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The relationship between the church and the state is big news these days. God has made it big news by 
sending a coronavirus pestilence upon the whole earth. In response to this pestilence, government 
officials in most states have forbidden their citizens from assembling in public gatherings. The purpose 
of these orders is to prevent the spread of the pestilence and thus to protect the lives of the citizens. In 
many cases, the government has included the church in its ban on public gatherings. Some churches 
disobeyed the government and assembled anyway. In one case, the police came and issued tickets to 
everyone who came to church. In another case, the pastor of the church was arrested and put in jail. The 
mayor of New York City threatened to close down the churches permanently if they did not obey. News 
organizations are reporting these things, and our nation is facing the question of the relationship 
between the church and the state when it comes to worship. May the state ban the assembly of the 
church for worship? And if it does, must the church obey the state’s ban on the church’s assembly for 
worship? 
 
As covenant young people, we are interested in these questions too. In fact, these questions are vital for 
us! They have to do with our relationship to the state in the matter of worship. These questions are not 
merely an interesting discussion topic for us, but we must have definite answers. Let us take each 
question in turn and make our stand on the word of God.  
 
Question: May the state ban the assembly of the church for worship? 
 
Answer: No, absolutely not. The state has no say whatsoever over the worship of the church. This 
applies to government officials at every level. The president of the United States may not forbid the 
church from worshiping. The governor of a state may not forbid the church from worshiping. Nor may 
an international health department like the World Health Organization. Nor may the county health 
department. Nor may the city mayor. Nor may the local police force. Nor may a legislature. Nor may a 
judge. No state official of any standing whatever has any authority to ban the assembly of the church for 
worship. 
 
This applies to any reason that someone might think of for banning the assembly of the church. It 
certainly would be wrong for the state to persecute the church in hatred for the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
In this case, the state would do what the rulers of the Jews did to Peter and John. “And they called 
them, and commanded them not to speak at all nor teach in the name of Jesus” (Acts 4:18). The state 
may not ban the church’s assembly out of hatred for the gospel. But it also would be wrong for the state 
to ban the assembly of the church for any other reason. The state may not ban the assembly of the 
church for public safety reasons. It may not ban the assembly of the church to slow the spread of a 
pandemic. It may not ban the assembly of the church to preserve the health of the citizens. It may not 
even ban the assembly of the church to save the lives of the citizens. There is no reason whatever that 
would give the state the authority to prohibit the assembly of the church for worship. 
 
There are two principles that make this clear. The first principle has to do with the nature of the church. 
The church is the body and bride of Jesus Christ (Eph. 1:22–23; 5:22–33). Therefore, the church is not an 
earthly institution, but a spiritual and heavenly institution. Although the church is gathered on the earth, 



 

meets in earthly buildings, and is made up of God’s elect who live their earthly lives as citizens of earthly 
kingdoms, the church is not earthly. It is not of this world, but has its source, its existence, and its nature 
from its heavenly head, Jesus Christ. The word of God testifies to this heavenly nature of the church. 
Jesus: “My kingdom is not of this world” (John 18:36). Paul: “For the kingdom of God is not meat and 
drink; but righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost” (Rom. 14:17). As the heavenly kingdom, 
the church is unique and distinct from every other kingdom in the world. The church does not exist 
under the authority of any earthly kingdom, but in and alongside earthly kingdoms. The church is in the 
world but not of the world. This is the teaching of the footnote to Article 36 in the Belgic Confession. 
“The New Testament does not subject the Christian church to the authority of the state, that it should 
be governed and extended by political measures, but to our Lord and King only, as an independent 
territory alongside and altogether independent of the state, that it may be governed and edified by its 
officebearers, and with spiritual weapons only.” 
 
The second principle has to do with the nature of the church’s assembling for worship. The church’s 
assembling for worship is a holy and heavenly meeting with God himself. The church’s assembling for 
worship is unique and distinct from every other assembly of men on earth. It is not like the book club at 
the library. It is not even like the Bible study on Wednesday night. In the assembly of the church as 
church for worship, God himself brings his congregation before his own face. Leviticus 23 calls the 
assembly of the congregation for the feasts “holy convocations.” Exodus 39:32 calls the tabernacle the 
“tent of meeting” (translated in the KJV as “tent of the congregation”). Hebrews 10 teaches that we as 
the church in worship “enter into the holiest” (v. 19), that is, into heaven itself, through the flesh and 
blood of Jesus. This flesh and blood of our Lord is the “new and living way” for the New Testament 
church in her worship to come right into God’s presence (v. 20). This is one reason it is so important for 
us not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together (v. 25). 
 
