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SUMMARY

Michael Servetus: the unfortunate and fair conviction as heretic and seditionary at the

trials in Vienne and Geneva, 1553

As a Spaniard, Michael Servetus (1509-1553) not only published heretical writings, such
as De Trinitatis Evronibus and Christianismi Restitutio, but was also condemned by both

Roman Catholics and Protestants.

When reference is made to Servetus death on the stake in 1553, several historians suspect
John Calvin (1509-1564) of being directly involved in the case. On a superficial view it
would seem that Servetus was condemned, arrested, charged and sentenced by Calvin, the
Reformer and church leader from Geneva. Some historians even rebuke Calvin for the

blood murder, and remember Servetus as a martyr.

In order to re-evaluate the Case of Michael Servetus, this study concentrates on Servetus’
finger prints on history, chronologically, to establish the identity of the man behind the
heretical books. The heresies were principally anti-Trinitarianism and anti-infant baptism.
The two mentioned documents are analysed and compared to Calvin’s theology contained

in his Institute.

There were two issues at stake during the trial at Geneva: the religious matter of the
confronting heresies; and the political issue of Servetus’ conspiracy with the Genevean
Libertines. The prosecutors in Servetus’ trials were the Catholic Inquisitors in Vienne, and
the Protestant Civil Government of Geneva. The formal court proceedings are treated in
Calvin’s Opera. Calvin was summoned by the Genevean authorities to act as a religious

consultant during the trial.
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Servetus had ample opportunity to demonstrate and defend his theology, both orally and in
writing. However, he also supported the Libertines and thus he reverted to insults and

counter accusations. Calvin bravely appealed to reduce Servetus’ punishment.

In light of the sixteenth century era, the civil government acted in accordance to accepted
practice in its administered punishment of Servetus for being a seditionary. His helpers, the
Libertines, who dominated civil government in Geneva, used him for their own political
purposes. Ironically also, the implicated John Calvin tried to help Servetus over a period of
sixteen years prior to the trials. Servetus hated Calvin, making him a rival, but Calvin did

not return the rivalry.
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ABBREVIATIONS

Christianismi Restitutio
Dialogorum de Trinitate libri Duo

The Second of Edition of Ptolemy’s Geography (1541)
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