
End of the first book, beginning of the second. 

Until now, the present brief has brought together those matters pertaining to the Christian religion 
and pastoral care, those are worthy in dealing with matters of emendation, and those which have 
been neglected until now. In the brief which follows, it will continue to describe those matters 
concerning kings and princes in particular; and more generally all the faithful; and that, where greed, 
jealousy and hate, and other vices opposed to charity reign (because charity, which is from God, 
cannot be amongst them) the state of the Church is endangered; and that the Christian religion 
flourished more devotedly under the apostles than it does now, and that it withers amongst many in 
our age.  

Cap. I: What a king is, what he ought to be and what he ought to fear. 

The word ‘King’ (rex) comes from ‘doing what is right’ (recte agendo). For if one rules piously, justly 
and mercifully, one is worthily named ‘king’; but if these qualities are missing, one is not a king but a 
tyrant. The ancients, of course, called all kings tyrants; but later those ruling piously, justly and 
mercifully took up the name of king. The name of tyrant (rather than king) was adapted to those who 
ruled unjustly and badly. Because, therefore, a king (rex) is named after the act of ruling (regendo), his 
first concern should be that, with the help of Christ’s grace, he cleanses himself and his household of 
wicked acts and ensures that he and they abound in good works, so that his subjects might always 
receive therefrom a good example. Let him also obey the saving precepts of Christ faithfully and 
obediently, and through doing right by those over whom he rules in this world, let him (insofar as it is 
divinely granted to him) cause them to endure in peace and concord and charity and the performance 
of other good works, and skilfully rouse them by word and deed to the work of piety, justice and 
mercy, taking particular care because he must render account to God about these matters, so that by 
so acting, he might after this pilgrimage [i.e. this life] be made a fellow of those holy kings who pleased 
God with sincere service.   

Furthermore, we read this in the Book of Deuteronomy, concerning what sort of man a king is and 
what he should fear: “When thou art come unto the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee, and 
shalt possess it, and shalt dwell therein, and shalt say ‘I will set a king over me, like as all the nations 
that are around me’, thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee whom the Lord thy God shall choose 
from among thy brethren’ [Dt. 17:14-15]. And, a little later on, “He shall not multiply wives to himself, 
that his heart turn not away; neither shall he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold. And it shall 
be, when he sitteth upon the throne of his kingdom, that he shall write him a copy of this law of 
Deuteronomy in a book out of that which is before the priests the Levites, and it shall be with him and 
he shall read it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the Lord his God, to keep all the words 
of this law and these statutes, that his heart be not lifted up above his brethren, and that he turn not 
aside to the right hand or to the left, that he may prolong his days in his kingdom, he and his children, 
in the midst of Israel” [Dt. 17:17-20].     

Take care, for fear of God, keeping of His precepts, the humility which does not endure that he be 
lifted up above his brethren, and the rectitude of justice causes not only a king but also his sons to 
reign for a long time. The Book of Sirach therefore admonishes that a prince ought to beware 
haughtiness, saying “Have they made thee prince? Be not lifted up: be among them as one of them.” 
[Sr. 32:1] In the Book of Proverbs: “The king that faithfully judges the poor, his throne shall be 
established forever” [Pv. 29:14], and “Mercy and truth preserve the king: and his throne is upholden 
by mercy” [Pv. 20:28]. The blessed Cyprian, an excellent martyr of Christ, writing on the twelve abuses, 
said among other things this, concerning how much happiness attends a good king and how much 
unhappiness there is if he be wicked: “The ninth type of abuse is a wicked king, since a king should 
properly be not iniquitous but a corrector of the iniquitous; therefore he should guard in himself the 
dignity of his name. For it is in attending to the office of ruler over every subject that the name of king 
is intellectually upheld. But how can one correct others who does not correct his own habits, so that 
they are not wicked? For the throne of a king is exalted by justice, and the government of the people 
is made strong by truth.  



