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introduction

The relationship between the authority given to the church and the authority given 
to the state has been one of the most controversial issues to arise in the twenty cen-
turies since the birth of Christ. What exactly are the duties and responsibilities given 
by God to the church and to the state, respectively? Do their spheres of authority 
overlap? If so, where? Is one authority subordinate to the other? These questions and 
many others have not been confined to the ivory towers of theological speculation. 
Wars have been fought to promote one theory of authority or another. Christians 
have been martyred for their views on this issue.

In the twentieth century, this question became more urgent than ever as numerous 
murderous regimes such as Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union claimed abso-
lute authority and murdered millions upon millions of human beings in violation of the 
most basic laws of God. Even those governments that have not violated God’s law as 
overtly as this have been guilty of legalizing the killing of unborn children. Christians 
with a biblically informed conscience have been torn as they have wondered how 
they should respond to state-sanctioned evil. Those Christians who have raised their 
voices in the United States have often been silenced by those who claim that Christian 
responses on such issues are a violation of the principle of the separation of church and 
state. Because of actions such as this, the church has sometimes found herself intimi-
dated into silence and retreat. Many Christians have adopted a “ghetto mentality,” 
confining themselves to purely “spiritual” matters of worship and abstract theological 
doctrines. The biblical teaching, however, is not as simple as that. The state has been 
given responsibilities by God, but so has the church, and she is negligent if she fails to 
preach the whole counsel of God—including the biblical doctrine of civil government.

May this series enable you to understand the nature of the relationship between the 
church and state in order that you may faithfully obey God as well as those He has 
placed in lawful authority over you.

Sincerely,

R.C. Sproul
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1

Legal Force

MESSAgE iNtrodUCtioN

In Israel under the Old Covenant, church and state were intertwined in a virtual the-
ocracy. With the coming of Christ and the sending of the church into the nations of 
the world under the terms of the New Covenant, Christians have been forced to face 
the question of the relationship between the church and the various governments 
under which it finds itself living. In this lecture, Dr. Sproul introduces the highly 
important issue of the relationship between church and state.

LEArNiNg objECtivES

1. To be able to state the basic definition of “government”
2. To be able to explain the fundamental origin of human government

QUotAtioNS

God reigns over the nations; God sits on His holy throne.
The princes of the people have gathered together, The people of the God of Abraham.
For the shields of the earth belong to God; He is greatly exalted.

—Psalm 47:8–9

God, the supreme Lord and King of all the world, hath ordained civil magistrates to be 
under Him, over the people, for His own glory, and the public good: and, to this end, hath 
armed them with the power of the sword, for the defense and encouragement of them 
that are good, and for the punishment of evil doers.

—Westminster Confession of Faith, XXIII:1
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LECtUrE oUtLiNE

A. Introduction

1. One of the most important issues to face the Christian in our day is the question of 
the relationship between the church and the state.

2. This relationship has been a matter of great concern to the Christian community 
from the very beginning of the Christian era.

3. Old Testament Israel was governed by a virtual theocracy—a state ruled by God 
through anointed kings.

4. In the Old Testament, the church and state were so closely integrated that to 
speak of separation between the two would be a mistake.

5. Once the New Testament community was established, the church moved out into 
all kinds of different nations with different kinds of secular governments.

6. In this new situation, the church had to face the question of how to relate to these 
different forms of government.

B. The Nature of Government

1. The first question we must ask involves the definition of “government” at its most 
elementary and foundational form.

2. We have to ask, “What is the essence of human government?”
3. That question can be answered with one word—force.
4. Government is force, but it is a force that is backed by some kind of legal struc-

ture; it is “legal force.”
5. Government is a structure that is legally endowed with the right to use force to 

compel its citizens to do certain things and not do other things.

C. The Origin of Government

1. The original form of government rested in the rule and authority of God Himself.
2. Before any human government was ever established, there was already govern-

ment because in creation the Author of the universe gave commands to His first 
creatures.

3. Along with His commands, God also gave prohibitions to which were attached 
sanctions to be imposed if man disobeyed.

4. The first manifestation of earthly government may be seen in the angel that God 
placed at the entrance to the Garden of Eden.

5. The angel was given an instrument of force to prevent Adam and Eve from return-
ing to the paradise in which they were created.

6. Even before the Fall, there was an authority structure in that Adam and Eve were 
given dominion over the earth and its creatures.

D. A Necessary Evil?

1. Augustine considered government to be a necessary evil.
2. All governments are representative of fallen humanity because all governments 

are made up of fallen human beings.
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3. Augustine argued that human government was not necessary before the Fall.
4. Aquinas differed with Augustine, arguing that there could still have been a place 

for government in an unfallen world based on the principle of the division of labor.
5. Aquinas did agree that the primary purpose of government was to restrain evil.
6. The primary purpose for which government was created in the first place was 

to exercise restraint upon human evil in order to preserve the very possibility of 
human existence.

7. Government exists to protect human life from the destructive impulses of other 
human beings.

8. Government also exists to protect human property from those who would violate 
other human beings by stealing or destroying other people’s property.

9. In order to protect property, human government regulates agreements, upholds 
contracts, and ensures just weights and balances.

