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Abstract

John Calvin (1509-1564) was a great French religious reformer and thinker. He had a
subtle influence on Western freedom, democracy and legal concepts. But its legal thoughts are
wrapped in theological texts and are often ignored by the legal circles. This article explores
Calvin's legal thought from the perspective of moral law, and aims to reveal the role of moral
law in Calvin's legal thought and the influence of moral law on modern concepts of freedom
and rights.

Calvin blended natural law into divine law, and sprinkled a little humanistic yeast, and
finally produced a written natural law-moral law. Natural law therefore lost its independent
status and mainly exists in Calvin's theological system in the form of moral law. Moral law is
the pure will of God called natural law, which constitutes the bridge of the unity of "two
kingdoms" and becomes the source of effectiveness of canon law and national law. When
Calvin appealed to the moral law to criticize Catholicism and tyrants' wanton actions, he
developed progressive ideas such as freedom of conscience and the right to resistance.

From the content point of view, the moral law is a written natural law with a very
prominent will element. It is the only true and eternal righteous law, engraved on the human
conscience, and summarized in the Ten Commandments of the Bible. In the natural law
tradition, Calvin is somewhere between Aquinas and Occam. As the moral law of written
natural law, it almost rejects the participation of reason. It overemphasizes the will of God,
and the status of reason is therefore very marginal. This is a fundamental refutation of
Aquinas’ rational theory of natural law. However, although Calvin was influenced by the
natural law of Occam's voluntarism, he was not an extreme nominalist and a thorough
voluntarist. On the relationship between law and morality, Calvin came close to Aquinas, the
authority on Catholic theory he opposed. Calvin rejected the distinction between God's
absolute power and ordained power. God's power and God's justice can achieve perfect
harmony. This theological notion was reflected in legal thought, making Calvin and Aquinas
both Believing that the real law that violates morality is not morally binding, the two
eventually established the right to resist the "draconian law" to varying degrees. Of course,
the difference between the two is still greater than the connection.

From the perspective of the status and function of moral law, Calvin takes moral law as



the core, and based on the "two kingdoms", he has constructed a grand and loose legal
thought. Based on the separation of the "two kingdoms", canon law governs the spiritual
kingdom and national law governs the secular kingdom. Therefore, the judicial power of the
church was limited to the moral domain, which impacted through the dual legal system of
religion and customs in the Middle Ages in Western Europe. Based on the union of the "two
kingdoms", both the canon law of the spiritual kingdom and the national law of the secular
kingdom must conform to the moral laws. Calvin judged the canon law through the moral law,
denied the Catholic Church's suppression of human freedom of conscience and established
canon law with the characteristics of "constitution"; Calvin judged the state law through the
moral law and expounded that "evil law is illegal" concept and gave officials the right of
resistance against tyrants.

From the external influence, although Calvin's moral law is highly theological and its
expression is fragmented, it still laid an important foundation for the reform of modern rights
in the West. Calvin’s interpretation of the Ten Commandments of the Bible is not far from
subjective rights; Freedom of conscience under the moral law is the starting point for freedom
of belief, freedom of press, and freedom of speech in modern western countries, and has
become an important natural right guaranteed by the First Amendment to the U. S.
Constitution; the right of resistance based on the moral law has become the theoretical basis
for Calvinists to resist tyranny, and is the French Huguenot and the resistance of Rutherford in
England provide important basis ; The canon law system with the moral law as the core has
shaped the "rule of law" structure and the spirit of autonomy, and provided the theological

origin for the concept of social contract.

Key words: Calvin; natural law; moral law; freedom; rights
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BT AN 2 B AT 1B B ARERI SRR 2, B E A AR R ST AR
11175 R 22 S o BB AN AT B HARL R, A B 25K FL RIS Al & e RIE AU,
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0 A EUE AR B A B, AT 1R A B 2 A A AR A (S
BHES) B, MURSCHAET S, AR “EEx” minE. 2ERPINAE, AR

O[] SO - AR (IEIBUAEELY), DIEME, LR RIS, 1963 AR, 116 T1.
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MR SR, TEWIRSC w2 BARR S BA L, KR BENER, /R

HITE Ve H R B AR AR B ORISR . FUE 0 st 1 B 7 B e k4 pe, BEIm
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RIS R, ERiE bR EE TEE Y b M RVE R STE 3
FESRVEE 5 BRI, 8 E RO R R . Bk, 2. BER
I 51 A (A BEAR R 2 S ) LRV I TE A ) 20 B8 B T 3 2k, e S 80T R SEHIE
F I, SR, FARRZMERL IR EE R IR SCEME B B P S, R S
FIT IS %ot AR 2 OB BB ZE A0 — B8 AEAP AR 4 2 10T, IR SCARARA 2 AR AR AS 2 AW it [ e
LV E FIERESIE £ . P IIEES BRI IE S IR TEsE W Xt . 4k
FHWTRMEE « 3K (Scott Pryor) N: “II/RSCK H D HAR L T 8R4 3= SO b7
ST TR e AL Z B IX 5 o GRBTZE AR 2 J5 /R SCIBRRA N, B AT 5
PRt R BRI B SRR TEAT H, A — D EEA AN SRR PRI B B AR ) I 4
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BHII RN E K 2r B R, B B R IR A b A B HRE S 2 . ikiX
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O 2 G2 L OBIEARE” I, RAHE SR I B A, M, SR
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* Scott Pryor, “God's bridle :John Calvin's application of natural law”,  Law & Religion, vol.22, 2006, p.237.
* John Calvin, Concerning the Eternal Predestination of God, translated by J. K. S. Reid, Cambridge: James Clarke & Co,
1982, p.179. Quoted in Scott Pryor, “God's bridle :John Calvin's application of natural law”, Law & Religion, vol.22,
2006, p.240.
O R CEAMIEESAE BT, (NI ERGE S RER)) 2012 F5 11 5 3, 5 66 L.
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B ORIAE RS GEBHEEND), 4%, BRWERE, dbaT AR B e MM =ECIE, 2017 ER, #1550
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OENERAF YR CEBER: 16-18 thad, MURSCE X AABUNIIER), T, ZE%E, EE: 1L
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57 John Calvin , Institutes of the Christian Religion, edited by John T. McNeill, Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press,
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16



W ZR SOV R AR T e T A

ETTAES: “CERE (RO) FHBRZMATATHEE. BRI E G2 R OXT
AEARRFIT, FEEA RO I, R AT N B R AEE AR, ” PR SO
FMEAEESROAER, HEA BB IS “2 L7 “AERE” TR~
SERESTRM . XM E AR AT AL — RS 1 B ARE R, (HE BAREAER AR
S B EVER Y, TIE PR B SRR . 73R (Scott Pryor) AYNHZR SCAT
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83 Scott Pryor, “God's bridle :John Calvin's application of natural law”, Law & Religion, vol.22, 2006, p.235.

 Ibid., p. 240.
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