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For a week, Paris celebrated. Banners hung from 
windows, church bells rang, and 
the narrow streets filled with 
music, feasting, and crowds 
gathered for the royal wedding. 
Catholics and Protestants had 
come together for a marriage 
intended to bring peace after 
decades of religious unrest. Ever 
since Luther had taken his stand 
at Worms, half a century earlier, 
the Reformation had divided kingdoms and 
challenged old allegiances across Europe. France itself 
had endured ten years of bloody religious war. Now 
Henry of Navarre, a great hope of France’s 
Huguenots, took the hand of Margaret of Valois, 
sister of the Catholic king. Old enemies embraced in 
the streets. For a moment, it seemed peace had finally 
come to France. Instead, the wedding had brought 
thousands of Huguenots to Paris at precisely the 
moment their enemies were preparing to strike.

According to the traditional account, just after 
midnight on August 24, on the feast of St. 
Bartholomew, the bells of Saint-Germain l’Auxerrois 
began to ring. The bells were not calling anyone to 
worship. They were the signal.

By dawn, Admiral Gaspard de Coligny, the Huguenot 
general who had trusted the king’s word, was dead: 
thrown from his window, mutilated, and dragged 
through the streets. He was only the first. Armed 
mobs, roused by the bells, went house to house killing 

Huguenot men, women, and children. Infants were 
not spared. Bodies were thrown into the Seine until 
the river ran red.

In three days, thousands died in 
Paris alone. The killing spread to 
Lyon, Orleans, Rouen, and 
Toulouse for weeks, until 
thousands, and by many 
accounts, tens of thousands of 
French Protestants were dead. 
That is how normalized 
slaughter had become. 

We should also understand what inspired such 
hatred towards the Huguenots during this time. They 
were Frenchmen who had learned, through their 
fellow countryman, John Calvin, that Scripture alone, 
not the priest or the pope or the king, was the final 
authority under God. The Huguenots organized their 
churches around elected elders instead of appointed 
bishops, and believed that the plowman and the king 
alike answered to God’s law. In a kingdom built on 
the ultimate power of kings and a single state church, 
that conviction was treason and heresy in the same 
breath. The crown did not move that night to win an 
argument. It moved to erase a people. But it also 
forced the question: What is the duty of a Christian 
when the civil ruler himself becomes murderous and 
lawless? This helped set the stage for the development 
of a more explicit “Huguenot resistance theory.” 

Prior to this massacre, French Reformed thinkers had 
generally emphasized obedience to the crown. After 
1572, Huguenot writers developed a much more 
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explicit doctrine of lawful resistance to tyranny. They 
drew heavily on the “doctrine of the lesser 
magistrates,” which held that rulers and magistrates 
beneath the king could lawfully resist a 
tyrant who violated God’s law and the 
obligations of his office.

“Courage is not simply one of the 
virtues,” C.S. Lewis wrote, “but the 
form of every virtue at the testing 
point.”

Thousands of Huguenots recanted 
under the knife that week. Thousands 
more did not, and their children never 
forgot why. Dying in agony two years 
later, King Charles IX, who had 
authorized the killing of Huguenot 
leaders, is remembered in some 
accounts to have cried, “What blood shed! What 
murders! ... O my God, forgive me ... I am lost.” Even 
the king who ordered the massacre could not escape 
his own conscience.

The Huguenots scattered into Switzerland, Holland, 
England, and eventually across the Atlantic. When 
Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes in 1685 and 
outlawed Protestant worship in France, a fresh wave 
of refugees sailed for the English colonies. They were 
by then, a people ruled by conscience and covenant, 
not by the whim of kings.  They could govern 
themselves under God: the same seed already taking 
root in Geneva, in Scotland through John Knox, and 
in the Pilgrim colonies of New England.

The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572 was full 
of sorrow. But from its bloodshed grew a clear 
understanding of ordered liberty.  Within two years, 

Theodore Beza’s Right of Magistrates 
(1574) confronted the question:  What 
happens when the ruler charged with 
administering justice becomes the 
instrument of tyranny? Interestingly,  
Beza was John Calvin’s successor in 
Geneva and lived through the aftermath 
of the Massacre.  He even helped shelter 
refugees of the Massacre in Geneva.  

The intellectual bread of freedom was 
a contagion in Europe at the time and 
some of the most impactful documents 
of liberty were being drafting during 
this season of persecution. Written 
under the pseudonym Stephanus Junius 

Brutus in 1579, the Huguenot tract, Vindiciae Contra 
Tyrannos built upon the ideas of Beza and argued the 
principles of biblical resistance to tyrannical kings.  
The historic concept that the authorities themselves 
stand beneath a higher law and that lesser magistrates 
may lawfully resist a tyrant, proved instrumental in 
our own history as well. In fact the Vindiciae describes 
kings as “the vassals of the King of Kings” meant to 
maintain the law of God, defend good, and punish 
evil. Long before Locke articulated his theory of 
government, that same golden thread ran forward 
through Samuel Rutherford’s Lex, Rex and eventually 
into the American resistance tradition.  

The sacrifice of those Frenchmen is written all 
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through the American story. Paul Revere’s father was 
a Huguenot refugee. John Jay, first Chief Justice of 
the United States, descended from Huguenots. Elias 
Boudinot and Henry Laurens, both Presidents of 
Congress, came from Huguenot 
families.

See? The blood spilled in Paris was not 
the end of the story! A few 
generations later, that legacy of 
resistance was studied by Americans 
who fought for independence, shaped 
the new republic, and helped establish 
its constitutional order. This is the 
golden thread of liberty running 
through Scripture and history!  From 
the prophets who paid with their lives 
for speaking truth to kings, through 
the martyrs of the early church, 
through Calvin’s Geneva and the 
Huguenots who would not bow, 
history is full of God’s faithfulness. 

And it was a single pastor, John Robinson of Leiden, 
who managed to train up a small legion of families 
who lit a spark of biblical liberty that still rages in our 
own hearts today.   Twelve years after the Paris 
Massacre, the Dutch in Leiden resisted Spanish 
siege and starvation in 1574.  That same city would, 
30 years later, shelter some English Separatists who 
would eventually climb into the ships that crossed the 
Atlantic, and prove themselves as steppingstones of 
hope to a nation that dared to write the free exercise 
of religion, and limited government into its founding 
law. 

Why it Matters Today

Can you imagine it? Tens of thousands of your fellow 
churchgoers killed in a matter of weeks, hunted down 

in their own homes for believing that 
God’s Word, rather than the authority 
of a priest, bishop, or king, stood above 
human rulers.  

That is what liberty of conscience cost 
the Huguenots. Out of this tragedy 
though, we inherited the freedom to 
read Scripture in our own language, to 
worship without a king’s permission, 
to answer to God before we answer to 
any government. These ideas were not 
invented in America. That freedom
was purchased at a terrible cost by 
people who never lived to see what 
their sacrifice would make possible.  
The founders pulled from centuries of 

Christian resistance theory, and their libraries 
evidenced their deep engagement with this history 
Our generation is the next in line.  What if we begin 
by becoming familiar with some of the books that 
inspired our own Revolution?  

If you’d like to join us in understanding what the 
Bible has to teach us on obedience and authority, visit 
our Paper Trail of Liberty series HERE to read more 
about the Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos (1579) and what 
John Adams had to say about it!  
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https://worldhistoryinstitute.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/PTLVCTyrannos.pdf

