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Chapter One  

Correcting Misconceptions About 

Theonomy 
 

Gary DeMar wisely says that óuntil a person works through the 

published works of the major Reconstructionist authors, he 

should not speak out on the subject.ô
1
  If this procedure had been 

followed by Theonomyôs critics, then many misconceptions 

concerning the position would never have arisen.  Sadly this 

procedure has not been followed, and so it is necessary to begin 

this book with a short chapter correcting misconceptions that 

have arisen with respect to the Theonomic position. 

 

Theonomy Denies Justification by Works 

 

Although Theonomy maintains that the Law of God continues 

as a rule of life for the Christian, it does not teach that believerôs 

works of obedience to the law contribute towards their justifica-

tion before God.  Theonomy agrees with the answer of the 

Westminster Shorter Catechism to the question óWhat is justifi-

cation?ô: óJustification is an act of Godôs free grace, wherein he 

pardons all our sins, and accepts us as righteous in his sight, 

only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us, and received 

by faith aloneô (answer to question 33).  Evidence that Theon-

omy rejects a legalistic approach to the sinnerôs justification be-

fore God is repeatedly found in Greg Bahnsenôs pioneering 

work Theonomy in Christian Ethics: 

Theonomy is not a scheme for personal self-justification.  

Godôs grace, expressed in the accomplished and applied 

                                                 
1
 G. DeMar, óFear of Flying: Clipping Theonomyôs Wingsô in G. North (ed.), Theonomy: An Informed 

Response, p. 78 
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redemption of Jesus Christ, alone can save us.  The Sav-

iour is not embraced but by faith; oneôs works cannot earn 

his salvation.
2
 

Jesus repudiates the perverse externalistic interpretations 

of the Pharisees, their exegetical distortions of the law, and 

their works-righteousness scheme of justification.
3
 

So although they think that they merit Godôs blessing, the 

Pharisees really exclude themselves from Godôs favour by 

their legalism which will not hear what God has to say nor 

obey it in love.  Autonomy and self-righteousness makes 

Theonomy void.
4
 

Paul, in agreement with Jesus, takes a stand against the Ju-

daistic interpretation of the law as a means of salvation.  

The law itself is not a hostile force to man, but whoever 

expects his salvation by way of the law will be deceived 

and lost.  Legalistic justification, such as that attempted by 

the Pharisees, will damn a man; hence Paul constantly 

warns against trusting in the law.
5
 

The prologue to the Ten Commandments should have suf-

ficiently shown the Pharisees that salvation was an act of 

Godôs grace...Justification was not by law in the Older 

Testament, and the scribes of the law should have known 

this fact well.  The violation of the law by our first parents, 

Adam and Eve, rendered it impossible that either they or 

their descendants should ever be justified on the ground of 

their own personal righteousness.  If there was to be salva-

tion at all, it would necessarily be according to Godôs 

mercy and based on His righteousness.  In telling about the 

Messiah who shall bring salvation for Godôs people, 

                                                 
2
 G.L. Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics, 3

rd
 edition, p. 37 

3
 Ibid., p. 91 

4
 Ibid., p. 121 

5
 Ibid., p. 122 
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Jeremiah calls Him ñThe Lord our righteousnessò (Jer. 

23:6).  Justification is grounded in the righteousness of the 

Lord, accounted as our own.
6
 

The Pharisees were deluded to think that they could estab-

lish their own righteousness by the law; the Scriptures 

taught them otherwise.
7
 

The law does not save a man, but it does show him why he 

needs to be saved and how he is to walk after he is saved.
8
 

To use the law as a means of justification is an unlawful 

use of the law (cf. 1 Tim. 1:8).  Moralism is not the Bibli-

cal way of salvation.
9
 

The Scriptures uniformly represent justification by the 

works of the law as a way of death which is contrary to 

justification by Christ (who perfectly kept the law), the 

way of life.
10

 

