
983 Natural Law

Natural Law
I. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
II. Greco-Roman Antiquity
III. Judaism
IV. Christianity
V. Islam
VI. Literature

I. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
Western historical studies tend to suggest that the
idea of “laws of nature” originated with the pre-
Socratics, Plato, and the Stoics. But this argument
is inadequate. Legal interpretations of cosmic phe-
nomena are attested much earlier in the ancient
Near East and in the HB/OT. Indeed, the HB/OT
speaks of God as imposing “legal orders” (Jer 31:35)
on the sun, moon, and stars; as setting “legal or-
ders” (Jer 33:25) for heaven and earth; and as deter-
mining “laws of heaven” (Job 38:33). Neither nature
nor heaven are seen to be dynamic and autonomous
entities functioning at random. Rather, as these
texts indicate, nature and heaven are subject to the
law-giving activity of God, who establishes regular-
ities such as the transition from day to night, the
phases of the moon, or the paths of the stars. The
scribes behind the HB/OT, though, did not come up
with this idea of legal orderliness, for which there
are even earlier examples in Mesopotamian texts.
The fifth tablet of the Babylonian creation epic En-
uma Elish describes the regularity of the stars’ move-
ment and the moon’s path as resulting from the le-
gal decree of the supreme deity Marduk. The law-
like regularity of nature and heaven is the basic as-
sumption behind the notion that observing nature
can yield knowledge. That is, by observing the skies
or other natural processes, one can predict what
will happen.

Ancient Near Eastern practices of divination
took this conviction as their starting point. In the
ancient Near East in general and the HB/OT in par-
ticular, one finds numerous examples of scribes in-
terpreting heavenly and natural phenomena in legal
terms. Of course, such interpretations prior to the
Greeks were in line with the time’s legal under-
standing that the law was not above, but instead
subject to, those in power. For an ancient Near East-
ern king, law is not a constant, stable entity, but a
malleable instrument of political rule. Legal inter-
pretations of the heavens and nature thus differed
from their construal in modern, European contexts:
Heaven and nature usually followed the legislative
activity of a respective deity. Yet it was possible for
them not to do so. The idea of stable “laws of na-
ture” that are not subject to change emerged later
on in the course of a new understanding of “laws”
rooted, on the one hand, in the early Greek democ-
racies and, on the other hand, in post-monarchical
Judah during the Persian period. In these post-mo-
narchical contexts, law was understood anew as a
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normative authority that has binding force on its
own. Only in the wake of these legal-historical shifts
was it possible to conceive of the world’s own con-
stitution as thoroughly based in natural laws. This
conception of the world lay behind the early mod-
ern concept of a natural law that applies equally to
all humans and that undergirds all human legisla-
tion.

Bibliography: ■ Schmid, K./C. Uehlinger (eds.), Laws of
Heaven – Laws of Nature: Legal Interpretations of Cosmic Phenom-
ena in the Ancient World/Himmelsgesetze – Naturgesetze: Rechtsför-
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II. Greco-Roman Antiquity
Sophocles’s Antigone, with her resistance to Kleon’s
unjust positive decree, is certainly the most famous
representative of natural law in ancient Greek litera-
ture. Although there are already some thoughts on
the subject of law in early Greek philosophy (i.e.,
Heraclitus), the Sophists were the first to deal with
natural law in depth. They started the philosophical
debate on νόμος and φ�σις, and discussed positive
law and natural law within the framework of this
antithesis. In the Gorgias, Callicles claims that posi-
tive law was invented by the weak to enslave the
strong, while the strong by nature have the right of
πλεονεξία, domination and freedom from the
shackles of the law. While Callicles argues against
an arbitrary positive law in an objectivist manner,
his concept of nature is based on the “law of the
jungle” (in this way Callicles applies this feature of
animal behavior to men).

In another approach, Protagoras, with his radi-
cal homo-mensura-subjectivism, denies the exis-
tence of naturally fixed norms in the field of law
and morals, at least in Plato’s interpretation of his
doctrine in the Theaetetus. According to Plato, this
would lead to a relativistic positivism without any
definitive truths. Plato first responds to these as-
pects in the Republic. The just exists by nature: it is
simply the just in itself (the form of the just). The
positive law should not merely be a more or less just
compulsion to avoid wrong action, but should be
guided by this rational παράδειγμα of the form of
the just. So “natural” means “rational,” “corre-
sponding to the essence of things”: hence, natural
law is real law in accord with reason. Plato therefore
criticizes any very detailed positive legislation as su-
perfluous. Either the citizens are virtuous, in which
case they do not need a comprehensive body of law,
or, in the case of non-virtuous citizens, such a body
of law would resemble a futile cutting-off of Hy-
dra’s heads.

In the Republic, Plato justifies the equality of the
sexes, the rule of the philosopher kings (and in gen-
eral a hierarchical order of community), and wars of
annihilation against barbarians by referring to na-
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ture. In the Politicus, he also criticizes a rule of posi-
tive law in the name of a rule of reason: although
the rule of positive law is better than the rule of
wicked people not bound by law, it is not the true
rule of the wise and is therefore only its imitation.
In the Laws, Plato praises the rule of law as the sal-
vation of the polis, since it is an expression of rea-
son and in accord with nature (although most of the
positive statutes are denounced as mere results of
violence, and he denies them legal status); but the
rule of law is still only the second best option here.

In the Laws, it is also particularly important to
Plato that without belief in the gods there can be
no definitive natural standard in questions of jus-
tice. In the conventionalism resulting from disbelief
in the gods, the most violent would be the most
just. Conversely, to obey the (natural) laws means
obeying the gods. Aristotle discusses natural law ex-
plicitly in his Nicomachean Ethics and in the Rhetoric;
in his Politics it is used as an implicit standard to
legitimize political systems. As κοινὸς νόμος, the
(“morally assessable”) unwritten norms of natural
law exist independently from men’s views and do
not receive their meaning from the legislator. Inter-
estingly, Aristotle describes human natural law as
changeable: Men can, in fact, violate what is natu-
rally just, but of course they should not do so norm-
atively. Therefore, demands of natural law have to
be carefully distinguished from rules of the law of
nature – the former is a reasonable task, the latter a
strict necessity.

In contrast to positive coercive law, natural law
gains its power through rational conviction. Aris-
totle explicitly discusses a conflict between positive
law and natural law. In Aristotle’s writings, natural
law is not based on God or the cosmos, but is best
to be understood as a perfect, exemplary law, i.e.,
in accord with human nature. In politics, this
means to bring the nature of the polis to its fulfill-
ment, i.e., promoting the good life. Aristotle does
criticize contemporary institutions referring to na-
ture, but he also legitimizes a (reformed type of)
slavery (unlike some Sophists, who condemned slav-
ery as being opposed to nature).

The Stoics terminologically emphasize the pre-
scribing and proscribing νόμος/lex. In terms of
philosophical disciplines, however, they shift the fo-
cus of natural law away from the philosophy of law
and political philosophy towards ethics. Together
with the gods, the wise is a member of a Kosmopo-
lis – the eternal, unchanging and universal laws of
nature permeated by the λόγος are the guidelines of
natural law for all people (“live according to na-
ture!,” hence according to reason). This λόγος is
identified with Zeus; therefore, the Stoic natural
law is cosmologically and theologically based. Ci-
cero bases his theory of natural law on Stoic teach-
ings and systematizes them in ethics and politics.
On the one hand, he thereby arrives at specific regu-
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lations under natural law in ethics; on the other
hand, he comes to a critical evaluation of positive
law (lex iniusta non est lex: “an unjust law is no law
at all,” because lex vera naturae congruens: “a true law
is in agreement with nature”) and to a justification
of Rome by natural law.
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und Bedeutung einer Antithese im griechischen Denken des 5. Jahr-
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oni, A history of the philosophy of law from the Ancient Greeks to
the Scholastics (Dordrecht 2015). ■ Striker, G., “Origins of
the concept of natural law,” in id., Essays on Hellenistic Episte-
mology and Ethics (Cambridge 1996) 209–20.
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III. Judaism
■ Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism ■ Rabbinic Ju-
daism ■ Medieval Judaism ■ Modern Judaism

A. Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism

Discussions of natural law in Hellenistic Jewish
sources emphasize two themes: (1) the non-human
cosmos is orderly and obedient to God whereas hu-
mans are disorderly and disobedient; and (2) the
Jewish law, while particular to a people frequently
at odds with non-Jews, is in fact supremely rational
and conducive to the ideals of Greco-Roman moral
philosophy. These themes are found in the so-called
apocryphal and pseudepigraphical literature, in Jo-
sephus, and most prominently in Philo.

