










in the opposite direction from Rome: they adopted some form of 
Erastianism, in which the state is over the church.

Calvin, in insisting on the right of the consistory (instead 
of Geneva’s civil rulers) to admit to the Lord’s Table, obviously 
saw the church as distinct from the state. Unlike the Anabaptists, 
however, who had such a strong sense of Augustine’s two cities—
seeing themselves as the City of God and civil society as the City 
of Man—Calvin argued for the propriety of the participation of 
believers in civil society; Calvin insisted that there was not only 
one realm—the spiritual—that rightly concerned the Christian, 
but another as well—the temporal.70 The church pertained pri-
marily to the spiritual and the state to the temporal, though God 
was Lord and ruler over all. Martin Luther (1483–1546), though 
affirming a two-kingdom model, saw church discipline as a func-
tion of the kingdom of the “left hand”; as such, it belonged to 
the state. Luther, from a Reformed perspective, compromised the 
spiritual character of the church and its discipline. Luther not only 
allowed the prince to reform the church in an emergency situation 
(Address to the German Nobility, 1520) but also gave the state more 
authority than his theory would ever warrant, perhaps because he 
feared further peasant revolt and anarchy and figured a strong, 
even dominating, state to be a small price to pay for peace and 
security.71

Church and State in England and Scotland

The story of the English Reformation is well known: Henry 
VIII was no adherent of Luther but simply wanted the crown, and 

70 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford 
Lewis Battles, Library of Christian Classics (1559; repr., Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1960), 3.19.15, 4.20.

71 Euan Cameron, in The European Reformation, 153, is willing even to des-
ignate this Lutheran capitulation to state control, somewhat surprising given 
Luther’s strong two-kingdom view, as Erastianism.
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not the pope, to run the church in England.72 He was followed by 
children of varying sentiments in this respect—his son, Edward VI, 
was a committed Reformer, though he died young; his daughter 
Mary was an ardent Roman Catholic, who wanted to return the 
English church to papal submission; his other daughter, Elizabeth, 
was a complex figure, whom some say was merely a politique seeking 
a via media between Rome and Reformation, while others main-
tain that she was more genuinely Protestant. Elizabeth died in 1603 
without an heir, so the crown passed from the Tudor line to the 
collateral Scottish Stuart line.73 James VI of Scotland became James 
I of England. Though he was reared under George Buchanan’s tute-
lage, he embraced episcopacy, rejecting Buchanan’s Presbyterianism 
and his anti-“divine right of kings” sentiments. James I’s son Charles 
I held such views more fiercely than his father, which led England 
into civil war (1640–49).74

Charles particularly made himself detestable to the majority 
Protestant party (“Puritans”) in both England and Scotland. His 
archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, sought to impose the 
liturgical forms of the Church of England on all in England and 
Scotland. This demand for thoroughgoing ecclesiastical conformity 
came to be known as Laudianism; it, together with Erastianism, 
was vigorously resisted by the Puritans in England as well as by the 
Scots.75 The Scots had been Reformed since the days of John Knox, 
beginning with the Scots Confession of 1560 and the First and Sec-
ond Books of Discipline (1560 and 1578, respectively).76 Thus, in 

72 Some more recent scholars have claimed that Henry’s Protestant sympa-
thies ran deeper than has been commonly assumed, particularly in his later 
years.

73 This is all magisterially chronicled in A. G. Dickens, The English Reforma-
tion, 2nd ed. (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 1991).

74 David L. Edwards, Christian England, vol. 2, From the Reformation to the 
18th Century (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 181–299.

75 Ibid., 255–99.
76 Thomas F. Torrance, Scottish Theology: From John Knox to John McLeod 

Campbell (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 1–47.
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response to the efforts of Laud to impose episcopacy and confor-
mity to the Book of Common Prayer, the Scots rebelled, adopting a 
document in 1638 called the National Covenant. This was a mutual 
pledge among its numerous signatories to submit only to Scripture 
in the doctrine, government, discipline, and worship of the church. 
This document rejected both Laudianism and Erastianism, pro-
claiming what came to be known as the “spiritual independency” of 
the church.77

The evident concern of this early statement of the spirituality 
of the church was not so much that the church should not interfere 
unduly with the state (though that was there, secondarily) but that 
the state should not interfere with the church. This sort of concern, 
so sharply put by the Scots, came into view in the English con-
text when the English and Scots, as an extension of the principles 
contained in the Scottish National Covenant of 1638, concluded 
the Solemn League and Covenant in 1643, part of which included 
Scottish participation (without vote) in the work of the Westminster 
Assembly of Divines (1643–49).78

While there are more distant antecedents for the doctrine 
of the spirituality of the church, nearer Presbyterian roots lie in 
the Scottish context, especially in the Second Book of Discipline 
(1578).79 While the First Book of Discipline (1560) touched 
on the spirituality of the church, it is the Second Book of Dis-
cipline (SBD) that develops the notion, particularly in its first  

77 John Macleod, Scottish Theology in Relation to Church History Since the Ref-
ormation, 3rd ed. (Edinburgh: Knox Press, 1973), 66–102.

78 Robert Letham, The Westminster Assembly: Reading Its Theology in Histori-
cal Context (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2009), 40–41.