Christôs perfect obedience to the Law of God secures our 

release from the necessity of personally keeping the law as 

a condition of justification.
11

 

Our righteousness before God must be that which is im-

puted to us, the righteousness of Christ who was sinless 

before the law.
12

 

Christ justifies us from all things which the Mosaic Law 

was not able to justify us.
13

 

Instead of appearing before God in our own righteousness 

earned under the law, we are presented to God in the right-

                                                 
6
 Ibid., p. 127 

7
 Ibid., p. 128 

8
 Ibid., p. 129 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 Ibid., p. 130 

11
 Ibid. 

12
 Ibid. 

13
 Ibid. 
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eousness of Jesus Christ which is received as a free gift of 

Godôs grace.
14

 

With respect to justification, the Jerusalem Council ruled 

out the works of the law as its proper ground.
15

 

Paulôs theme throughout Galatians is the inadequacy of the 

law for salvation.
16

 

The law is simply not a quickening power; because of sin 

(Rom. 8:3), and therefore unable to impart life and right-

eousness (Gal. 3:21).  Thus anyone who seeks justification 

before God out of obedience to the law lies under the lawôs 

curse.  Paul directs this comment against the self-righteous 

legalism of the Judaizers and Jewish rabbis.  They should 

have known that nobody shall be justified by the law, for 

the Older Testament clearly said that they righteous shall 

live by faith (Gal. 3:10-12).
17

 

If one takes that law as his salvation, then he has precluded 

grace.
18

 

Since all are unrighteous ([Rom.] 3:23) the law will justify 

none.  And because justification is a gift of Godôs grace, 

obedience to the law can contribute absolutely nothing 

(3:21-24).
19

 

The conclusion of the matter, then, is that a man must trust 

Godôs grace and Christôs righteousness rather than in his 

own works, which only condemn him under the lawôs 

curse.
20

 

Scripture uniformly views the Law as a standard of right-

eousness after which we should pattern our sanctification 

                                                 
14

 Ibid., p. 131 
15

 Ibid., p. 133 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Ibid., p. 134 
18

 Ibid., p. 135 
19

 Ibid., p. 136 
20

 Ibid. 
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and Christian life, but justification is never by our obedi-

ence to the law (after the fall of Adam and Eve).
21

 

There must be perfect righteousness in the reign of Godôs 

grace for our salvation.  Therefore, Scripture centers on the 

obedience of Christ ï both active and passive ï because it 

is the necessary requirement for the full justification of 

sinners.
22

 

The extent of Christôs righteous obedience is seen in the 

fact that He both actively obeyed the prescriptive as well 

as passively obeying the penal requirements of the law, the 

former in order to qualify as a substitute, the latter in order 

to atone for sin.  Having obeyed the law in its moral re-

quirements in order that His perfect righteousness might 

be imputed to us, He came under the lawôs curse and con-

demnation so that our transgressions could be forgiven.
23

 

Our own obedience to the law cannot be used as a way of 

justification, we are saved by the imputed obedience of the 

Messiah (1 Cor. 1:30; Phil. 3:9), an obedience to both the 

prescriptive and penal requirements of Godôs Law.
24

 

The removal of manôs guilt and his securing of a right 

standing in the sight of God comes, not by his own per-

sonal works of the law, but only through the imputation of 

Christôs righteousness (His perfect obedience, both active 

and passive, to every demand of Godôs Law).  The sinnerôs 

legal condition is changed by Godôs judicial act, grounded 

in the ñalienò righteousness of Christ, so that Godôs people 

are entitled to the eternal enjoyment of Godôs presence.  