10. Government also protects the world itself, regulating how we treat animals and 
the environment.

E. Separation of Church and State

1. We hear much these days about the concept of the separation of church and state.
2. This phrase is found nowhere in the founding documents of the American Republic.
3. The phrase was originally found in the private correspondence of Thomas 

Jefferson.
4. It has become enshrined as one of the few remaining absolutes in American culture.
5. In our day, the concept does not mean the same thing it meant to Jefferson.
6. In our culture, “separation of church and state” has come to mean “separation of 

the state from God.”
7. The church and the state do operate in different spheres, but neither operates 

apart from the authority of God.
8. The moment any government declares itself independent of God, it has become 

demonized.

StUdy QUEStioNS

1. Old Testament Israel was governed by a virtual ____________—a state ruled by God 
through anointed kings. 
a.  Democracy
b. Oligarchy 
c. Theocracy 
d. Anarchy

2. Government is basically____________. 
a.  Legal force
b. Evil
c.  Separate from the authority of God 
d.  All of the above
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3. The first manifestation of earthly government may be seen in____________ 
a. The covenant that God made with Noah after the flood
b.  The angel that God placed at the entrance to the Garden of Eden 
c.  The mark that God gave to Cain
d.  The establishment of the kingdom of Israel

4. Augustine considered government to be____________. 
a.  An unnecessary evil
b.  A necessary evil
c.  An unmitigated good 
d.  Neither good nor evil

5. Aquinas did agree that the primary purpose of government was____________.
a. To levy taxes
b.  To educate children
c.  To regulate Christian worship 
d.  To restrain evil

6. In our culture, “separation of church and state” has come to mean____________.
a. Separation of the state from God
b.  Separation of the church from accountability 
c.  Separation of the church from God
d.  Separation of the state from law

bibLE StUdy

1. Read Genesis 1. What indications of the existence of a form of God-ordained gov-
ernment appear in this first chapter of the Bible? What is the nature of this early 
form of government?

2. Read Romans 13:1–4. What basic principles of government can be learned from 
this passage? What is the source of a government’s authority? Whom does the 
civil magistrate serve?

3. What is the basic purpose of human government, according to 1 Peter 2:13–14?

diSCUSSioN QUEStioNS

1. In the lecture, Dr. Sproul defined “government” as essentially “legal force.” Do 
you agree that this definition is accurate. Why or why not?

2. According to Augustine, human government is “a necessary evil.” Do you agree 
with this assessment? Would there have been a place for human government if 
the Fall had not occurred? Explain your answer.

3. What is the legitimate meaning of the phrase “separation of church and state”? 
What has this phrase come to mean in our modern culture?
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APPLiCAtioN

1. Read and meditate on the principles outlined in Romans 13:1–4 and 1 Peter 2:13–
14. Consider what these principles mean for you as an individual, and consider 
what they mean for the church.

2. Have you demonstrated the kind of respect toward civil government that the 
New Testament requires? Do you pray for those in office, those who are “God’s 
ministers” (Romans 13:6), according to Scripture? If not, begin to do so.

For FUthEr StUdy

Hall, David W. Savior or Servant?, pp. 1–38
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Civil Obedience

MESSAgE iNtrodUCtioN

Jesus Christ is the King of kings and Lord of lords, and all earthly authorities exercise 
their authority because it has been delegated to them by Him. Because God has set up 
a hierarchical structure of delegated authority, the Christian’s basic obligation is civil 
obedience. Disrespect for a God-appointed authority is disrespect for God. In this 
lecture, Dr. Sproul examines the foundation of earthly authority.

LEArNiNg objECtivES

1. To be able to explain why civil obedience is the basic obligation of every person, 
including the Christian

2. To be able to explain the hierarchical structure of authority under the kingship  
of Christ

QUotAtioNS

Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except 
from God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by God.

—Romans 13:1

It has not come about by by human perversity that the authority over all things on earth 
is in the hands of kings and other rulers, but by divine providence and holy ordinance.

—John Calvin

LECtUrE oUtLiNE

A. The New Testament on the Origin and Function of Government

1. Historically, the definitive biblical passage on the nature and task of earthly gov-
ernment has been considered to be Romans 13:1–7.

2. Romans 13 begins with the words, “Let every soul be subject to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and the authorities that 
exist are appointed by God.”



2—Civil obedience  9

3. Paul begins here with an overarching mandate to the first-century Christians, call-
ing for civil obedience.

4. The Christian’s fundamental obligation is to be a model of civil obedience, not an 
unruly citizen disrespectful of the governing authority.

5. Christians are to be as obedient as we can possibly be with a good conscience.
6. It is also important to note here that Paul is writing to people who are under the 

oppressive Roman government.

B. A Hierarchy of Authority

1. Every soul is to be subject to the governing authorities because there is no author-
ity except from God.

2. Peter puts it differently, saying that we should submit ourselves to the earthly 
authorities for Christ’s sake.

3. If God sets an authority between Himself and me and I disrespect that author-
ity, my disrespect carries beyond that authority to the One who established that 
authority over me.

4. The biblical concept of authority is characterized by a hierarchical structure, and 
at the top of the hierarchy is God Himself.

5. There is no authority invested in any institution or in any person that isn’t del-
egated by God; only God has inherent and intrinsic authority.