79 This fact was not unfamiliar to many in nineteenth century Old School 
Presbyterianism, most notably to Stuart Robinson, who, in his seminal work 
on the integrality of the church to the gospel (1858), appended to his study 
the Second Book of Discipline, among other works, as key to the development 
of the doctrine of the spirituality of the church. As is seen below, the seminal 
principles of this work were carried over into American Presbyterianism in the 
Church Order under which Hodge and his fellows labored.
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chapter.80 This first chapter sets forth both the distinction of civil 
and ecclesiastical government as well as the relationship of the 
two. It starts by giving a broader definition of the spirituality of 
the church, noting that the “Kirk of God” sometimes refers to the 
whole visible church, which is “a company and fellowship, not only 
of the godly, but also of hypocrites professing always outwardly a 
true religion.” A contrasting definition of the kirk is “the godly and 
elect only.” Further, the kirk can be defined as “them that exercise 
spiritual function among the congregation of them that profess the 
truth.”81 For the local kirk, this would be the session, composed 
of the minister(s) and elders. The session is the local gathering of 
elders that governs the congregation by a “spiritual” rule and is 
that body referred to as “the church” in a passage like Matthew 
18:15–20, in which Jesus instructs his disciples to “tell it to the 
church” when an impenitent sinner refuses to hear the one whom 
he offended or the two or three who accompany the offended party 
to act as witnesses.82

The SBD then noted that the “kirk in the last sense,” the kirk as 
constituted by her governors, “has a certain power granted by God, 
according to the which it uses a proper jurisdiction and government. 
.  .  . This power ecclesiastical is an authority granted by God the 
Father, through the Mediator Jesus Christ, unto his kirk gathered, 
and having the ground in the word of God; to be put in execution 
by them unto whom the spiritual government of the kirk by law-
ful calling is committed.”83 Note that this kirk government is called 
“spiritual” over against civil government. This “spiritual government” 

80 This chapter is titled, “Of the Kirk and Policy Thereof in General, and 
Wherein It Is Different from the Civil Policy,” in The First and Second Books 
of Discipline (repr., Dallas: Presbyterian Heritage Publications, 1993), 121.

81 Ibid.
82 It is a core conviction of Presbyterianism that when Jesus says “tell it to 

the church” with respect to a recalcitrant sinner, he does not mean tell it to 
the congregation as a whole but tell it to the body that spiritually rules and 
represents the congregation, in this case, the kirk session.

83 First and Second Books of Discipline (FSBD), 122.
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exercises a twofold power, one being an authority to preach the Word 
and administer the sacraments—something carried out by individ-
ual ministers—and the other being a collective exercise of church 
power, such as when the kirk session meets to administer discipline 
and to admit professors to the Lord’s Table.84

This spiritual power pertaining to the kirk “is different and dis-
tinct in its own nature from that power . . . which is called the civil 
power,” though “they are both of God, and tend to one end, if they are 
rightly used: to wit, to advance the glory of God, and to have godly 
and good subjects.” Part of the difference is that “this ecclesiastical 
power flows immediately from God, and the Mediator Jesus Christ, 
and is spiritual, not having a temporal head on earth, but only Christ, 
the only spiritual King and Governor of his kirk.”85 The church has 
no temporal head (as the pope claims to be), “Christ [being] the only 
Head and Monarch of the kirk.” The power of the kirk derives from 
the “word immediately as [its] only ground.” Church power “should 
be taken from the pure fountain of the Scriptures, the kirk hearing 
the voice of Christ, the only spiritual King, and being ruled by his 
laws.”86 While “it is proper to kings, princes, and magistrates to be 
called lords and dominators over their subjects, whom they govern 
civilly . . . it is proper to Christ only to be called Lord and Master in 
the spiritual government of the kirk.” Others that serve on Christ’s 
behalf are “only ministers, disciples, and servants.” This is because “it 
is Christ’s proper office to command and rule in his kirk universal, 
and every particular kirk, through his Spirit and word, by the min-
istry of men.”87

The SBD, over against the teaching of the Roman Catholic 
84 This is the classic distinction between potestas ordinis and potestas 

jurisdictionis, the former being the ministerial exercise of power in the 
preaching of the gospel and administration of the sacraments and the latter 
being the collective exercise of power in the exercise of church discipline by 
the ministers and elders. See FSBD, 122.

85 Ibid., 123.
86 Ibid.
87 Ibid., 123–24.
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Church that ecclesiastical persons were exempt from civil jurisdic-
tion, asserted that “ministers and others of the ecclesiastical estate 
are subject to the civil magistrate.” Further, “so ought the person of 
the magistrate be subject to the kirk spiritually, and in ecclesiastical 
government. And the exercise of both of these jurisdictions cannot 
stand in one person ordinarily. The civil power is called the power 
of the sword, and the other the power of the keys.” These powers 
are distinct but are also related: “The civil power should command 
the spiritual to exercise and do their office according to the word of 
God.” This last statement makes clear that the drafters of the SBD 
equate “spiritual” with that which comes from the Word of God.88 
And the civil power has the right and obligation to command the 
spiritual to act in accordance with true spirituality—in other words, 
that which is in accordance with the Word of God. And the spiritual 
power, though distinct from the civil, “should require the Christian 
magistrate to minister justice and punish vice, and to maintain the 
liberty and quietness of the kirk within their bounds.”89

The civil magistrate “handles external things only, and actions 
done before men.” In contrast to this, “the spiritual ruler judges both 
inward affections and external actions, in respect of conscience, by 
the word of God.”90 Continuing to sharpen the definition of “spiri-
tual,” the SBD continues, “the civil magistrate craves and gets obedi-
ence by the sword and other external means, but the ministry by the 
spiritual sword and spiritual means.” Here spiritual, which is moral 
and suasive, is contrasted with civil, which is physical and coercive. 
The role of the civil ruler is set forth in this way: “The magistrate 
neither ought to preach, minister the sacraments, nor execute the 

88 This is why they see Roman Catholic power as coercive and temporal, 
because it does not profess to come from the Word of God exclusively, but the 
magisterium taps both Scripture and tradition in developing the canon law 
of the church. Thus the SBD sees “spiritual” as stemming exclusively from a 
ministry of the Word of God, over against the imposition of the hierarchy of 
the RCC.

89 FSBD, 124.
90 Ibid., 124–25.
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censures of the kirk, nor yet prescribe any rule how it should be done, 
but command the ministers to observe the rule commanded in the 
word and punish the transgressors by civil means.” And “ministers 
exercise not the civil jurisdiction, but teach the magistrate how it 
should be exercised according to the word.”91 Note that each has his 
own role with respect to his own jurisdiction and with respect to the 
jurisdiction of the other.