Man does not earn his new standing in Godôs eyes; it is es-

                                                 
21

 Ibid., pp 136-137.  This quote also highlights the fact that Greg Bahnsen believed in a pre-fall cove-

nant of works; a view which is at odds with the teaching of the Federal Vision theology (though not 

everyone who denies the covenant of works is a Federal Visionist). 
22

 Ibid., p. 152 
23

 Ibid. 
24

 Ibid., p. 153 
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tablished soley by Godôs own gracious work.  Thus faith is 

justificationôs proper instrument.
25

 

Moreover while preaching on Romans 3:21-30, Dr. Bahnsen 

warned his listeners that if they approach óworks of mercy, or 

any obedience that you offer to Godô in óthe attitude that some-

how this will show that I am worthy rather than simply saying 

ñMy only hope is in Jesus Christò, then you will be lost.ô
26

  Fur-

thermore, in his commentary on Paulôs epistle to the Galatians, 

R.J. Rushdoony says óthe man whom Godôs law sentences to 

death is accursed, and so too are all who seek justification by 

means of the law, for they imagine a vain thing (Ps. 2:1).ô
27

   

 In light of the above evidence, it would appear to be abso-

lutely incredible that a virulent opponent of Theonomy such as 

R. Scott Clark can allege that óthe spirit of Theonomy is not 

really the spirit of the Reformation.ô
28

  Prof. Clark has either not 

read Theonomic literature or else he is in high-handed breach of 

the ninth commandment.  However, it must be said that not all 

critics of Theonomy have stopped to the lows of R. Scott Clark; 

by way of contrast, Harold Cunningham very properly observes: 

As many writers have already noted, there is much in 

Theonomy which is commendable, and with which those 

within the Reformed tradition would be full agreement.  

These include the infallibility of Scripture and justification 

by faith without the deeds of the Law.
29

 

Such an admission is most welcome when one considers the ha-

tred shown to Theonomy by an ideologue like R. Scott Clark. 

                                                 
25

 Ibid., p. 157 
26

 Cited in J.M. Otis, Danger in the Camp: An Analysis and Refutation of the Heresies of the Federal 

Vision, p. 449 
27

 R.J. Rushdoony, Romans and Galatians, p. 347 
28

 Prof. Clark made this outrageous accusation when responding to comments on his (equally outra-

geous) blog-post óTheonomy and Federal Vision: Separated at Birth?ô  For more information see: 

http://heidelblog.wordpress.com/2008/06/17/theonomy-and-federal-vision-separated-at-birth/ 
29

 H.G. Cunningham, Theonomy: An Attempt at Reconstruction, p. 22 



Page | 11  

 

The importance of highlighting the fact that Theonomic 

views are compatible with the orthodox Protestant doctrine of 

justification by faith alone, is even more pressing in these days 

when the opponents of Theonomy seek to link it with those 

within the Federal Vision movement who have either denied or 

redefined the doctrine of justification as it is set forth in the Re-

formed Confessions.  Because some of these men used to be in 

the Theonomy movement (though Federal Visionists like James 

Jordan and Peter Leithart have publicly repudiated 

omy
30

), there has been a tendency among some opponents of 

Theonomy and Christian Reconstruction to link it with the Fed-

eral Vision.  Such a claim is highly mischievous because even 

the non-Theonomist Guy Prentis Waters notes that ósome of the 

most vehement opponents of the Federal Vision have been 

Theonomists.ô
31

  And it should be kept in mind that the Re-

formed Presbyterian Church in the United States ï the only offi-

cially Theonomic denomination in the world ï was the first to 

condemn the Auburn Avenue Theology.  Consider the Covenant 

Presbyteryôs June 2002 condemnation of the Federal Vision A 

Call to Repentance: 

Covenant Presbytery of the RPCUS declares that teaching 

presented in the 2002 Auburn Avenue Presbyterian Pastors 

Conference, involves a fundamental denial of the essence 

of the Christian Gospel in the denial of justification by 

faith alone.  That the teaching of the various speakers: 

Douglas Wilson, Steve Schlissel, John Barach, and J. Ste-

                                                 
30

 It should be noted James Jordan left the Theonomy movement in the late 1980s or early 

1990s.  When the late Greg Bahnsen was asked about Dr. Jordanôs Anglo-Catholic leanings, 

he responded by pointing out óFirst of all, let me remind everybody that James Jordan has 

publicly said he is not a Reconstructionist any longer.  Iôm glad he has done that because it 

saves us a lot of time in having to tell people his views are not Reconstructionist convictions.  

