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CHURCH STATE RELATIONSHIP 

PARTICULARLY AS IT APPLIES to THE F1Et..0 o'F £D~~ATION 

A very common phrase used both in chutch iife and in government life is the 
phrase "a wall of separation between church· and state". Thomas Jefferson, our 
third president was the author of this phrase. jeffefson's classic phrase is found 
in a letter written by him, dated January 1, 1802, It was dispatched in reply to 
an address sent to the President by a committee of the Danbury Baptist Association 
of Connecticut. In his reply to the matter brought to his attention by these Bap
tists, Jefferson wrote: "Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies 
solely between man arid his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or 
worship, that the legislative powers of government reach action only, and not opin
ions, I contemplate with solemn reverence that act of the American people which de
clares that their legislature should 'make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof' thus building a waii of separa
tion between church and state." This phrase has been used by many in the sense that 
there is or should be a high wall between church and state so that none of their 
activities, programs, or interests overlap. Of course, history proves that this is 
an idealogical dream. While Bible lovers will always insist that neither the church 
or the state interfere with the functions and purposes which are outlined for each 
in Scripture, they also recognize that there are areas where church and state serve 
the interest of each other. Our program committee recognized this and therefore re
quested a paper on theological guidelines to church state relations, posing such 
questions as: "Is government aid to education an adiaphoran or is doctrine involved? 
If government aid is allowable under certain conditions and limits; what are those 
conditions and limits; in other words what principles do we follow? To what extent 
if at all, does government have the right to regulate our private education, teacher 
pay and teacher accreditation, and related things?" Under the following headings, 
we shall offer information on this subject both from Scritpure and civil law, which 
we are bound to obey when and if it does not conflict with our faith. 

I. WHAT SCRIPTURE SAYS ABOUT THE FUNCTION OF THE CHURCH 

Elsewhere in this folder you will find the paragraphs on "THE CHURCH AND THE 
STATE" reprinted from our Synod's pamphlet ''This We Be Ueve" If we adapt the 
scriptural principles relating to the church which are enunciated there and in other 
"official" writings we can say the following about the church. The church is a 
divinely instituted body to which God i\as assigned the responsibility of calling 
sinners to repentance, or proclaiming forgiveness through the cross of Christ 
(Lue 24:47-48), and of encouraging believers in their Christian living (Eph. 4:11-
13; Rom. 12:1). As part of this assignment our risen Lord has commanded His church 
to "Feed my iambs" (John 21:15) and to "teach them to observe all things 1JJhatsoever 
I have commanded you.." (Matt. 28:20.) Our confessions say: "Our teachers assert 
that according to the Gospel the power of the keys or the power of bishops is a 
power and command of God to preach the Gospel, to forgive and retain sins, and to 
administer and distribute the Sacraments. (John 20:21-23) In this way are imparted 
not bodily but eternal things and gifts, namely eternal righteousness, the Holy 
Spirit, and eternal life. These gifts cannot be obtained except through the office 
of preaching and administrating the holy sacraments •••• " (From Book of Concord: 
Muhlenberg Press, 1959 Pp. 81-82). 

The only means that which God has given the church to carry out its assigned 
purposes and functions is God's revealed and inspired Word. (Mark 16:15! Acts 20:27) 
which consists of Law and Gospel. fhe LAW is to serve in its threefold function 
as a mirror, revealing man's sin; as a curb, restraining man's wickedness; and 
as a guide, directing Christians in their sanctification. The Gospel in Word and 
Sacrament is to function as a means of grace, conveying to sinners God's gracious 
gifts of forgiveness, life, and salvation. Article XXVII of the Augusburg Con
fession entitled "Of Ecclesiastical Power" states that the work of the church is to 
be done by God's Word alone, and not by human power; that if bishops teach, 
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introduce, or institute anything eont�ary to the Gospel they are not to be obeyed. 
(Matt. 7:15; Gal. l:S1 II Cor. 13: 8-i0). 

II. WHAT SCRIPTURE SAYS AaOUT THE FUNCTION OF THE STATE

From God's Word we l�arn that the State is also a divinely instituted power
or organization. "The powers that be arae ordained of God." (Rom. 13:5) God's 
Word makes it clear in an Old Testament passage that governments exist by His 
sanction and are judged by Hitn accordingly: "By me kings reign, and princes 
decree justice. By me princes rule, and nobles, even all the judges of the earth." 
(Prov. 8: 15-16) From Ephesians 1: 20-23, we learn that Christ is ruler of all 
nations.· When governments forget this it is the solemn duty of Christian patriots 
to remidd the State of its origin and responsibilities. 

All of us must remind ourselves that the type of government may vary ranging 
all the way from a monarchy to an oligarchy, from a benevelovent or malevolent 
dictatorship to a democratic republic, or from a kingdom to a socialistic state. 
And whatever type of government there may be on the face of this earth. not one 
government or "establishment" is perfect even though it exi.sts by the active or 
permissive will of God. 