With respect to the civil magistrate interacting with the 
church, “the magistrate ought to assist, maintain, and fortify the 
jurisdiction of the kirk.” With respect to the church interacting 
with the state, “ministers should assist their princes in all things 
agreeable to the word, provided they neglect not their own charge 
by involving themselves in civil affairs.” The SBD gives a final note 
in this first chapter: “As ministers are subject to the judgment and 
punishment of the magistrate in external things, if they offend; so 
ought the magistrates to submit themselves to the discipline of 
the kirk, if they transgress in matters of conscience and religion.” 
By these statements, the drafters of the SBD sought to set forth 
both the proper distinction from and relationship to each other 
of the church and state. And that which characterized the power 
and operation of the church was most commonly denominated as 
“spiritual.”

Confessional developments subsequent to the sixteenth-
century Scottish church constitutional documents superseded but 
did not abrogate those documents.92 The emphasis of the SBD on 
“spiritual” does not continue to the same degree, however, in much 
of what followed in ecclesiology and church polity.93 It was present, 

91 Ibid., 125.
92 Dictionary of Scottish Church History, 751.
93 The SBD itself, while gaining GA approval in 1578, failed to secure full 

endorsement from the government. “By 1592, Parliament ratified the Church’s 
Presbyterian constitution, but the SBD was still denied statutory recognition 
by Crown and Parliament.” See James Kirk, “Second Book of Discipline,” 
in Dictionary of Scottish Church History and Theology, ed. Nigel S. Cameron 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 766.
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however, in 1595–96 when SBD drafter Andrew Melville twice 
confronted King James VI with his famous “two kingdoms” speech 
on the separation of the ecclesiastical (spiritual) and secular (civil) 
jurisdictions. This “two kingdoms and two kings” emphasis found 
an echo in the National Covenant of 1638, forged by the Scots in 
response to James’s son, Charles I, seeking to impose rigid forms of 
worship on Scotland. Through the Solemn League and Covenant of 
1643, the Scots introduced the idea of this into their alliance with 
the English in the production of the Westminster Standards.

It is perhaps ironic that the greatest statement of the faith 
and practice of Presbyterians, the Westminster Confession of Faith 
(and its allied documents), was not the product of the church as 
such but of a body called to advise the parliament of England. As 
Sinclair Ferguson notes, “Despite a royal proclamation prohibiting 
the Assembly (22 June 1643), Parliament proceeded with its own 
Ordinance, and the Assembly was opened on 1 July with a sermon 
by Twisse [the prolocutor, or moderator]. It was therefore a gather-
ing under parliamentary, not ecclesiastical, authority, in R. Ballie’s 
words, ‘no proper Assemblie, but a meeting called by Parliament to 
advyse them in what things they are asked.’”94 Yet even in this Eras-
tian context—though the English Parliament was full of Puritans, 
there were many Erastians there, albeit comparatively few among the 
Westminster divines—the doctrine of the spirituality of the church 
was not absent. In the confession itself, there are several places that 
address matters touching on church/state relations (e.g., chapters 
19–24, and 31).

The last citation, WCF 31, “Of Synods and Councils,” makes 
clear that in the established church of that day there was to be a 
mutual working between magistrate and minister, with the for-
mer having the right to call a church synod for consultation, and 
the ministers themselves having such right “if magistrates be open 

94 Scottish Dictionary of Church History, 863. The Baillie quote is from Letters 
and Journals, 3 vols., ed. D. Laing, (Edinburgh, 1841–42), 2:186.
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enemies to the Church.” In any case, what a church synod was to 
do was to apply the Word of God to the cases at hand, whether 
involving morals or doctrine. “Synod and councils,” 31.4 made 
clear, “are to handle or conclude nothing, but that which is ecclesi-
astical.” This is a restatement of the spirituality of the church. The 
church, in its proclamations and preaching, is “not to intermeddle 
with civil affairs which concern the commonwealth, unless by way 
of humble petition in cases extraordinary; or, by way of advice, for 
satisfaction of conscience, if they be thereunto required by the civil 
magistrate.” These same “civil magistrates,” according to WCF 23.3, 
“may not assume to themselves the administration of the Word and 
sacraments; or the power of the keys of the kingdom of heaven.” 
Here is the standard distinction of the Reformation: the church and 
state are separate institutions with separate officers. However, the 
quasi-Erastian nature of this becomes clear in the next sentences: 
“Yet he [the civil magistrate] hath authority, and it 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 her-
esies be suppressed; all corruptions and abuses in worship and dis-
cipline prevented or reformed; and all the ordinances of God duly 
settled, administered, and observed.” To carry out such duties, the 
civil magistrate “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.” Though other documents produced by the 
Westminster Assembly reflected the spirituality of the church, it 
was in these passages of the confession, especially 31.5, that the 
doctrine was chiefly reflected.