These two principles show that the church is a spiritual and heavenly institution and that her worship is 
a spiritual and heavenly activity of meeting with God. Therefore, it is not only unlawful, but impossible, 
for the civil state to try to rule over the worship of the church. The civil government may rule over our 
earthly church buildings by imposing fire codes, and over our earthly church property by imposing or 
exempting us from taxes; but the civil government may not and cannot touch the spiritual activity of 
worship by the heavenly body of Christ. This position is implied in Article 28 of our Church Order, which 
recognizes the civil government’s authority when it comes to the church’s earthly possessions and 
order, but also firmly maintains the absolute authority of Jesus Christ over his spiritual body. “The 
consistory shall take care that the churches, for the possession of their property and the peace and 
order of their meetings, can claim the protection of the authorities; it should be well understood, 
however, that for the sake of peace and material possession they may never suffer the royal 
government of Christ over His church to be in the least infringed upon.” 
 
Question: If the state does ban the assembly of the church for worship, must the church obey? 
 
Answer: No, absolutely not. The church is not obligated to obey any rule of the state that limits or 
prohibits her worship. If the state says only 50 people may assemble, the church may assemble with 30 
or 80 or 500 people. If the state says there may be no public assemblies, the church may call the entire 
congregation to worship in the public assembly of the church. The church in her worship is under no 
obligation whatever to obey the the state’s ban on public assembling. For worship, she may disobey the 
state’s ban with a clear conscience before God. 
 



 

The principle here is the Christian’s obedience to the civil state in all lawful things. Civil government is an 
earthly institution with very real authority from God himself. The government officials are ordained of 
God (Rom. 13:1). Our calling as citizens of the United States, as citizens of our respective states, and as 
citizens of our local communities is to be subject to these authorities (Rom. 13:1). We are forbidden 
from resisting these authorities, which would be to resist the ordinance of God and to receive to 
ourselves damnation (Rom. 13:2). We are required to honor civil government in all things without 
exception, and to obey civil government in all things that do not conflict with the word of God. As 
Reformed Christians, our heartfelt confession is that “it is the bounden duty of every one, of what state, 
quality, or condition soever he may be, to subject himself to the magistrates; to pay tribute, to show due 
honor and respect to them, and to obey them in all things which are not repugnant to the Word of God; 
to supplicate for them in their prayers, that God may rule and guide them in all their ways, and that we 
may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honesty” (Belgic Confession, Article 36). 
 
However, the authority that God has granted to the state does not extend to the worship of the church. 
When the civil government by executive order forbids the congregation of Jesus Christ from assembling 
for worship, it infringes on the royal government of Christ over his church. God says, Forsake not the 
assembling of yourselves together (Heb. 10:25). The civil government says, Forsake the assembling of 
yourselves together. We recognize that the government is not forbidding us from preaching the gospel. 
We recognize that the government is not explicitly persecuting the church. We also recognize that the 
government’s motivation is the honorable desire to contain COVID-19. Nevertheless, in banning the 
church from worship, the government has usurped authority that belongs to Christ alone. The state has 
required something, even unwittingly, that is “repugnant to the Word of God” (Belgic Confession, Article 
36).  
 
The church’s response to this must be, “Whether it be right in the sight of God to hearken unto you 
more than unto God, judge ye” (Acts 4:19). Our response must be, “We ought to obey God rather than 
men” (Acts 5:29). Regardless of the government’s reason for denying the church her call to worship, the 
church must not cede that authority. She “may never suffer the royal government of Christ over His 
church to be in the least infringed upon” (Church Order, Article 28). 
 
Our disobedience of the state’s ban is not rebellion. Even when we must disobey, we may never rebel. 
We still submit to the government’s authority, even though we may not obey the executive order. 
Submitting to the state means that we would not prevent a police officer from investigating our actions. 
If there were a penalty for noncompliance, we would suffer that penalty. We will also obey the 
executive order in non-worship events, such as refraining from group assemblies in our own personal 
lives, closing of our schools, postponing events, and the like. But in matters of worship, we must obey 
God rather than men. 
 
Only the church itself, under the authority of Jesus Christ, may decide matters of worship. It may do this 
for reasons of persecution or the safety of the members (Matt. 10:23). The individual child of God is also 
free to stay away from church for his own protection and physical safety, as David left Jerusalem in his 
flight from Absalom (2 Sam. 15). Under the authority of our head and by his wisdom, the church itself 
may decide to cancel services. The church is called to love our neighbor. Although the state overstepped 
its authority in forbidding the church’s worship, the purpose behind the ban was to minimize the 
transmission of coronavirus. As the church, we are also interested in limiting the transmission of this 
disease. We may not willfully expose ourselves to danger (Heidelberg Catechism, L.D. 40, Q&A 105), and 
we must also prevent our neighbor’s hurt as much as in us lies (Heidelberg Catechism, L.D. 40, Q&A 
107). This means that our assembling for worship must not be done in reckless disregard for our physical 



 

health or for that of the neighbor in our broader communities. It means that the church herself may 
judge that it is not safe to assemble. Even if the church would make this decision, it would not do so 
because the state said so. 
 
Yes, the relationship between the church and the state in the matter of worship is big news these days. 
As covenant young people, let us take our stand in this big news upon the word of God and our 
confessions. 
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