
“Of the Civil Magistrate” 
(WCF 23.3) 

 
 
 

WCF 23.3  The civil magistrate may not assume to himself the administration of the 
Word and sacraments, 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 whatsoever is transacted in them be according 
to the mind of God.   
III.  What is the relationship between the state and church?   

A.  Does the civil magistrate have authority to minister the Word?   
1.  He may not preach or teach the Word, administer the sacraments (the visible 

Word), or exercise church discipline (the keys of the kingdom).   
a.  Saul offered the burnt offering and lost his kingdom.  What did he do that 

was wrong?  “But Samuel said, ‘What have you done?’ And Saul said, 
‘Because I saw that the people were scattering from me, and that you did not 
come within the appointed days, and that the Philistines were assembling at 
Michmash, therefore I said, “Now the Philistines will come down against me 
at Gilgal, and I have not asked the favor of the LORD.”  So I forced myself 
and offered the burnt offering.’  Samuel said to Saul, ‘You have acted 
foolishly; you have not kept the commandment of the LORD your God, 
which He commanded you, for now the LORD would have established your 
kingdom over Israel forever.  But now your kingdom shall not endure.  The 
LORD has sought out for Himself a man after His own heart, and the LORD 
has appointed him as ruler over His people, because you have not kept what 
the LORD commanded you’” (1 Sam. 13:11-14).   

b.  Uzziah went into the Temple to burn incense and was stricken with leprosy.  
What was his sin?  “But when he became strong, his heart was so proud that 
he acted corruptly, and he was unfaithful to the LORD his God, for he 
entered the temple of the LORD to burn incense on the altar of incense.  Then 
Azariah the priest entered after him and with him eighty priests of the LORD, 
valiant men.  They opposed Uzziah the king and said to him, ‘It is not for 
you, Uzziah, to burn incense to the LORD, but for the priests, the sons of 
Aaron who are consecrated to burn incense.  Get out of the sanctuary, for you 
have been unfaithful and will have no honor from the LORD God.’  But 
Uzziah, with a censer in his hand for burning incense, was enraged; and while 
he was enraged with the priests, the leprosy broke out on his forehead before 
the priests in the house of the LORD, beside the altar of incense.  Azariah the 
chief priest and all the priests looked at him, and behold, he was leprous on 
his forehead; and they hurried him out of there, and he himself also hastened 
to get out because the LORD had smitten him” (2 Chr. 26:16-20).   
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2.  To whom has the Lord entrusted the ministry of the Word?   

a.  The Lord Jesus entrusted the elders of His church with the ministry of 
teaching and preaching to equip the saints for the work of service:   
(i)  “And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as 

evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the 
saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ” 
(Eph. 4:11-12).   

(ii)  The only offices left in this list today are evangelist, pastor and teacher, 
or pastor/teacher.   

(iii)  All three of these may further be resolved into the office of elder.   
(a)  One of the qualifications for elder is that a man be skillful in teaching.   

(1)  “An overseer, then, must be above reproach, the husband of one 
wife, temperate, prudent, respectable, hospitable, able to teach” (1 
Tim. 3:2).   

(2)  “For the overseer must be above reproach as God’s steward, not 
self-willed, not quick-tempered, not addicted to wine, not 
pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain, but hospitable, loving what is 
good, sensible, just, devout, self-controlled, holding fast the faithful 
word which is in accordance with the teaching, so that he will be 
able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who 
contradict” (Titus 1:7-9).   

 
(b)  This is the main difference between the qualifications for elder and 

those for deacon, since the deacon’s ministry is more to the physical 
aspect of man (though not exclusively), where the elder’s is more to the 
spiritual aspect of man (though again not exclusively).   

 
b.  The elders are further entrusted with the ministry of the sacraments and the 

keys of the kingdom:   
(i)  The sacraments are the visible Word (see WCF 27).   
(ii)  The keys of the kingdom is the authority to allow the penitent into the 

visible church (the visible representation of the kingdom of heaven) and to 
keep the unrepentant out:   
(a)  “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever you 

bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 
on earth shall have been loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:19).   

(b)  “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. 18:17).   

(c)  In excommunication, the members of the church take their part by 
enforcing the decision not to treat the erring party as a believer and by 
doing what they can to call the erring brother or sister to repentance.   
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c.  They receive this authority when God calls them to the ministry of the Word:   
(i)  “And no one takes the honor to himself, but receives it when he is called 

by God, even as Aaron was” (Heb. 5:4).   
(ii)  The Lord calls today by giving the desire, the gifts, and the recognition 

of those gifts by the church.   
 

B.  What is the magistrate’s duty with respect to the church?  The magistrate has 
the authority and duty to maintain the unity, purity and peace of the church.   
1.  In the Old Covenant, the godly magistrate/king was careful to protect the 

worship of God:   
a.  The Lord, through Moses, enacted legislation for the magistrate that would 

require the death penalty for blasphemy – both for citizens and foreigners – 
and for anyone who would lead God’s people away from the true God:   
(i)  “Moreover, the one who blasphemes the name of the LORD shall surely 

be put to death; all the congregation shall certainly stone him.  The alien 
as well as the native, when he blasphemes the Name, shall be put to death” 
(Lev. 24:16).   