1. Natural Order vs. Human Disorder. Second
Temple texts see categories and patterns in nature
as evidence of an intelligent divine power that gov-
erns all things. Pseudo-Solomon speaks of God and
a personified Wisdom in the same breath, saying
they taught him “to know the structure of the
world and the activity of the elements,” including
the flow of time, seasons, constellations, animal be-
havior, spirits, thoughts, and plants (Wis 7:17–22).
The Wisdom that apprehends the workings of na-
ture is also an ethical wisdom that “in every genera-
tion passes into holy souls and makes them friends
of God and prophets” (Wis 7:27). Thus natural law
in the sense of human morality and natural law in
the sense of the physical ticking of the cosmos are
at root one and the same. Second Temple authors
often contrast the regularity and obedience of na-
ture with the disobedience of humans. Ben Sira
compares human inconstancy with features of the
natural world, which “neither hunger nor grow
weary, and they do not abandon their tasks. They
do not crowd one another, and they never disobey
his word” (16:27). The same comparison occurs in
the Testament of Naphtali (3.2–5), where Gentiles,
Watchers, and the Sodomites are juxtaposed with
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the sun, moon, and stars and accused of transgress-
ing the order of nature. Likewise, 1 En. 2–5 con-
trasts the wicked with the orderliness and obedi-
ence of the heavenly bodies, and Ps.-Phoc. 71–75
condemns human envy on the basis of the lack of
envy between the moon and sun, valleys and
heights, rivers and sea. An interesting inflection of
this theme is found in 4 Ezra, where the speakers
compare natural orders with Israel’s recent history
in an attempt to understand the dis-ordering event
of the temple’s destruction.

2. Jewish Law as Natural Law. The Letter of Aris-
teas defends the reasonableness of Jewish law by
arguing that it symbolizes universal moral law (e.g.,
the prohibition of eating birds of prey is also a
prohibition of violence toward others). Fourth Mac-
cabees argues that the asceticism of Jewish law pro-
duces a uniquely self-controlled people whose emo-
tions are governed by reason, even under the
harshest conditions. The ethical universalist im-
pulse reaches its peak in the Sentences of Pseudo-
Phocylides, which extol Greek values while argu-
ably containing nothing distinctively Jewish at all.
A different extreme is found in Aristobulus, who
argues that Greek philosophers borrowed from the
law of Moses.

3. Philo and Josephus. These two themes find
their fullest exposition in Philo and Josephus. Jose-
phus claims that the Jewish law (the Pentateuch) be-
gins with God and creation because the nature of
God and the nature of the cosmos are the only legit-
imate sources of legislation (Ant. 1.19–20). Philo
likewise considers the law and cosmos to be in har-
mony (Creation 3) and argues that God’s identity as
both creator and lawgiver means that “he who
would observe the laws will accept gladly the duty
of following nature and live in accordance with the
ordering of the universe” (Moses 2.48). In fact, for
Philo the Mosaic laws are so consistent with na-
ture – that “most venerable of statutes” (Abraham
6) – that the patriarchs who lived before Moses “fol-
lowed the unwritten law with perfect ease” by sim-
ply reflecting inwardly and conforming themselves
to nature (Abraham 5). For both authors, conformity
with nature was also embodied by the tabernacle (cf.
Exod 25:9, 40; 26:30; Num 8:4). For Josephus the
tabernacle is “an imitation of universal nature [τῆς
τῶν ὅλων φ�σεως]” (Ant. 3.123), and every object
within it is “intended to recall and represent the
universe” (Ant. 3.180–87). Philo makes the same ar-
gument in Moses 2.88–140, with a special emphasis
on mathematical symbolism. Finally, Philo and Jo-
sephus share with many of the texts above a broadly
Stoic ethical tradition focused on moderation,
honor for one’s superiors, honesty in business, self-
control, and the avoidance of “unnatural” sexuality
(esp. Philo, Hypothetica; Josephus, Ag. Ap. 2.190–
219).
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B. Rabbinic Judaism

1. Background. There is a basic tension between
the legal culture of biblical Judaism, which is based
on the idea of a particular revelation at Sinai, and
the idea of a universal and eternal natural law,
which flourished in Greco-Roman culture. The con-
frontation between these cultures in the Hellenistic
era gave birth to an array of responses reflected in
the Jewish literature of the Second Temple period.
These responses ranged from the partial adoption
to the full adoption of the idea of natural law, espe-
cially in its Stoic version, and included new inter-
pretations of biblical tradition in light of this idea
(Hayes).

Rabbinic legal discourse, based on the biblical
idea of revelation, developed under Roman imperial
rule, and was forced to contend with the legal dis-
course of natural law that was widespread in that
context. However, because of the literary character
of rabbinic texts it is difficult to locate a systemati-
cally formulated legal theory. In addition, rabbinic
literature is not comprised of a single textual layer,
but preserves traditions from hundreds of sages
from the 1st to the 5th century who lived in varied
political and cultural environments. Consequently,
attempts to force a single position concerning natu-
ral law upon rabbinic literature obscures the com-
plexity of this rich and varied corpus.

2. Aspects of Natural Law in Rabbinic Litera-
ture: Fundamental Distinctions. Drawing a full
and complex picture requires some distinctions:
First, one must distinguish between the central and
dominant voices in rabbinic literature and positions
that are marginal or anecdotal. Second, one must
distinguish between strong versions of natural law,
that include the central components of the theory
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(such as universality, immutability, and rationality)
and weaker versions that adopt certain elements
only. Third, one must distinguish among the sour-
ces of various ideas: biblical traditions that include
aspects of natural law; the interpretive tradition
from the Second Temple period that made its way
into rabbinic literature (an example would be the
interpretations of Philo); and the innovative contri-
butions of rabbinic literature itself inspired by natu-
ral law discourse. In light of these distinctions, it is
possible to evaluate correctly the place of natural
law in rabbinic legal discourse.

3. Main Ideas of Natural Law. Some traditions in
rabbinic literature describe the natural and primal
character of the law in a manner that resembles, but
is not identical to, natural law discourse. Below is a
discussion of the principles found in them:

a. The Noahide Commandments. The most striking
example of the idea of a natural law is found, it
would seem, in the set of Noahide Commandments
(which have a basis in biblical tradition; see “Noa-
hides, Noahide Commandments”). This is a frame-
work of general, rational law that obligates all hu-
mankind and is rooted in creation. And indeed,
many commentators and scholars, Jewish and non-
Jewish, identify the Noahide Commandments with
natural law. However, an examination of the man-
ner of formation of the set of Noahide Command-
ments in rabbinic literature reveals a more compli-
cated picture (Hayes: 354–70). The dominant
approach in the sources draws a distinction between
the Noahide Commandments and the parallel com-
mandments for the Israelites, raising doubts about
the universal character of the former (tAZ 8:4–9).
Nor does rabbinic literature emphasize the rational
character of this set of laws. However, in the Babylo-
nian Talmud (bSan 56b) an alternative minority
view is cited that represents the Noahide Com-
mandments as the natural law upon which the orig-
inal creation was founded (including, for example,
the prohibition of mixed kinds [Lev 19:19; Deut
22:9–11] and castration [Deut 23:1]). According to
this view, the sins of the generation of the flood
were the mirror image of the Noahide Command-
ments, and consequently brought about the subver-
sion and ultimately the destruction of creation.

b. The Existence of Commandments Before the Giving
of the Torah. Various traditions from the Second
Temple period saw in Abraham, the father of the
nation, the paradigmatic observer of the Torah even
before the giving of the Torah at Sinai, based on
Gen 26:5: “because Abraham obeyed my voice and
kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes,
and my laws” (Philo, Abr. 46.268). Similar traditions
appear also in rabbinic literature (e.g., mQid 4:14;
tQid 5:17; bYom 28b) apparently confirming the ex-
istence of a natural law that is not dependent on
revelation. However, one must distinguish between
the tradition and its rabbinic reworking. Thus, as
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opposed to Philo, who identifies Abraham with the
law and understands the law as corresponding to
his nature, the rabbinic sages describe Abraham as
one obligated by a law that is external to him and
that came to him through revelation (ibid). A differ-
ent tradition tells of Abraham’s independent study
of Torah under the instruction of his two kidneys
(BerR 61:1). Some identify this idea with the ideas
of Philo, but it would appear that here, too, rabbinic
tradition emphasizes precisely the element of exter-
nal instruction for Abraham (Paz: 5, 50–51).

c. The Torah Preexists Creation. Another rabbinic
tradition describes the Torah as a framework that
preceded the creation of the world and was present
at its foundation (SifDev 37). According to this tra-
dition, the giving of the Torah was conceived as a
revealing and uncovering, not a new creation. This
tradition is not a rabbinic innovation, but an inher-
itance from biblical wisdom literature (Prov 8) and
the outcome of the Second Temple period identifi-
cation of Torah with Wisdom.

d. The Laws of the Torah and the Laws of Na-
ture. Some see an identification of biblical law
with the law of nature in a single and original state-
ment in the name of R. Johanan the 3rd-century
Palestinian amora (bEr 100b): “If the Torah had not
been given we could have learned modesty from the
cat, [the prohibition of] robbery from the ant, chas-
tity from the dove, and good manners from the cock
who first coaxes and then mates” (but for an oppos-
ing view see Hayes: 312, n. 37). It is important to
note that Rabbi Johanan and his students also trans-
ferred the source of the Noahide Commandments
from the covenant with Noah to the commandment
given to the first human at the time of creation,
thereby emphasizing the primal and natural charac-
ter of the former.