To the State God's Word has assigned the responsibility of keeping good order 
and peace in human society. It is to protect law-abiding citizens and restrain and 
punish evildoers. Paul describes the State as "a minister of God to thee for good" 
and as "a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth eviZ." (Rom. 13:4) that t
this might be done effectively Paul urges us to pray for those in authority, "that 
we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godtiness and honesty." (I Tim. 2:12)

To the State God's Word has also assigned the functions of arranging all civil 
matters among men for their self-preservation (Rom. 13:3) and here education is 
a means by which the State equips its citizens to make a wholesome contribqtion to 
their temporal well-being. In the interest of preserving civil justice and 
peace the State regulates such affairs as marriage and divorce (Mt. 19:7-8), 
money matters (Mt. 22: 19-21) property and other conflicts (Lk. 12:14; Acts 19:�e: 
I Cor. 6:1-8), ccmpensation or punishment for injury (Ex. 21:22-25), war and 
peace (Lk. 14:31-32) and all such matters as affect the temporal well-being and 
safety of its citizens. 

In order to enable the State to fulfill its distinct and different purpose 
the Lord has given it tools which differ from those used by the Church. To the 
State God has given the sword or what we know as "law enforcement agencies" to 
regulate obedience to its laws (Gn. 9:6; Rom. 13:4) the power of the sword in
volves the right to take human life. But most generally the State imposes lesser 
penalties for infractions of its laws, such as imprisonment, fines, or probation 
(Ex. 21:22,30; Mt. 5:25). In its assigned duty of being a power for good to the 
citizens the Lord has given the State the tools of force and civil law, set up 
and used according to the light of human reason (Rom. 13:4). The light of 
reason includes the natural knowledge of God, the inscribed law, and conscience. 

Our confessions have the following to say about the State in Article XVI of 
the Augsburg Confession: "It is taught among us that all governments in the world 
and all established rule and laws were instituted and ordained by God for the sake 
of good order and that Christians may without sin occupy civil offices or serve 
as princes and judges, render decisions and pass sentence according to imperial 
and other existing law, punish evil doers with the sword, engage in just wars, 
serve as soldiers, buy and sell, take required oaths, possess property, be married, 
etc." 

"Christians are necessartly bound to obey their magistrates and laws except 
when commanded to sin, for then they ought to obey God rather than men. (Acts 5:29) •: 
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In its summary statement on the functions of the State our WELS has said 
(Proceedings 1967, p. 170): "When government uses the inscribed law, conscience, 
and the natural knowledge of God as a means for promoting and maintainihg civic 
righteousness in its legislative, executive, judicial, and educational functions, 
it is still within its realm, and is using its God-entrusted means." Whatever tqe 
civil laws may be, whether they apply to building codes, sanitation, health, traffic; 
school attendance, educational standards, certification, etc., as long as they do 
not go contrary to God's truth, we as Christians are to obey them. Scripture asks 
us to submit ourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord's sake without prew 
scribing the specific ordinances I Peter 2:13. The matter of using due process 
to get rid of impractical and burdensome civil laws and regulations is another 
subject! 

III THE GOD-PLEASING, BIBLICAL RELATIONSHIP OF CHURCH AND STATE 

In Article VIII of the WELS tract "This We Be Zieve" the God-pleasing delinea- · 
tion of the relationship of Church and State is outlined: "We believe the proper 

relation is preserved between the Church and State and the welfare of all is 
properly served only when each, the Church and the State, remains within its di
vinely assigned sphere and uses its divinely entrusted means. The Church is not 
to exercise civil authority nor to interfere with the State as the State carries 
out its responsibilities. The State is not to become a messenger of the Gospel 
nor to interfere with the Church in its preaching mission. The Church is not to 
attempt to use civil law and force in leading men to Christ. The State is not to 

seek to govern by means of the Gospel. On the other hand the Cnurah and the State 
may participate in one and the same endeavor as long as each remains within its 
assigned place and uses its entrusted means." (Italics ours) In our WELS 
Proceedings of 1967, Pp 171-172 the Synod states "That the functions of Church 
and State are to be kept distinct lies in the Savior's statement Matt. 22:21: 
1'Render therefore unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's; and unto God the things 
that are Gods' That the Church and the State have their individual functions 
and means is set forth by the Savior's statement to Pilate, St. John 18:36: 'My 
kingdom is not of this world, if my kingdom were of this world then would my ser~ 
vants fight and I should not be delivered to the Jews: but now is my kingdom from 
hence. ' Also in the following verse: 'To this end was I born and to this cause 
came I into the world, that I should bear witness unto the truth. 1

