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Civil magistracy is an ordinance of God established in order to glorify God and to benefit man. What happens, 
however, when the civil magistrate fulfils neither of these divine purposes, but to the contrary disowns the 
glory of God and destroys man who is made in God’s image?   
 

The civil magistrate may be among the greatest blessings in promoting the reformation of the true Christian 
religion within a nation, or he may be among the greatest curses in destroying and preventing the reformation 
of the true Christian religion within a nation. The Synod of Dort which was called by the Reformed Church of 
Holland saw this truth very clearly (taken from The Wonders of the Most High by Abraham Van De Velde):   

 

Synod admonished the government to legislate against all origins of errors and heresies, and 
suppress the restless spirits. We will admit that the labour of faithful shepherds shall bear no 
fruit, when the government does not attend to the labour, and show themselves to be “nursing 
fathers”, of the Lord’s Church, as they were promised to the Congregation, (Is. 49:23). In this 
the governments must follow the examples of early godly kings and princes, such as Ezra, David, 
Hezekiah, Josiah and others, who destroyed error and idolatry, and restored the true religion.  
When the government defends the truth, “Wisdom and knowledge shall be the stability of thy 
times”.  Is. 33:6.    

 

A covenanted reformation of the true Reformed religion throughout the whole world is our prayer and that 
toward which our efforts in preaching, teaching, and publishing are directed. But dear ones, such a 
covenanted reformation within this nation or any other nation will not be realized apart from God restoring to 
that nation magistrates who show themselves to be “nursing fathers” to Christ’s Church. 
 

Covenanters do not “despise dominion” nor “speak evil of dignities” as did the false teachers against whom 
Jude wrote (Jude 8). Covenanters are neither traitors nor anarchists. We love the ordinance of civil magistracy 
as established by God. We cherish constitutional liberty founded in the Word of God and established by 
covenanted nations. We grieve and mourn over the gross perversion of this sacred office as is exhibited by 
kings and princes, prime ministers and presidents of today. We humbly pray that God will grant us the earnest 
desire of our hearts and send us Christian magistrates that will own their covenanted duties as found in 
Scripture and lawfully established in the Solemn League and Covenant. However, until that time when the 
Lord graciously hears and answers our prayers, Covenanted Presbyterians cannot own the magistrates that 
presently rule over us to be the very ordinance of God spoken of by Paul in Romans 13. We can submit to 
them out of fear, but we cannot submit to them out of conscience, believing that they are the very office of 
magistracy established by God and defended by Paul in Romans 13. Some will no doubt consider that 
statement to be treasonous, but we will stand our ground in the face of such false allegations even as did the 
saints of old. Consider the words of the learned and godly Mr. Rutherford who was also assailed with the same 
false allegations (cited from Mr. Rutherford’s “Preface” in Lex Rex or The Law and the Prince): 

 

Who doubteth (Christian Reader) but innocency must be under the courtesy and mercy of 
malice, and that it is a real martyrdom to be brought under the lawless inquisition of the bloody 
tongue. Christ, the prophets, and apostles of our Lord, went to heaven with the note of traitors, 
seditious men, and such as turned the world upside down: calumnies [i.e. slanders—GLP] of 
treason to Caesar were an ingredient in Christ’s cup, and therefore the author is the more 
willing to drink of that cup that touched his lip, who is our glorious Forerunner: what, if 
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conscience toward God, and credit [i.e. favor—GLP] with men, cannot both go to heaven with 
the saints, the author is satisfied with the former companion [i.e. conscience toward God—
GLP], and is willing to dismiss the other [i.e. favor with men—GLP]. Truth to Christ cannot be 
treason to Caesar.... 

 

As we consider this Lord’s Day our text from Micah 3:1-4, we will be focusing our attention both upon the 
blessed ordinance of civil magistracy and the cursed perversion of civil magistrates. The following main points I 
draw from our text: (1) The Ordinance of Magistracy (3:1); (2) The Tyranny of Magistrates (3:2-3); and (3) The 
Judgment upon Tyrants (3:4).    
 

I. The Ordinance of Magistracy (3:1) 
 

 A. In Micah 3:1, we come to the second main division of Micah’s prophecy. The first division began 
in Micah 1:2 (“Hear, all ye people”) and detailed God’s covenant law suit brought against the kingdoms of 
Israel and Judah for their marital unfaithfulness in breaking the first table commandments (commandments 1-
4) by their idolatrous worship, and in breaking the second table commandments (commandments 5-10) by 
their oppression of the helpless and turning a deaf ear to the cry of the fatherless, the widow, and the poor.  
The second division of this prophecy  (“And I said, Hear, I pray you” Micah 3:1) begins by rebuking the 
magistrates (Micah 3:1-4,9-10) and the ministers (Micah 3:5-8) of Israel and Judah for their hearty approval of 
and willing participation in these heinous sins against their covenant God and against their covenant people.  
At whose door does the Lord lay the principle blame for the atrocities committed by Israel and Judah? He 
blames the rulers and leaders in both church and state. Certainly the people individually will bear the guilt of 
their own sin, but a greater responsibility lies on the shoulders of those who should have used their authority 
to rid the nation of its idolatry and oppression (“My brethren, be not many masters [lit. “teachers”—GLP], 
knowing that we shall receive the greater condemnation” (James 3:1). The same principle applies to 
leadership within the home (1 Timothy 3:4-5). 
 