C. King of Kings

1. In the hierarchy of authority, God the Father gives all authority in heaven and 
earth to Jesus Christ.

2. God has enthroned Jesus Christ at His right hand as King of kings.
3. All the kings that exist in this world themselves have a King who reigns over them 

and to whom they are accountable.
4. Vast multitudes of people do not acknowledge Christ as King.
5. This is why the heart of the church’s task is political in the sense of proclaiming 

the kingdom of God, bearing witness to the truth of Christ’s kingship.
6. Christians’ first loyalty must be to their heavenly King.
7. We are called to respect, honor, pray for, and be in subjection to our earthly 

authorities, but the minute we exalt the earthly authority over the authority of 
Christ, we have betrayed Him and committed treason against the King of kings.

8. In the hierarchy of authority, God as supreme authority delegates the rule of 
the world to His Son, Jesus Christ, and then under Christ there are subordinate 
authorities.

D. Unlawful Disobedience

1. This world is ensnared by a “complex” of evil, or a “context” of evil, and this com-
plex is defined in biblical terms as lawlessness.

2. The lowest form of human corruption is seen in a spirit of lawlessness.
3. The archenemy of the Christian faith is described in Scripture as “the man of 

lawlessness.”
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4. Sin is a political matter in the sense that it relates to government—the ultimate 
government of God.

5. Every time we sin, we participate in the evil that holds the whole world under its 
power.

6. Every act of obedience or disobedience in this world is connected to the transcen-
dent Source of all authority.

E. Wicked Rulers

1. It is important to note that, when Paul says that the authorities that exist are 
appointed by God, he does not say that all the authorities that exist are godly 
authorities.

2. God raises governments up, and God brings them down.
3. The fact that God appoints the authorities does not mean that God endorses and 

approves of everything that such an authority does.
4. Every king is subject to the law of God and will be judged accordingly.
5. The prophet Habakkuk dealt with the problem of oppression by wicked and god-

less governments.
6. God indicated to Habakkuk that He used wicked nations to punish other wicked 

nations.

StUdy QUEStioNS

1. Historically, the definitive biblical passage on the nature and task of earthly gov-
ernment has been considered to be ____________.
a.  Genesis 9:5–7
b.  Romans 13:1–7 
c.  2 Samuel 7:1–17 
d.  Matthew 28:18

2. The Christian’s fundamental obligation in relation to earthly government is 
____________.
a. To be a model of nonviolent civil disobedience
b.  To be a model of civil obedience 
c.  To be an unruly citizen
d.  To passively renounce any obligation to any such earthly government

3. When Paul says in Romans that “the authorities that exist are appointed by God,” 
why is the historical context of the letter important? ____________
a.  Because Paul is writing to people who are under the government of a godly 

Jewish king
b.  Because Paul is writing to people who democratically elected their own gov-

ernment
c.  Because Paul is writing to people who are under the oppressive Roman gov-

ernment
d. None of the above
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4. In the biblical concept of authority, there is____________. 
a.  A hierarchical structure
b. A democratic structure 
c. An anarchical structure 
d. No structure

5. In what sense is the heart of the church’s task political? ____________
a.  In the sense that the church is to identify itself exclusively with one political 

party
b.  In the sense that the church should rule the civil magistrate and wield the 

sword
c.  In the sense that the church is to bear witness to the truth of Christ’s king-

ship
d. In the sense that the church should become a political action committee

bibLE StUdy

1. Read Romans 13:1–7 again. What is the basic responsibility of the Christians 
whom Paul is addressing? How significant is it to our understanding of this pas-
sage to know that the governing authorities to whom the Roman Christians were 
subject were those of the brutal Roman Empire?

2. Read 1 Timothy 6:15 and Revelation 1:5. What is the relationship between earthly 
governing authorities and Jesus Christ, according to these verses of Scripture?

3. Read Acts 2:29–36. According to this part of Peter’s sermon, when did God exalt 
Jesus to supreme Lordship at His right hand in fulfillment of His promise to 
David?

diSCUSSioN QUEStioNS

1. No Christian today lives under a perfectly holy and righteous earthly civil gov-
ernment, yet Christians are called to be models of good citizenship. How do we 
show due respect for less than righteous earthly rulers while maintaining our 
faithfulness to our Supreme Lord?

2. Biblical passages such as Matthew 28:18; Acts 2:29–39; 17:7; Colossians 1:13;  
1 Timothy 6:15; Revelation 1:5; and others indicate that Christ is King now and 
that His kingdom has already been inaugurated. What implications does this 
have for our understanding of earthly civil governments? Why do some Chris-
tians continue to maintain that Christ will become King only in the future?

3. Why is it very important for the church to have a clear understanding of its role 
in its relation to that of the civil magistrate? How have misunderstandings about 
the relationship of the two as well as their respective duties damaged the cause 
of Christ in the past?
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APPLiCAtioN

1. Reflect on what it means for Christ to be King of kings and Lord of lords. Con-
sider what it means for your understanding of your government.

2. Consider some ways in which you can support and encourage Christians living 
under extremely wicked rulers throughout the world. Can you pray for them? 
If yes, then do so. Can you support ministries that help them? If yes, then do so. 
Can you help them more directly? If yes, then do so.

