
Theism in Locke’s Natural Law        Tyler Journeaux  

1 | P a g e  
 

The question to which I set about the task of answering in this essay is what significance 

an appeal to either God, or the Christian revelation, has for John Locke’s political theory as 

outlined in his Second Treatise of Civil Government. First I distinguish between an appeal to God 

and an appeal to the Christian revelation, and then I subsequently argue (i) that an appeal to God 

plays an indispensable role for Locke’s political theory, whereas (ii) the appeal to the Christian 

revelation is, though not altogether negligible, altogether dispensable. 

 John Locke’s political theory has been read and received as the “groundwork of secular 

liberalism,”1 and yet it retains an apparently ineliminable theological quality about it. His Two 

Treatises of Civil Government are full of scriptural allusions, theological arguments and overt 

appeals to God, so that, at first blush, his view seems to presume a Christian foundation. This raises 

the question of whether whatever theological character Locke’s doctrine has, it is thereto 

indissolubly bound. In order to answer this question, we must first disambiguate Locke’s appeal 

to God from Locke’s appeal to the Christian revelation. An appeal to God,2 so far as it goes, need 

not and strictly does not imply a religious commitment of any kind, let alone a Christian one. 

Theism, interpreted as the position that the proposition “God exists” is true, is considerably more 

modest than any comprehensive religious doctrine, though it may certainly be compatible 

therewith. It is worth asking, therefore, whether Locke’s view is married to Theism, wholly apart 

from asking whether or how profoundly it is bound to Christianity. This fundamental distinction 

will command the logic of the argument I advance throughout this paper.  

                                                           
1 De Roover, Jakob, and S. N. Balagangadhara. "John Locke, Christian liberty, and the predicament of liberal 

toleration." Political Theory 36, no. 4 (2008): 523. 
2 For our purposes, we need no richer notion of God than the one presented in the Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding, Books I and IV, which may not even have all the superlative attributes. Interestingly this notion of 

God is taken there to be as self-evident as mathematical truths, and thus no objection against Locke can be made to 

the effect that he requires Theism for his Natural Law, and requires that law to be self-evident, without requiring 

God to be self-evident. 
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This essay proceeds in two stages, in the second of which I mean to establish that Locke’s 

appeal to revelation adds nothing of substance to his political philosophy, or at least nothing of 

substance for which we cannot find a substitute. Before this can be argued, however, a brief 

exposition of the theory must be given, and this I mean to do by way of establishing my first 

contention, that Theism is indispensable for Locke’s political theory. I take it as a fair assumption 

that if one cannot get to Locke’s first and fundamental positive law of all civil governments without 

appealing to his fundamental law of nature, and if one cannot get to his fundamental law of nature 

without an appeal to God, then one cannot get to Locke’s first and fundamental positive law of 

civil government without an appeal to God. Moreover, if it can be demonstrated that one cannot 

get to Locke’s first and fundamental positive law without an appeal to God, then that suffices to 

show that Theism is indispensable for Locke’s political doctrine.  

John Locke is, of course, firmly situated as a thinker in the lineage of Natural Law 

theorists, in which tradition it is not uncommon to appeal to God as to a first principle. As John 

Rawls explains, “in the natural law tradition, natural law is that part of the law of God which can 

be known by us by the use of our natural powers of reason.”3 Locke is best understood, then, as 

constructing a political theory from this general perspective, and with this characteristic 

commitment. He argues that “to understand political power aright, and derive it from its original, 

we must consider what estate all men are naturally in” (§4). This state, which is one of “men 

living together according to reason without a common superior on earth, with authority to judge 

between them” (§19), is that wherein he locates a fundamental dictum of reason which he will 

take as the Archimedean starting point for his whole political theory. This “state of Nature” (§6) 

he argues, “has a law of Nature to govern it, which obliges every one,” (§6) that law being, first, 

                                                           
3 John Rawls, Lectures on the history of political philosophy. (Harvard University Press, 2008): 107. 
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that “every one… is bound to preserve himself” (§6), and second, by analogy, “when his own 

preservation comes not in competition, ought he as much as he can to preserve the rest of 

mankind”4 (§6). This first and fundamental law of nature is stipulated, therefore, as “that as 

much as may be all the members of the society are to be preserved” (§159). It is grounded on this 

fundamental imperative, to preserve mankind as much as it is within one’s power to do (within 

reason), that Locke builds up to the doctrine that man has a natural right to whatever the law of 

nature gives “him for the preservation of himself and the rest of mankind” (§135). In the first 

place this includes property, for “men, being once born, have a right to their preservation, and 

consequently to meat and drink and such other things as Nature affords for their subsistence” 

(§25), including estate. Man has, in this state, the power and obligation “to do whatsoever he 

thinks fit for the preservation of himself and others within the permission of the law of Nature” 

(§128), which extends even to “kill[ing] a murderer” (§11). Since in this state each man has the 

right and obligation to self-preservation, and thus to act as “the executive” (§13) of the law of 

nature in self-defence, and by the extension of analogy defence of another, “every one has a right 

to punish the transgressors of that law” (§7). In this state, any “unjust use of force” (§181) brings 

about “the state of war” (§19), and the man who has put himself or others in such a state has 