4. The Characteristics of Natural Law in Rab-
binic Halakhah. Some of the characteristic fea-
tures of rabbinic halakhah resemble characteristics
of natural law and some contradict them.

a. Realism and Nominalism. A realist approach to
law emphasizes that the ontological foundations of
the law are rooted in the order of nature, and are
therefore close to the idea of natural law. By con-
trast a nominalist approach identifies law with the
divine will, distinct from natural reality. In the lit-
erature (Schwartz; Rubenstein; Hayes), there is a
protracted debate on the question of the character
of rabbinic law (among other topics, in comparison
to sectarian law). It seems that the basic tendency is
nominalist, but there are certain expressions also of
a realist approach.

b. Commandments – Rational or Arbitrary. A fun-
damental opposition to claims stemming from the
natural law tradition, that asserts the rationality of
the Mosaic law, appears in several traditions in rab-
binic literature. R. Eleazar ben Azariah, one of the
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leading sages of Yavneh at the beginning of the 2nd
century says: “A person should not say ‘I do not
want to eat pork’ but rather ‘I want to, but what
shall I do since my father in heaven has established
it as a decree for me?’” (Sifra Qedoshim 9:12; on Lev
20:26). In another midrash (Sifra Ah� arei Mot 13:10;
on Lev 18:4; and later parallels), a distinction is
made between mishpatim, i.e., laws (limited in num-
ber) that are rationally intelligible, and høuqqim, i.e.,
decrees that originate in the arbitrary authority of
God only. It appears that a similar idea is reflected
in a rabbinic expression made in connection with
several laws and commandments: “[it is a] decree
of the king” or “of Scripture.” However, one must
refrain from basing sweeping conclusions on these
traditions because they deal with specific command-
ments only, and not the entire body of command-
ments. In this vein, alongside these traditions there
are other rabbinic traditions that emphasize the ra-
tionality of the commandments. Ultimately, it ap-
pears that the expression “the decree of the king”
emphasizes the source of the law’s authority and
not necessarily its arbitrariness or non-rational char-
acter (Lorberbaum). As against these views, R. Aq-
iva, a prominent figure among the sages of Yavneh,
adopted an opposite approach, closing the distance
between the divine and human in general and in
the realm of law in particular (Kahana). He claimed
that one may explain and interpret the laws of the
divine Torah in accordance with values that are
“right and proper in the eyes of humankind”
(SifDev 79).

A careful examination of the traditions in rab-
binic literature therefore reveals some traditions
close to ideas of natural law, and some of its charac-
teristics are seen in rabbinic halakhah. But the pri-
mary tendency in rabbinic literature is not identi-
fied with these ideas and sometimes even rejects
them.
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C. Medieval Judaism

Natural law theorizing has almost no presence in
medieval Jewish thought. It is neither discussed nor
endorsed by medieval Jewish thinkers. There are re-
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spects in which the thought of some Jewish philoso-
phers overlaps with natural law theorizing and also
with the practical wisdom tradition, paradigmati-
cally represented by Aristotle. But medieval Jewish
thought about law and morality had a distinctive
character, different from both natural law and prac-
tical wisdom.

Medieval Jewish thought, whether rabbinic,
philosophical/rationalistic, or kabbalistic/mystical
was anchored in the Torah. The commandments
had a central place in any conception of how to live
a holy life and in shaping the life of the Jewish peo-
ple as a covenanted community even in the absence
of political sovereignty. There were debates over the
interpretation of commandments, about the ra-
tional justification of the commandments, about
how to fulfill them in practice, and there were rival
views concerning the nature of the obligation to ful-
fill the commandments. For example, should one
fulfill them simply because they are divine com-
mands, or also on the basis of understanding their
wisdom and their role in enabling persons to realize
human perfection? How are understanding and
practice related? Commentary, interpretation, and
argumentation of those kinds had a long history in
Judaism and much of it found its way into the Tal-
mud.

The commandments concern all realms of life,
one’s relations with other human beings, and one’s
relation with God, including everything from wor-
ship and observance of holy days to matters of
health, hygiene, diet, punishment, tithes, support
for the poor, and all manner of civil disputes. Nu-
merous influential Jewish thinkers (Maimonides is
an especially good example) maintained that there
are reasons for each of the commandments; none is
just a requirement of blind obedience, and study of
the reasons for the commandments has an impor-
tant role in fulfilling them (“Observe them faith-
fully, for that will be proof of your wisdom and dis-
cernment to other peoples,” Deut 4:6).

Between the destruction of the Second Temple
and the founding of the State of Israel Jews did not
have political sovereignty; while they were self-rul-
ing in many respects (e.g., they often had their own
courts) they were political subjects of either Chris-
tian or Islamic rulers. Jewish political thought was
primarily concerned with the governance of Jewish
life rather than a notion of the state. In the political
context, the general rule Jews followed was, “the
law of the land (the state) is the law” (bBQ 113a–b);
that is, Jews would obey the law of the ruling power
unless it ordered something fundamentally at odds
with Judaism, such as idolatry, murder, or sexual
immorality. Wherever they were, Jews regarded the
commandments as applying to their lives. The com-
mandments delineated the requirements to which
Jews were to be fully responsive; to fulfill them was
to lead a life of holiness. For medieval Jews, the no-
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tion of being a people remained important but the
universalist aspiration of Christianity – and Chris-
tianity’s notion of natural law – was not a feature
of Judaism.

However, the Noahide covenant (Gen 9:9) was
widely regarded as applying universally and not
only to Jews. In Sifra, the legal midrash on Leviticus
it is said of five of the seven Noahide requirements,
“These are the items which are written in the Torah
which, had they not been written should have been
written, such as the [prohibitions against] robbery,
illicit sexuality, idolatry, cursing God, and blood-
shed” (Sifra, Ah� arei Mot 13). That is, they are evi-
dent to reason. And in the Talmud we find, “The
children of Noah were commanded with seven com-
mandments: [to establish] laws, and [to prohibit]
cursing God, idolatry, illicit sexuality, bloodshed,
robbery, and eating flesh from a living animal”
(bSan 56a). That certainly seems to say that they are
requirements accessible to all persons through rea-
son. Though many medieval Jewish thinkers re-
garded the Noahide covenant as applying to all of
humankind, that did not mean that they saw it as
reflecting natural law or as part of the latter. Medie-
val Jewish thinkers did not recognize a role for
natural law as a source of moral requirements inde-
pendent of divine commandments. The Noahide
Commandments were strongly supportable by rea-
son, but they were elements of a covenant between
God and human beings. They were not a source of
law with fully independent status.

In medieval Christian theology, there was an ex-
plicit intellectual project of reconciling Christian
doctrine with reason’s understanding of the world.
Christian thinkers explored the relations between
different kinds of law such as natural law, divine
law, canon law, and civil law. In Christian thought
there was systematic theorizing about the powers of
government and about the relation between ecclesi-
astical authority and secular authority. Neoplatonic,
Aristotelian, and Stoic sources of natural law theo-
rizing were taken up and developed in Christian
philosophy.

Medieval Judaism did not have a clear counter-
part to Christianity’s project of elaborating different
kinds of law and their relationship to a systematic
philosophical conception of law. Numerous Jewish
thinkers were familiar with some works of Greek
philosophy, usually through Arabic translations and
commentaries. Neoplatonism and Aristotelianism
had some impact on philosophically oriented Jewish
thinkers such as Maimonides (1138–1204) and
Gersonides (1288–1344). Saadia Gaon (882–942)
showed evidence of philosophical sophistication but
without a clear, pronounced connection to any par-
ticular ancient philosophers. Bah� ya ibn Paquda
(11th cent.) exhibited a subtle understanding of
many philosophical issues while also advocating
passionate devotion. However, among the medieval
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Jews none showed explicit interest in natural law.
In his Sefer ha-�Iqqarim (Book of Principles), Joseph
Albo (1380–1444) articulated a conception of natu-
ral law as one of the three types of law, the others
being divine law and conventional law. He is at the
end of the medieval period and his thought, at least
regarding natural law, had little influence.
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D. Modern Judaism

However we assess the role of natural law in classi-
cal and medieval Judaism, it is clear that this topic
features prominently in modern Jewish thought.
Numerous figures take up the question of whether
Judaism affirms a notion of natural law and, more
fundamentally, what this phrase might mean in the
context of the Jewish tradition.