For FUthEr StUdy

Hall, David W. Savior or Servant?, pp. 161–80
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the Sword and the Keys

MESSAgE iNtrodUCtioN

In the history of the church, some of the gravest problems have been caused when 
the church has assumed the power of the sword and when the state has assumed the 
power of the keys. While both the church and the state are institutions ordained by 
God and accountable to God, their roles and powers are separated. In this lecture, Dr. 
Sproul examines the powers given to the church and state, respectively.

LEArNiNg objECtivES

1. To be able to explain the meaning of the power of the sword and why it belongs 
only to the state

2. To begin to understand how the power of the sword is manifested in the state

QUotAtioNS

The law of the Lord forbids killing; but, that murders may not go unpunished, the 
Lawgiver himself puts into the hand of his ministers a sword to be drawn against all 
murderers. It is not for the pious to afflict and hurt; yet to avenge, at the Lord’s com-
mand, the afflictions of the pious is not to hurt or to afflict.

—John Calvin

The powers of the civil magistrate then, are limited by righteousness, (not always by 
facts) to these general functions, regulating and adjudicating all secular rights, and pro-
tecting all members of civil society in their enjoyment of their several proper shares 
thereof. This general function implies a number of others; prominently, these three: tax-
ation, punishment, including capital for capital crimes, and defensive war.

—Robert L. Dabney



14  Church and State

LECtUrE oUtLiNE

A. Introduction

1. We have seen that both the church and the state are institutions ordained by God.
2. During the Reformation, Martin Luther made a distinction between the two king-

doms: the kingdom of the state and the kingdom of the church.
3. Throughout the Middle Ages, and even into the Reformation era, the distinc-

tion between the church and the state was often blurred, and the state had much 
authority in the affairs of the church.

B. Instruments of Justice

1. In Romans 13, Paul says that the magistrate does not bear the sword in vain, for he 
is God’s minister.

2. There is a certain amount of idealism in what Paul says about civil magistrates 
because they can and often do become considerably corrupt.

3. Civil magistrates can become instruments of injustice rather than justice.
4. Paul is setting forth the appointed role of civil government—that it is instituted by 

God as an instrument in the hands of God to promote justice and to punish evil.
5. The civil government is to enact laws that promote justice. 

C. The Power of the Sword

1. According to Paul, the civil magistrate does not bear the sword in vain.
2. The power of the sword is given to the civil magistrate, not to the church.
3. This means that the church does not carry out her mission through coercion or 

military conflict.
4. In some other religions—Islam, for example—the “church” is given an agenda of 

conquest.
5. The power of the sword represents the right of the state to use force to make its 

citizens comply with the law.
6. The power of the sword provides the foundation for the classical Christian view 

of “just war.”
7. The “just war theory” says that while all wars are evil, not everybody’s involve-

ment in war is evil.
8. There can be a just use of the sword to protect citizens from an aggressive inva-

sion from a hostile nation.
9. The state is authorized to use the sword to uphold justice and to defend the inno-

cent and weak from the powerful and guilty in civil society.
10. The church, on the other hand, has ministerial power and spiritual authority.
11. The church has not been given the sword as a means of spreading the kingdom; 

instead, the church is to do this by the power of the Word and the power of 
service.
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D. The Church and State

1. There is a division of labor between the church and the state.
2. According to the Westminster Confession of Faith, civil magistrates are not to 

assume the administration of Word and sacrament.
3. Even in Old Testament Israel, a truly theocratic nation, a distinction was made 

between the role of the priest and that of the king.
4. The power of the keys belongs to the church.
5. The power of the keys involves church discipline.
6. Church courts and civil courts each have their own jurisdictions.
7. The church is called to be a critic of the state when the state fails to obey its man-

date under God.

StUdy QUEStioNS

1. During the Reformation, ____________ made a distinction between the two king-
doms: the kingdom of the state and the kingdom of the church.
a.  Martin Luther
b.  The Roman Catholic church 
c.  Martin Bucer
d.  John Knox

2. The power of the sword is given to____________. 
a.  The Pope
b.  The church
c.  The civil magistrate 
d.  All of the above

3. In what religion is the “church” given an agenda of military conquest? ____________
a.  Christianity 
b.  Islam
c.  Buddhism 
d.  Judaism

bibLE StUdy

1. Read each of the following passages. How does each contribute to an evaluation 
of capital punishment?
a.  Genesis 9:5–6
b.  Exodus 21:12–17

2. How do each of the following passages contribute to our understanding of war 
and the believer’s relationship to it? ____________
a.  Deuteronomy 7 
b. Deuteronomy 20 
c.  Isaiah 2:4
d.  Hebrews 11:32–33
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3. What do the following passages have to teach us about the role of the sword in 
the life of the church? ____________
a.  John 18:36
b.  2 Corinthians 10:3–4

diSCUSSioN QUEStioNS

1. Why is it extremely important not to blur the distinction between the roles of 
the church and the state? What kinds of problems have been created in the past 
when these roles have been blurred or confused?

2. How do Paul’s words apply to an unjust civil magistrate? How should the Chris-
tian respond to an unjust civil government? Should the response of the individual 
Christian be different from the response of the church? If so, in what way and 
why?

3. How is the “just war theory” supported by Scripture? Is such support sufficient, 
or does biblical evidence discredit the theory? Explain.

4. Is capital punishment by the state supported by the Bible? Defend your answer 
from Scripture.

APPLiCAtioN

1. Read and meditate on the passages of Scripture dealing with the state’s power 
of the sword. As you think through modern questions related to this subject, use 
what you have learned to formulate a biblically informed view.

