflections on Scripture, and society. His attention to themes 
traced here from the experience of the Christian past have much to offer us. 
A consultation with O’Donovan as respondent to each presenter on different 
themes within The Desire of Nations was held in Cheltenham, England in June 
of 2001. J. G. McConville was one of the presenters; he argued that O’Donovan 
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“muted” the importance and voice of Deuteronomy, and that greater engage-
ment with this central text for understanding Christian political thinking would 
nuance O’Donovan’s thinking about authority and judgment.  O’Donovan’s 
reading of the Old Testament, situating the limitations of kingship solely in the 
reign of Josiah and the Zion tradition of greater political and religious authority 
for kings caused him to neglect the institutional patterns outlined by Old Testa-
ment scholars, and earlier republican theorists discussed here.149 The consulta-
tion was one of the motivating factors for both McConville’s extended work 
noted above God and Earthly Power, and O’Donovan’s The Ways of Judg-
ment.150 Both reward careful reading, though much remains to be developed. 

Throughout the medieval and early modern periods, Christian thinkers 
turned to the Old Testament for guidance on social and political thinking. To-
day Christian and Jewish political thinkers can and are returning to the sacred 
text and the experience of Israel. Both past Christian thinking on and experi-
ence in political order, sometimes in life and death situations, and the teaching 
of Scripture on these same topics are available for us today, and they await us 
with similar, overlapping, and mutually supportive thinking. The Hebrew Re-
public has been fruitful in the formation of the political tradition in which we 
live. The depth of the political thinking around these questions in the past may 
have something to add to our ongoing discussion today. 

Appendix I: Old Testament Passages relating to “The Hebrew Republic”
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Appendix I: Old Testament Passages relating to “The Hebrew Republic” 
 
Exodus 18:13-27, Deuteronomy 
1:12-17 

 
Jethro recommends councils/courts to Moses; leaders of 1000s, 
100s, 50s, 10s 

 
Leviticus 25, Deuteronomy 15 

 
Sabbatical year, release of debt and labor/slavery, Jubilee 49 or 50 
years 

 
Numbers 11:10-17, 24-27 

 
70 Elders, known officials and leaders (root of Sanhedrin) 

 
Deuteronomy 16:18-20 

 
Appoint Judges and Officers each gate/town, qualifications (root of 
lesser councils of 23 or lesser Sanhedrin) 

 
Deuteronomy 17:8-13 
 

 
Law courts, difficult cases to priests and Levites,  

 
Deuteronomy 17:14-20 
 

 
King, brother, limitations on wealth and military, alliances and 
intermarriage, law 

 
Deuteronomy 18:1-8 
 

 
Levites, inheritance and payments/stipends 

 
Deuteronomy 18:14-22 
 

 
Prophets, test of true and false prophets 

 
I Samuel 8 
 

 
Request for king, warnings about kingship, laws of kingdom  

 
I Samuel 10:24-25 

 
Laws of kingship (linked to Deuteronomy 17:14-20) 
 

 
Appendix II: Texts of Josephus and Maimonides on Hebrew Government 

 
Flavius Josephus, Against Apian, II, 151-189; 
Jewish Antiquities, III, 61ff; IV, 214ff; VI, 60-67 
  

 
Moses as founder, theocracy, law, stability 
Jethro, councils, aristocracy, law, courts, law of 
king, establishment of kingship 

 
Moses Maimonides, Mishna Torah or Code of 
Maimonides, Book 14, “The Book of Judges” 
 

 
I, Sanhedrin (and lesser courts--Temple, towns, 
and villages); 2, Evidence; 3, Authority of 
Sanhedrin; 5, Kings and War (also law, aliens, 
messianic age) 
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