One example involves Moses Mendelssohn
(1729–1786), the 18th-century philosopher often
cited as the founder of modern Jewish thought.
Mendelssohn endorses an understanding of natural
law similar to the conception present in many non-
Jewish sources, casting this law as a set of moral
norms that are universally binding, grounded in na-
ture, and discernible through rational reflection. In
his German and Hebrew writings, he identifies this
account of natural law with Judaism’s notion of
seven Noahide commandments (see “Noahides, No-
ahide Commandments”), insisting – contra Moses
Maimonides (1138–1204) and Baruch Spinoza
(1632–1677) – that, from the perspective of the Jew-
ish tradition, it is sufficient for non-Jews to accept
these commandments through rational reflection,
rather than divine revelation. Affirming natural
law’s place in Judaism enables Mendelssohn to rec-
oncile his philosophical and religious commit-
ments, while also accomplishing two further aims.
First, this move allows him to navigate the tension
between universalism and particularism, suggesting
that even as Judaism outlines laws incumbent only
upon Jews, it also treats basic moral truths as acces-
sible to all humanity. Second, this approach allows
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him to argue for Jews’ civic inclusion in the modern
state, suggesting that Judaism views non-Jews’
moral capacities in a positive light, and is thus free
from any intolerance that might be incompatible
with civic participation. The Bible plays an impor-
tant role in this argument. While Mendelssohn fre-
quently cites texts such as the Psalms as examples
of Judaism’s universalist tendencies, he also claims
that the Bible does not clearly outline the Noahide
Commandments themselves, and that such norms
must therefore be discoverable through reason.

Explicit or implicit endorsements of natural
law’s place in Judaism appear in the work of later
figures, as well. Some commentators consider that
the 19th- and 20th-century neo-Kantian Jewish phi-
losopher Hermann Cohen (1842–1918) accepts a
version of this concept, although others contest this
interpretation of his work. Various traditionalist
rabbinic authorities have also been read as employ-
ing concepts drawn from the natural law tradition,
including the 19th- and 20th-century rabbis Shi-
mon Shkop (1860–1939) and Moses Samuel Glasner
(1856–1924). The most vocal Jewish defender of
natural law is the contemporary philosopher David
Novak, who operates with a relatively pared-down
account of this concept – one that defines natural
law as a set of universally valid and rationally dis-
cernible behavioral norms, but that focuses less on
the grounding of such norms in nature. Writing
against the backdrop of a broader revival of natural
law theory in philosophy and Christian theology,
Novak argues not only that a version of this concept
can be developed out of Jewish sources, but also that
this idea is crucial to contemporary religious and
political life. While Novak devotes considerable at-
tention to rabbinic and medieval material, he also
emphasizes what seems like natural law thinking in
diverse biblical episodes, including narratives re-
garding Cain and Abel (Gen 4:1–17), the flood (Gen
6:1–9:7), Abraham, the rape of Dinah (Gen 34), Jo-
seph and Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39), and Moses and
Jethro (Exod 18).

Yet this affirmation of natural law’s place in Ju-
daism has been subject to critique. Some figures
emphasize the absence of a concept of “nature” in
the Bible, along with the fact that the term “natural
law” itself appears in Jewish sources only in the
15th century. Other thinkers posit a fundamental
incompatibility between natural law theory and the
Jewish tradition, arguing that while the former
takes moral norms to be discernible via reason, the
latter takes such content to be accessible only
through divinely revealed commandments. Still
others focus on specific sources, challenging at-
tempts to read key biblical, rabbinic, and medieval
texts in natural law terms. These arguments appear
in the writings of diverse 20th- and 21st-century
figures, including the philosopher Leo Strauss
(1899–1973), the legal scholar Suzanne Last Stone,
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the theologian Michael Wyschogrod (1928–2015),
the rabbinics scholar Christine Hayes, and – per-
haps most influentially – the philosopher Marvin
Fox (1922–1996).

A range of middle positions also exist. The con-
temporary rabbi and ethicist J. David Bleich accepts
the possibility of a Jewish version of natural law
theory, but grants it only a limited role. There may
be a distinctive Jewish conception of natural law, he
claims, but it differs considerably from what we see
in other sources: according to Judaism, the practical
content that is rationally accessible to all individuals
is not a robust set of moral rules, but rather an obli-
gation to seek out and obey God’s will as expressed
in revelation. Another contemporary rabbinic fig-
ure, Aharon Lichtenstein (1933–2015), understands
the Jewish tradition as affirming naturally
grounded moral standards, but leaves open the
question of whether the tradition also possesses a
full-fledged conception of natural law. On this view,
while Judaism takes some basic moral values to be
discernible through rational reflection on nature, it
is less clear that this content amounts to the type of
specific, universally valid, and naturally grounded
behavioral norms typically associated with natural
law theory.
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Elias Sacks

IV. Christianity
■ Greek and Latin Patristics ■ Medieval Times and
Reformation Era ■ Modern Europe and
America ■ China and Africa

A. Greek and Latin Patristics

The Greek and Latin writers of the patristic era in-
herited three patterns of thought in regards to natu-
ral law (Gk: νόμος φυσικός; Lat: lex naturalis). One,
from the Greco-Roman world, the Stoics and Plato-

Encyclopedia of the Bible and Its Reception                                                                        vol. 20 
© Walter de Gruyter, Berlin/Boston, 2022



997 Natural Law

nists, who themselves were reacting to the Epicure-
ans and Skeptics, identified natural law with that
which is in accord with reason – specifically, with
what reason intuits in regards to the physical and
moral norms governing the universe. A second, re-
lated to the first, is from the Jewish community,
Philo of Alexandria (esp. Opif. 50.143). Like the phi-
losophers before him, he linked natural law with
reason in accord with nature, but went further to
identify this natural constitution of the world with
God’s arrangement of it. Also, it is a universal law,
describing the world as “one city” with “one law”
(Joseph 29.1–2). The third pattern, from the biblical
tradition, is the teaching of Paul in Rom 2:14, who
identified a law written on the hearts of individuals
as not only accessible to all, especially to those with-
out a written law, but also sufficient to expose
one’s sin.

In the early 3rd century, Clement of Alexandria
offered a picture of the natural law as something
moral rather than physical. He taught his readers
that they have a reasoning capacity in order to
“know yourself,” to know for what purpose they ex-
ist, to be capable of obeying the commandments.
He then names a few such commands that a person
should rationally be able to intuit: do not mistreat
the property of others, do not mistreat people
(Strom. 7.3; cf. also Hilary of Poitiers, Tractatus in Ps.
118 [119]; Augustine, Conf. 2.4.9). We are justly con-
demned, he says, if we do not do what is com-
manded or desist from what is wrong, all of which
we can discern “from what is true, consistent,
seemly, and according to nature” (Strom. 7.15).

In the work of Origen, in some texts, he limits
his thinking about the natural law to the physical
world. In his Hom. Num. 7, the “law of nature”
brings death to all; in Hom. Luc. 20, the law of na-
ture caused Jesus’s physical growth and maturation;
in Comm. Cant. (Preface), the law of nature governs
what can or cannot be done in living things. In
other texts, similar to Clement, Origen links the
physical to the moral; the νόμος φυσικός is a moral
law derived from observing the physical acts of hu-
man persons. In his Comm. Lament. (frag. 101), the
residents of Sodom are blamed for violating, among
other things, the natural law; in Hom. Lev. 14, Cain
is said to have violated the law of nature in the kill-
ing of his brother; in Hom. Num. 10, he says the
natural law is given by God to human beings (via
reason) such that they may discern truth and live ac-
cordingly.

In still other texts, esp. Comm. Rom., the natural
law as a universal, moral standard predominates. In
his interpretation of Rom 2:14–15, Origen identifies
the natural law with what is “written on the heart,”
which is not to be confused with the bodily organ
but with the “soul’s rational power” (cf. Princ. 1.1.9),
and, recalling 2 Cor 3:3, it is written on our Logos
by God’s Spirit (2.7). Because of its connection to
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our reasoning capacity, and in view of Rom 7:9 (“I
once was alive without law”), Origen argues sin is
not held against a person until they reach the capac-
ity to reason (3.2). At this point, given the way Ori-
gen talks about the natural law, he seems to equate
it roughly with the “Golden Rule” or certainly a
kind of divine law, which accords with comments
in Cels. 5.40. Thus, the natural law agrees with the
Mosaic law “according to the spirit but not accord-
ing to the letter” (Comm. Rom. 2.9). Furthermore,
Gentiles are moved by “natural reason” to obey this
“natural law,” and yet it is still not enough for sal-
vation (2.5). Indeed, recalling Gen 15:6 and its sug-
gestion that faith alone suffices for righteousness,
Origen argues that the lex naturalis may prick one’s
conscience in regards to what is good and evil, but
it is still not the lex fidei, the law of faith (4.3).