2. When and if you believe that the church or the state is abusing its power, make 
sure that you offer any criticism in a way that is consistent with the respect that 
is due these authorities.

For FUthEr StUdy

Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:20:10–12
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established Religion

MESSAgE iNtrodUCtioN

Throughout much of the history of the church, Christians have lived in countries 
with an established church. In other words, they have lived in nations in which a par-
ticular church enjoyed the favor and protection of the state. The United States was 
founded by people fleeing the persecution that often resulted from state-established 
churches. In this lecture, Dr. Sproul examines the meaning of establishmentarianism 
and explains why the United States has attempted to avoid this particular under-
standing of church/state relations.

LEArNiNg objECtivES

1. To understand the basic meaning of establishmentarian thinking
2. To be able to explain why the founders of the United States attempted to avoid 

state-established churches

QUotAtioNS

The civil magistrate may not assume to himself the administration of the word and sac-
raments, or the power of the keys of the kingdom of heaven; yet he hath authority, and 
it is his duty, to take order, that unity and peace be preserved in the church, that the 
truth of God be kept pure and entire, that all blasphemies and heresies be suppressed, 
all corruptions and abuses in worship and discipline prevented or reformed, and all the 
ordinances of God duly settled, administered, and observed. For the better effecting 
whereof, he hath power to call synods, to be present at them, and to provide that what-
soever is transacted in them be according to the mind of God.

—Westminster Confession of Faith, XXIII:3 (1646 English Version)

Civil magistrates may not assume to themselves the administration of the Word and 
sacraments; or the power of the keys of the kingdom of heaven; or, in the least, inter-
fere in the matters of faith. Yet, as nursing fathers, it is the duty of civil magistrates to 
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protect the Church of our common Lord, without giving the preference to any denom-
ination of Christians above the rest, in such a manner that all ecclesiastical persons 
whatever shall enjoy the full, free, and unquestioned liberty of discharging every part of 
their sacred functions, without violence or danger. And, as Jesus Christ hath appointed 
a regular government and discipline in his Church, no law of any commonwealth should 
interfere with, let, or hinder, the due exercise thereof, among the voluntary members of 
any denomination of Christians, according to their own profession and belief. It is the 
duty of civil magistrates to protect the person and good name of all their people, in such 
an effectual manner as that no person be suffered, either upon pretence of religion or of 
infidelity, to offer any indignity, violence, abuse, or injury to any other person whatso-
ever: and to take order, that all religious and ecclesiastical assemblies be held without 
molestation or disturbance.

—Westminster Confession of Faith, XXIII:3 (1787 American Version)

LECtUrE oUtLiNE

A. Introduction

1. One of the longest words in the English language is the word “antidis- 
establishmentarianism.”

2. “Disestablishmentarianism” means that there should not be any established 
church in the nation.

3. An established church is a church that enjoys the favor and protection of the state 
government.

4. Antidisestablishmentarianism would be support for an established church. 

B. Establishment in England

1. When Henry VIII declared himself and England free from the authority of the 
Roman Catholic church, he gave himself the title of defensor fide—defender of the 
faith.

2. The crown was then seen as sovereign not only over the civil arena, but over the 
ecclesiastical arena as well.

3. Henry was followed by Edward VI, who was self-consciously Reformed and who 
sought to bring the Church of England into a fully Reformed understanding of 
Christianity.

4. When Edward died at a young age, he was succeeded by his sister Mary, who 
became known as Bloody Mary for her extensive persecutions of Protestants.

5. Under Mary, many of the leaders of England’s Protestant Reformation fled into 
exile.

6. Mary was followed by Elizabeth, who restored Protestantism and welcomed back 
many of the refugees.

7. Despite the fact that Protestants were welcomed back, Elizabeth did persecute 
many of them.
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8. Her persecution was directed toward nonconformist Protestants—those who 
believed the Anglican church had retained too many practices reminiscent of 
Roman Catholicism.

9. In particular, the nonconformists refused to wear vestments.
10. The nonconformist Protestants were given the derisive nickname “Puritans.” 

C. The New World

1. The Puritans sought relief from persecution by fleeing for refuge to other coun-
tries such as the American colonies.

2. In New England, there is a strong heritage of people who came to this country to 
escape persecution for their religious beliefs.

3. There was freedom in the New World and a spirit of religious toleration on the 
North American continent.

4. When the United States was established, one of the basic principles underlying 
the new republic was the idea that there would be no established state church 
and that the United States would guarantee the free exercise of religion for all its 
citizens.

5. This was the original principle of the separation of church and state.
6. The separation of church and state was intended to protect the rights of religious 

people to practice their religion without interference at the hands of the civil 
magistrate.

7. One of the unfortunate consequences of this principle is that people have made 
a leap from the idea of equal tolerance in the eyes of the law to the idea of equal 
validity in the eyes of God.

8. The law says nothing about who is right and who is wrong.
9. Christians must be careful about attempting to get the civil magistrate to forward 

their agenda in a country with laws such as ours.

