
“Of Christian Liberty” 
(WCF 20.2-4) 

 
 
 

WCF 20.2  God alone is Lord of the conscience, and hath left it free from the doctrines and 
commandments of men, which are, in anything, contrary to His Word, or beside it, in 
matters of faith or worship.  So that to believe such doctrines, or to obey such commands 
out of conscience, is to betray true liberty of conscience:  and the requiring of an implicit 
faith, and an absolute and blind obedience, is to destroy liberty of conscience, and reason 
also.   
II.  God alone is Lord of the conscience.   

A.  Who has absolute right to tell us what to do?  God alone.   
1.  He alone has the right to tell us what is right and wrong:  “There is only one Lawgiver 

and Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you who judge your 
neighbor?  (James 4:12).   

2.  He is the One to whom we must all one day give an account:  “Who are you to judge 
the servant of another?  To his own master he stands or falls; and he will stand, for the 
Lord is able to make him stand” (Rom. 14:4).   

 
B.  Who has the authority to tell us what to believe and how to worship God?  God 

alone.   
1.  In matters relating to faith and worship, He has left our conscience “free from the 

doctrines and commandments of men, which are, in anything, contrary to His Word.”   
a.  “But Peter and John answered and said to them, ‘Whether it is right in the sight of 

God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; for we cannot stop 
speaking about what we have seen and heard’” (Acts 4:19-20).    

b.  “But Peter and the apostles answered, ‘We must obey God rather than men’” (Acts 
5:29).   

c.  “But do not be called Rabbi; for One is your Teacher, and you are all brothers.  Do 
not call anyone on earth your father; for One is your Father, He who is in heaven.  
Do not be called leaders; for One is your Leader, that is, Christ” (Matt. 23:8-10).   

d.  “You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you:  ‘This people honors Me with 
their lips, but their heart is far away from Me.  But in vain do they worship Me, 
teaching as doctrines the precepts of men’” (Matt. 15:7-9).   

e.  “You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men” (1 Cor. 7:23).   
 
2.  He has also left us free in regard to anything “beside” His doctrines and 

commandments.   
a.  Man may not contradict God’s Word regarding faith and worship.   
b.  Man may also not add to matters of faith and worship.   
 

3.  This pertains to all three spheres of authority:   
a.  Family, church and state.   
b.  Each has its power; each has its boundaries:   
c.  “But Peter and John answered and said to them, ‘Whether it is right in the sight of 

God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; for we cannot stop 
speaking about what we have seen and heard’” (Acts 4:19-20; cf. 5:29).   
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d.  We’ll see more of this below.   
 
C.  If we submit to the teachings and rules of men that are contrary or additional to 

God’s, what are we actually doing?   
1.  We are surrendering the freedom Christ purchased for us:  “So that to believe such 

doctrines, or to obey such commands out of conscience, is to betray true liberty of 
conscience.”   
a.  “If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if 

you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as, ‘Do not 
handle, do not taste, do not touch!’ (which all refer to things destined to perish with 
use) – in accordance with the commandments and teachings of men?” (Col. 2:20-22).   

b.  “But it was because of the false brethren secretly brought in, who had sneaked in to 
spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, in order to bring us into bondage.  
But we did not yield in subjection to them for even an hour, so that the truth of the 
gospel would remain with you” (Gal. 2:4-5).   

 
2.  We must obey God, rather than men; and in Christ, we are free to do so.   

a.  “For am I now seeking the favor of men, or of God?  Or am I striving to please men?  
If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a bond-servant of Christ” (Gal. 
1:10).   

b.  “It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore keep standing firm and do not 
be subject again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal. 5:1).   

 
D.  What does a church, or any organization, do when they require implicit faith and a 

full and unquestioned obedience?  They destroy both liberty of conscience and 
reason.   
1.  We must worship and obey in faith – knowing what God wants us to believe and do.   

a.  “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17).   
b.  “But he who doubts is condemned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and 

whatever is not from faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23).   
 

2.  We must study the Scripture for ourselves to inform our faith.   
a.  The Bereans were commended for their study of the Scripture:  “Now these were 

more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great 
eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so” (Acts 
17:11).   

b.  “You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is 
from the Jews” (John 4:22).   

 
3.  If we believe and do what man tells us, we destroy not only liberty of conscience and 

reason, but faith itself.   
a.  “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).   
b.  “Ephraim is oppressed, crushed in judgment, because he was determined to follow 

man's command” (Hos. 5:11).   
c.  Our faith and practice must be based on God’s Word, not man’s word or his 

interpretation of God’s Word.   
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WCF 20.3  They who, upon pretence of Christian liberty, do practice any sin, or cherish 
any lust, do thereby destroy the end of Christian liberty; which is, that, being delivered out 
of the hands of our enemies, we might serve the Lord without fear, in holiness and 
righteousness before Him, all the days of our life.   
III.  Christ has set us free from guilt and its consequences, from the doctrines and 

commandments of men, and from the power of sin.   
A.  Why did Jesus set us free from sin?  That we might obey/keep the Moral Law.   