In the 4th century, one discovers both that Ori-
gen’s assimilation of the natural law with the divine
law has found some support and that a division of
law into divine, natural, and human, which Chris-
tians found in Cicero (cf. Sest. 42.91; Rep. 3.8.13),
continued also to persist. On the latter, cf. Ambrosi-
aster, Commentary on Romans 3.20. The equating in
importance of the separate traditions of natural and
divine laws allows Ambrosiaster to state that Chris-
tian Gentiles can come to the same faith as believing
Jews “by the leading of nature” (duce natura)
through a well-functioning will and a well-formed
conscience that he calls “natural reason” (rationem
naturae; Commentary on Romans 2.14–15).

A position that identifies the natural law with
the law of nature (νόμος φ�σεως; lex naturae) consti-
tutes a middle ground between assimilation of
natural with divine law and pressing for some sepa-
ration between them. E.g., Gregory of Nazianzus,
Orationes 28.6, argues natural law (ὁ φυσικὸς νόμος)
is the order of nature visible to us. It is independent
of our reason. Recalling Ps 8:3, “when I look at your
heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and
the stars that you have established,” Gregory argues
that, when we apply reason to our study of nature,
noting its orderliness, then we come to know its
creator. He writes, “And thus to us also is mani-
fested [God] who made and moves and preserves all
created things, even though he be not compre-
hended by the mind.” Likewise, Athanasius sug-
gested, metaphorically, the natural law constituted
by the orderliness of creation is akin to a well-run
city with many individuals each performing their
respective task (C. Gent. 42–44; cf. also Theophilus
of Antioch, Autol. 1.5–7). Basil of Caesarea, too, links
the natural law to the law of nature in his reading
of Gen 1 (e.g., God’s command for the earth to pro-
duce plants is said by Basil to be consonant with its
natural abilities given to it by God; Hexameron 5.1–
10), but Basil makes a further connection between
this orderliness in nature, the natural law, and how
human life similarly ought to be organized for the
just benefit of every person.
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The full assimilation of natural law with divine
law is increasingly prominent from the late 4th cen-
tury onward. E.g., of Ambrose, it is said, “The as-
similation of nature and natural law to the law of
God is a theme that occurs repeatedly in Ambrose’s
exegetical and ethical works” (Colish: 51). Like Ori-
gen, Ambrose recognized the natural law as some-
thing inborn, “implanted,” as he says, “in the breast
of each person” (infudit singulorum pectoribus; Ep. 63
in CSEL [= Ep. 83 in FOTC]). He reads Ps 40:8b,
“your law dominates my heart,” in dialogue with
Rom 2:14 to suggest that the heart of a believer is
faith in Jesus facilitated by the work of God’s Spirit
(Enarrat. Ps. 39[40]). In an anti-Semitic pivot, he ar-
gues the natural law is equated with the divine law,
rather than the Mosaic law, because the Jews disin-
herited themselves from faith through their rejec-
tion of Christ, and their law is discarded with them
(ibid. 36[37]). Moreover, the natural law conforms
to divine law precisely because God created and still
works through nature; the natural law follows “es-
tablished customs and methodical succession” or-
dered by God (Abr. 2.11.93).

Not dissimilar to Ambrose, scholars have noted
that Augustine, too, conceives of natural law in
terms of a divinely-ordered creation (e.g.,
Smith: 116–19). The orderliness of creation consti-
tutes “the eternal law, which is also called supreme
reason [summa ratio] … it is impressed upon us [quae
impressa nobis est]” (Lib. 1.6.15). In Div. quaest.
LXXXIII 53.2, Augustine explains further that what
is impressed upon us is a lex naturalis. And, later in
Lib., Augustine equates this impressed sense of or-
der upon a human person to what constitutes our
very being. A turn from order, then, is a turn from
being (2.20.54; 3.15.42). In Enarrat. Ps. 57.1, Augus-
tine frames our turning away according to Tob 4:15,
i.e., not loving one’s neighbor (other patristic writ-
ers similarly connected Tob 4:15, or its affirmative
formation in Matt 7:12/Luke 6:31, to natural law,
e.g., Jerome, Ep. 121.8). Indeed, as he wrote against
Faustus the Manichee, “Sin, then, is any kind of
deed, or word, or desire whatsoever against the eter-
nal law. And the eternal law is the divine reason or
will of God, which requires the preservation of
natural order, and forbids the breach of it” (Augus-
tine, Faust. 22.27). Thus, early in Augustine’s eccle-
siastical career, he advanced the idea that the divine
order, impressed upon the human soul, constitutes
the natural law. We manifest this natural law in the
ordered way not only in which we live our own lives
but also in which we organize society.

Identification of the content of the natural law
with the knowledge of God, or the divine law, had
the effect of increasing its perceived distance from
the Mosaic law code. Ambrose, Ep. 63, connected
Rom 4:15 (“for the law brings wrath …”) to the idea
that the natural law, which, while known in Eden,
was broken by Adam and thereby necessitated its
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replacement by the Mosaic law. Jerome, too, argued
the Mosaic law only came to exist because the natu-
ral law had been “dissipated” (dissipata est) by hu-
man sin (Comm. Isa. 8.24.6). Augustine, in Enarrat.
Ps. 57.1, notes that the Mosaic law is a written form
of the natural law because humans had stopped
“reading it on their hearts.” Augustine quotes Isa
46:8, “return to your hearts, you transgressors” as a
corrective. Pelagius also, Expositions on Paul’s Epistle,
makes it a repeated refrain that human beings “for-
getting” of the natural law is responsible for their
having forgotten God, and thus the need for God to
intervene with new laws and the messages of the
prophets (cf. his comments on Rom 1:27; 2:14; 5:13;
7:8; and 11:24). The implication of the ideas in
these writers is that the natural law is more capable
of bringing about what God originally intended for
human beings than the Mosaic law, but humans di-
gressed from even that more basic foundation.
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Brian Matz

B. Medieval Times and Reformation Era

1. Being Law to Themselves. Late medieval and
early modern discussions on natural law are not
limited to legal or philosophical discourse, for bibli-
cal exegesis represents a pivotal perspective on the
question of natural law, mainly in the light of a
verse of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, according to
which “the Gentiles, who have not the law, do by
nature those things which are of the law” (Rom
2:14). Latin medieval authors already had at their
disposal a notion of natural law inherited from an-
cient philosophy, particularly Stoicism, according to
which natural law is the basic rule rooted in the
inner nature of each existing being, making it part
of the whole cosmos. Starting from this notion,
high medieval authors saw law as a matter of na-
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ture, while scriptural commandments, and the di-
vine order they defined, were assumed to be supe-
rior to nature and were aimed at accomplishing the
eternal order of the city of God.

2. Between the Empire and the Church. The
discovery of the biblical notion of natural law in
medieval Latin Europe dates to the second half of
the 11th century, when the cultural implications of
the so-called “investiture struggle” forced the sup-
porters of imperial rights, as well as those who up-
held papal supremacy, to argue in support of oppos-
ing claims. While the former rediscover the ancient
philosophical and legal notion of natural law as the
basic God-given order which rules nature, provid-
ing a model to reaffirm the status of the emperor as
the supreme ruler of mankind, the latter elaborate
an alternative reading according to which the divine
law that God has revealed through Scripture is the
true binding order. Assuming this latter perspec-
tive, Ivo of Chartres (d. 1115) considers the different
genres of law, including natural law, as ordered ac-
cording to the biblical perspective, that is as a sys-
tem of rules whose value and application need to be
enforced through caritas.

3. Between Theology and Canon Law. Peter Ab-
elard (d. 1142) and the masters who taught at Laon
in the early 12th century provide a ground-breaking
discussion of the biblical features of natural law.
Moving from Paul’s statement in the Epistle to the
Romans, the notion of natural law is reconsidered
on the basis of the relation between the lex vetus
(OT) and the lex nova (NT). Natural law is seen as a
specific feature of human nature: the natural capa-
bility to understand the basic prescriptions of moral
life that God has inscribed in each human being.
Accordingly, the masters of Laon, such as Anselm
(d. 1117) and William of Champeaux (d. 1121), use
the lemma “natural law” to indicate the early pre-
lapsarian stage of the history of salvation, whose
further developments, following the biblical narra-
tive, are the lex vetus and the lex nova. On the other
side, Peter Abelard argues that natural law stands
together with the positive law: while the latter is
the law that God issues throughout history, the
former is the God-given law which every human be-
ing is capable of understanding by natural reason.