“quitted reason” (§172), and “declared war against all mankind” (§11). This man declares 

“himself to live by another rule than that of Reason” (§8), and therefore, having renounced 

natural law, and likened himself to “any savage ravenous beast” (§181), “makes a forfeiture of 

his life” (§181) to which the law of reason had up to then safeguarded his right. Since every man 

under the law of reason retains the right and obligation of self-preservation, as well as the 

                                                           
4 This second part of the fundamental law of nature bears a striking resemblance to the Greatest commandment “… 

and the second is like it, love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:39), and thus “on these two commandments 

hang” (Matt. 22:40) the whole Lockean political doctrine. 
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preservation of all mankind, the offender of that law “may be destroyed as a lion or a tiger” (§11) 

by anyone remaining under the law of reason, to whom, in the state of nature, belongs the 

executive right. 

Locke, unlike Hobbes,5 does not treat the state of nature as always and everywhere a state 

of war, but Locke does recognize that the state of war is a possible state of affairs in the state of 

nature. Since the state of war puts into jeopardy that to which man has a natural right and duty, 

namely whatever “tends to the preservation of the life, the liberty, health, limb, or goods” (§6) of 

himself and/or others, within the bounds of reason, so the law of nature bids man to reduce 

himself to reside in a “political society” (§77), where these goods are protected. For “to avoid 

this State of War… is one great reason of Mens’ putting themselves into Society, and quitting the 

State of Nature” (§21), so that “God, having made man such a creature that, in His own 

judgment, it was not good for him to be alone,6 put him under strong obligations of necessity, 

convenience, and inclination, to drive him into society” (§77). Therefore, “the first and 

fundamental positive law of all commonwealths is the establishing of the legislative power” 

(§134) in which is vested, and to which all members forfeit, the right to execute the law of 

nature. The legislative power, “the chief end whereof is the preservation of property” (§85) 

which consists in man’s “life, liberty, and estate” (§86), is therefore altogether governed7 by, and 

founded upon, the fundamental law of nature. 

This law of nature carries a theological echo precisely because it is “a declaration” of 

“the will of God” (§135), being the “measure God has set to the actions of men for their mutual 

                                                           
5 Locke refers to Hobbes and ‘Hobbesists’ in §19, differentiating himself from Hobbes and his disciples on this very 

point. 
6 Genesis 2:18 
7 See §134 
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security” (§8). Though the law of nature is really identical, on Locke’s account, to reason itself, 

reason is, according to Locke, nothing other than the “common rule and measure God hath given 

to mankind” (§11) which “stands as an eternal rule to all men” (§135). This law of nature, 

therefore, is “promulgated or made known by reason” (§57), and man finds in his native state 

that “the dictates of the law of reason God had implanted in him”8 (§56). Notwithstanding, one 

may ask whether one strictly needs this appeal to God in order to retain the logic of Locke’s 

view, which is the familiar logic of the Natural Law tradition. One might suggest, for example, 

that the dictates of reason may be grounded in nothing more pretentious than the nature of man, 

so that the law of nature is the aboriginal law of mankind, and is promulgated to him, if at all, 

only by his nature. There may seem to be a glimmer of hope for this project, since Locke does 

say that mankind “being all equal and independent” are “furnished with like faculties,” and thus 

share “all in one community of Nature” (§6). He even speaks of breaking this law of nature as “a 

trespass against the whole species” (§8), instead of a trespass against God, and as a declaration of 

“war against all mankind” (§11), instead of a declaration of war on God. Perhaps one can, the 

suggestion goes, ground all of Locke’s natural law in man rather than God, for there is “nothing 

more evident than that creatures of the same species and rank, promiscuously born to all the 

same advantages of Nature, and the use of the same faculties, should also be equal one amongst 

another”(§4). 

In response to this suggestion, one need only point out that Locke’s anthropology is 

inexorably Theistic, as the text of the Second Treatise betrays upon closer reading. For example, 

Locke does not say merely that a man has a right to preserve his life, but in fact has a duty so to 

                                                           
8 Locke does not mean that the law of nature is ‘innate’, but that the law of nature is open to all men by the use of 

their rational faculty so that, insofar as the rational faculty is implanted in man, so also is the law of nature.  
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do, so that man can never “quit his station wilfully” (§6) and excuse himself from life. This is 

because men are “the workmanship of one omnipotent and infinitely wise Maker; [they are] all 

the servants of one sovereign Master, sent into the world by His order and about His business; 

they are His property, whose workmanship they are, made to last during His, not one another’s, 

pleasure” (§6). Thus the law of Nature is not merely prescriptive, but proscriptive, entailing 

objective duties to which all men are bound by their very nature as the property of God. No man 

by nature can be the property of another man, unless perhaps they relate to one another as 

progeny and progenitor, and therefore no man by nature can be bound by a duty to preserve his 

own life as well as to preserve, as much as possible, all of the rest of mankind. Even if the parent 

and child had a reciprocal duty with respect to each other to preserve their own lives, they would 

not have any such duty to anyone else, nor would anyone else be obliged thus to them.9 Where 

nobody with authority issues a command, there there is no duty.  