StUdy QUEStioNS

1. ____________is a church that enjoys the favor and protection of the state 
government.
a. A persecuted church
b.  An established church 
c.  A Puritan church
d. A Roman Catholic church

2. When Henry VIII declared himself and England free from the authority of the 
Roman Catholic church, he gave himself the title of defensor fide, which means 
____________.
a. A disestablished faith
b.  Defender of the faith 
c.  A faithful defender
d. A Christian soldier
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3. Which of the following English monarchs unleashed the most severe persecution 
on Protestants? ____________
a. Henry VIII 
b. Edward VI 
c. Mary
d. Elizabeth

4. Under the reign of Elizabeth, the nonconformist Protestants were given the deri-
sive nickname____________.
a.  Antinomians 
b.  Quakers
c.  Episcopalians 
d.  Puritans

bibLE StUdy

1. How does the story of Uzziah in 2 Chronicles 26:16–21 help us to understand the 
differences in the roles of the church and state?

2. What does Hebrews 5:4 teach us about the nature of ecclesiastical offices?

diSCUSSioN QUEStioNS

1. What are some possible arguments that could be used in favor of an established 
church? What are some possible arguments that could be used in opposition to 
an established church? Which arguments do you find more persuasive? Why?

2. How has the leap been made from the idea of equal toleration in the eyes of the 
law to the idea of equal validity in the eyes of God?

3. Compare the 1646 and 1787 versions of the Westminster Confession of Faith 
XXIII:3 (both versions are included above in the Quotations section). What are 
the main differences between the two? Do you think the change in the American 
edition of the Confession was made in order to conform it more closely to the 
Bible or to conform it more closely to the ideals of the founders of the United 
States government? Explain.

APPLiCAtioN

1. Take the time to find and study a good book on the history of the first Christians 
in the New World.

2. Read through the United States Constitution. What principles enunciated 
therein reflect a biblical understanding of civil government?

For FUthEr StUdy

Hall, David W. Savior or Servant?, pp. 276–86
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5

An instrument of evil

MESSAgE iNtrodUCtioN

Although the ideal is for the state to be an instrument of justice, throughout history 
the state has often been an instrument of evil. Scripture, for example, speaks of the 
Babylonian and Roman empires in terms of satanic forces. In this lecture, Dr. Sproul 
examines how states can become instruments of the forces of darkness.

LEArNiNg objECtivES

1. To grasp the ways in which the forces of darkness can use ungodly nations as their 
instruments

2. To be able to explain the Christian’s response to wicked state governments and 
magistrates

QUotAtioNS

Then I stood on the sand of the sea. And I saw a beast rising up out of the sea, having 
seven heads and ten horns, and on his horns ten crowns, and on his heads a blasphemous 
name. . . . And he was given a mouth speaking great things and blasphemies, and he was 
given authority to continue for forty-two months.

—Revelation 13:1, 5

But if we look to God’s Word, it will lead us farther. We are not only subject to the author-
ity of princes who perform their office toward us uprightly and faithfully as they ought, 
but also to the authority of all who, by whatever means, have got control of affairs, even 
though they perform not a whit of the princes’ office. For despite the Lord’s testimony 
that the magistrate’s office is the highest gift of his beneficence to preserve the safety of 
men, and despite his appointment of bounds to the magistrates—he still declares at the 
same time that whoever they may be, they have their authority solely from him. Indeed, 
he says that those who rule for the public benefit are true patterns and evidences of this 
beneficence of his; that they who rule unjustly and incompetently have been raised up 
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by him to punish the wickedness of the people; that all equally have been endowed with 
that holy majesty with which he has invested lawful power.

—John Calvin

LECtUrE oUtLiNE

A. Introduction

1. In the church today, very little attention is paid to the realm of the evil and the 
satanic.

2. Yet this pertains to an aspect of the relationship between the church and state that 
is somewhat difficult to comprehend.

3. In Ephesians 6:10, Paul instructs believers to gird themselves for spiritual battle.
4. Paul instructs believers to be prepared to engage in spiritual conflict that involves 

authorities in a hidden realm.

B. The State in the New Testament

1. Shortly after World War II, the distinguished scholar Oscar Cullmann wrote a 
book entitled The State in the New Testament.

2. Cullmann examined the links between evil satanic forces and human 
governments.

3. He discussed the ways in which satanic influence was spread in antiquity through 
nations such as Babylon.

4. In the New Testament, we find a good example of this in the Roman Empire.
5. Many scholars believe that the beast described in the Book of Revelation refers 

primarily to Nero, who was virtually the incarnation of wickedness in Roman 
history.

6. Human governments can be “demonized,” as it were; they can become instru-
ments of evil principalities and powers.

7. It is significant that Cullmann wrote this book right after World War II because 
during that war an unprecedented form of criminal behavior by a human govern-
ment had occurred in Hitler’s Third Reich.

8. Hitler and his chief henchmen were involved in cultic rituals, and Hitler wrote in 
his own diary of the personal covenant he had made with Satan.

9. The symbol of Hitler’s new kingdom that would compete with the kingdom of 
God was the twisted cross, the swastika that became the emblem of the Third 
Reich.

10. Because human governments can become this corrupted, Christians should be 
extremely wary of mixing their religious devotion with nationalistic pride and 
patriotism.

C. Examples of Corruption

1. The primary function of human governments is to protect, sustain, and maintain 
the sanctity of human life, but sometimes the state engages in the unjust taking of 
life—genocide, abortion, etc.
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2. When the church protests against that kind of murderous behavior, the church is 
not intruding into the domain of the state; instead, the church is simply reminding 
the state of its primary function to protect life.