Truly, a king’s justice is to oppress no-one unjustly with their power, to judge without respect of 
persons between a man and his neighbour, to be a defender of strangers, orphans, and widows; to 
restrain thievery, to punish adultery, to not exalt the wicked, to not nourish the shameless and the 
whoremongers, to purge the impious from the land, to not permit parricides and perjurers to live, to 
defend churches, to nourish the poor with alms, to establish just men over the business of the realm, 
to have old, wise and sober men as counsellors, to give no thought to the superstitions of wizards, 
soothsayers and sorceresses, to guard his temper, to strongly and justly defend the fatherland against 
adversaries, to live always in God, to not lift up his spirit in prosperity, to deal patiently with adversity, 
to have a catholic faith in God, to not permit his sons to act impiously, to attend the regular hours of 
prayer, to not eat food before the proper times: ‘Woe indeed to the land whose king is a child, and 
whose princes eat in the morning!’ These things will bring about the kingdom’s prosperity in the 
present age and lead the king to the better kingdom in Heaven.  

Whoever, though, does not manage his affairs in accordance with this law will endure many great 
adversities for his empire. In this wise will peace amongst the people be broken, and troubles stirred 
up in the kingdom; the fruits of the earth will be diminished, and the people will be hindered in their 
service. Many sorrows will corrupt the kingdom’s prosperity. The deaths of children and loved ones 
will bring sorrow; enemy attacks will plunder every province; beasts will tear apart flocks of kine and 
cattle; storms will end the fruitfulness of the land and sea-going trade both summer and winter. 
Finally, bolts of lightning will burn crops, fruit-trees and vines. Truly, a king’s injustice not only darkens 
the face of his empire but casts a shadow over his sons and grandsons such that they will not hold the 
inheritance of the realm after him.  For the sin of Solomon, the Lord scattered the kingdom of the 
house of Israel from the hands of his sons; and King David left the light of his seed in Jerusalem always 
on account of his merits. 

However! How much a king’s justice benefits the world is clearly evident to whoever considers it. It is 
the people’s peace, the protection of the fatherland, the immunity of the populace, the bulwark of 
the nations, the cure of the feeble, the joy of men, the climate’s pleasance, the sea’s calm, the land’s 
fertility, the solace of the poor, the inheritance of sons, and for the king himself the hope of future 
blessings. For he should know that although a man may at first be established in a throne, if he does 
not do justice he will be first for punishment.  For however many sinners he has under him now, all 
will be put above him in that future punishment.” 

Fulgentius, in the book concerning the truth of predestination and grace: “A most clement emperor is 
not ‘a vessel of mercy prepared in glory’ [Rom. 9:23] simply because he has accepted the highest 
honour of worldly pre-eminence; but rather if he lives with right faith at the height of empire and, 
endowed with true humility in his heart, subjects the height of royal dignity to holy religion; if he 
delights more in serving God in fear than in dominating the people in swollen pride; if in him 
gentleness mitigates wrathfulness, benevolence ornaments power; if he shows himself to all to be 
loved rather than feared; if he salubriously consults his subjects; if he holds to justice without giving 
up mercy; if he remembers that before all else he is a son of the holy mother Church, such that he 
causes his rule to benefit its peace and tranquillity throughout the world. A Christian empire is ruled 
and extended much more when the state of the Church is looked after throughout the land than when, 
for worldly security, it is fought in any part of the land.” 

Isidore: “Whoever uses the kingdom’s power rightly should surpass everyone insofar as they humble 
themselves mentally by as much as they shine with the heights of greater honour, putting before 
themselves the example of David’s humility, who was not puffed up with his merits but humbly put 
himself down, saying: ‘Vile will I walk and viler will I appear before God, Who chose me’. [2 Sam. 21-
22]” 

Isidore again: “Whoever rules well in this world will reign without end in eternity, and pass from the 
glory of this age to eternal glory. Those who deal wickedly with the kingdom, after shining robes and 
flashing gemstones, will descend naked and wretched to infernal torture. ‘Kings’ are named after ‘right 
action’, and so the name of king is held through right action and lost in sinning.” 