1.  “For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an 
opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another” (Gal. 5:13).   

2.  “Act as free men, and do not use your freedom as a covering for evil, but use it as 
bondslaves of God” (1 Pet. 2:16).   

 
B.  What do we do to the work of Christ if we practice sin?  We destroy the freedom 

Christ has purchased.   
1.  “Promising them freedom while they themselves are slaves of corruption; for by what a 

man is overcome, by this he is enslaved” (2 Pet. 2:19).   
2.  “Jesus answered them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who commits sin is the 

slave of sin’” (John 8:34).   
3.  “To grant us that we, being rescued from the hand of our enemies, might serve Him 

without fear, in holiness and righteousness before Him all our days” (Luke 1:74-75).   
 

WCF 20.4  And because the powers which God hath ordained, and the liberty which Christ 
hath purchased, are not intended by God to destroy, but mutually to uphold and preserve 
one another; they who, upon pretence of Christian liberty, shall oppose any lawful power, 
or the lawful exercise of it, whether it be civil or ecclesiastical, resist the ordinance of God.  
And, for their publishing of such opinions, or maintaining of such practices, as are 
contrary to the light of nature, or to the known principles of Christianity (whether 
concerning faith, worship, or conversation), or to the power of godliness; or, such 
erroneous opinions or practices, as either in their own nature, or in the manner of 
publishing or maintaining them, are destructive to the external peace and order which 
Christ hath established in the Church, they may lawfully be called to account, and 
proceeded against, by the censures of the Church, and by the power of the civil magistrate.   
IV.  Christ has not freed us from lawful authority, but has freed us to obey lawful 

authority.   
A.  Did Christ, in setting us free from sin and the commandments of men, intend to set 

us free from the authority He has established?  No.  He freed us that we might obey 
His ordained authority, as it is exercised lawfully in the family, church and state.   
1.  Family:   

a.  Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord.  For the husband is the head 
of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being the Savior of 
the body” (Eph. 5:22-23).   

b.  “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.  Honor your father and 
mother (which is the first commandment with a promise), so that it may be well with 
you, and that you may live long on the earth” (Eph. 6:1-3).   

 
2.  Church:  “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls as 

those who will give an account.  Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this 
would be unprofitable for you” (Heb. 13:17).   
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3.  State:  “Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether to a 
king as the one in authority, or to governors as sent by him for the punishment of 
evildoers and the praise of those who do right.  For such is the will of God that by doing 
right you may silence the ignorance of foolish men.  Act as free men, and do not use 
your freedom as a covering for evil, but use it as bondslaves of God” (1 Pet. 2:13-16).   

4.  May the husband require his wife, parents their children, elders those under their care, 
or the state its citizens, to do anything sinful?   
a.  No.  We must submit to their authority when it is lawfully exercised.   
b.  But if they contradict or add to God’s law, we are not bound to obey.   

 
B.  What has God authorized the church and state to do if we resist the lawful use of 

authority?  We may lawfully be called to account by the church and/or state.   
1.  The church may use censures:  “If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in 

private; if he listens to you, you have won your brother.  But if he does not listen to you, 
take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every 
fact may be confirmed.  If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he 
refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” 
(Matt. 18:15-17).   

2.  The state has the power of the sword:  “Every person is to be in subjection to the 
governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist 
are established by God.  Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance 
of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves.  For 
rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil.  Do you want to have no 
fear of authority?  Do what is good and you will have praise from the same; for it is a 
minister of God to you for good.  But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it does not 
bear the sword for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on 
the one who practices evil.  Therefore it is necessary to be in subjection, not only 
because of wrath, but also for conscience' sake” (Rom. 13:1-5).   

3.  Ideally, the state should also have concern for the purity and peace of the church.   
a.  Artaxerxes commanded Ezra to set the worship of God in order in Jerusalem (Ezra 

7:23-28).   
b.  Nehemiah enforced the Sabbath and the prohibition against mixed marriages among 

the Jews, drove one priest away who had married a foreigner, and purified the 
priesthood (Neh. 13:15-30).   

c.  Josiah cleansed Judah from her idolatry and set the worship of God back in order (2 
Kings 23:5-21).   

d.  King Asa brought Judah into a covenant to seek the Lord with all their heart and soul 
and to restore the true worship of Yahweh (2 Chr. 15:12-16).   

e.  Nebuchadnezzar issued a command to protect the worship of Yahweh (Dan. 3:29).   
f.  These were all leaders of state who used their authority to protect the peace and 

purity of the church.  We are to pray for the leaders of state that they would protect 
the peace and purity of the church:  “First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and 
prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men, for kings and all 
who are in authority, so that we may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and 
dignity” (1 Tim. 2:1-2).   


