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Introduction 

For several decades now, Reformed academics, pastors, and laymen have been gripped by a spir-
it of ad fontes—a return to the sources. Many have recognized that something went terribly 
wrong in twentieth-century Reformed theology: there was bad trinitarian theology, weak soteri-
ology, a poor understanding of nature and grace, and many other problems. The Presbyterian his-
torian Carl Trueman blamed our troubles on “a whole cultural way of thinking theologically—
one that is biblicist, unconfessional, and detached from history.”  Our cultural way of thinking 1

locked us into assumptions that felt normal and even superior to those of the past. Those who 
knew of and preferred the discontinuities appealed to semper reformanda—i.e., our “progress” 
from the prejudices of the Reformers, away from ideas that they, purportedly, inherited uncriti-
cally from medieval theology. However, it is now evident that our cultural way of thinking di-
minished our theology; we regressed. Our cultural milieu and the norms we received from our 
upbringing came to shape our theology, at times in disastrous ways.  

Until recently, retrieval projects focused on theological works. One may have predicted years 
ago that retrieval would not stop there—that we would soon translate works of ethics, domestic 
duties, and politics written by our spiritual forefathers. It was a matter of time before our cultural 
ways of political thinking would come under strain and face challenges. That challenge has ar-
rived. Indeed, it is increasingly obvious that political thought among Reformed Christians today 
is far more aligned with modern liberalism than with nearly anything in the Reformed tradition 
before the twentieth century. As if by second nature, most Presbyterian elites affirm the novel 
jurisprudence of the Warren Court regarding religion in public life, deny that civil government 
may promote true religion, and deny that a nation may be properly designated “Christian”—con-
trary to both the Reformed and American political traditions. Of course, our modern elite could 
be right. However, this should raise the question: Is our political thought a product of our cultural 
way of thinking? 

The reemergence of “two-kingdom” theology in the last few decades has seemed to reconcile 
retrieval with modern politics. It has confirmed everyone’s political priors (viz., a secularist 
state) by appeal to historical Reformed theology. But whatever its merits might be (and we will 
refute it here), it should strike everyone, prima facie, as too convenient: Reformed theology pur-
portedly demands political thought that uniquely fits, and only fits, the Western politics of the 
last few decades. The politics of Modern Two-kingdom theology is not a prudential determina-
tion of suitable political arrangements. Rather, it establishes absolute limits on political authority 

 Carl Trueman, “Reforming God?” Reformed Faith and Practice 4, no. 2 (2019), https://journal.rts.edu/article/1

reforming-god/.
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that happen to align perfectly with recent American jurisprudence and the prevailing secularist 
political thought of the mid-to-late twentieth century, at least regarding religion. Of course, it 
might be a happy accident; perhaps they are right. But one wonders if there is more to the sto-
ry—that is, whether our cultural way of thinking might have played a part. 

Purpose of Our Study Report 
In this report on Reformed Christian politics, we seek to persuade fellow Reformed Chris-

tians that something has gone wrong in our political thought and to convince them of a better 
way. In general, the Reformed world has suffered from unsystematic political thinking; a general 
ignorance of the basics (let alone the complexities) of Reformed political thought;  the conflation 2

of theology, ethics, and politics; the conflation of ecclesial spiritual unity with civil cultural uni-
ty; the injection of supernatural, heavenly principles into political order, whose principia are na-
ture and reason; the incoherent and inconsistent application of the “exile” motif; the abrogation 
or supersession of nature by grace; a preeminent interest in our “moral witness” in this liberal 
age; and many other deficiencies that our spiritual forefathers avoided.  

Many churchmen treat politics not as a domain of practical philosophy but rather as a mal-
leable background condition for effective evangelism, peaceful ministry, and public access. The 
political “moderate” of every age, they assume, has one less hindrance for “cultural 
engagement.” The ideal layman is a moderate Republican who prefers to talk about last night’s 
game over yesterday’s news. Though the moderate “third-wayist” or the “I-critique-both-sides” 
moralist might have an advantage in evangelism (we find it unlikely), the governing premise is 
false, as politics is not subordinate to missiology. Civil governance, rather, is an ordinance of 
God to suppress evil and to promote what is good. Its principles and ends are immutable. Since 
its intrinsic end is political, the means cannot be missiological except by accident. Utilizing poli-
tics for missiological “witness” violates God's intent for politics.   