Church and State in the American Context

Though the first Presbyterian churches in the colonies were 
planted in the seventeenth century and the first presbytery (Phila-
delphia, 1706) and synod (Philadelphia, 1716) started but ten years 
apart, the Westminster Confession of Faith and its allied documents 
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were not adopted until 1729. The Adopting Act of 1729 noted 
that the Synod of Philadelphia did “declare their agreement in and 
approbation of the Confession of Faith with the larger and shorter 
Catechisms of the assembly of Divines at Westminster, as being 
in all the essential and necessary Articles, good Forms of sound 
words and systems of Christian Doctrine; and do also adopt the 
said Confession and Catechisms as the Confession of our Faith.” 
In the afternoon session of that same day, those at the synod made 
clear that they did have “scruples” with regards to some clauses in 
chapters twenty and twenty-three of the confession, taking excep-
tion to them and stating, “the Synod do unanimously declare, yt 
[that] they do not receive those Articles in any such sense as to 
suppose that the civil Magistrate hath a controlling Power over 
Synods with Respect to the Exercise of their ministerial Author-
ity; or Power to persecute any for their Religion, or in any sense 
contrary to the Protestant succession to the throne of Great Brit-
ain.”95 These “exceptions” or “scruples” were repeated in following 
years until the adoption of the Westminster Confession of Faith 
and Catechisms at the First General Assembly (in Philadelphia) 
in 1789, at which time the commissioners modified the Westmin-
ster documents to expunge Erastianism and to have a confession 
that expressed support for disestablishment and the separation of 
church and state.96

These articles from chapters twenty and twenty-three “thus 
excepted to,” J. Aspinwall Hodge wrote, “were altered after the 
independence of the United States was established, and the Synod 
considered ‘the church of Christ as a spiritual society entirely dis-
tinct from the civil government, having a right to regulate their 
own ecclesiastical policy, independent of the interposition of the 

95 Guy Klett, Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of Amer-
ica, 1706–1788 (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Historical Society, 1965), 103–4.

96 David W. Hall and Joseph H. Hall, eds., Paradigms in Polity: Classic Read-
ings in Reformed and Presbyterian Church Government (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1994), 348–64, 409–21.
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magistrate.’”97 The doctrine of the spirituality of the church flour-
ished in the American context and made a new appearance, akin 
to that in the SBD, in the “Preliminary Principles” adopted by the 
Synod of New York and Philadelphia in 1788 and prefixed to the 
Form of Government, making its way into the First Book of Church 
Order (at the First GA in 1789) and in many subsequent editions, 
including the 1821 revision, which served as the Book of Church 
Order during most of Hodge’s career.

Chapter 1 of the Form of Government opens with these 
words: “The Presbyterian Church in the United States of Amer-
ica [PCUSA], in presenting to the Christian public the system of 
union, and the form of government and discipline which they have 
adopted, have thought proper to state, by way of introduction, a few 
of the general principles by which they have been governed in the 
formation of the plan.”98 The PCUSA then stated eight “Preliminary 
Principles” that guided it in working out its church polity, several of 
them stemming from its doctrine of the spirituality of the church. It 
begins: “They [the PCUSA] are unanimously of opinion

I. That “God alone is Lord of the conscience; and has left it 
free from the doctrine and commandments of men, which 
are in anything contrary to his word, or beside it, in matters 
of faith or worship”; therefore they consider the rights of 
private judgment, in all matters that respect religion, as uni-
versal and inalienable; they do not even wish to see any reli-
gious constitution aided by the civil power, further than may 
be necessary for protection and security, and, at the same 
time, be equal and common to all others.

97 Quoted in J. Aspinwall Hodge, What Is Presbyterian Law as Defined by 
the Church Courts?, 4th ed. (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Education, 
1886), 18.

98 “The Form of Government” in The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church 
in the United States of America (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publica-
tion, 1839), 405.
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II. That, in perfect consistency with the above principle of 
common right, every Christian church, or union or associ-
ation of particular churches, is entitled to declare the terms 
of admission into its communion, and the qualifications of 
its ministers and members, as well as the whole system of 
its internal government which Christ has appointed; that, 
in the exercise of this right, they may, notwithstanding, err 
in making the terms of communion either too lax or too 
narrow; yet, even in this case, they do not infringe upon the 
liberty or the rights of others, but only make an improper 
use of their own.

III. That our blessed Savior, for the edification of the visible 
church, which is his body, has appointed officers, not only to 
preach the gospel and administer the sacraments; but also 
to exercise discipline, for the preservation of both truth and 
duty; and, that it is incumbent upon these officers, and upon 
the whole church, in whose name they act, to censure or cast 
out the erroneous and scandalous; observing, in all cases, the 
rules contained in the word of God.

IV. That truth is in order to goodness, and the great touch-
stone of truth is its tendency to promote holiness; accord-
ing to our Savior’s rule, “by their fruits ye shall know them.” 
And that no opinion can be either more pernicious or more 
absurd, than that which brings truth and falsehood upon a 
level and represents it as of no consequence what a man’s 
opinions are. On the contrary, they are persuaded that there 
is an inseparable connection between faith and practice, 
truth and duty. Otherwise it would be of no consequence 
either to discover truth, or to embrace it.

V. That while under the conviction of the above principle, 
they think it necessary to make effectual provision, that all 
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who are admitted as teachers be sound in the faith; they also 
believe that there are truths and forms with respect to which 
men of good characters and principles may differ. And in all 
these they think it the duty, both of private Christians and 
societies, to exercise mutual forbearance towards each other.

VI. That though the character, qualifications, and authority 
of church officers, are laid down in the Holy Scriptures, as 
well as the proper method of their investiture and institu-
tion; yet the election of the persons to the exercise of this 
authority, in any particular society, is in that society.

VII. That all church power, whether exercised by the body in 
general, or in the way of representation by delegated author-
ity, is only ministerial and declarative; that is to say, that 
the Holy Scriptures are the only rule of faith and manners; 
that no church judicatory ought to pretend to make laws, 
to bind the conscience in virtue of their own authority; and 
that all their decisions should be founded upon the revealed 
will of God. Now though it will easily be admitted that all 
synods and councils may err, through the frailty inseparable 
from humanity; yet there is much greater danger from the 
usurped claim of making laws, than from the right of judg-
ing upon laws already made and common to all who profess 
the gospel; although this right, as necessity requires in the 
present state, be lodged with fallible men.