Jordan has been good and honest enough to confess that, ï that he is not within the circle of 

Reconstructionism.ô G.L. Bahnsen, An Interview with Greg L. Bahnsen in Calvinism Today, 

online edition.    
31

 G.P. Waters, The Federal Vision and Covenant Theology, p. 296 
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ven Wilkins, has the effect of destroying the Reformed 

Faith through the introduction of false hermeneutical prin-

ciples; the infusion of sacerdotalism; and the redefinition 

of the doctrines of: the church, the sacraments, election, 

effectual calling, perseverance, regeneration, justification, 

union with Christ, and the nature and instrumentality of 

faith.  That the rejection of the Bible as propositional and 

the introduction of an illegitimate post-exilic Jewish mind-

set as an interpretive scheme, denies the role of Scripture 

in interpreting itself.  This view, while affirming the writ-

ten word, yet gives license to reformulate and reinterpret 

that word through the glasses of an unrevealed and anti-

propositional mindset that is closely akin to the old liberal 

higher criticism of the early 20th century. That the denial 

of the distinction of visible and invisible church and the in-

troduction of an historical and eschatological church, 

opens the door to new and mystical meanings being ap-

plied to the sacrament of the Lordôs Supper that are sacer-

dotal in orientation; makes justification an eschatological 

process instead of a definitive legal act; obscures the real-

ity and necessity of the new birth; and corrupts Gospel 

preaching by eliminating the call to repentance and faith 

within the congregation.  That baptismal regeneration con-

structed upon the principle of linking the sign and the real-

ity in effect differs little from Roman Catholicism. That 

the doctrine that maintains union with Christ is an external 

position and place in the church confounds regeneration, 

union with Christ, and the outward ordinances.  That the 

maintenance of the language of Calvinism in these speak-

ers is superficial and misleading: their doctrine of perse-

verance is made to deny effectual calling; their doctrine of 

corporate election is made to deny particular redemption; 

and the native depravity of man is made to be removed in 
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the outward administration of water baptism which thereby 

sufficiently qualifies the recipient for the Lordôs Supper. 

We therefore resolve that these teachings are heretical. We 

call these men to repentance. We call upon the church of 

Jesus Christ to hold these teachings in contempt. We call 

upon the courts of the churches that are responsible for 

these men to institute judicial process against them and to 

vindicate the honour of Christ and the truth of the Chris-

tian Gospel by bringing judgment upon them, suspending 

them from office, and removing them from the commun-

ion of the church should they not repent. 

May God have mercy upon their souls. 

- Adopted unanimously by Covenant Presbytery, Re-

formed Presbyterian Church in the United States, 

June 22, 2002.
32

 

Moreover the argument that Theonomy and the Federal Vision 

are linked is fallacious; because even if it is true that some Fed-

eral Visionists were Theonomists, this would not prove that 

Theonomy is wrong. To argue that because some Theonomists 

adhere to the Federal Vision, therefore Theonomy is wrong, is a 

bit like arguing because Roman Catholics are Trinitarians and 

infant baptists, therefore, the Trinity and infant baptism are Ro-

man Catholic. Such relevance fallacies are clearly illogical and 

do nothing to encourage constructive Christian discussion.  

 Furthermore the argument that the Federal Vision and 

Theonomy are linked is factually inaccurate, as is evidenced by 

the fact that most Federal Visionists believe in some form of 

law-code based upon Scripture, but not many (if any) advocate 

Biblical Law to the extent of the Christian Reconstructionists.  