 B. The Lord raises the very question of lawful civil magistracy in Micah 3:1: What is the ordinance 
of civil magistracy which has been established by God? It is primarily to know judgment (i.e. it is to understand 
justice and to apply justice within the civil realm). Thus, to depart flagrantly and habitually from the 
understanding and enactment of God’s justice is to depart from the lawful ordinance of civil magistracy 
established by God. 
  1. This is precisely Paul’s definition of civil magistracy in Romans 13:1-7. Turn there with 
me briefly. 
   a. We must distinguish between the office of magistracy which is ordained by God 
and the person who occupies that office. Although the office of magistracy as instituted by God is lawful and 
must be owned (in conscience) by all Christians (Romans 13:1-2), the person holding that office may, in fact, 
be a tyrant abusing and destroying the office established by God, and therefore the person himself (as a 
tyrant) cannot be owned in conscience as the ordinance of God. Otherwise, the beast of Revelation 13 must 
also be acknowledged as the “ordinance of God” regardless of how he rules. You see, dear ones, not every 
ruler who sits in the seat of civil power rules by God’s moral will although he may rule by God’s providential 
will (e.g. Absalom ruled over Israel for a brief time, and Athaliah, the mother of Ahaziah, ruled over Judah for 
several years). For example, the office of husband is established by God and is good and lawful. But does the 
person who abuses and destroys everything that God-ordained office stands for remain a lawful husband? If 
so, then gross adultery and willful desertion cannot release a wife from her husband’s lawful rule. But Christ 
and Paul speak to the contrary (Matthew 19:9; 1 Corinthians 7:15).   
   b. This is a crucial distinction to make, for in Romans 13, Paul is not promiscuously 
calling all magistrates “the ordinance of God” (regardless of how evil and wicked they may be). Paul calls the 
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office of magistracy as established by God “the ordinance of God”,  and only calls that magistrate “the minister 
of God” who fulfils that office by ruling according to God’s justice (Romans 13:3-4). Submission for conscience 
sake is due only to those rulers who fulfill the office of civil magistracy ordained by God and founded upon His 
justice. This is precisely the stated position of the the Westminster Confession of Faith (20:4): 

 

And because the powers which God hath ordained, and the liberty which Christ hath 
purchased, are not intended by God to destroy, but mutually to uphold and preserve one 
another; they who, upon pretense of Christian liberty, shall oppose any lawful power, or the 
lawful exercise of it, whether it be civil or ecclesiastical, resist the ordinance of God. 

 

Likewise, John Diodati, minister in Geneva and commissioner to the Synod of Dort carefully qualifies the words 
of Paul in his Annotations upon Romans 13:3 when he says, 

 

The Apostle here hath a relation only to God’s order, and not to the most wicked vices and 
abuses of public power, which were brought in by men. 

 

  2. What should we then conclude about magistrates in covenanted nations (such as 
Scotland, England, Ireland, Canada, Australia, the United States and other nations) illuminated by the light of 
God’s Word and yet flagrantly and habitually abusing and destroying God’s justice by legally tolerating and 
promoting idolatry, blasphemy, national covenant-breaking, Sabbath- breaking, murder of the unborn, 
adultery, sodomy, and theft by oppressive taxation? We should conclude that such are not “the ministers of 
God” upholding the justice of God.  
 

  3. And such were the princes of Israel in the time of Micah (Micah 3:9-10).  The Lord 
himself, though giving these princes their seat of power by His sovereign providence, nevertheless, declares 
He did not know them as His lawful ministers of justice (“They [i.e. Israel—GLP] have set up kings, but not by 
me: they have made princes, and I knew it not” Hosea 8:4; 1 Kings 2:15). 
 