However, many Reformed pastors and theologians today who demand precision in theology 
violate basic principles in political and social thought. Grace assumes nature; it does not abro-
gate it is central to our theology, but in politics, they have made it into an ad hoc rule of thumb: 
grace actually does abrogate or “relativize” nature in ways that make our “public theology” more 
palatable for moderns. They suspend fundamental truths to craft our politics for non-political 
ends. They tell us to “dwell on our heavenly citizenship,” until someone violates certain social 

 For example, many pastors and even theologians today believe that “civil government promoting true reli2 -
gion” entails coerced faith, and that “Christian nation” entails “theocracy” or theonomy and requires postmil-
lennial eschatology or “transformationalism.” Many also think that “Christian nation” entails collapsing heaven 
and earth or nature and grace or the twofold kingdom, and that it reduces the kingdom of God to an earthly poli-
ty. None of that is historically true. 
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dogmas of postwar liberalism. Then the broadside appears from the mist, and the exiled and 
humble pilgrims, wary of power, fire with unrestrained confidence, joining their Babylonian cap-
tors in exacting social costs and declaring their renouncements. They then withdraw to agreeable 
reliance on the protection of divine providence and the “spirituality of the church.” Others claim 
that no Baptist is “Reformed” and yet insist on (modern) Baptist political thought—contrary to 
nearly every Reformed writer before the twentieth century. In other words, conservative Protes-
tant politics is confused, inconsistent, and almost entirely ad hoc, both in content and public 
rhetoric. Even worse, in a time when political action to attain righteous laws is still available to 
laymen, political theology serves only to restrain action, to spiritually pathologize political ef-
forts, to manage our decline, and to see that we and our children are abandoned to the cooling 
warmth of a smoldering society. 

Even those who reject this missiological classification remain wary of political systematiza-
tion, having adopted the postwar conservative rejection of “rationalism” and “ideology.” At their 
best, they appeal to Russell Kirk, Michael Oakeshott, and other romantic conservatives of the 
postwar period, following the principle of “prescription.” But this idea—viz, that we ought to 
follow longstanding inherited practice—has proven worthless in combating sweeping changes 
brought about by modern liberalism. In fact, it is more than worthless, as most “conservatives” 
today have adopted what they inherited—namely, modern liberalism. Romantic conservatism 
does not lead society to change; rather, it reacts to change and eventually compromises with it. It 
pulls conservatism along in the long march of “progress.”  

The fact is, political system is inescapable. All political thinking flows from some system, 
whether acknowledged explicitly or implicitly, and most Christians today assume a conservative 
form of the liberal system. We have merely baptized and concealed liberalism under the language 
of “biblical worldview” or “principled pluralism.” But we must escape from the trap we have set 
for ourselves: political system—where clear and robust ends of politics are acknowledged and 
sought—does not necessarily entail political “ideology,” as defined by conservative thinkers. It 
does not absolutize the means or necessitate any particular political arrangements or acts. Rather, 
it rigorously establishes principles and ends such that prudence and resolve can do their work. 
The same spirit that animates theological retrieval must animate our politics. Our politics must 
find its rightful place as a branch of practical philosophy, and we should apply just as much rigor 
to our political system as to our theological system.  

For these reasons and others, we see great need in the church today for better political think-
ing. Although our central claim in this report is that the government must promote true religion, 
we hope, in general, that the political methodology employed by Reformed writers may improve. 
At the very least, we hope that Christian political thought may return to a more systematic pre-
sentation and method—where nature and grace are distinguished; where the principia of various 
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disciplines are acknowledged and followed; where Christian ethics cohere with political necessi-
ties; where the imago dei is not abused for political ends; where love for neighbor is not flattened 
but hierarchically ordered; where theology is ordered to heavenly life rather than utilized for 
pacifistic ideology or ad hoc political justification; where political means are sufficient and suit-
able for political ends; where virtue and piety are distinguished but mutually supporting; where 
absolute principles are distinguished from prudential action; where laymen are free to do as-
sertive political work as citizens; and where pastors and theologians do not vociferously con-
demn positions that are widely held in our tradition. These advancements would only be the be-
ginning. 

This report, written by three American Presbyterians (two ministers and a layman), aims to 
steer Reformed Christians, particularly those in NAPARC, in the right direction with theological, 
philosophical, and historical clarity. We pray that it will serve the church well and equip both 
pastors and laymen to advance the kingdom of God.  