Gregory, in the Moralia: “For holy men were hence called ‘kings’ in sacred eloquence, because they 
acted rightly and ruled their own senses well, and, resisting disturbance, controlled themselves with 
rational discretion. Therefore, those who know to pacify both themselves and their subjects through 
ruling well are rightly called ‘kings’. Some divert this name for ruling towards brutal cruelty, and when 
they come to the height of power, they immediately fall into apostasy; they so puff up themselves 
that they despise all their subjects in comparison, and do not know those over whom it has fallen to 
them to rule.” And, a little later, “While the kings of the world know themselves to be more sublime 
than others, they should nonetheless know that they are mortal, and contemplate not the kingdom’s 
glory by which they might be raised up in this world, but apply themselves to works which they can 
take with them.” Not long afterwards: “When kings are good, it is a gift of God; when they are bad, it 
is due to the people’s sin. The life of rulers is disposed in accordance with the populace’s merits, as 
Job testifies: ‘Who maketh a man that is a hypocrite to reign for the sins of the people?’ When God is 
angry, the people receive such a ruler as they merit for their sins. Sometimes as well, kings are changed 
owing to the people’s wrongdoing, and those who were previously seen to be good, after accepting 
the realm, are made wicked.” 

With this laid out, a king should endeavour that he fulfils the name of king not only in himself but in 
those subjected to him, and takes care that the people subjected to him abound in piety, peace, 
charity, justice, mercy, concord, unanimity, and other good works, that in having these they might 
merit to have the Lord with them; and let him know with the greatest certainty that the Lord will judge 
him not only for the good works he has done but for those his people have done as well.       

Cap. II: What the proper ministry of a king is.  

It is the particular ministry of kings to govern and rule God’s people with equity and justice, and 
endeavour that they might have peace and concord. He ought above all to be a defender of churches 
and servants of God, widows, orphans and other poor, and all the needy. His greatest fear and highest 
effort of this kind, indeed, ought to be, insofar as it is possible, that no injustice be done, and then, if 
it should happen, that he should in no way permit it to endure, nor leave anyone the hope of getting 
away or the confidence to do wrong. Rather, let everyone know that if anything evil they have 
permitted comes to his notice, it will never remain uncorrected or unpunished; but all will be done in 
accordance with the nature of the deed and the manner of a just chastisement. Wherefore he is placed 
in the throne of government to carry out right judgements, that he might thereby take care and seek 
that no-one might fall away from truth and equity in judgement.  

He ought also to know that the cause which he administers in accordance with the ministry committed 
to him is the cause not of man but of God, to Whom he will render account on the day of the terrible 
judgement for the ministry which he has received. And therefore it is befitting that he, who is the 
judge of judges, should have the cause of the poor enter before him, and diligently seek that they who 
are established by him and who ought to act on his behalf in ruling the people, should not unjustly or 
negligently permit the poor to endure oppression.           

The Book of Job says this concerning a king’s ministry: “When I dwelt as a king in the army, as one that 
comforteth the mourners; when the ear heard me, then it blessed me; and when the eye saw me, it 
gave witness to me, because I delivered the poor that cried, and the fatherless, and him that had none 
to help him. The blessing of him that was ready to perish came upon me, and I cause the widow’s 
heart to sing for joy. I put on righteousness and it clothed me: my judgement was as a robe and a 
diadem. I was eyes to the blind, and feet was I to the lame. I was a father to the poor, and the cause 
which I knew not I searched out. And I brake the jaws of the wicked, and plucked the spoil out of his 
teeth.[Jb 29: 25, 11-17].” 

 Solomon: “A king that sitteth in the throne of judgement scattereth away all evil with his eyes [Pv. 
20:8]. And more: “A wise king scattereth the wicked, and bringeth the wheel over them [Pv. 20:26]”. 
And more: “A wise judge shall judge his people and the government of a prudent man shall be steady 
[Sr. 10:1]”. And more: “A just king setteth up the land: a covetous man shall destroy it [Pv. 29:4]”. In 
the Book of Wisdom: “Love justice, you that are the judges of the earth. Think of the Lord in goodness 