·•
11 But then our 

Synod goes on to affirm in the same position paper "There is not necessarily a 
mi~ture of State and Church when both participate in one or the same endeavor but 
each participates in this endeavor only in the sphere of its own function and 
restricts itself to its own means. We have such examples in the Christian pastor's 
performance of marriages. We have such examples also in the conduct of our 
Christian day schools. Insofar as our Christian day school teachers teach subject 
matter which also belongs in the realm of the State and apply approved teaching 
methods which have been devised by human reason, the State is pleased to have them 

perform a function and to use means which the State would otherwise carry out and 
utilize. The Christian day school teachers at the same time perform the functions 
and use the means of the Church as they utilize this teaching situation and its 
entire program to train Christian children with the Gospel and the whole counsel of 

God in Christian faith and life. " 

A good look at Article 28 of the Augsburg Confession will show from both Jesus' 
words (John 18: 36) and Paul's words written by inspiration , (Phil. 3: 20; II Car. 
10:4) that the functions and tools of Church and State are distinct and there is 

not to be a mixture in these. However, we dare not forget that even then the re
formers recognized that there was no absolute separation of Church and State in 
those areas which did not militate against their respective functions. Martin 
Luther grew up in the State Church of his day. Luther the Romanist and Luther 
the Reformer both worked within the framework of the.medreeval union of Church and 
State. Luther received earthly support and protection from the princes until his 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

' I 

I ' 

,_ 

I 
I 
I 
I -··-

I 
I 

Page 4 

death. However, he stated emphatically in a treatise on "Secular Authority: 'fo 
What Extent It Should Be Obeyed" - 1523: ,;These two kingdoms must be sharply dis

tinguished, and both be permitted to remain; the one to produce piety, the other 
to bring about external peace and prevent evil deeds; neither is sufficient in the 

world without the other:" For a series of statements by Luther on.Church aqd State 

the reader may refer to the book "What Luther Says" by Ewald Plass, Concordfa i959, 
Pp. 292-295. 

Realizing that in the basic functions and means there may be no mixture ~f 
Church and State, but also realizing in the areas of common interest there cab be a 
working together, our Synod adopted this "Summary" or position statement at its 

1967 convention at Saginaw, Michigan: 

"From this delineation of basic principles we see that there is a wide realm. 

of contacts in Church and State relations, which lie in the area of adiaphora and 

are not in themselves necessarily a confusion of Church and State. Nevertheless it 
needs to be borne in mind that actions and decisions in just this realm call for 
very cautious and discerning judgment in order that in the handling of these adia

phora neither the interests of the Church or of the State may actually suffer. Also 

here particularly is it vital to heed the admonition of I Car. 6:12 'All things 
are lawful unto me, but all things are not expedient; all things are lawful unto me, 
but I wi ZZ not be brought under the power of any. '" WELS Proceedings - 196 7 p. 17 3. 

IV. A CAPSULE HISTORY OF CHURCH STATE RELATIONSHIPS 

CHURCH & STATE IN BIBLE TIMES - God's people in the Old Testament from the 
time of Moses lived in a divinely established theocracy, or a government by the 

immediate direction of the Almighty,,. Beginning with the call of Abraham, through 

the time of Moses and on, God taught and guided His people by revelation and through 

a holy, separate nation. Moses, transmitter of the 10 commandments, which are still 

followed by the Jewish and Christian people, was also the political and military 

leader of his nation. He was followed by other God-appointed leaders such as David, 

"sweet Psalmist of Israel," who ruled and led Israel for 40 years. 

The Savior Himself told His disciples, 11The scribes and Pharisees sit in Moses' 
seat. All, therefore, whatsoever they bid you observe, that observe and do; but do 
not ye after their works, for they say and do not.fl (Matt. 23: 2-3) 

The establishment of Christ's New Testament Church marked the end of the Old 
Testament theocracy, the eventual destruction of Jerusalem, and the beginning of a 

new order in Church and State. (Judaism has persisted throughout the centuries 

until today but as a religion far different from pre-Christian times. No sacri
fices are offered in present day Israel). Christ came from within Judaism. While 
He fulfilled the ancient sacrifices and promises, He refused to overthrow the 

established civil rule of His time. 

The record speaks for itself. Christ firmly declined to become a revolution

ary leader. "When Jesus therefore perceived that they would come and take Him by 
forae to make Him a king, He departed again into a mountain, Himself alone. 11 

(John 6:15) Our Lord subjected Himself to legitimate earthly authority and paid 

His temple tax as a loyal Jew. (Matt. 17:27) In His well known statement, "Render 
unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's, and unto God the things which are God's," 
He recognized both the needs and the importance of supporting the secular and 

spiritual realms. Brought before the Roman governor Pontius Pilate and charged 

with making Himself a king, the Savior distinctly said, "My kingdom is not of this 
world. 11 Neither He nor any of His followers had any pretension to earthly power 

or influence. 












