Promoting True Religion 
The better way that we present here is more measured than one might think. In the history of 

Reformed political thought, the principle that civil government ought to promote true religion has 
been nearly ubiquitous. Moreover, most have considered it immutable and absolute, and thus, a 
civil ruler must promote true religion. But any application of that principle is a political act and 
therefore occurs in a realm of contingency and prudence. That is, every political act is a means to 
an end, not an end in itself. Means to ends are contingent, since circumstances determine the 
proper mode and measure for an act to achieve its intended end. What is necessary in genus may 
be contingent in species. 

For this reason, there are two separate questions: 1. whether the promotion of true religion is 
an absolute principle that binds civil government, and 2. (assuming that we affirm the former) in 
what particular ways ought this or that civil government promote true religion, given its particu-
lar circumstances. The former question is principally for political theorists and secondarily for 
theologians, while the latter is properly one for civil magistrates (who must act prudently). The 
focus of this report is on the question of principle, and, as the reader might expect, we affirm.  

Demonstrating the principle does not end the investigation, as questions remain about the 
limits of authority. That is, we must determine the objective extension of this principle, or the 
lawful set of species of civil action. The civil magistrate promotes true religion morally and 
properly only within the bounds of civil power’s intrinsic limitations: e.g., he may not coerce in-
ward faith or force one to confess a lie; he may not assume for himself the preaching of Word, 
the administration of the Sacraments, or the keys of the kingdom; he may not command that this 
or that man should be ordained or deposed; etc.. These limitations are intrinsic to political au-
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thority by its nature as designed by God; they have not come from an adventitious divine com-
mand. The magistrate’s lawful actions are limited by the proper objects of civil authority, namely, 
outward things.  3

With these boundaries in place, the question then turns to the means. As we have said, the 
decision to act in this or that way in obedience to the principle is the magistrate’s decision (fur-
ther limited by a constitutional arrangement) as he considers the best means to the end. Modern 
Christians often assume that affirming the principle as a generic and absolute command (which 
we affirm) commits one to absolute commands regarding the means (which we deny). Church 
establishment, for example, is but a means to the promotion of religion, not an end in itself or an 
absolute duty.  It is but one species of acts, flowing from the genus, which may or may not be 4

appropriate in a given situation. The magistrate may, under the right circumstances, promote re-
ligion without establishing a church. The same is true of all species of acts, such as “the magis-
trate punishing blasphemy.”  Affirming this kind of act as morally permissible—i.e., as a moral 5

species of the genus—does not eo ipso commit the magistrate to enact a civil policy that punish-
es blasphemy. Nor must he punish every instance of blasphemy or punish each with the same 
severity. We can reduce this even to individual acts (i.e., members of a species): whether an indi-
vidual civil act (say, punishing a certain obstinate heretic) is good or evil is not determined solely 
by the genus or species of the act but also by whether the individual act concretely achieves the 
intended good end.  6

Thus, affirming the principle that government must promote true religion does not logically 
entail any particular policy or concrete civil act. Rather, it means the civil magistrate must act in 
a way conducive to this end. Put more precisely, he must act according to the possibilities of ef-
fective action that are afforded to him by the circumstances. So, the fact that we agree with, say, 
John Calvin, that the civil magistrate ought to promote true religion and that magistrates (in the 
abstract) may punish heresy does not commit us to advocating for a return to Calvin’s Geneva. 
This does not follow. Dropping a sixteenth-century Genevan lawbook onto America—whether 
eighteenth-century or twenty-first-century—would be disastrous. Indeed, it would be immoral 
not because it violates the intrinsic limitations of politics, but because it would, in practice, lead 

 We exclude those outward things that have an intrinsic supernatural end (e.g., the Lord’s supper). 3

 One might affirm that church establishment is always necessary, but this holds only if every contingency or 4

possible set of circumstances renders it a proper means to the end. It remains an act whose goodness is deter-
mined in a realm of contingency. It is not absolutely commanded in the same way as its principle, for the princi-
ple is prior to contingency.

 Moral acts take their species from their object.5

 Even in places where punishing heresy was a matter of civil policy, authorities punished heretics with varying 6

degrees of severity, sometimes merely admonishing them.
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to anarchy, disruption, and likely the overthrow of the state. Civil action is good and proper only 
if it achieves or contributes to a good end within its objective limitations. However, the magis-
trate must promote true religion in some way, even if circumstances significantly constrain him. 
Some civil acts are ordinarily necessary (in our view), such as Sabbath laws, not because they are 
absolute duties of magistrates per the genus of action, but because they are, ordinarily, moral ne-
cessities—i.e., per species, they are prudentially always necessary and proper.  