and seek him in simplicity of heart. [Ws. 1:1]” And more there: “Hear therefore, ye kings, and 
understand: learn, ye that are judges of the ends of the earth. Give ear, you that rule the people, and 
that please yourselves in multitudes of nations: for power is given you by the Lord, and strength by 
the most High, who will examine your works and search out your thoughts: because being ministers 
of his kingdom, you have not judged rightly, nor kept the law of justice, nor worked according to the 
will of God. Horribly and speedily will he appear to you: for a most severe judgement shall be for them 
that bear rule. For him that is little, mercy is granted: but the mighty shall be mightily tormented. For 
God will not except any man’s person, neither will he stand in awe of any man’s greatness, for he 
made the little and the great, and he hath equally care of all. But a greater punishment is ready for 
the more mighty.”  

Isidore: “Princes of the world sometimes hold the heights of the power they have secured within the 
Church, so that they might through the same power defend ecclesiastical discipline. Powers would not 
be necessary within the Church, except that this power can command through the terror of discipline 
what the priest cannot achieve through a sermon of instruction.  The Kingdom of Heaven is often 
accomplished by worldly kingship, such that anyone in the Church who acts against faith and discipline 
might be crushed by the rigour of princes, and princely power might impose on the necks of the proud 
that discipline which the utility of the Church could not achieve, and that power might earn veneration 
and arouse virtue. Let the princes of the world know that they owe it to God to render account for the 
Church, which they received from Christ to be defended. For whether peace and the discipline of the 
Church is increased or unloosed by faithful princes, He Who entrusted the Church to their power will 
exact an account from them.” 

There are plentiful other maxims from both testaments by which one is sufficiently instructed that a 
king ought to exercise and fulfil the ministry committed to him in accordance with the will of God, 
which have been omitted here to avoid prolixity.  

Cap. III: Concerning the king’s peril, and that he ought to reward those who do good and repress by 
his authority those who do evil, and have the cause of the poor enter before him. 

It adds to the king’s sins when he commits his ministry to wicked servants to carry out; nor indeed 
should he administer his ministry through others at all, or alienate it from himself.  We do not by this 
say that he should hear and investigate and settle the people’s injustices and quarrels by himself, 
because one man is utterly insufficient for this purpose; rather, that he should establish beneath him 
such men as fear God and hate avarice, through whom he will not offend the King of Kings.  

The Book of Deuteronomy makes clear what sort of men should be established, in which it is written: 
“Thou shalt appoint judges and magistrates in all thy gates, which the Lord thy God shall give thee, in 
all thy tribes: that they may judge the people with just judgement, and not go aside to either part. [Dt. 
16:17-18]” More there: “And I spake unto you at that time, saying: I am not able to bear you: myself 
alone: the Lord your God hath multiplied you, and behold, ye are this day as the stars of heaven for 
multitude. The Lord God of your fathers make you a thousand times so many more as ye are and bless 
you, as he hath promised you! How can I myself alone bear your cumbrance and your burden and your 
strife? Take you wise men, and understanding, and known among your tribes.” Job: “When I went out 
to the gate through the city, when I prepared my seat in the street, the young men saw me and hid 
themselves, and the aged arose and stood up. The princes refrained talking, and laid their hand on 
their mouth.” 

The Book of Exodus also illustrates with whom the king ought to share the weight of his rule, in which 
it is written: “’Moreover thou shalt provide out of all the people able men, such as fear God, men of 
truth, hating covetousness; and place such over them, to be rulers of thousands, and rulers of 
hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens; and let them judge the people at all seasons: and it shall 
be that every great matter they shall bring unto thee, but every small matter they shall judge: so shall 
it be easier for thyself, and they shall bear the burden with thee. If thou shalt do this thing, and God 
command thee so, then thou shalt be able to endure, and all this people shall also go to their place in 
peace.’ So Moses hearkened to the voice of his father in law, and did all that he had said. And Moses 



chose able men out of all Israel, and made them heads over the people, rulers of thousands, rulers of 
hundreds, rulers of fifties and rulers of tens. And they judged the people at all seasons: the hard causes 
they brought unto him. [Ex. 18:21-26]”  

That the king ought to have the cause of the poor brought before him and diligently investigate it is 
given to be understood by what we read of judges of old, who sat at the gate to judge, so that no-one 
would have to put up with any difficulty in getting there, nor any citizen force or false claims. For this 
reason, Jerusalem was called the City of Justice as long as just judgements were carried out in it, 
because the rulers did not permit iniquity to endure therein.  