3. Governments that sanction murderous policies have repudiated their divine man-
date to govern.

4. A second function of human governments is to protect private property, yet some-
times governments legalize the theft of private property.

5. We see an example of this in Scripture when King Ahab steals Naboth’s vineyard 
(1 Kings 21).

6. Throughout history, human governments have often established confiscatory tax 
laws.

7. Communism made legalized theft of private property a fundamental tenet with 
the manifesto: “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need.”

8. People have confused equality with equity, and injustice—such as the redistribution 
of wealth—is now called social justice.

9. When people in a democracy realize that they have the power to vote for taxes 
on others and not themselves, justice is slain in the streets, and democracy 
self-destructs.

StUdy QUEStioNS

1. Who wrote a book shortly after World War II entitled The State in the New Testa-
ment? ____________
a.  Rudolf Bultmann
b.  Jürgen Moltmann
c.  Karl Barth
d.  Oscar Cullmann

2. Many scholars believe that the beast described in the Book of Revelation refers 
primarily to ____________, who was virtually the incarnation of wickedness in 
Roman history.
a.  Pontius Pilate 
b.  Herod
c.  Constantine 
d.  Nero

3. What infamous twentieth-century government leader wrote in his own diary of 
the personal covenant he had made with Satan? ____________
a.  Idi Amin 
b.  Pol Pot
c.  Joseph Stalin 
d.  Adolf Hitler
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4. What political/economic theory made famous the motto: “from each according 
to his ability, to each according to his need”? ____________
a.  Globalism 
b.  Fascism
c.  Communism 
d.  Capitalism

bibLE StUdy

1. Read the story of King Ahab and Naboth’s vineyard in 1 Kings 21. How does Ahab 
distort the mandate for human government as given by God?

2. Read Isaiah 14:12–14 and Ezekiel 28:12–19. Through the centuries, interpreters 
have seen in both of these passages references to Satan. Yet each of these 
prophecies was also given in specific historical contexts with reference to spe-
cific human kings. Isaiah 14:12–14 is directed to the King of Babylon, and Ezekiel 
28:12–19 is directed to the King of Tyre. How does this overlap shed light on our 
understanding of the way human governments can become “demonized”?

3. Read the description of the beast from the sea in Revelation 13. Whether this 
prophecy refers to a person or government in the past or in the future, what is its 
significance for understanding the potential depravity of human governments?

diSCUSSioN QUEStioNS

1. What are some examples from Scripture of governments that have come under 
the influence of satanic forces? Are there any examples of governments in post-
biblical history (second to twentieth centuries) that could arguably be believed to 
have come under satanic influence? Why?

2. Provide some specific examples of ways in which human governments become 
instruments of injustice rather than instruments of justice.

3. How is the church to respond when it finds itself living under the rule of a 
government that is possibly or probably under the influence of profoundly evil 
spiritual forces? How is the individual Christian to respond?

4. What are some ways in which Christians today mix their religious devotion with 
nationalistic pride or patriotism? How can this be dangerous?

APPLiCAtioN

1. Many Christians today continue to live under extremely wicked and oppressive 
governments. Find out more about these believers from ministries such as “Voice 
of the Martyrs.” Pray for these Christian men, women, and children.
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2. Many people support politicians, parties, and laws that tend to violate God’s law 
in ways they would never practice themselves. Dr. Sproul mentioned the exam-
ple of theft through taxation. Think about what you have learned in this lecture. 
Consider whether it will necessitate a reevaluation of who and what you support 
with your vote and your voice.

For FUthEr StUdy

Hall, David W. Savior or Servant?
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Civil disobedience

MESSAgE iNtrodUCtioN

One of the more controversial issues related to the question of church/state relations 
is the question of civil disobedience. The basic principle taught by Scripture is the 
principle of civil obedience, but there are times when obedience to the civil mag-
istrate would entail disobedience to God. In this lecture, Dr. Sproul introduces the 
basic principles underlying a Christian concept of civil disobedience.

LEArNiNg objECtivES

1. To be able to explain the basic biblical principle of civil disobedience
2. To be able to provide scriptural examples of the basic biblical principle of civil 

disobedience

QUotAtioNS

So they called them and commanded them not to speak at all nor teach in the name of 
Jesus. But Peter and John answered and said to them, “Whether it is right in the sight 
of God to listen to you more than to God, you judge. For we cannot but speak the things 
which we have seen and heard.”

—Acts 4:18–20

But in that obedience which we have shown to be due the authority of rulers, we are always 
to make this exception, indeed, to observe it as primary, that such obedience is never to 
lead us away from obedience to him, to whose will the desires of all kings ought to be sub-
ject, to whose decrees all their commands ought to yield, to whose majesty their scepters 
ought to be submitted. And how absurd would it be that in satisfying men you should incur 
the displeasure of him for whose sake you obey men themselves! The Lord, therefore, is the 
King of Kings, who, when his sacred mouth, must alone be heard, before all and above all 
men; next to him we are subject to those men who are in authority over us, but only in him. 
If they command anything against him, let it go unesteemed.