On this basis one could argue that since Federal Visionists are in 

favour of a law-code based on Scripture which is not 

                                                 
32

 A Call To Repentance, online edition 
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Theonomic, and that since many Reformed non-Theonomists 

are also in favour of a law-code based on Scripture which is not 

Theonomic, therefore, it must follow that all Reformed people 

who are not Theonomists are Federal Visionists. However, such 

reasoning is not only fallacious, it is factually inaccurate and a 

violation of the ninth commandment.  Not to mention the fact 

that the Federal Vision arose out of the theology of Norman 

Shepherd
33

 (a non-Theonomist) and N.T. Wright (a Christian 

Socialist). The issues of Theonomy and the Federal Vision are 

logically distinct and any attempt to link them is dishonest.  Al-

though a number of quotations in this work are taken from 

books written by some men who are now involved in the Fed-

eral Vision, this should not be interpreted as an endorsement of 

their views (remember that most of the works cited were written 

prior to the Federal Vision controversy when the men were or-

thodox).
34

 

                                                 
33

 It is worth noting that when Andrew Sandlin was a Theonomist he strongly condemned the deviant 

views of Norman Shepherd on justification.  Sandlin points out that ñEvangelicals in general, and Cal-

vinists in particular, have been intent to repudiate what they have judged as deviations from sola scrip-

tura, yet deviations from sola fide have been as frequent and pronounced, if less visible and controver-

sial, in the Reformed community itself. One such deviation is the view of Norman Shepherd.ò  More-

over Sandlin writes that ñhe [Norman Shepherd] violates the Protestant dogma of sola fide by stating 

that justification is not by faith alone but is, rather, by faith and by the works which issue therefrom.ò  

Furthermore, concerning Shepherdôs view of justification Sandlin says ñIt is not difficult to perceive 

that ñthis explanation of justification is beyond the pale of the solafideism of the Reformers.ò  And that 

this confounding of justification and regeneration is the essence of the Roman Catholic idea of justifi-

cation. It is not clear whether Shepherd views justification as engendering regeneration. It is clear, 

however, that justification is suspended on the perseverance within the ñradical [experiential] change.ò 

A. Sandlin, óDeviations From Historic SolaFideism In The Reformed Communityô, in J. Morecraft III 

(ed.), New Southern Presbyterian Review, Summer 2002, pp 30-51 
34

 It should be noted that some proponents of the Federal Vision claim to hold an orthodox view of jus-

tification by faith alone.  Douglas Wilson says óI believe that Jesus Christ was justified by God in His 

resurrection from the dead, being declared with power to be the Son of God (Rom. 1:4). He was justi-

fied in the Spirit (1 Tim. 3:16), vindicated by God, and exalted to the right hand of God the Father. 

This justification, along with Christôs active and passive obedience, and all His other perfections, is 

imputed to His people, and is the only basis for all that they have in Him. This justification of Christ, 

this resurrection from the dead, was for our justification (Rom. 4:25).ô A Short Credo on Justification, 

online edition.  However, the question of why Pastor Wilson does not distance himself from those in 

the movement who clearly do not believe this (Norman Shepherd, Rich Lusk etc) still remains unan-

swered. 
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Despite the obvious truth that Theonomy and the Federal Vision 

are not theologically linked, R. Scott Clark seeks to argue that 

they are, simply on the basis that they have some things in 

common: 

Both Theonomy and the Federal Vision are theologically 

and socially conservative. Both movements have in 

common a deep concern for the collapse of the culture and 

our place in it. Some versions of 

Theonomy/Reconstructionism envision the culture being 

gradually regenerated through Christian influence and 

some expect a cataclysm out of which arises a 

Reconstructionist phoenix. The FV wants to regenerate the 

culture through sacerdotalism (baptismal union with Christ 

whereby all baptized persons are, ex opere operato (Rich 

Lusk has spoken this way), temporarily, historically, 

conditionally united to Christ). Both are visions aimed at 

the restoration of Christendom. One is primarily 

ecclesiastical and the other primarily civil. These common 

attitudes, interests, and approaches, however, help explain 

why so many Theonomists have been attracted to the FV 

and vice-versa.
35

 