The apostle Peter teaches that a king ought to raise up the good and repress the wicked, saying 
“Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake: whether it be to the king, as 
supreme, or unto governors, as unto them that are sent by him for the punishment of evildoers, and 
for the praise of them that do well. [1 Pt. 2:13-14]” Bede explains this in these words: “This is not to 
say that all the governors who are sent by kings will know to punish evildoers or praise the good. 
Rather, he simply tells what kind of action a good governor should do: that is, that they should check 
wrongdoers and reward those who do good.” Moreover, it is said in the histories of the gentiles that 
it was the custom of the Romans to spare the downtrodden and subdue the proud.  

The words of Isidore make it clear that, when evil judges are placed over God’s people, it adds to the 
sins of him by whom they were established, saying: “It is to the discredit of princes when they place 
over the faithful people wicked judges against God’s will. Indeed, as it is the people’s discredit when 
princes are wicked; thus it is the prince’s sin when wicked judges arise. A good judge, since they are 
unwilling to hurt the citizenry, thereby knows to profit everyone. Indeed, he brings the censure of 
justice to bear on some, and receives others with the goodness of judgement without acceptance of 
persons. He does not weaken justice with the flame of avarice, nor endeavour to snatch from another 
what he desires for himself. Good judges support justice solely to obtain eternal salvation, and they 
do not disburse it in return for gifts, so that, since they have not sought worldly lucre for just 
judgement, they will be enriched with an eternal reward.” 

It is declared in these words above that it is necessary that provision should be made to established 
those who should rule God’s people after the king, that is, dukes and counts, as such men who can be 
established by him without any danger to him by whom they were established; knowing themselves 
to be put in place so that they might recognise that Christ’s people have the same nature as they do 
themselves, and mercifully save and justly rule them, not in such a way as to dominate and afflict 
them, nor such that they think of God’s people as their own, or subject them to their glory, because 
this pertains not to justice, but rather to tyranny and evil power.    

Indeed, because the king must far from doubt render account to the Most Equitable Judge concerning 
the ministry committed to him, it is a necessary corollary that he should most diligently make enquiries 
of each of those whose ministries are established below him, lest he incur Divine Judgement because 
of them. It should be indicated to these ministers that whatever they judge will come back upon them, 
in accordance with what is written in the Book of Chronicles: “And Jehoshaphat dwelt at Jerusalem, 
and he went out again through the people from Beersheba to mount Ephraim, and brought them back 
unto the Lord God of their fathers. And he set judges in the land throughout all the fenced cities of 
Judah, city by city, and said to the judges, ‘Take heed what ye do, for ye judge not for man, but for the 
Lord, who is with you in the judgement. Wherefore now let the fear of the Lord be upon you; take 
heed and do it, for there is no iniquity with the Lord our God, nor respect of persons, nor taking of 
gifts. [2 Chron. 19:4-7]’”  

The king and his ministers ought to think on these and the similar sayings laid out above not idly but 
diligently, and apply so much effort to the ministry committed to them that they might merit not to 
be eternally damned for it, but rather to merit a happy repayment in the Lord.  

Cap. IV: That equity in judgement is the support of the realm, and injustice is its overthrow. 