VIII. Lastly, that, if the preceding scriptural and rational 
principles be steadfastly adhered to, the vigor and strictness 
of its discipline will contribute to the glory and happiness 
of any church. Since ecclesiastical discipline must be purely 
moral or spiritual in its object, and not attended with any 
civil effects, it can derive no force whatever, but from its 
own justice, the approbation of an impartial public, and the 
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countenance and blessing of the Great Head of the church 
universal.99

While all of these points address the doctrine of the spiritu-
ality of the church broadly, several of them particularly do, notably, 
principles I, VII, and VIII. The first, in highlighting Christ as Lord 
of the conscience (citing WCF 20.2), points out the rights of private 
judgment and that no hierarch can command obedience apart from 
the Word. The seventh principle asserts that church power is only 
ministerial and declarative and that the church can only bind as God 
in his Word binds. The eighth principle maintains that discipline is 
purely moral and spiritual, picking up the concern of the SBD to dis-
tinguish the spiritual nature of church power over against the exer-
cise of civil power. Hodge was indeed in a church that, like the Old 
Scottish Church, believed in the spiritual character of the church.

Hodge’s View of the Doctrine of  
Church and State in the Reformation

Returning to Hodge’s article on church and state, it is evident 
that Hodge saw the Reformation as a watershed in church/state 
relations. He wrote, “As the Reformation involved the rejection of 
the doctrine of the visible unity of the church under one infallible 
head, it of necessity [as did the change from Moses to Christ and a 
theocracy to a worldwide kingdom made without hands] introduced 
a change in the relation between the state and the church.”100 Given 
that there were, as Carter Lindberg has perceptively written, “Refor-
mations,” and not just a single one, “this relation” between church and 
state, as Hodge recognized, “was very different in different countries, 

99 “The Form of Government,” in Constitution of the PCUSA, 406–9.
100 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 682; see also Hodge, ST, 

2:313–77 for a discussion of his view of the differences in the administration of 
the covenant of grace under Moses and under Christ, in which he sees the for-
mer as more outward and legal and the latter as more inward and evangelical.
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and that difference was evidently not the result of any preconceived 
theory, but of the course of events. It was, therefore, one thing in 
England, another in Scotland, and another in Germany.”

Hodge focuses particularly on the church in England, where 
Erastianism had its fullest expression in the West. Hodge shows 
himself to be an opponent not only of the “church over state” view 
of Rome, as noted above, but also of the “state over church” view 
of Erastianism. Unlike the milder Erastianism of the Continent in 
which reformation was ecclesiastical in origin and afterward came 
under the civil power (or, alternatively, acted coterminously with 
the civil power), “with regard to England,” Hodge wrote, “the Ref-
ormation was affected by the civil power. The authority by which 
all changes were decreed, was that of the king and parliament. 
The church passively submitted, subscribing articles presented for 
acceptance, and adopting forms of worship and general regulations 
prescribed for her use.”101 Hodge complains that King Henry VIII 
“rejected the authority of the pope, though he adhered to the doc-
trines of Romanism. He declared himself by act of Parliament the 
head of the church, and . . . that all ecclesiastical power flowed from 
the sovereign, and that the bishops acted in his name, and by virtue 
of power derived from him.”102

The clearest proof that the ecclesiastical structure “rested on the 
authority of the king is, that as soon as he died they [the particulars of 

101 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 862: Hodge further noted 
here that “this fact [of civil establishment of the church] is so inconsistent with 
the high-church theory, that every effort is made by advocates of that theory, 
to evade its force, and to show that the change was the work of the church 
itself.” Hodge argues that “episcopal writer themselves” admit that in the time 
of Henry and his son Edward, “the great majority both of the clergy and the 
people, i.e., the church, was opposed to the Reformation.” That the Reforma-
tion in England was unpopular is a somewhat controversial observation in 
Hodge’s day, although later scholarship has testified to the veracity of Hodge’s 
claim. See Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in 
England, 1400–1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005).

102 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 862–63.
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his reforms] were discarded, and a doctrinal formulary of an opposite 
character adopted” under his son and successor, Edward VI. Though 
Edward and his regents were committed Protestants, and this meant 
that the Reformation developed apace (and many first-rate Refor-
mation scholars came and contributed to the burgeoning reform), 
the controlling authority in matters religious remained civil. This 
was also the case under Elizabeth I and her successors. All of this to 
Hodge was wrong. He sums it up this way: “The actual relation of 
the church to the state in England is sufficiently indicated by these 
facts. The king was declared to be the supreme head of the church, 
i.e., the source of authority in its government, and the supreme judge 
of all persons and causes ecclesiastical, of whatever kind. The clergy 
were brought with great difficulty to make this acknowledgement, 
and therefore it cannot be said to the spontaneous act of the church. 
It was rather an usurpation.” Hodge thus regards the way that the 
Reformation occurred in Britain as involving the Crown and Parlia-
ment’s usurpation of the prerogatives of the church.103

Hodge noted critically: “The king then, as head of the church, 
changed the form of worship, introduced new articles of faith, sus-
pended and appointed bishops, visited all parts of the church to 
reform abuses, issued edicts regulating matters of discipline, granted 
commissions to the bishops to set in his name, and by acts of Parlia-
ment declared that all jurisdiction, spiritual and temporal, emanates 
from him, and that all proceedings in the episcopal courts should 
be in his name.” Hodge judges that “these principles have ever been 
acted on in the church of England; though with less flagrancy of 
course in the settled state of the church than at the Reformation.”104 
Hodge further notes, as proof of these claims that “everything still 

103 Ibid., 683–84. Hodge notes that the qualification in the king’s oath that 
he was head of the church “as far as the law of Christ permits,” as to its effect 
“was to declare that Christ did allow the king the power which he claimed and 
exercised.”