II. The Tyranny of Magistrates (Micah 3:2-3) 
 

 A. Consider the gross abuse of power and authority practiced by the princes of Israel. 
  1. “They hate the good, and love the evil.” That being the case, these princes of Israel 
cannot be “the minister[s] of God” or the ordinance of God which are to be owned in conscience, for 
remember that Paul says, “For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil” (Romans 13:3). “For he is 
the minister of God to thee for good [not for evil]” (Romans 13:4). 
  2. The princes of Israel rather than being “the minister[s] of God” or “the ordinance of 
God” are rather compared to cruel beasts (Micah 3:2). They are not like shepherds, but rather like wolves 
pouncing upon the sheep and feeding upon their flesh by unbearable taxation, by tolerating and promoting 
murder, theft of property, covenant-breaking, false prophets, and idolatry. 
  3. The princes of Israel rather than being “the minister[s] of God” or “the ordinance of 
God” are rather compared to butchers (Micah 3:3). They are not like shepherds that God has called to feed the 
flock His justice, but rather they are like butchers skinning the sheep alive and breaking their bones for their 
own stew. 
 

 B. Dear ones, carefully note from both Reformation divines and Reformed Confessions the justice 
that is to be administered by civil magistrates in Christian lands where the gospel has reached: A justice that 
ruled according to the First Table Commandments (1-4) and the Second Table Commandments (5-10).  
Although the civil magistrate is not to interfere in the internal affairs of the church (Erastianism), nevertheless, 
he is to promote and defend the cause of the true Christian religion by establishing it as the official religion of  
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his nation and establishing a faithful Confession of Faith so as to promote God’s glory and man’s good.   
   

  1. Calvin (Institutes, 4:20:2): 
 

It [i.e. civil government—GLP] ... prevents idolatry, sacrilege against God’s name, blasphemies 
against his truth, and other public offenses against religion from arising and spreading among 
the people; it prevents the public peace from being disturbed; it provides that each man may 
keep his property safe and sound; that men may carry on blameless intercourse among 
themselves; that honesty and modesty may be preserved among men. In short, it provides that 
a public manifestation of religion may exist among Christians, and that humanity be maintained 
among men.  

 

  2. The Belgic Confession adopted by the Reformed Church of Holland (Article 36): 
 

And their office is, not only to have regard unto, and watch for the welfare of the civil state; but 
also that they protect the sacred ministry; and thus may remove and prevent all idolatry and 
false worship; that the kingdom of anti-christ may be thus destroyed and the kingdom of Christ 
promoted.  

 

  3. The Solemn League and Covenant (Article 3). 
 

We shall ... preserve and defend the King’s Majesty’s person and authority, in the preservation 
and defence of the true religion, and liberties of the kingdoms; that the world may bear witness 
with our consciences of our loyalty, and that we have no thoughts or intentions to diminish his 
Majesty’s just power and greatness.  

 

III. The Judgment upon Tyrants (Micah 3:4) 
 

 A. The Lord’s righteous judgment falls upon such idolatrous and oppressive rulers (and especially 
those who rule in a covenanted nation).   
 

 B. Note again the just and proportionate judgment God meets out to all tyrants (whether they are 
voted into power by the majority or gain that place of power by raw force—Remember Hitler was acclaimed 
by the masses in Germany). 
 

 C. Authority in the hands of sinful men tempts them to think that they can apply a different 
standard to themselves than they apply to others. Such abuse of authority leads one to believe he is above the 
law. But there comes a day of reckoning with the Lord God whose minister the magistrate was supposed to 
be.  The Lord will repay them as they have treated Him and the people they were supposed to serve. What a 
dreadful judgment awaits so many magistrates for their wanton abuse of and flagrant disregard for God’s 
justice. 
 

 D. Dear ones, if it is reformation in state and church which we earnestly desire, we must be those 
who plead with the Lord to give us Christian magistrates like James Stuart (not King James) the Earl of Moray.  
James Stuart ruled as regent in Scotland while James VI was in his minority. He used his power and authority 
to promote and defend the reformation in Scotland. He protected the helpless and defended the cause of the 
Reformed religion against her many enemies. He was such a just and godly ruler that even those who opposed 
him could not help but mourn his death. From Scots Worthies (p.47) we read the following words concerning 
this noble Christian magistrate: 

 

Above all his virtues, which were not few, he shined in piety towards God, ordering himself and  
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his family in such a sort, as did more resemble a church than a court; for therein, besides the 
exercise of devotion, which he never omitted, there was no wickedness to be seen, nay, not an 
unseemly or wanton word to be heard.... After meals he caused a chapter of the Bible to be 
read, and asked the opinions of such learned men as were present upon it, not out of a vain 
curiosity, but from a desire to learn, and reduce to practice what it contained.... A man truly 
good, and worthy to be ranked amongst the best governors that this kingdom hath enjoyed, 
and therefore to this day honored with the title of The good Regent.   

 

Dear ones, let us give the Lord no rest until He bless our nation and all nations with such godly magistrates 
who love the cause of Christ and the reformation of religion more than they love their own lives. 
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