4. Pagans and Christians Ruled by one
Law. Gratian’s (d. ca. 1145–47) account of natural
law in the opening of his Decree sides with the idea
that the contents of natural law coincide with those
of “the Law and the Gospel.” From his point of
view, the very prescription which summarizes natu-
ral law is fixed in the two versions of the so-called
“Golden Rule,” that is: “You never do to another
what you would hate to have done to you by an-
other” (Tob 4:16), and: “all things whatsoever you
would that men should do to you, do you also to
them” (Matt 7:12). Thus, Gratian sees natural law
as the “natural instinct” to which the Epistle to the
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Romans refers, the one that God has inscribed in
human nature, enabling mankind to decode the ba-
sic universal prescriptions which Scripture summa-
rizes in the two versions of the Golden Rule. Such
an approach is consistent with that of the Glossa or-
dinaria, according to which Paul’s mention of natu-
ral law indicates both the prelapsarian condition of
mankind and the inner capability of the human be-
ing to distinguish good and evil. Since it offers a
synthesis of the exegetical reasoning on biblical
natural law, the Glossa ordinaria becomes an irre-
placeable point of reference for the whole subse-
quent exegetical tradition.

5. The Boundaries of Power. Emerging as a sort
of double-sided notion, the biblical understanding
of natural law offers the opportunity for numerous
further developments. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274)
stresses its being the rationally acquired knowledge
of basic moral principles. He assumes the Pauline
statement on natural law as the very ground of a
moral and legal order whose value rests upon the
rational nature of every human being. On the other
hand, arguing against the fact that natural law cor-
responds to the contents of Scripture, William of
Ockham (d. 1348) does not see it as something
which has an ontological foundation in human
nature, but rather as a God-given law, whose ration-
ality rests solely on the divine will. In this sense,
natural law appears as the divinely established
boundaries to any kind of absolute power, except
God’s absolute power, rather than as the natural
foundation of any legal and political order. This
identification of natural law with the prescriptions
that God gives by God’s own will in Scripture
grounds the voluntarist perspective of authors such
as Jean Gerson (d. 1429), Gabriel Biel (d. 1495), Ja-
cob Almain (d. 1515), and John Major (d. 1550).

6. Rights and Resistance. The complex moves
from the late medieval period to early modernity
involve the evolution of two major perspectives for
modern thinking, both rooted in the biblical dis-
course on natural law. Dealing with the issue of the
status of nature, several Thomist theologians such
as Francisco de Vitoria (d. 1546), Domingo de Soto
(d. 1560), and Francisco Suarez (d. 1617), highlight
the innate presence of natural law in the human
soul that Paul affirms in the Epistle to the Romans
as the very foundation of the rights of every human
being qua human, whether Christian or not. On the
other hand, the theologians of the Reformation,
such as Philip Melanchthon (d. 1560), see the same
Pauline verse as defining natural law as the set of
divine precepts and commands whose correctness
and binding force depends on God being the law-
giver. Accordingly, natural law coincides with con-
science, whose binding force lies in having been
placed directly by God in every human being as the
measure of good and evil, thereby establishing the
right to resist against any evil command.
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C. Modern Europe and America

Three main traditions of natural law theory
emerged in Europe and America after 1600 – Catho-
lic, Protestant, and Liberal. All three traditions re-
peated the Bible’s account of God creating humans
as divine image-bearers with a natural “law written
on their hearts,” “minds,” and “consciences” (Gen
1:26; Rom 2:15; Matt 22:37). Catholic and Protes-
tant scholars argued further that God had “rewrit-
ten” this natural law in the Ten Commandments
(Exod 20; Deut 5); the Noahide Covenant (Gen 9);
the Golden Rule (Matt 7:12); the love commands
(Mark 12:28–31; Lev 19:18; Rom 13:8–10); and the
many moral injunctions in the Bible.

1. Catholicism. The Roman Catholic tradition ex-
pounded a wide variety of natural law theories, of-
ten combining biblical, classical, patristic, and me-
dieval materials. Scores of early modern Spanish
thinkers from Francisco Vitoria to Francisco Suarez
laid strong new natural law foundations for the re-
forms of the Catholic church, state, and economy
and for the development of international law, con-
stitutional law, and natural rights. The Corpus Iuris
Canonici of 1586 and the 1917, 1983, and 1990
codes of canon law set out detailed guides for Chris-
tian life and community, drawing on a complex ca-
nonical jurisprudence grounded in natural law
thinking and inspired by medieval canon law sour-
ces newly excavated by Stefan Kuttner, Walter
Ullmann, and Brian Tierney. Pope Leo XIII and his
successors recast Thomas Aquinas’s natural law
theories into sweeping new Catholic “social teach-
ings” on many aspects of public and private life,
inspiring scholars like Victor Cathrein and activists
like Dorothy Day. The rise of legal formalism and
its later brutal abuse by Fascists and Nazis triggered
strong natural law rebukes from a range of Catholic
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jurists like François Geny, Johannes Messner, Alfred
Verdross, and Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde.

The international human rights movement after
World War II drew from the influential Catholic
natural law theories of Jacques Maritain, Heinrich
Rommen, and John Courtney Murray. The Second
Vatican Council created a powerful theological and
natural law platform to support human dignity, lib-
erty, equality, and freedom; democracy, rule of law,
and constitutional order; subsidiarity, fraternity,
and solidarity and the corollary protections for fam-
ilies, charities, and schools, and for nature and the
needs of future generations. Since Vatican II, Popes
Paul VI, John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Francis I as
well as diverse scholars like Michel Villey, Robert
Spaemann, Josef Fuchs, Sergio Cotta, John Finnis,
Javier Hervada, and Mary Ann Glendon used rich
biblical and natural law reasoning to expound the
global church’s moral teachings at the national and
international levels.

2. Protestantism. Early English Protestants like
Richard Hooker drew on classical and medieval
natural laws to develop the Anglican Church’s “laws
of ecclesiastical polity,” which later English ecclesi-
astical lawyers greatly elaborated. Sir Edward Coke,
Matthew Hale, William Blackstone, and other Eng-
lish common lawyers developed intricate theories of
natural law and natural rights, emphasizing the
1215 Magna Carta as a pristine statement of “natu-
ral fundamental law” and an anchor text for the ex-
pansion of Anglo-American liberty. Seventeenth-
century Anglican jurist John Selden developed a
complex theory of natural law based on the Noahide
covenant, a method recently revived by David Van
Drunen and David Novak. Seventeenth-century
American colonists imported Mosaic laws directly
into their early legal collections, and American
courts often cited biblical laws and natural law prin-
ciples. The direct invocation of biblical law for cat-
echesis, Christian ethics, and sometimes political
advocacy remains common among some Protestants
today in America and the Global South.

On the European Continent, early modern Ana-
baptist groups called for freedom of conscience, sep-
aration of church and state, and segregated Chris-
tian communities governed by biblical principles.
These early views were repeated by American theo-
logians like Roger Williams and Isaac Backus and
remain alive in semi-segregated Amish and Men-
nonite communities today. Early modern Lutherans
and Calvinists, by contrast, called for the establish-
ment of local Christian republics, governed by posi-
tive laws rooted in the Decalogue, which they took
as a source of natural rights of religion, life, prop-
erty, family, reputation, and procedural justice. Cal-
vinists like Johannes Althusius, John Milton, and
John Adams named these “unalienable” and “fun-
damental” rights that required written constitu-
tional protection. Moreover, they argued that the
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chronic breach of these fundamental rights by po-
litical tyrants triggered the fundamental rights of
resistance, revolt, and democratic revolution, as
took place in the Netherlands, England, Scotland,
America, and France from 1581 to 1789. While
some modern Protestant scholars like Abraham
Kuyper, Emil Brunner, Gustav Radbruch, and Wolf-
gang Huber offered distinct, Protestant, natural law
teachings, Karl Barth’s “Nein” to natural law has
made many mainline Protestants suspicious of this
mode of thinking.

3. Liberalism. Natural law defenses of democratic
revolution tied early modern Protestantism to En-
lightenment Liberalism. In America, Thomas Jeffer-
son and James Madison repeated traditional views
that humans were created by God, governed by “the
laws of nature and nature’s God,” and vested with
the “unalienable” natural rights of life, liberty, and
property. These Liberals joined Protestants in wag-
ing the American revolution against England’s
abuse of these natural rights. Further bridges were
forged by Samuel von Pufendorf, John Locke, Baron
Montesquieu, Adam Smith, Joseph Story, and
others who straddled the Christian and Liberal
worlds, and used natural law arguments to defend
traditional teachings on family law, charity law,
criminal law, and other topics.