(ii)  “If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a 
sign or a wonder, and the sign or the wonder comes true, concerning 
which he spoke to you, saying, ‘Let us go after other gods (whom you 
have not known) and let us serve them,’ you shall not listen to the words 
of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams; for the LORD your God is 
testing you to find out if you love the LORD your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul.  You shall follow the LORD your God and fear 
Him; and you shall keep His commandments, listen to His voice, serve 
Him, and cling to Him.  But that prophet or that dreamer of dreams shall 
be put to death, because he has counseled rebellion against the LORD 
your God who brought you from the land of Egypt and redeemed you 
from the house of slavery, to seduce you from the way in which the LORD 
your God commanded you to walk.  So you shall purge the evil from 
among you.  If your brother, your mother’s son, or your son or daughter, 
or the wife you cherish, or your friend who is as your own soul, entice you 
secretly, saying, ‘Let us go and serve other gods’ (whom neither you nor 
your fathers have known, of the gods of the peoples who are around you, 
near you or far from you, from one end of the earth to the other end), you 
shall not yield to him or listen to him; and your eye shall not pity him, nor 
shall you spare or conceal him.  But you shall surely kill him; your hand 
shall be first against him to put him to death, and afterwards the hand of 
all the people.  So you shall stone him to death because he has sought to 
seduce you from the LORD your God who brought you out from the land 
of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  Then all Israel will hear and be 
afraid, and will never again do such a wicked thing among you” (Deu. 
13:1-12).   
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b.  The kings of Judah were careful that God’s worship was carried out as He 
commanded:   
(i)  David, as king of the united kingdom of Israel and Judah, ordered the ark 

of God back up to Jerusalem to reestablish worship there:  “Then David 
consulted with the captains of the thousands and the hundreds, even with 
every leader.  David said to all the assembly of Israel, ‘If it seems good to 
you, and if it is from the LORD our God, let us send everywhere to our 
kinsmen who remain in all the land of Israel, also to the priests and 
Levites who are with them in their cities with pasture lands, that they may 
meet with us; and let us bring back the ark of our God to us, for we did not 
seek it in the days of Saul.’  Then all the assembly said that they would do 
so, for the thing was right in the eyes of all the people.  So David 
assembled all Israel together, from the Shihor of Egypt even to the 
entrance of Hamath, to bring the ark of God from Kiriath-jearim.  David 
and all Israel went up to Baalah, that is, to Kiriath-jearim, which belongs 
to Judah, to bring up from there the ark of God, the LORD who is 
enthroned above the cherubim, where His name is called.  They carried the 
ark of God on a new cart from the house of Abinadab, and Uzza and Ahio 
drove the cart.  David and all Israel were celebrating before God with all 
their might, even with songs and with lyres, harps, tambourines, cymbals 
and with trumpets” (1 Chr. 13:1-8).   

(ii)  David was concerned for the welfare of Jerusalem, since in her welfare 
the house of God would prosper:  “For the sake of the house of the LORD 
our God, I will seek your good” (Ps. 122:9).   

(iii)  Asa purged idolatry from Judah and led the people to renew their 
covenant with the Lord:  “Now when Asa heard these words and the 
prophecy which Azariah the son of Oded the prophet spoke, he took 
courage and removed the abominable idols from all the land of Judah and 
Benjamin and from the cities which he had captured in the hill country of 
Ephraim.  He then restored the altar of the LORD which was in front of 
the porch of the LORD.  He gathered all Judah and Benjamin and those 
from Ephraim, Manasseh and Simeon who resided with them, for many 
defected to him from Israel when they saw that the LORD his God was 
with him.  So they assembled at Jerusalem in the third month of the 
fifteenth year of Asa’s reign.  They sacrificed to the LORD that day 700 
oxen and 7,000 sheep from the spoil they had brought.  They entered into 
the covenant to seek the LORD God of their fathers with all their heart and 
soul; and whoever would not seek the LORD God of Israel should be put 
to death, whether small or great, man or woman” (2 Chr. 15:8-13).   

(iv)  Hezekiah purged the church of idolatry:  “He removed the high places 
and broke down the sacred pillars and cut down the Asherah.  He also 
broke in pieces the bronze serpent that Moses had made, for until those 
days the sons of Israel burned incense to it; and it was called Nehushtan” 
(2 Kings 18:4).   

(v)  Josiah did so as well:  “Josiah removed all the abominations from all the 
lands belonging to the sons of Israel, and made all who were present in 
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Israel to serve the LORD their God.  Throughout his lifetime they did not 
turn from following the LORD God of their fathers” (2 Chr. 34:33).   