However one critic of Prof. Clark has responded to his relevance 

fallacy by pointing out that similar reasoning could be employed 

to link Westminster Seminary California (whom R. Scott Clark 

works for) with Cultural Marxism: 

Both Westminster West and Cultural Marxism have no use 

for Christendom.  Both movements have in common a 

deep concern that Christianity is wrongly embedded in our 

culture.  Some versions of Westminster West Theology 

teach that the Church should have nothing to say regarding 

homosexuality in our culture and so Westminster West 

                                                 
35

 R.S. Clark, óTheonomy and Federal Vision: Separated at Birth?ô, online edition 



Page | 16  

 

wants Christianity to ignore the culture choosing instead to 

get souls saved.  Cultural Marxism likewise wants Chris-

tianity to ignore the culture desiring a Christianity that 

wonôt get in the way of their agenda to de-Christianize the 

West.  Both are visions aimed at destroying Christendom. 

One is primarily ecclesiastical and the other primarily civ-

il.  These common attitudes, interests and approaches, 

however, help explain why so many Cultural Marxists 

have been attracted to Westminster West Theology and 

vice-versa.
36

 

But if Prof. Clark does not welcome being linked with Cultural 

Marxism, then he had better remember the golden rule and treat 

Theonomists as he himself would want to be treated by not link-

ing them with heretical opinions that they do not endorse. 

 

Theonomy Does Recognise Discontinuity with the Older  

Testament 

 

In his contribution to the infamous volume Theonomy: A Re-

formed Critique, Tremper Longman III makes serious allega-

tions concerning Theonomyôs attitude towards discontinuity be-

tween the Older and New Testaments.  He maintains that 

óTheonomy tends to grossly overemphasise continuity to the 

point of being virtually blind to discontinuity.ô
37

  Furthermore, 

he also alleges that óBahnsen is so blinded by his idiosyncratic 

translation and interpretation of Matthew 5:17 that he canôt see 

that Jesus, as the Son of God, does indeed introduce adaptations 

of the Old Testament law for a new redemptive situation.ô
38

  

Does Theonomy or Greg Bahnsen teach any such thing?  No, in-

                                                 
36

 B. McAtee, óTyphoid Bob Strikes Again - Defending Theonomyô, online edition 
37

 T. Longman, óGodôs Law and Mosaic Punishments Todayô in W.S. Barker and W.R. Godfrey (eds), 

Theonomy: A Reformed Critique, p. 49 
38

 Ibid., p. 53 
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stead Theonomy maintains that there is discontinuity between 

the law in the Old and New Covenants (hence Theonomists do 

not keep the ceremonies), but what Theonomy does affirm is 

óthat any such discontinuity must be taught by Godôs word and 

not be brought as a categorical, theological assumption to Godôs 

word.ô
39

  So Theonomy maintains that only God the Lawgiver 

has the right to discontinue anything which He has prescribed.  

This means that in order for Older Testament commandments 

not to be obligatory upon us in the New Testament, it must ei-

ther be explicitly repealed or set aside as the result of a good and 

necessary consequence deduction from later Biblical revelation 

(Westminster Confession 1:6).  The last point is important, be-

cause as Dr. Bahnsen observes óthe way in which the Biblical 

text publicly teaches alteration in an Old Testament command, 

however, need not be by means of explicit enumeration, flag-

ging or direct command.ô
40

  And that is why Theonomists are 

able to affirm that judicial laws peculiar to Canaan, as well as 

the ceremonial laws which have been explicitly abrogated, do 

not apply today.  Consequently, the accusation that Theonomy 

does not recognise discontinuity with the Older Testament is a 

total misrepresentation of the position.  And it should be taken 

on board that even a critic like Vern Poythress recognises that 

Theonomists acknowledge discontinuities: óWe do not merely 

assume that no changes can ever be entertained.  Bahnsen in-

structs us to examine patiently the particular texts and warns us 

of the complexities involvedô and óTheonomy at its best takes 

considerable note of discontinuities introduced by redemptive 

history and in particular by the coming of Christ.ô
41

 