It seems indubitable, therefore, that the integrity of Locke’s view cannot survive the 

elimination of any appeal to God. What, though, of his appeal to the Christian religion? Turning 

to Locke’s use of scripture, we find on a superficial first glance that Locke uses scripture only as 

a resource of corroboration. Once arrived at some conclusion by reason, he demonstrates that his 

view coheres with, and is confirmed by, revelation.10 Though in most instances his use of 

Scripture is anecdotal, there is at least one instance which may indicate that Scripture plays a 

more subliminal, and more crucial, role. In Locke’s ninth footnote, in §136, he writes: 

Human laws are measures… howbeit such measures they are as have also their higher rules 

to be measured by, which rules are two—the law of God and the law of Nature; so that 

laws human must be made according to the general laws of Nature, and without 

contradiction to any positive law of Scripture, otherwise they are ill made. (§136) 

                                                           
9 I see also no reason in principle that a parent and child could not compact together to commit suicide.  
10 See §11, §52, §77, §241, and many more. 
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Here scripture, it seems, is being treated as a boundary condition for the positive laws of the 

commonwealth, and insofar as it restricts positive jurisprudence it can be argued to play an 

essential role in shaping Locke’s political theory. Against this it might be argued that without an 

appointed infallible magister or interpreter of scripture11 no contradiction can be obviated between 

any law of man, and the positive law of Scripture, so that the effectual truth of what Locke12 says 

is that no man-made law can be objected to on the grounds of standing in contradiction to the 

positive law of revelation. However, this objection may be premature, since Locke does not, in 

effect, spell out how this positive law of scripture constrains jurisprudence in any way for which a 

substitute might not likewise be able to constrain it. For example, he argues13 that “the positive 

law of God everywhere commands the obedience of children” (§52) to their parents. Clearly, 

however, it is not the case that if Christianity is not true, then children are not obliged, possibly 

even by the positive law of God, to honor their parents. Since it is logically possible that a substitute 

for Christianity play the effectually identical role as Christianity within Locke’s political theory, 

it follows that, even if Locke’s view coheres better with Christianity than that alternative,14 

Christianity is not, as such, indispensable for it. I do not here contest the claim that “religion is 

crucial to Locke's thought as a starting point”15 but only that, biographical facts notwithstanding, 

it is not indispensable to his theory as such. 

 To recapitulate, I have argued that due to Locke’s anthropology, which plays an 

absolutely essential role in his natural law theory, there is no way to divorce his political 

                                                           
11 Indeed, in the First Treatise of Civil Government, §25, Locke indicates that sometimes “the Scripture itself is the 

best interpreter” of itself. He also suggests on at least one occasion, incredulously, that “the plain express words of 

Scripture, [are] not capable of another meaning” (§32). 
12 Locke, remember, is himself a Protestant. 
13 Citing Exodus 20:12, Leviticus 20:9 and Ephesians 6:1. 
14 Almost everything reasonable, to my mind, coheres better with Christianity! 
15 Tuckness, Alex Scott. "The coherence of a mind: John Locke and the law of nature." Journal of the History of 

Philosophy 37, no. 1 (1999): 73. 
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philosophy from God while retaining its integrity. This is because there is no way for one to 

arrive at the first and fundamental positive law of civil government, determined as it is by the 

fundamental law of nature, without that anthropology, and there is no way to support that 

anthropology without Theism.16 On the other hand, though Christianity played a no doubt 

formative role for the development of Locke’s political system, it is possible to gloss over and 

even eliminate every reference to Christianity, and retain the whole basic structure of his view. 

The accoutrements of revelation, if stripped away, would leave, at least if they were substituted, 

Locke’s theory intact, whereas, if God were taken away, his political theory would be bereft of 

its fundamental ground and would by no means be able to stand. 

  

                                                           
16 If brute facts are logically possible (which I do not think they are) then perhaps one could simply posite a brute-

deontological view, but I have not in this paper the space to deal with the nature of modality or to demonstrate why 

such an account is strictly logically impossible. 



Theism in Locke’s Natural Law        Tyler Journeaux  

9 | P a g e  
 

Bibliography 
 

De Roover, Jakob, and S. N. Balagangadhara. "John Locke, Christian liberty, and the 

 predicament of liberal toleration." Political Theory 36, no. 4 (2008): 523-549. 

 

Laslett, Peter. John Locke: Two treatises of government. Mentor Book, 1965. 

 

Rawls, John. Lectures on the history of political philosophy. Harvard University Press, 2008. 

 

Tuckness, Alex Scott. "The coherence of a mind: John Locke and the law of nature." Journal of 

 the History of Philosophy 37, no. 1 (1999): 73-90. 

 


