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Abstract
In a familiar passage, R.H . Taw ney has spoken of the transform ation of natural law in the 17th centu ry
– an age in which the concept of "Nature" came to "connote not divine ordin ance, but hum an appetites,
and natural rights w ere invoked by th e individualism of the age as a reason w hy self-in terest should be
given free play." " Natural rights" replaced " natural law " in the context of an on going inquiry into the
sources and lim its of political authority. Central to this discussion rem ains the enigm atic figure of John
Locke. A com mon refrain in the literature identifies Locke – that m any-faceted "m an in w hose n am e the
American Revolution w as made, ... the m an above all w hom hysterical conservatives all over Europe
wou ld blame for the collapse of the Ancient Regim e" – as, in addition, a religious thinker whose
Christianity colors the entire fabric of his political philosophy; as, even more specifically, the "heir of
puritan political theorists." In this vein, at least one writer has ventured to connect Locke w ith a now
largely forgotten piece of 17th - century political theory, Lex, Rex, the w ork of puritan pastor,
theologian and political controversialist, Sam uel Rutherford. The general im pression seems to be th at
Locke's Calvinist upbringing places him in a long line of Reformed C hristian resistance theorists. On the
other han d, Lex, Rex has been called "a deeply Th omistic book" for its close adherence to natural law
principles in the sch olastic tradition. As a m id-century restatem ent of the constitutionalist theory of
resistance, occupying the shadow y borders betw een medieval natural law and m odernist natural rights
theories, Lex, Rex provides illum inating contrasts w ith Locke's hugely influential natural rights theory in
the Two Treatises on Governm ent. Both authors w rote, at considerable personal risk to them selves,
during the constitution al and political upheavals of the Stuart monarchy – Ruth erford, in the midst of
the Scottish Covenanters' resistance to Charles I; Locke, in the tumultuous years that culm inated w ith
the Glorious Whig Revolution of 1688." B oth writers sought to address the questions of political
authority raised by their turbulent times. B oth argued for lim ited governm ent, and attempted to set
conditions for the legitim ate resistance to government. Both deem ed natural liberty to be governed by
natural

law .

Nevertheless,

com parison

reveals

that

th e

primary

theological

and

philosophical

dispositions of the tw o authors set th em on divergent trajectories, notw ithstanding some clear and
obvious sim ilarities in their positions on resistan ce. Thus Ru therford's m uch-neglected exploration of
the contours of law and politics – set at the bloody crossroads of political theory and civil w ar, and a
generation before Locke's treatises on govern ment were published to vindicate the peaceful dethroning
of the Stuarts – presents an interesting vantage point from w hich to consider the division to w hich
Tawn ey referred. It is m y contention that certain theological features of the Calvinist tradition,
identified in the reading of Rutherford, reappear only to be transform ed and reshaped in profou nd ways
as Locke sets out his program in the Two Treatises. In part I of this article, after som e introductory
rem arks to provide context, I exam ine the subtle differences between the n atural law theories of the
two w riters. In Part II the discussion centers on the conceptions of human agency in these works. Part

III exam ines the notion of the covenant as a sou rce of governm ent. Part IV offers some concluding
thoughts on the comparisons traced here. The juxtaposition of the tw o writers, I believe, sets in bolder
relief the significance of Locke's deliberate deviation from th e Calvinist-Pu ritan tradition w ith w hich he
is frequently associated. It show s also the extent to which his theological differences w ith that tradition
assisted in the overall conception and unfolding of his political theory.
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