Theology 1: WCF 23

# 17 The State in Relation to Church
Preston Graham Jr. & Tolivar Wills
Society is a dialectic phenomenon in that it is a human product . . . that yet acts back upon its producer.  Society is a product of man.  There can be no social reality apart from man.  Yet it may also be stated that man is a product of society.  Every individual biography is an episode within the history of society, which both precedes and survives it.  Society was there before the individual was born and it will be there after he has died.  What is more, it is within society, and as a result of social processes, that the individual becomes a person, that he attains and holds onto an identity, and that he carries out the various projects that constitute his life.  Man cannot exist apart from society.  The two statements that society is the product of man and that man is the product of society are not contradictory. 

(Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion, p.3)

1. The above quote by Peter Berger illustrates the relatedness of institutions and individuality, out of which emerges a “culture.” What, in general, does Berger suggest about socialization as to understand the relation of "institutions, culture, and individuality?" 
How might this all play out in the so called “church and state” discussion? Can a Christian advocate for the separation of "church and state" and the integration of "Christ and culture?" 
We will want to carefully consider how all this plays out in an understanding of the church role in society vs. the individual Christian role in society, and especially how the popular phrase “separation of church and state” has led to some confusion.  

2. The classic New Testament passage of civil institution is found in Romans 13:1-7. What, in general, can we observe about the extent and limits of the state according to Romans 13? 
What is our attitude to be towards the civil government in I Peter 2:13-17?  
3. In light of Genesis 4:11-17, what about the civil institution or state is common to Christian and non-Christian alike?    
Meredith Kline has argued that the institutional separation of church from state from out of their original context of both being expressed within the family, was in the institution of common grace given to Cain. Kline summarized it this way:  

Common grace was introduced to act as a rein to hold in check the curse on mankind and to make possible an interim historical environment as the theater for a program of redemption.

  




Meredith Kline, Kingdom Prologue
Samuel Davies described the Biblical institution of church and state from out of the family this way: 
The great Author of our nature, who has made us sociable creatures, has instituted various societies among mankind, both civil and religious, and joined them together by the various bonds of relation.  The first and radical society is that of a family, which is the nursery of the church and state. This was the society instituted in Paradise in the state of innocence, when the indulgent Creator, finding that it was not good for a man, a sociable creature, to be alone, formed a help meet for him and united them in the endearing bonds of the conjugal relations.  From thence, the human race was propagated; and when multiplied, it was formed into civil governments and ecclesiastical assemblies...
4. How does WCF 23 compare to Romans 13? Notice section 3. What especially is the civil institution of “state” supposed to do and not supposed to do? (see further sections 1 & 3)
5. With respect to the Christian’s relation to the state, notice carefully section 2.  The Confession advocates a position often described as “just war theory,” and related to this, the recognition that Christians together with people of other faiths and none, can be called by God to work within the state toward the execution of civil ends (e.g. police, soldiers, magistrates, etc).  

This position is different from the classic Ana-Baptist position, sometimes referred to as “Christian pacifism.” 
What is at the heart of the issue?  

Is there a “separation of church and state?”  
And is this different from a separation of Christian and State?  
(Thus the importance of having a clear “institutional” theology, not to be confused with a theology of individuals.)
6. What is the duty of the Christian to the state? (section 4) Notice especially that our duty to the state is irrespective of the persons holding office in the state themselves, and especially of their spirituality.   
Where do we see an example of this in scripture (Lk. 20:25)?  
Notice also Larger Catechism questions #127-128 & WCF 20.4:  
WLC 1:127  What is the honour that inferiors owe to their superiors? 

A. The honour which inferiors owe to their superiors is, all due reverence in heart, word, and behaviour; prayer and thanksgiving for them; imitation of their virtues and graces; willing obedience to their lawful commands and counsels, due submission to their corrections; fidelity to, defence, and maintenance of their persons and authority according to their several ranks, and the nature of their places; bearing with their infirmities, and covering them in love, that so they may be an honour to them and to their government. 

WLC 1:128  What are the sins of inferiors against their superiors? 

A. The sins of inferiors against their superiors are, all neglect of the duties required toward them; envying at, contempt of, and rebellion against, their persons and places, in their lawful counsels, commands, and corrections; cursing, mocking, and all such refractory and scandalous carriage, as proves a shame and dishonour to them and their government. 

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 or the civil magistrate. 

Discuss some possible issues: taxes?   revolution, and if so, under what conditions? blue laws? passive resistance? 
7. Notice then chapter 31, section 4 and what has been described as the spirituality of the church. As we have discussed in the relation of state to church, what is the relation of church to state? 
What constraints ought the church demonstrate given its institutional charter from Christ?  
What are the dangers of the church that doesn’t regulate itself in its scope and aim in terms of proclamations and actions?  

"History establishes no truth more clearly than this, that when the Church has engaged in any manner in political difficulties, its best interests, its influence for good, and its religious character have suffered.  Individual members of the Church have their responsibilities as citizens and as politicians and their duties are of a totally different sort from those of the Church collectively.  Their religion should, indeed make them better citizens; but their citizenship in this world is one thing, and the citizenship of the great Church is another thing.  The Church, as such, has absolutely no concern with those works in which it is the highest worldly duty of the man to engage. The Church owes no allegiance to any earthly power; it owes no fealty to any monarch or government.  For there is no divided loyalty in the church, and no part of the Church, in Jerusalem or Antioch, in England or America, on earth or in heaven, that owes any allegiance which all the other parts do not equally owe.  The mistake of confounding the duty of the individual citizen and church-member, with the duties of the church, has led to the most fatal errors.    

Stuart Robinson, May 22, 1862
8. Given this emphasis—wherein the actions of individuals is distinguished from the actions of the church acting corporately in its declarations and activities—how would this impact the meaning of “Christian ethics?”  
How should the church relate to poverty in the Hill, politics in the Hill, war, etc.?
When has the church said/done too little, too much?
What would it mean for the “church to be the church” and for this to be its ethical contribution to society?  
What does it mean that Christian ethics is necessarily ecclesial ethics? 

Consider for instance, the perspective of John Howard Yoder.  In his influential work, The Politics of Jesus (1972), Yoder re-examined the slogan of the 1948 Amsterdam Assembly “let the church be the church.” More specifically, Yoder was arguing for the “centrality of the church” as a “social strategy.”  

According to Yoder, to the degree that the church becomes a “restored society,” it does so as an authentic witness in the greater society: 

“The church must be a sample of the kind of humanity which, for example, economic and racial differences are surmounted. Only then will it have anything to say to the society that surrounds it about how those differences must be dealt with.”

� Yoder, John Howard, The Politics of Jesus, 2nd Edition (Eerdmans: Grand Rabids, Michigan, (1972), p. 150-152. 