104 Ibid., 684. Hodge defends this assertion by citing actions of monarchs 
from Elizabeth through William III (1558–1702).
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rests on that foundation. The king still appoints all the bishops, and 
has the legal right to suspend them; all the binding authority of the 
Articles and Prayer Book rests on Acts of Parliament. No man can 
be refused admission to the church, no matter what his opinions or 
character, against the will of the state; and no man can be excom-
municated but by civil process; and the ultimate decision, even in 
the trial of a bishop for heresy, is rendered by the king in council.”105

Hodge notes that “different theories have been devised to jus-
tify this entire subordination of the church to the state.” He reflects 
that the “early Reformers, Cranmer especially, were thoroughly 
Erastian; and held that the king was intrusted with whole care of 
his subjects, as well concerning the administration of the word, as in 
things civil and political; and as he had under him civil officers to act 
in this name, so he had church officers, the one class being assigned, 
appointed, and selected by the authority of the king, as much as 
the other.”106 Hodge writes about “a second theory” that “sup-
poses there is no difference between a Christian state and a church.  
A church is a people professing Christianity, and they may adopt 
what form of government they please. This supposes not only that 
the details of church government are not prescribed in Scripture, 
but that there is no government in the hands of church officers at 
all ordained by Christ.”107 Hodge notes that such is unacceptable to 
high churchmen, who maintain that “all the leading facts of the Ref-
ormation were determined by the church.” However, this forces the 
high churchman to “maintain that what the king did on the advice 
of a few divines was done by the church.” Hodge finds that as unten-
able as referring the “sanatory or legal regulations of a kingdom to 

105 Ibid.
106 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 684. Hodge further noted 

that “Cranmer did not even hold to the necessity of any ordination by church 
officers, considering the king’s commission all-sufficient. This whole theory 
rests on an exorbitant notion of the regal power” (684–85).

107 Ibid., 685. This theory holds, Hodge notes, that the “best and most 
healthful form of church government is that which most fully identifies the 
church with the state.”
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the authority of the physicians or lawyers who may be consulted in 
drawing them up.”108

Hodge argues that some high churchmen fall back “on the 
theory suggested by Constantine, which assigns the internal gov-
ernment of the church to bishops, and the external to the king.” 
Such theorists accordingly deny that “the king can, either by him-
self or by officers deriving their authority from him, pronounce 
definitions of faith, administer the word or sacraments, or absolve 
or excommunicate. He may, however, convene Synods, and preside 
in them; sanction their decisions, and give them the force of laws; 
he may refuse to sanction them, if contrary to the doctrines of the 
catholic church, or injurious to the state; he may receive appeals 
from church-courts; preserve subordination and unity in the 
church; prevent, by civil pains and penalties, all secession from her 
communion, and found and endow new bishoprics.”109

Hodge concludes, “This doctrine rests on the assumption, 
1. That it is the design of the state, and the duty of its officers, to 
promote and sustain religion by civil pains and penalties; 2.  That 
the church is a divine institution, with a prescribed faith and dis-
cipline; and 3. That the marks of the true church are so plain that 
no honest man can mistake them.” He opines, “The only point in 
which this system differs from the papal doctrine on this subject is, 
that it allows the civil magistrate discretion whether he will enforce 
the decisions of the church or not.”110 This is because the Tractari-
ans who supported this scheme did not regard provincial synods as 
infallible whereas “Romanists maintain that the Pope, speaking ex 
cathedra, is infallible.”111

Hodge, after noting that in Lutheran lands the state pos-
sessed what he thought to be inappropriate “ecclesiastical power,”112 

108 Ibid.
109 Ibid., 685–86.
110 Ibid., 686.
111 Ibid.
112 Ibid., 688.
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proceeds to treat the Reformed church. He notes that the relation of 
the church and state in “the Reformed Church of Geneva, Germany, 
France, Holland, and Scotland” was set forth in Turretin. There are 
things that the magistrate may not do: “a. The magistrates cannot 
introduce new articles of faith, or new rites or modes of worship. 
b. He cannot administer the word and sacraments. c. He does not 
possess the power of the keys. d. He cannot prescribe to pastors the 
form of preaching or administration of the sacraments. e. He cannot 
decide on ecclesiastical affairs, or on controversies of faith, without 
consulting the pastors.”113

On the other hand, “a. [The magistrate] ought to establish the 
true religion, and when established, faithfully uphold it, and if cor-
rupted, restore and reform it. b. He should, to the utmost, protect the 
church by restraining heretics and disturbers of its peace, by propa-
gating and defending the true religion, and hindering the confession 
of false religions. c. Provide proper ministers, and sustain them in the 
administration of the word and sacraments, according to the Word 
of God, and found schools as well for the church as the state. d. See 
that ministers do their duty faithfully according to the canons of 
the church and the laws of the land. e. Cause that confessions of 
faith and ecclesiastical constitutions, agreeable to the Scriptures, be 
sanctioned, and when sanctioned adhered to. f. To call ordinary and 
extraordinary synods, to moderate in them, and to sanction their 
decisions with his authority.”114 Hodge concluded this section by 
noting that “the question, ‘whether the state can rightfully force its 
subjects to profess the faith,’ is answered in the negative. The ques-
tion, ‘whether heretics should be capitally punished,’ is answered in 
the affirmative, provided their heresy is gross and dangerous to the 
church and state, and provided they are contumacious and malig-
nant in the defense and propagation of it.”115 Hodge notes finally 
that “The Westminster Confession, as adopted by the Church of 

113 Ibid., 689.
114 Ibid.
115 Ibid., 689.
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Scotland, taught the same general doctrine” of an established church 
allied with a Christian magistrate.116

Hodge’s View of the Doctrine of Church and State in 
America as a Development of the Scottish Position