What made Liberal thought distinctive, how-
ever, was its defense of natural law and natural
rights on rational “self-evident” grounds. Hugo
Grotius had paved the way early on with his “impi-
ous hypothesis” that natural law would exist “even
if there is no God.” In the 19th century, Immanuel
Kant, John Austin, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., and
others further separated law from religion and mo-
rality, yielding positivist, legal theories that saw
natural law reasoning as an outmoded and illegiti-
mate Christian methodology. But recent primatolo-
gists like Bernard Chapais and Frans de Waal have
pointed to the “natural foundations” of morality
and sociability in higher primates, which have
yielded budding new scientific theories of natural
law.
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D. China and Africa

Natural law in the Western world is often dualisti-
cally defined; either metaphysically, consisting of
God’s moral endowment upon humanity, or physi-
cally, as an observable law relating to natural phe-
nomena. However, in the context of World Christi-
anities, a more holistic treatment of natural law is
found; one which includes spiritual realities in the
law-like ordering of the physical universe. Biblical
instances of divine action are therefore interpreted
in an inclusive manner, combining inductive rea-
soning and metaphysical argument.

The relationship between physical and spiritual
is the crux of understanding how natural law may
be present in biblical accounts of divine action.
However, the dominant Western perspective of
natural law is often based on the sciences, which are
incapable of measuring spiritual realities. There-
fore, discussion of natural law in relation to divine
action in physical phenomenon is often indistinct,
or analogical. However, in China, the “Confucian
imagination offered Chinese Christianity a tendency
to resist common dichotomies such as the secular
and the sacred, the this worldly and the other-
worldly” (Chow: 146). This worldview is demon-
strated in the epistemological sciences of wuxing and
yin yang. Wuxing and yin yang are comparable to the
concept of natural laws in Western sciences such as
physics; however, the primary difference is that
wuxing and yin yang are holistic systems that include
metaphysical phenomena. Succinctly, there is no
separation between the natural and supernatural, or
more to the point, the “super” natural does not ex-
ists. Therefore, God’s divine acts in creation may be
interpreted through natural law. As Alexander
Chow writes: “Chinese have tended to emphasize a
synergistic view of causality and a divine-human
unity drawn from Chinese religiosity” (132). There
is a cooperative arrangement, between creator and
created in which God influences through the holis-
tic empirical and metaphysical natural laws of yin
yang and wuxing. Miraculous events, such as the
burning bush of Exod 3:3, are not interpreted as an
interruption of natural law, but rather a cooperative
divine/mundane relationship wherein physical el-
ements are affected through their metaphysical be-
ing by divine action.

In Chinese Christianities, the understanding of
holistic natural law is largely based on the concept
of Li, the eternal cosmic principle, and the precept
of God’s immanence. As Lai Pan-Chiu writes: “the
Spirit of almighty God, which is the universal life-

giving spirit constantly moving and at work in the
universe, is in all and through all in human history”
(77). God’s immanence is understood systematically,
in the manner of pervasive action in and through
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the world. Therefore, as there is provision in Chi-
nese natural laws for spiritual action on physical
matter, healing miracles such as in Mark 10:52 may
be interpreted inductively. Jesus restoring the sight
of Bartimaeus is no less divine action, however, it
may be understood more specifically as a metaphys-
ical manipulation of’ yin Qi flow along the liver me-
ridian. There is a reasonable account of spiritual ac-
tion which does not discount, circumvent, or ignore
empirical data related to physical operations in the
universe. Further, this worldview displays constant
activity. The creation of the universe is then “not a
single act accomplished by an external and personal
agent long ago, but rather a continuous and imma-
nent process taking place here and now” (Lai: 68).
The continual work of God in the world then af-
fords a view of divine action, not as a special inter-
ruption of natural law, but rather a sustained inter-
action in which God’s actions flow in accordance
with natural law. “In Mainland China the most im-
portant motif in Chinese Christian theology is rec-
onciliation or harmony” (ibid.: 79). The physical
and spiritual balance found in wuxing and yin yang
presents a way to understand divine action in natu-
ral events as harmonious transformation in a cycle
of change encouraged by God.

Natural law in many African Christianities also
blends physical and spiritual reality in the manner
of relational ontology. This relational natural law
joins all together in a physical and spiritual unity
that is necessary for established identity. As Dion
Forster writes: “the African philosophy of ubuntu,
more accurately expressed as umuntu ngumuntu ngab-
antu (a person is a person through other persons),
affirms the critical understanding that identity
arises out of intersubjective interactions between
persons” (243). Further, he writes, “true identity
arises not only from a harmonious relationship with
other living human persons, but also through har-
monious relationships with God, the ancestors, and
all of creation” (ibid.: 249). This furthers the discus-
sion of natural law by including salvation as a rela-
tional divine act in accordance with physical reality
(ibid.: 250). The true self may then be known
through a set of laws that include God and the
earth, in addition to the human person.

The pneumatology of African Pentecostalism al-
lows for a more specific view of this relational exis-
tence through natural law by including the Bantu
concept of vital force. “Vital force is a traditional
African notion of being in which God, ancestors,
humans, animals, plants and minerals are under-
stood in terms of force or vital energy” (Saku-
papa: 424). Similar to the concept of Qi found in
wuxing and yin yang, “vital force, as found among
the Bantu, includes of necessity all beings, namely:
God, the living dead, humans, animals, plants and
minerals” (ibid.: 425). From this perspective, “the
whole of reality is pervaded by God’s vital force,
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which makes life possible in its inter-relatedness
and interdependence” (ibid.: 426). Therefore, the in-
terpretation of Gen 1:2 is not considered to be God
creating a wholly separate physical reality, but
rather the entire process of creation is understood
as an interrelated phenomenon. The laws that gov-
ern this interaction are therefore all encompassing,
relational, natural laws between divine and mun-
dane.

Natural law in relation to physical phenomenon
is considered by many in Europe and the Americas
to be the sole jurisdiction of the sciences, even while
employed in theological discussions. However, the
holistic natural laws found in Chinese and African
Christianities demonstrate that there are indeed
theological constructs capable of engaging spiritual
and physical realities in the biblical interpretation
of divine action.
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V. Islam
The general presumption in the study of Muslim
law, particularly in the classical period, has held
that there is no form of natural law in Islam, as the
formulation of all law needed to be rooted in the
Qur�ān or in the established practice (sunna) of the
prophet Muh� ammad, or for Shı̄�ı̄s also in the rul-
ings of the imams. This is, in many respects, a cove-
nantal relationship between God and the Muslim
community (see Weiss). The Qur�ān instructs the
Muslim community to “obey God and his messen-
ger” (e.g., S 3:132; 4:80; 47:33; 71:3; cf. Deut 11:27;
Josh 1:17; Isa 50:10; Luke 11:28; 1 John 5:2). How-
ever, Muslim jurisprudents recognized that there
were often instances when neither the Qur�ān nor
the sunna provided enough detail in order to estab-
lish a legal ruling, so “one must follow the Qur�ān’s
injunction to reason (ijtihad) from the natural (as op-
posed to revealed) evidence that God has provided”
(Vishanoff: 40; see also Emon 2004). While most le-
gal schools in Islam permitted the use of reason
when it was deemed necessary, one school, the Z� ā-
hirı̄iyya, was highly literalist and scripturalist (see
Vishanoff: 66–108).

Islamic law describes two types of rights: høuqūq
Allāh (the rights of God) and høuqūq al-�ibād (the
rights of humans). The first concerned social and
communal rights and expectations; the second re-
ferred to rights that were “attached to the individ-
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ual by virtue of his presumed nature” (Emon
2004: 353). The idea of the høuqūq Allāh is seen par-
ticularly strongly in the emergence of the notion of
masølahøa/istøisølāhø (common good; cf. Neh 2:18; 1 Cor
12:17) in Islamic legal thinking (see Opwis: 9–58).
One important theologian and jurist to contribute
to the use of “natural law” is the Mu�tazilı̄ Abū Bakr
al-Jas�s�ās� (d. 371/981) who argued that the world, as
created by God, was a suitable basis from which to
develop legal thinking (Emon 2004: 353–60; see
also Farahat: 6–10). Appeals to the natural world in
the formation of legal theory could only determine
a moral evaluation of an action, however; they could
not be used to establish a religious or legal obliga-
tion (taklı̄f), since that would require a scriptural
precedent (Emon 2004: 363). In his study of natural
law, Emon divides Islamic natural law into a “hard”
and “soft” form: soft natural law accepted the possi-
bility that God’s view on an issue may change, while
the hard form did not (see Emon 2010).