Solomon, in the Book of Proverbs, says that the realm stands through justice, saying: “Righteousness 
exalteth a nation: but sin is a reproach to any people. [Pv. 14:34]” Again: “Mercy and truth preserve 
the king: and his throne is upholden by mercy. [Pv. 20:28]” Again: “To do justice and judgement is 
more acceptable to the Lord than sacrifice. [Pv. 21:3]” And below: “The robbery of the wicked shall 
destroy them; because they refuse to do judgement. [Pv. 21:7]” Once more: “He that followeth after 
righteousness and mercy findeth life, righteousness and honour. [Pv. 21:21]” And Isaiah demonstrates 
that it falls through injustice: “Thou hast destroyed thy land and slain thy people: the seed of evildoers 
shall never be renowned. Prepare slaughter for his children for the iniquity of their fathers; that they 
do not rise, nor possess the land, nor fill the face of the world with cities. [Is. 14:20-21]” In Amos: 
“Behold, the eyes of the Lord God are upon the sinful kingdom, and I will destroy it from off the face 
of the earth, saith the Lord. [Amos 9:8]” Daniel said to Belshazzar: “O thou king, the most high God 
gave Nebuchadnezzar thy father a kingdom and majesty and glory and honour: and for the majesty 
that he gave him, all people, nations and languages, trembled and feared before him: whom he would 
he slew, and whom he would he kept alive, and whom he would he set up; and whom he would he 
put down. But when his heart was lifted up, and his mind hardened in pride, he was deposed from his 
kingly throne by the sons of men, and they took his glory from him. [Dn. 5:18-20]” In the Book of 
Wisdom: “God hath overturned the thrones of proud princes, and hath set up the meek in their stead. 
[Sr. 10:17]” And again: “A kingdom is translated from one people to another, because of injustices and 
wrongs and injuries and divers deceits. [Sr. 10:8]” 

It is clearly shown in these words that piety, justice and mercy support the realm, and harms to widows 
and orphans and calumnies to the wretched and violent judgements and the perversion of justice 
evidently overthrows it; and the collapse of many kingdoms because they did not have the support of 
piety, justice and mercy clearly gives credence to what was set out above.   

Cap. V: That the kingdom is not given by men but by God, in Whose hand all kingdoms remain.  

No king should believe that the kingdom is bestowed on them by their progenitors, but humbly and 

truly that it is given by God, Who says: “Counsel is mine, and sound wisdom: I am understanding, I 

have strength. By me kings reign, and princes decree justice. By me princes rule and the powerful 

decree justice. [Pv. 8:14-16]” The prophet Daniel witnesses that worldly rule is given not by men but 

by God, saying: “This is the decree by the sentence of the watchers, and the word and demand of the 

holy ones; till the living know that the most High ruleth in the kingdom of men; and he will give it to 

whomsoever it shall please him, and he will appoint the basest man over it. [Dn. 4:14]” He also said, 

speaking of Nebuchadnezzar to Belshazzar, “Until he knew that the most high God ruled in the 

kingdom of men, and that he appointeth over it whomsoever he will. [Dn. 5:21]” And through 

Jeremiah: “Thus saith the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel; Thus shall ye say unto your masters; I have 

made the earth, the man and the beast that are upon the ground, by my great power and by my 

outstretched arm, and have given it unto whom it seemed meet unto me. [Jer. 27:4-5]”  

It is rightly said of those who think that worldly rule comes to them from their progenitors and is not 

given by God what the Lord condemned through the prophet, saying “They have set up kings, but not 

by me: they have made princes, and I knew it not, [Ho. 8:4]” Verily, to ignore God is doubtless 

reprehensible. Wherefore anyone who commands other mortals in this world should believe the 

realm to be committed to them not by man but by God. For many reign by divine gift, but many by 

God’s permission. Whoever piously, justly and mercifully reigns without doubt rules through God; but 

whoever rules otherwise does not rule by His gift but only by His permission. The Lord spoke of such 

matters through the prophet: “I gave thee a king in mine anger, and took him away in my wrath. [Ho. 

13:11]” And Job: “That the hypocrite reign not, lest the people be ensnared. [Job 34:30]” As Isidore 

explains, “When God is angry, the people receive such a ruler as they merit for their sins.” It follows, 

therefore, that worldly rule is conferred not by craft, not by promise, and not by the arm of human 

strength; but by virtue, or rather by the hidden judgement of divine dispensation. And therefore to 



whomsoever it is committed by Him, he should take care to dispose and govern it in accordance with 

His will, so that he might be able to reign happily forever with Him from Whom he received it, because 

it profits no-one to rule over a worldly kingdom if, God forbid, it causes him to be cast out for eternity.   

 

(trans. F. McNair) 