The passage addressing a clear role for the civil magistracy in 
the life of the church has, as Hodge put it, “always been part of 
the Confession of the Church of Scotland, (and was, it is believed, 
retained in the Cambridge and Saybrooke Platforms as adopted in 
New England).”117 Nonetheless, “history shows,” Hodge happily 
declared, “that the church in Scotland has ever been, in a great mea-
sure, independent of the state, and for generations in conflict with 
it.” Hodge continued, “The practical interpretation, therefore, of the 
doctrine here taught, has been to deny the civil magistrate any real 
control in ecclesiastical affairs.”118 The Scots, both clergy and lay, 
did not hesitate to resist royal/parliamentary encroachments on the 
church. Scottish clerics like John Knox, George Buchanan, Samuel 
Rutherford, Richard Cameron, and others were pioneers in devel-
oping resistance theory.119 Jenny Geddes’s flung stool was emblem-
atic of the disposition of even lay Scots to the Laudian impositions. 
George Gillespie, the youngest commissioner at the Westminster 
Assembly wrote, arguably, two of the most trenchant refutations of 

116 Ibid.
117 Ibid., 690.
118 Ibid.
119 Calvin may have taught the right of the lower magistrate to resist tyran-

nical overlords, but his successor Theodore Beza developed this resistance the-
ory beyond Calvin’s position in his Right of Magistrates in 1574 and Vindiciae 
Contra Tyrannos in 1579. It was the Scotsmen listed who took it further with 
Knox (Monstrous Regiment of Women, 1558) and Buchanan (De juri regni apud 
Scotos, 1579) teaching the right of resistance of all subjects, not only other 
rulers. Rutherford taught constitutional government against royal absolutism 
(and the divine right of kings) in Lex Rex, a covenantal idea that Richard 
Cameron and the Covenanters sought to enforce in the following years: the 
notion that the nation, including its rulers, were in covenant with God.
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Erastianism.120 The rise of the Covenanters in the seventeenth cen-
tury and the Seceders in the eighteenth century were expressions at 
the time of the sentiment that the Erastian claims of the state over 
the church were fatuous and ought to be resisted by the church.121

Churchly resistance of Erastianism came to a head in the Scot-
tish context in the Disruption of 1843 in which the Free Church 
of Scotland came out of the Church of Scotland. This was the cul-
mination of the so-called Ten Years’ Conflict, the heart of which 
had to do with the questions, “Who chooses the minister in a local 
congregation or chapel? Is it the local kirk session and congrega-
tion or is it the patron who sponsors the position?” This matter 
went to court and the Moderates won, meaning that the patron—
the local nobleman—was given the right to choose whom he saw 
fit for the position. The Evangelicals viewed this as Erastianism, 
which was to them an intolerable dominance of the state over the 
church. Thus there was a significant exodus from the Church of 
Scotland to form the Free Church of Scotland, a church that was 
not established. It should be noted, however, as it has often been 
put, that those who left the establishment did so on establishment 
principles. The Free Church left, one might say, on the grounds of 
the first chapter of Second Book of Discipline.122 An established 
church continued in Scotland; Hodge, however, was decidedly sup-
portive of the Free Church, except that he did not entertain their 
establishment principles.

Hodge’s good friend and prominent Free Church theologian 

120 Gillespie’s Dispute against the English Popish Ceremonies Obtruded upon 
the Church of Scotland, published in 1637 after the Jennie Geddes’ affair, was 
an Anti-Laudian, Anti-Erastian tract. Gillespie’s fullest attack on Erastianism 
and defense of the exclusive spiritual jurisdiction of the church was Aaron’s Rod 
Blossoming, or the Divine Ordinance of Church-Government Vindicated (1646).

121 Macleod, Scottish Theology in Relation to Church History, 103–88.
122 This story of the Disruption of 1843 and the Free Church has been told 

recently in an excellent volume by Alexander (Sandy) Finlayson, Unity and 
Diversity: The Founders of the Free Church of Scotland (Fearn, Ross-Shire, Great 
Britain: Christian Focus Publications, 2010).
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William Cunningham argues that “by the civil magistrate is to 
be understood the supreme civil power; and that the Confession 
merely teaches what the civil ruler will find to be his duty when 
he comes to the study of the Word of God.”123 Further, “the rule 
of all his [the magistrate’s] judgments is the Word of God.” And, 
finally, “the Confession denies to the civil magistrate all right to 
the ministration of the word and sacraments, or to the power of 
the keys, that is, to the management of the ordinary affairs of the 
church of Christ; and states, that as it is the duty of every private 
person to judge for himself whether the doctrines, disciplines, and 
decisions of a church, are according to the word of God, and if so, 
then to receive, obey, and promote them; so also it is the duty of the 
civil magistrate, in his sphere, and in the exercise of his legitimate 
authority and influence, to do the same.”124 This remains an estab-
lishmentarian position, but one that is decidedly anti-Erastian. This 
Scottish emphasis on the “spiritual independency” of the church 
is the root in the more immediate sense (acknowledging that this 
has deeper biblical and Augustinian roots) of what will come to be 
called the “spirituality of the church” in nineteenth-century Ameri-
can Old School Presbyterianism.

Hodge has one more thing to treat before he discusses the rela-
tion between church and state that has come to prevail in America 
after its War for Independence and adoption of the U.S. Constitu-
tion: the relation that prevailed between church and state among 
the Puritans, particularly in New England. The Massachusetts Bay 
Colony, and other such settlements, had what Hodge described as a 
theory of church and state that “was more that of a theocracy” than 
Scotland ever had.125 “All civil power was confined to the members 
of the church, no person being either eligible to office, or entitled 
to the right of suffrage, who was not in full communion of some 
church. The laws of the church became thus the laws of the land, 

123 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 690.
124 Ibid.
125 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 690.
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and the two institutions were in a measure merged together.”126 And 
one became a member of the church, at least in some of these New 
England colonies, only by a narrative of grace sufficient to convince 
the congregation that one was truly converted.127 Hodge continued, 
“The duty of the magistrate to make and enforce laws for the sup-
port of religion, for the suppression of heresy and punishment of 
heretics, was clearly taught. John Cotton even wrote a book to prove 
that persecution was a Christian duty.”128

Hodge finally turns to set forth “the relation between the church 
and state” in the United States.129 He immediately admits, “The doc-
trine current among us on this subject is of very recent origin. It was 
unknown to the ancients before the advent. In no country was reli-
gion disconnected with the state. It was unknown to the Jews. The 
early Christians were not in circumstances to determine the duty 
of Christian magistrates to the Christian church. Since the time of 

126 Ibid., 690–91.
127 I deal with this in my “Jonathan Edwards and the Communion Con-

troversy in Northampton,” Mid-America Journal of Theology 14 (2003): 57–97, 
esp. at 65–71.