(vi)  Even the heathen king Artaxerxes issued a decree and commanded Ezra 
to establish the worship of God at Jerusalem for the good of his kingdom.  
Ezra blesses God that the king did so:  “‘I, even I, King Artaxerxes, issue a 
decree to all the treasurers who are in the provinces beyond the River, that 
whatever Ezra the priest, the scribe of the law of the God of heaven, may 
require of you, it shall be done diligently, even up to 100 talents of silver, 
100 kors of wheat, 100 baths of wine, 100 baths of oil, and salt as needed.  
Whatever is commanded by the God of heaven, let it be done with zeal for 
the house of the God of heaven, so that there will not be wrath against the 
kingdom of the king and his sons.  We also inform you that it is not 
allowed to impose tax, tribute or toll on any of the priests, Levites, singers, 
doorkeepers, Nethinim or servants of this house of God.  You, Ezra, 
according to the wisdom of your God which is in your hand, appoint 
magistrates and judges that they may judge all the people who are in the 
province beyond the River, even all those who know the laws of your God; 
and you may teach anyone who is ignorant of them.  Whoever will not 
observe the law of your God and the law of the king, let judgment be 
executed upon him strictly, whether for death or for banishment or for 
confiscation of goods or for imprisonment.’  Blessed be the LORD, the 
God of our fathers, who has put such a thing as this in the king’s heart, to 
adorn the house of the LORD which is in Jerusalem, and has extended 
lovingkindness to me before the king and his counselors and before all the 
king’s mighty princes.  Thus I was strengthened according to the hand of 
the LORD my God upon me, and I gathered leading men from Israel to go 
up with me” (Ezra 7:21-28).   

 
c.  The concerns of the kings listed above may be summarized as follows:   

(i)  That the whole counsel of God is faithfully preached.   
(ii)  That all blasphemy and heresy is suppressed.   
(iii)  That all corruption and abuse in worship and discipline is prevented or 

reformed.   
(iv)  That all the ordinances of God are administered.   

 
2.  To accomplish this, the magistrate had the authority to call church assemblies.   

a.  Hezekiah called the priests and Levites together to command them to 
consecrate themselves and the Temple:  “Hezekiah became king when he was 
twenty-five years old; and he reigned twenty-nine years in Jerusalem.  And 
his mother’s name was Abijah, the daughter of Zechariah.  He did right in the 
sight of the LORD, according to all that his father David had done.  In the 
first year of his reign, in the first month, he opened the doors of the house of 
the LORD and repaired them.  He brought in the priests and the Levites and 
gathered them into the square on the east.  Then he said to them, ‘Listen to 
me, O Levites.  Consecrate yourselves now, and consecrate the house of the 
LORD, the God of your fathers, and carry the uncleanness out from the holy 



6 

place.  For our fathers have been unfaithful and have done evil in the sight of 
the LORD our God, and have forsaken Him and turned their faces away from 
the dwelling place of the LORD, and have turned their backs.  They have 
also shut the doors of the porch and put out the lamps, and have not burned 
incense or offered burnt offerings in the holy place to the God of Israel.  
Therefore the wrath of the LORD was against Judah and Jerusalem, and He 
has made them an object of terror, of horror, and of hissing, as you see with 
your own eyes.  For behold, our fathers have fallen by the sword, and our 
sons and our daughters and our wives are in captivity for this.  Now it is in 
my heart to make a covenant with the LORD God of Israel, that His burning 
anger may turn away from us.  My sons, do not be negligent now, for the 
LORD has chosen you to stand before Him, to minister to Him, and to be His 
ministers and burn incense” (2 Chr. 29:1-11; cf. vv. 11-36, chapter 30).   

b.  Josiah did essentially the same thing:  “Then the king sent, and they gathered 
to him all the elders of Judah and of Jerusalem.  The king went up to the 
house of the LORD and all the men of Judah and all the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem with him, and the priests and the prophets and all the people, both 
small and great; and he read in their hearing all the words of the book of the 
covenant which was found in the house of the LORD.  The king stood by the 
pillar and made a covenant before the LORD, to walk after the LORD, and to 
keep His commandments and His testimonies and His statutes with all his 
heart and all his soul, to carry out the words of this covenant that were 
written in this book. And all the people entered into the covenant” (2 Kings 
23:1-3).  The chapter goes on to describe how Josiah purified the worship of 
God and purged the land of idolatry.   

c.  From these examples, we see:   
(i)  The magistrate may call a church assembly.   
(ii)  He may be present at them.   
(iii)  He may provide what is necessary to make sure God’s will is done in 

them.   
 

d.  Generally, we may argue the following:   
(i)  It is the duty of the magistrate to seek that God’s will be done in the 

church, that God’s blessing may rest on his people and that His judgment 
may be avoided.   

(ii)  Only worshiping the true God in the way He has commanded will bring 
God’s blessing and avoid His judgment on both church and state.   

(iii)  Therefore, the magistrate must uphold the true religion and the right way 
of worship in the church (as well as the Law of God in the state).   

 
e.  This arrangement existed in good times and in bad, under good kings and bad 

ones.   
(i)  When the king was godly, things went well.   
(ii)  When the king was ungodly, things went poorly.   
(iii)  But this relationship remained intact.   