Furthermore, failing to act prudently is, itself, immoral. Political reasoning is a process of 
discovery—discovering, in the circumstances, which political acts are proper and necessary to 
the achievement of political ends. Upon discovering these ends, the magistrate is morally bound 
to enact, promulgate, and enforce them. In this way, the moral determination of an act is prior to 
the magistrate himself (as to order of being), who is charged with acquiring knowledge of them 
and acting in accordance. In other words, when prudence determines proper, moral action, the 
magistrate must act; and, in doing so, he wills a good that has been morally determined prior to 
his will. If he fails to act, however, he sins both against God and the people, for he fails to pro-
mote the common good to the extent the circumstances allow.  

Today’s discourse on Christian politics, or “Christian nationalism,” would greatly improve if 
we understood the relationships among genus, species, and individual acts as they pertain to 
promoting true religion, as described above. Many of our opponents, including Modern Two-
kingdom advocates, deny the promotion of religion at the level of genus. Some may affirm a 
modified genus, namely, civil government must promote natural religion. You can find this in 
John Locke and in many Particular Baptists.  Others may reject certain species of acts—e.g., 7

suppressing false religion, punishing atheism, reforming a corrupt church, correcting erring min-
isters—though these objections are usually rhetorical means to deny the genus. Many people fo-
cus on prudential considerations, saying, for example, “We don’t want wars of religion again.” 
But they almost always fail to recognize both the “must” of the principle (i.e., they fail to refute 
the principle) and the contingent nature of means to ends. Not everything that is morally permis-
sible in the abstract is prudent in the concrete; and in many circumstances, the constrained pro-
motion of religion may be the only moral option. Too many people, even those who are creden-
tialed, titled, and educated, assume that promoting true religion must entail a confessional state 
with an established church and the extensive suppression of heresy and dissenting brethren. This 
doesn’t follow. And as we make clear, that is not our goal for the United States.  

Summary of Contents 

  We respect this position, though we argue that magistrates as magistrates may promote revealed religion.7
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We do not pretend to answer all political questions in this report. We chose our topics largely 
to shape the political thought of NAPARC denominations in our current moment as they grapple 
with Protestant political retrieval and the rapidly changing political landscape in America and the 
West broadly.  

Following this introduction, we begin with the chapter titled “Reformed Political Theory.” 
This chapter, in part, is a philosophical argument for our main proposition: that civil government 
must promote true religion. The author grounds this claim in nature and follows the proper prin-
cipia of practical philosophy (viz., nature and reason) while also demonstrating how revealed 
theology further specifies political conclusions, making possible a distinctly Christian politics 
that promotes the Christian religion. Making this case is not simple, because the author insists (in 
keeping with the Reformed tradition) that we must distinguish sacred theology and politics. We 
must not separate them, but they must be distinguished carefully.  

In the next chapter, titled “American Presbyterians on Civil Government,” we survey eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century American Presbyterians, examining their views on the role of the 
magistrate. We do this by examining some of the more prominent men from the colonial and Ear-
ly Republic eras, considering their influence on early American political discussions and on the 
formation of various state constitutions. Additionally, we examine some of the most prominent 
Northern and Southern Presbyterian theologians of the nineteenth century and their understand-
ing of the role of the magistrate. This chapter reveals that American Presbyterians did not repu-
diate the magistrate's role in the Reformed tradition but rather adapted it to their circumstances. 
We recognize that there were some exceptions, such as the Virginians, who did not believe that 
the state should be distinctly Christian. Nevertheless, we demonstrate that even the Virginians 
did not take things as far as Modern Two-kingdom advocates today, as they still believed it was 
permissible for the magistrate to legislate religious laws—even if on broadly theistic terms. 
While we recognize and engage with these exceptions, we argue in this chapter that the majority 
of the American Presbyterian tradition in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries assumed that 
the United States was a Protestant country and that the magistrate should promote true religion.  