Theonomy Does Not Teach the Modern Observance of the  

                                                 
39

 G.L. Bahnsen, By This Standard: The Authority of Godôs Law Today, p. 154 
40

 G.L. Bahnsen, No Other Standard: Theonomy and its Critics, p. 50 
41

 V.S. Poythress, óEffects of Interpretive Frameworks on the Application of Old Testament Lawô in 

W.S. Barker and W.R. Godfrey (eds), Theonomy: A Reformed Critique, p. 121 and p. 109 
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Ceremonial Law 

 

Theonomy or Christian Reconstruction is often misrepresented 

by those in Reformed circles - who wish to avoid the political 

implications of the fact that the whole moral law of God contin-

ues to bind us in the New Testament era ï as teaching that mod-

ern Christians must observe the ceremonial law.  For example, 

in the September 2005 edition of The Free Presbyterian Maga-

zine (the monthly magazine of the Free Presbyterian Church of 

Scotland) it was claimed that Theonomy taught óthe abiding va-

lidity of all the civil and ceremonial lawsô contained in the Old 

Testament, and it branded Theonomy as a ódangerous delu-

sion.ô
42

  However, this is a total caricature; no Theonomist has 

ever argued that the ceremonial law is still binding today, any-

one familiar with the writings of leading Theonomists knows 

that Reconstructionists, in common with all other Reformed 

thinkers, hold that the ceremonial law has been put out of gear 

in the New Covenant.  Thus even a non-Theonomist like Tho-

mas R. Schreiner correctly observes that óTheonomists do not 

claim that people should be circumcised or observe purity laws, 

for they are generally convinced that the ritual laws have been 

fulfilled in Christ and therefore have been abolished.ô
43

  The 

truth is that Theonomists accept that the ceremonial law is abro-

gated as the result of the completion of Christôs work of re-

demption (Matt. 27:51; Heb. 9:11-10:22).  The following quota-

tions from Greg Bahnsenôs volume Theonomy in Christian Eth-

ics make it abundantly clear that the ceremonial laws are not to 

be observed by the Christian in the New Testament: 

With Christôs obedient life, sacrificial death, and the ac-

complishment of salvation under the New Covenant, the 

                                                 
42

 D. Campbell, óBook Review: The Moral Law, Its Place in Scripture and its Relevance Todayô in The 

Free Presbyterian Magazine, (September 2005), p. 281 
43

 T.R. Schreiner, The Law and Its Fulfilment: A Pauline Theology of Law, p. 31 
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ceremonies have been finally observed for all Godôs peo-

ple.
44

 

What need has a Christian for a Levitical priest, physical 

temple, and bleating lamb, when Christ, his great high 

priest, perfect sacrifice and spiritual temple, has performed 

all things necessary for his salvation.
45

 

The obedience of Christ and His saving work has satisfied 

the obligation of observing the ceremonies for me; if I 

were to continue the ritual observances under the New 

Covenant, I would be despising the final accomplishment 

of salvation in Christ.  I would be substituting the symbol 

for the Saviour.
46

 

The ancient observation of the ceremonial law is simply ir-

relevant after Christ.
47

 

One would think that a denominational magazine published by 

the Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland would seek to accu-

rately represent the views of those whom it is criticizing, but it 

would appear that the critic has not even read his opponents lit-

erature or has definitely not understood his views.  But another 

example of such misrepresentation can been in the writings of 

Free Church of Scotland theologian Donald MacLeod.
48

  Com-

                                                 
44

 G.L. Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics, 3
rd
 edition, p. 205 