128 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 691.
129 The literature on the relationship of church and state in the American 

context, particularly the separation of church and state, is vast. The section 
treating the questions about the relations of church/state and faith/politics in 
America in the Firestone Library, Princeton University, occupies approximately 
sixteen shelves, yielding at least 500–600 volumes. An example of a work dealing 
with church and state in early America is Chris Beneke and Christopher S. 
Grenda, eds., The First Prejudice: Religious Tolerance and Intolerance in Early 
America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). An example of 
works focusing on the contemporary relevance of church/state issues is Ann W. 
Duncan and Steven L. Jones, eds., Church-State Issues in America Today, 3 vols. 
(Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2008). These address matters of religion 
and government; religion, family, and education; and religious convictions and 
practices in public life, including creation-evolution debate, school vouchers, 
abortion, homosexuality, conscientious objections, immigration, the green 
movement, and so on. In my view, the best recent treatment of the question 
of the relationship of Christianity to the American nation—one that is well-
balanced and careful—is John Fea, Was America Founded as a Christian Nation? 
A Historical Introduction (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2011).
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Constantine, in no part of Christendom, and by no denomination, 
has the ground been assumed, until a recent period, that the state 
and church should be separate and independent bodies.”130 While, 
as we have seen earlier in this chapter, there were distinctions made 
between church and state of some sort in the West for centuries, 
even in the Old Testament, after Constantine, and especially in the 
Reformation, Hodge is quite right about the American experiment: 
the disestablishment of the church and the institutional separation 
of the church and state of the sort that America witnessed was a new 
thing in world history.

In spite of its novelty, Hodge argues, “Yet to this doctrine the 
public mind in this country has already been brought, and to the 
same conclusion the convictions of God’s people in all parts of the 
world seem rapidly tending.” Hodge then seeks to examine, briefly, 
he says, the grounds of what he concedes is a “novel, yet sound, 
doctrine”: the American Presbyterian view of the relation of church 
and state—

1. In the first place it [the notion that the church and state 
are separate and independent bodies] assumes that the state, 
the family, and the church, are all divine institutions, having 
the same general end in view, but designed to accomplish 
that the end by different means. That as we cannot infer 
from the fact the family and the state are both designed 
to promote the welfare of men, that the magistrate has the 
right to interfere in the domestic economy of the family; so 
neither can we infer from the church and state having the 
same general end, that the one can rightfully interfere with 
the affairs of the other. If there were no institution than the 
family, we might infer that all means now used by the church 
and state, for the good of men, might properly be used by the 
family, and if there were no church, as a separate institution 

130 Hodge, “Relation of the Church and State,” 691–92.
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of God, then we might infer that the family and the state 
were designed to accomplish all that could be effected. But 
as God has instituted the family for domestic training and 
government; the state, that we may lead quiet and peaceable 
lives; and the church for the promotion and extension of 
true religion, the three are to be kept distinctive within their 
respective spheres.

2. That the relative duties of these several institutions can-
not be learned by reasoning a priori from their design, but 
must be determined from the word of God. And when 
reasoning from the word of God, we are not authorized 
to argue from the Old Testament economy, because that 
was avowedly temporary, and has been abolished; but must 
derive our conclusions from the New Testament. We find it 
there taught,

(1.) That Christ did institute a church separate from 
the state, giving it separate laws and officers.

(2.) That he laid down the qualifications of those offi-
cers, and enjoined on the church, not on the state, to judge 
of their possession by candidates.

(3.) That he prescribed the terms of admission to, and 
the grounds of exclusion from, the church, and left with the 
church its officers to administer these rules.

These acts are utterly inconsistent with Erastianism, 
and with the relation established in England between the 
church and state.

3. That the New Testament, when speaking of the immedi-
ate design of the state, and the official duties of the magis-
trate, never intimates that he has those functions which the 
common doctrine of the Lutheran and Reformed churches 
assign him. The silence, together with the fact that those 
functions are assigned to the church and church officers, 
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is proof that it is not the will of God that they should be 
assumed by the state.

4. That the only means which the state can employ to accom-
plish many of the objects said to belong to it, viz., plans and 
penalties, are inconsistent with the example and commands 
of Christ; with the rights of private Christians, guarantied in 
the word of God, (i.e., to serve God according to the dictates 
of his conscience,) are ineffectual to the true end of religion, 
which is voluntary obedience to the truth, and productive 
of incalculable evil. The New Testament, therefore, does not 
teach that the magistrate is entitled to take care that true 
religion is established and maintained; that right men are 
appointed to church offices; that those officers do their duty; 
that proper persons be admitted, and improper persons be 
rejected from the church; or that heretics be punished. And 
on the other hand, by enjoining all these duties upon the 
church, as an institution distinct from the state, it teaches 
positively that they do not belong to the magistrate, but to 
the church. If to this it be added that experience teaches that 
the magistrate is the most unfit person to discharge these 
duties; that his attempting it has always been injurious to 
religion, and inimical to the rights of conscience, we have 
reason to rejoice in the recently discovered truth, that the 
church is independent of the state, and the state best pro-
motes her interest by letting her alone.131

This is Hodge’s doctrine of the spirituality of the church in 
theory, particularly as that theory has come to expression in Amer-
ica. How Hodge applies and develops this doctrine in practice is the 
concern of the rest of this thesis.

131 Ibid., 692–93.
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