—John Calvin
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LECtUrE oUtLiNE

A. Introduction
1. The issue of civil disobedience is one of the more controversial issues related to 

the question of the church/state relationship.
2. Is there ever a time when it is legitimate for the church or the individual Christian 

to act in defiance of the state?
3. At the time of the American Revolution, Christians were divided on whether it 

was right to declare independence from England.
4. To this day, the answers given by Christian theologians and ethicists differ. 

B. Civil Obedience

1. The Christian’s basic responsibility is to bend over backwards to be in submission 
to the powers that be.

2. When Paul said in Romans 13 that every Christian must be subject to the mag-
istrates, he was writing to a people who were suffering under oppression at the 
hands of the Roman government.

3. Paul called the believers in Rome to be good subjects to the Empire, to pay their 
taxes, to give honor to the authorities who were over them, and to pray for those 
who were in positions of power and authority.

4. If the state is pagan, is irreligious, and engages in practices that differ from our 
religious convictions, that does not free us from the responsibility to honor it as 
the government.

5. One of the best biblical illustrations of the principle of civil obedience is the exam-
ple of Joseph and Mary in the birth narratives of Christ.

6. We are not called to be obedient only when we agree with the ruling authorities.
7. Christians are called to be model citizens, and this, in fact, was one of the defenses 

used by the early Christian apologists as a defense of Christianity before the 
authorities of the Roman Empire.

C. Civil Disobedience

1. In Acts 4, Peter and John are commanded by the authorities to stop preaching 
about Christ.

2. In this case, the authorities prohibited the apostles from doing that which Christ 
had commanded them to do.

3. The principle is this: when there is a direct conflict between the law of man and 
the law of God, we must obey the law of God.

4. If any ruler commands a person to do something that God forbids or forbids him 
from doing something that God commands, not only may that person disobey that 
ruler, he must disobey him.

D. Principle and Application

1. The basic principle of civil disobedience is simple, but the application of it to real-
life situations can become exceedingly complex.
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2. As sinful people, we are prone to distort things in order to excuse our actions.
3. At the Nuremberg trials, the German officers defended themselves by saying that 

they had only been carrying out orders given by their superior officers.
4. The Allies argued that these men had a moral obligation to disobey their superiors 

if their superiors were commanding them to engage in wrongful acts.
5. In the American civil rights movement, men such as Martin Luther King, Jr. vio-

lated local laws in order to test their constitutionality.

StUdy QUEStioNS

1. What is the Christian’s most fundamental responsibility to the state? ____________
a.  Obedience
b.  Disobedience 
c.  Separation
d.  None of the above

2. In what chapter of the New Testament are Peter and John commanded by the 
authorities to stop preaching about Christ? ____________
a.  John 4 
b.  Acts 4
c.  1 Corinthians 4 
d.  1 John 4

3. If any ruler commands a person to do something that God forbids or forbids him 
from doing something that God commands,____________.
a.  That person must disobey the ruler. 
b.  That person may disobey the ruler.
c.  That person must not disobey the ruler. 
d.  That person must overthrow the ruler.

bibLE StUdy

1. Read Daniel chapters 1–6. How do the experiences of Daniel and his friends 
illustrate both sides of the civil obedience/disobedience issue? When were they 
obedient? When were they disobedient? Why?

2. Read the account of Peter and John in Acts 4:1–31. What does this passage of 
Scripture teach us about the propriety of civil disobedience? How can it be rec-
onciled with Paul’s teaching in Romans 13?

3. How do each of the following passages illustrate the conditional nature of civil 
obedience?
a.  Exodus 1:17–20
b.  Joshua 2 (cf. James 2:25; Hebrews 11:31)
c.  1 Samuel 14:24–45 
d.  1 Kings 18
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e.  2 Kings 11:1–20
f.  Esther 1:12; 3:2; 4:8, 11
g. Jeremiah 38:1–6 
h.  Matthew 2:7–8

diSCUSSioN QUEStioNS

1. Find and read a copy of Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book IV, 
chapter 20, sections 30–32 (several editions are available on the Internet). How 
does Calvin distinguish between the roles that individuals may play in any civil 
disobedience and the roles that lesser (i.e., intermediate level) magistrates may 
play? Why is this a significant distinction?

2. Historically, some Christian theologians have argued that certain magistrates are 
unlawful and that Christians owe them no obedience. They cite as examples the 
cases of Absalom (2 Samuel 15–18) and Athaliah (2 Chronicles 22:10–23:15) and 
point to pronouncements by God such as the one found in Hosea 8:4. Do these 
passages demonstrate the existence of unlawful magistrates (i.e., usurpers)? If so, 
how does the existence of such usurpers affect our understanding of civil obedi-
ence and disobedience?

3. How would you evaluate the church’s response thus far to the legalization of 
abortion? Are the tactics of such groups as Operation Rescue in line with what 
Scripture teaches? If not, what tactics of protest would be in line with biblical 
teaching?

APPLiCAtioN

1. Based on what you have learned in this series, write an outline of the basic 
biblical principles of the relationship between the church and the state (e.g., 
foundational biblical principles, the duty of Christians, exceptions to the rule, 
legitimate and illegitimate grounds for disobedience). Include citations of Scrip-
ture passages that illustrate each outline point.

For FUthEr StUdy

Brutus, Junius. A Defense of Liberty Against Tyrants
Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV:xx:30–32
Rutherford, Samuel. Lex Rex