In Chapter 3, we examine the 1788 American revisions to the Westminster Confession and 
show that they were a consensus response to the American context. The Presbyterians faced alle-
gations that they were seeking to establish a Presbyterian church in America, so these revisions, 
which largely concerned civil government, made it clear that the magistrate should support the 
church without favoring any particular denomination. The 1788 Westminster Standards thus con-
stitute an adaptation of the original Standards to the American context of that time. These revi-
sions were more pragmatic than a substantial theological change, allowing flexibility for the var-
ious practices of the states at the time. They were not intended to support pluralism or religious 
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neutrality, but rather a Christian civil order that would maintain piety while protecting and privi-
leging the church of Christ. 

We then turn to the spirituality of the church in Chapter 4, showing that the church’s mission 
is primarily spiritual and thus that there should be limits on the church’s power and political in-
volvement. As a spiritually independent institution, the church should not make pronouncements 
that go beyond Scripture—though American Presbyterians have differed in their application of 
this doctrine. The doctrine of spirituality of the church has its roots in the Second Book of Disci-
pline (1578) and the Westminster Confession (1646), and thus proponents of the doctrine have 
seen no inconsistency in affirming both the church’s independence and a Christian state (e.g., 
James Henley Thornwell). The state also is independent, but this does not mean it should be irre-
ligious, amoral, or disconnected from the lordship of Christ. 

Next, we critique theonomy and analyze the Reformed tradition’s understanding of the Mosa-
ic law, particularly as it was codified in the Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF). WCF 19.4 
states that Old Testament judicial law has “expired” but that its “general equity” should be in-
structive for modern civil governments in their making of civil laws today. “General equity” 
refers to the universal and common application of the moral law as contained in the judicial law. 
This includes even the general equity of First Table laws (viz., those concerning the worship of 
God), so that as far as may be prudent, the magistrate may punish public displays of idolatry, 
blasphemy, and Sabbath-breaking. This view differs from that of many modern Reformed the-
ologians—even those who subscribe to the Westminster Confession—some of whom erroneous-
ly label the general equity view “theonomy.” Indeed, while theonomists sometimes reach formal 
conclusions consistent with older Reformed theologians (e.g., the application of many capital 
crimes in the Old Testament to the nations), we hold, with the Reformed tradition, that the Mosa-
ic judicial law, as positive law, no longer binds any nation. It would therefore be incorrect to 
speak, as Greg Bahnsen has, of “the abiding validity of the [judicial] law in exhaustive detail.” 
Theonomy tends to conflate the moral and judicial law, and it tends to reject or underemphasize 
the roles of reason and natural law in discerning and applying the judicial law’s general equity. 
Christians, instead, must use reason to discern the judicial law’s particularities to Israel and how, 
then, to apply its general equity to modern-day civil government. 

Then, in Chapter 6, we critique the modern Reformed Two-kingdoms (R2K) position. We 
show how this position, as represented in the work of its chief proponent, David VanDrunen, re-
lies heavily on Meredith Kline. Furthermore, R2K distinguishes between the “common king-
dom” and the “redemptive kingdom,” with the “common kingdom” being founded on the Noahic 
covenant (particularly Gen. 8:20–9:17). This R2K scheme has implications for civil government, 
as it holds that the state should be religiously neutral. This, consequently, separates the state from 
religion (which is more than just separating it from the church). To make their case, R2K propo-
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nents argue that the Noahic covenant restricts the civil government’s use of natural law such that 
the magistrate may enforce only Second-table offenses (i.e., those between man and man). How-
ever, they not only deviate from traditional Reformed theology but also erroneously divide the 
Noahic covenant and thereby, unwarrantably, restrict the magistrate’s use of natural law. Van-
Drunen has even admitted that he adopts Enlightenment principles to adapt Reformed theology 
to modern pluralism. We contend that he has gone well beyond mere adaptation. Unfortunately, 
the R2K position has abandoned the basic principles of Reformed political theory in favor of a 
form of baptized libertarianism. 

Considering the recent attention given to, and the widespread misunderstanding of, Christian 
nationalism, we offer, in Chapter 7, a summary of The Case for Christian Nationalism (CCN) by 
Stephen Wolfe. This penultimate chapter begins with an explanation for the book’s success and 
an indictment of the modern Presbyterian assumption of modern liberalism. Each chapter of 
CCN is then summarized, and the chapter ultimately concludes with a list of misconceptions and 
denials.  

Finally, in the last chapter, we summarize the key points of this report and offer pastoral ap-
plications for NAPARC churches. 

9


