
“Of the Civil Magistrate” 
(WCF 23.1-2) 

 
 
 

WCF 23.1  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 
defence and encouragement of them that are good, and for the punishment of evil 
doers.   
I.  Why did God ordain government?  God has ordained government for His glory 

and the good of mankind.   
A.  God is the One who has established government.   

1.  All magistrates rule by His authority.   
a.  “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” (Rom. 
13:1-2).   

b.  “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” (1 Pet. 2:13-
14).   

c.  To submit to this authority, when lawfully exercised, is to submit to Him; to 
refuse to do so is to refuse to submit to Him.   

  
2.  Their purpose is to rule over the people for their good.   

a.  They are to enforce good behavior and punish evil behavior:  “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” (Rom. 13:3-4).   

b.  Government is to operate according to certain moral principles:   
(i)  They are to praise the good and punish evil, which presupposes a 

standard:  the standard that God gives.   
(ii)  They are to legislate God’s morality, not the popular or majority opinion.   

 
3.  They are to rule for the glory of God.   

a.  By enforcing His morality and justice.   
b.  By representing Him in the rewarding of the righteous and the punishment of 

the one who does evil.   
 

B.  To enforce this rule, He has given them the power of the sword.  “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” (Rom. 13:4).   
1.  The sword is entrusted to the magistrate to act in God’s place as an avenger of 

evil.   
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2.  This means they may execute those who commit crimes worthy of death.   
a.  It is not a crime to execute those who have committed capital crimes (as they 

are listed in Scripture).   
b.  To execute someone justly is not murder (which is what the sixth 

commandment forbids).   
c.  On the contrary, it would be unrighteous for the magistrate not to execute 

justice (though there are instances when mercy may be extended).   
d.  If they abuse this power – such as by praising evil or punishing good – they 

are answerable to God.   
 

WCF 23.2  It is lawful for Christians to accept and execute the office of a magistrate, 
when called thereunto:  in the managing whereof, as they ought especially to 
maintain piety, justice, and peace, according to the wholesome laws of each 
commonwealth; so, for that end, they may lawfully, now under the New Testament, 
wage war upon just and necessary occasions.   
II.  May Christians serve in public office?   

A.  Christians may serve in public office when called.   
1.  Separation of church and state means that each has its own sphere of authority 

that needs to be maintained.   
a.  To the church is committed the ministry of the Word.   
b.  To the state is committed the power of the sword.   
c.  Neither may intrude into the other’s office.   

 
2.  Separation of church and state does not mean that there is no overlap between 

the two societies.   
a.  Every member of the church is also a member of the state; although the 

contrary is not true – every member of the state is not a member of the 
church.   

b.  As a member of society, Christians are eligible for public office – we would 
even say that it would be preferable to have Christians serving, for the 
following reasons.   

 
B.  Whoever is called to office must maintain public piety, justice and peace.   

1.  These are to be preserved according to “the wholesome laws of each 
commonwealth.”   
a.  How do we know which laws are wholesome (i.e., favorable to morals, 

religion, or prosperity)?   
(i)  Simply put:  These laws must agree with God’s Law.   
(ii)  Why not say that these laws should be the same as God’s Laws?   

(a)  We’ve already seen that there has been a change from the Old 
Covenant to the New.   

(b)  The Moral Law forever remains the same and has not changed.   
(c)  The Ceremonial Law was fulfilled in Christ and so we no longer need 

to observe it – except in cases such as those mentioned in Acts 15 so as 
not to offend the Jews.   
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(d)  The Civil Law has expired with the state of Israel, except for the 
principles of general equity or justice, and so we can’t use it as it is 
written.   

(e)  But the general equity of the Law, applied to current day situations, 
produces “the wholesome laws of each commonwealth” (or at least 
they should):  these are the laws we should use.   

 
b.  These are the laws by which the magistrate must rule.   

(i)  They must rule according to God’s wisdom:  “By me kings reign, and 
rulers decree justice.  By me princes rule, and nobles, all who judge 
rightly” (Prov. 8:15-16).   

(ii)  They must rule in submission to the King of kings, i.e., in submission to 
Christ, the Prince of righteousness:  “Now therefore, O kings, show 
discernment; take warning, O judges of the earth.  Worship the LORD 
with reverence and rejoice with trembling.  Do homage to the Son, that He 
not become angry, and you perish in the way, for His wrath may soon be 
kindled.  How blessed are all who take refuge in Him!” (Ps. 2:10-12).   

(iii)  It is those who rule righteously that are commended by God:  “The God 
of Israel said, the Rock of Israel spoke to me [David], ‘He who rules over 
men righteously, who rules in the fear of God, is as the light of the 
morning when the sun rises, a morning without clouds, when the tender 
grass springs out of the earth, through sunshine after rain’” (2 Sam. 23:3-
4).   

(iv)  God rebukes those who pervert justice:  “God takes His stand in His own 
congregation; He judges in the midst of the rulers.  How long will you 
judge unjustly and show partiality to the wicked?  Vindicate the weak and 
fatherless; do justice to the afflicted and destitute.  Rescue the weak and 
needy; deliver them out of the hand of the wicked” (Psalm 82:1-4).   

(v)  We are commanded in Scripture to pray for magistrates that they would 
maintain godly principles, that we may live godly lives:  “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).   

 
c.  This principle should give us some direction as to which candidates qualify to 

be elected into office.   
(i)  Should we vote for the lesser of two evils?   

(a)  Some maintain that if we don’t vote for the lesser evil, we’re really 
voting for the greater evil.   

(b)  It is true that the greater evil will have a greater chance of winning, 
but it is not true that we have voted for him.   

(c)  However, if we vote for the lesser evil, then we are partly responsible 
for their actions while in office.   

(d)  How then can we vote for either candidate?   
 
(ii)  It is far better to vote for a righteous candidate.   
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(a)  God desires leaders who will rule after His own heart.   
(b)  What if there are no such candidates?  Then we need to pray that God 

would advance His kingdom so that the people would desire such 
candidates.   

 
2.  To further maintain piety, justice and peace, the magistrate (even the Christian 

magistrate) may wage war upon just and necessary occasions.   
a.  The use of the army is an extension of the power of the sword.   

(i)  “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” (Rom. 13:4).   

(ii)  If the magistrate may execute the citizen or the foreigner for committing 
a capital crime, he may also send his ministers of justice to execute a 
whole army of men who are coming unjustly to take away our life, 
property or freedom.   

 
b.  A Christian may also serve in that army.   

(i)  When soldiers questioned John about what God required of them, he did 
not tell them to leave the army, but said, “Do not take money from anyone 
by force, or accuse anyone falsely, and be content with your wages” (Luke 
3:14).   

(ii)  Jesus commended a Centurion for his great faith, showing that one might 
be a high ranking official in Caesar’s army and still be a believer (Matt. 
8:9-10).   

(iii)  Cornelius was converted to Christ and given the gift of the Spirit, but 
was not required to quit the military (Acts 10:1-2).   
 

c.  Does this contradict what Jesus said about those dying by the sword who live 
by it (Matt. 26:52)?   
(i)  No.  Jesus was referring to the unjust use of the sword, to those who don’t 

have the authority to take it up or who take it up for the wrong reasons.   
(ii)  Peter was not being threatened, Christ was.  In this case, Peter was 

standing in the way of God’s plan.   
(iii)  Peter was a disciple and an apostle of Jesus Christ:  He had been 

entrusted with the ministry of the Word, not the power of the sword.   
(iv)  If Peter was serving in the army, and was called on to fight in a just war, 

it would have been lawful for him to do so.   