In the contemporary period, concepts such as
universal human rights and debates around issues
such as homosexuality have had an impact on the
way in which natural law has been perceived in Is-
lamic law. While classical Arab culture includes ref-
erences to same-sex attraction (see Rowson), lawyers
and exegetes most often described homosexual love
and intercourse as unnatural (Kugle: 54–55), contra-
vening God’s law. However, in his Homosexuality in
Islam, Scott Siraj al-Haqq Kugle appeals to natural
law to make a case for homosexual marriage based
on the qur�ānic idea in S 7:189 of God creating hu-
mans as pairs (Kugle: 193–98). The natural “inalien-
able rights” endowed as individual rights in the
United Nations Declaration of Human Rights are
both compatible and in conflict with Muslim con-
ceptions of individual rights (see Peeters). For exam-
ple, the status of women and the freedom of reli-
gion protected by the UN are not ordinarily
accepted in classical Islamic law. However, utilizing
natural law approaches, some Muslim theologians,
such as Farid Esack and Nurcolish Madjid, have de-
veloped theologies that seek to address inequalities
in Muslim society and to ensure freedoms of expres-
sion for members of society who would not nor-
mally be granted those freedoms in Islamic law.
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VI. Literature

Paul’s statement that the precepts of God’s law are
written in the heart and the conscience of the hea-
thens, although it was not revealed to them by Mo-
ses (Rom 2:14–15), was traditionally taken as the
justification for identifying natural law with the
Decalogue as the center of the Jewish law apart from
those parts which refer to the ceremonies. Paul’s
statement, together with this identification, was the
reason why Martin Luther (1483–1546) and most of
the Reformers, among them Richard Hooker (1554–
1600), defended the ancient doctrine of natural law.
In Edmund Spenser’s epic The Faerie Queene (1590),
a glorification of the reign of Elizabeth I, Una, the
personification of Protestantism as the true form of
Christianity, meets a lion who after first attacking
her becomes her devoted companion because he is
overwhelmed by her beauty. The lion represents
natural law which acknowledges itself as part of di-
vine law. By killing Kirkrapin, who is an ally of mo-
nasticism, the lion demonstrates that theft – the
monks being parasites – and celibacy contradict
natural law. In Shakespeare’s King Lear (1606),
Gloucester’s son Edgar as poor Tom meets Lear and
Kent in a hut on the heath and summarizes the sec-
ond table of the Ten Commandments, their igno-
rance leading to chaos. The doctrine of natural law
and its identification with the Ten Commandments
was accepted by Lutherans, Calvinists, and Catholics
as well. Thus in his satirical Suenos (1627, Dreams),
the Spanish Catholic Francisco de Quevedo imag-
ines the scene of the last judgment where the Ten
Commandments are guarding the small gate to
heaven. Natural law plays also a role in Pedro Calde-
rón de la Barca’s drama La cisma de Inglaterra (1627,
The Schism of England). In order to marry Anne Bo-
leyn, Henry VIII must divorce his first wife, Cather-
ine of Aragon. The king justifies his desire for di-
vorce by arguing that it is strictly forbidden to
marry his dead brother’s former wife, even though
he knows quite well that natural law and holy Scrip-
ture do allow it. The hero of Grimmelshausen’s
novel Der Abentheurliche Simplicissimus Teutsch (1668,
The Adventurous Simplicissimus), is taught the basic
truths of Christianity by a hermit, among them the
Mosaic law and the Decalogue. When the vicious
Olivier justifies his robbery and murder during the
Thirty Years War by referring to Macchiavelli, Sim-
plicissimus insists that they are in opposition to
natural and divine law.

Encyclopedia of the Bible and Its Reception                                                                        vol. 20 
© Walter de Gruyter, Berlin/Boston, 2022



1011 Natural Religion

Natural law became extremely relevant as a
source of morality during the Enlightenment. Thus
in his Apologie oder Schutzschrift für die vernünftigen Ver-
ehrer Gottes (ca. 1750, Apology or protective letter for
God’s rational worshippers) – fragments of it were
published by G. E. Lessing in 1774 – the Orientalist
Hermann Samuel Reimarus claimed that Jesus and
the apostles draw their moral precepts out of the
law of nature. In the comedy Der neue Menoza (1774,
The new Menoza) by Reinhold Lenz the subject of
incest plays a central role. The main figure of the
play, the Prince of Tandi, is informed that the orien-
talist Michaelis in Göttingen in his Abhandlung von
den Ehegesetzen Mosis, welche die Heyrathen in die nahe
Freundschaft untersagen (1755, Treatise about the Mo-
saic laws concerning marriage, prohibiting the mar-
riage between close relatives) has shown that the
prohibition of incest does not belong to natural law
which is valid also for us but was only part of the
positive law of old Israel. In the second half of the
18th century, expeditions to the South Seas made it
plausible that certain customs such as monogamy
do not belong to the universal natural law as as-
sumed before. Thus, in Denis Diderot’s Supplément
au voyage de Bougainville (1772, Supplement to Bou-
gainville’s voyage) a native chief shows a missionary
that incest cannot be forbidden, for otherwise the
children of Adam and Eve, the first human beings
at all, could not have married. In Zacharias
Werner’s play Martin Luther oder die Weihe der Kraft
(1806, Martin Luther or the consecration of
strength), Spalatin justifies the liquidation of the
nunnery in Wittenberg by explaining that the vow
to remain unmarried contradicts natural law. On
the other hand, William Blake attacks the exclusiv-
ity of conjugal love, and in The Marriage of Heaven
and Hell (1790), he denies that virtue means follow-
ing the Ten Commandments. That social changes
involved changes in morality can be shown by Lord
Byron who in his Don Juan (1819) ascribes to Mal-
thus as the eleventh commandment, “Thou shalt
not marry, unless well.” In the 19th century, the
criticism of the Ten Commandments as the founda-
tion of Western morality increased, culminating in
Nietzsche’s Also sprach Zarathustra (1883, Thus Spake
Zarathustra) where Zarathustra destroys the old ta-
bles of law, replacing them with new ones.

During the Second World War and the battle
against national socialist ideology, the Austrian em-
igrant Arnim Rosenberg asked ten authors to write
episodes about the Decalogue. Contributors to the
collection The Ten Commandments: Ten Short Novels of
Hitler’s War against the Moral Code (1943) included,
among others, Franz Werfel and Thomas Mann. In
the preface, Hermann Rauschning quotes a state-
ment ascribed to Hitler, who wanted to free man-
kind from the old tables of law. In his novella Das
Gesetz (1944, The Tables of the Law), Mann refers to
this statement when his Moses curses those who re-
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peal the Decalogue. Considering the results of the
historical-critical research of the HB/OT, he ironi-
cally describes how God ordered Moses to write
down the Ten Commandments as a summary of his
moral law and the essence of human decency. Thus,
the Decalogue was again identified with natural law
as a universal moral code and a weapon against the
destruction of humanity by national socialism.
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Natural Religion

The term natural religion is polysemous. However,
in the strict sense, the term refers to Enlightenment
concepts of religion that presuppose the following:
that religious convictions and practices can be estab-
lished purely by means of human reason and that
this natural religion is available to all and its truth
can be deduced rationally (see “Enlightenment”).

The relationship of natural religion to positive,
revelatory religions may be interpreted in various
ways. The idea of natural religion, for example, is
reflected in Paul’s conception that knowledge of
God can be derived independently of revelation
(Rom 1:19–21; 2:14–15). In antiquity and the Mid-
dle Ages, moreover, the distinction between natural
religion and natural theology had not yet been
drawn. In the 15th century, the Florentine human-
ist Marsilio Ficino (1433–1499) made use of the
term religio naturalis to describe the inclination to
worship a divine power. Jean Bodin’s (1530–1596)
posthumous Colloqium heptaplomeres de rerum sublim-
ium arcanis abditis is important for the history of the
term, as it anticipates some of the central motifs of
Enlightenment philosophy of religion and affirms
the sufficiency of natural religion. In the late 16th
century, the Silesian Unitarian, Martin Seidel (ca.
1545–ca.1610/20), offered in his treatise Origo et fun-
damenta religionis Christianae both a scathing criti-
cism of the Bible as well as considerations on natu-
ral religion (though he did not use the term).
Anticipating later, Enlightenment biblical criticism,
he deconstructed the biblical accounts of early
Christianity and opposed typological interpretation
of the OT as well as proof from prophecy. However,
he interpreted the Decalogue more positively as the
re-disclosure of the forgotten moral law of natural
religion.

In 1665, the Polish Unitarian theologian
Andrzey Wiszowaty (1608–1678) claimed in his
book Religio naturalis that human reason is the
“source” of the knowledge of God and provided im-
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