45
 Ibid., p. 207 

46
 Ibid., p. 208 

47
 Ibid., p. 210 

48
 Considering that Donald MacLeod is a Socialist, it is perhaps not surprising that he is opposed to 

Theonomy.  Writing about the Socialism within Scottish Presbyterianism, Roland Watson tells us that 

óeven the smaller and more doctrinally conservative churches are not free of this prevailing socialist 

mindset as we see in the Presbyterian denomination called the Free Church of Scotland.  Some readers 

may recall that their leading theologian, Professor Donald MacLeod, was at the centre of a sexual har-

assment case involving several women a few years back and which eventually led to yet another break-

away, Presbyterian group called the Free Church Continuing being formed in protest.   One example 

will suffice to show this when I recall one of their ministers offering up this peon of praise to Almighty 

God: "We thank thee, O Lord, for the government's Working Families Tax Credit scheme!".  Well, 

when that particular brother reaches the Golden Shore, he may find that the devil was in the details. 

Neither should we think he is a peculiarity to that denomination as we read the various columns by 

their leading lights which would no doubt draw a hearty but atheistic "Amen!" from the socialist plu-

tocracy in Scotland.ô R. Watson, óThe Church of Socialismô, online edition.  The Free Church of Scot-

land has, of course, explicitly condemned Theonomy as a false doctrine; Martin Foulner informs us that 



Page | 20  

 

menting on Christian freedom, Prof. MacLeod complains of 

what he perceives as the Judaizing and legalistic element in 

Theonomy: 

From what, then, are we free?  What is the content of this 

liberty which we have in Jesus Christ?  First, we have 

freedom from the Mosaic Law.  In those first days of 

Christôs church the law was an enormous problem.  There 

were those who wanted to impose on the community of 

believers all the Law of Moses: circumcision and all ap-

purtenances and also the whole content of the yoke of rab-

binism.  That was a very great burden on Godôs people and 

it was felt by them to be such an emancipation to be freed 

in Christ from the Mosaic yoke and from rabbinical obli-

gations. 

That may not seem to be very relevant to us today, but 

there is a movement known as Theonomy, which wants to 

impose on the churches of Christ all the legislation of the 

Old Testament.  It has its origins and roots in North 

American Calvinism, and is a reminder to us that the men-

                                                                                                                                            
óDuring the ñdebateò on the floor of the Assembly, Theonomy was likened to ñSocinianism,ò and was 

branded ñanother Gospel.ò  That ministers of Christôs evangel could make such a condemnatory judg-

ment on a movement about which they were largely ignorant is disgraceful, yet, is but a symptom of 

the many problems which have recently beset the Free Church and destroyed its once considerable 

reputation in Scotland.ô  M.A. Foulner, óThe Free Kirk of Scotland Against Theonomy ô, online edition.  

And speaking of the views of another Free Church minister (who was involved in a dispute with the 

late Greg Bahnsen at Dundee in 1994), Martin Foulner tells us that óDavid Robertson is also a con-

vinced socialist and his opposition to the free market is just as intense as his dislike of the judicial laws 

of God.ô  M.A. Foulner, óThe Free Kirk of Scotland Against Theonomyô, online edition.  Moreover, in 

the infamous report that the Free Church of Scotlandôs General Assembly issued, Rev. Alex McDonald 

said that Theonomy óhas a tendency to undermine the centrality of the gospel of grace, because of their 

unbalanced emphasis on the law.  They fail to take seriously the sea-change that has taken place with 

the coming of Jesus Christ.  There is the tremendous danger that Theonomy leads into a new legalism, 

where the touchstone of everything is Old Testament law not the gospel of Christôs love.ô Cited in Ibid.  

However, such unsubstantiated allegations were actually contrary to the General Assemblyôs orders to 

the Commission set up to compile the report; Martin Foulner concludes in relation to Alex McDonaldôs 

comments: óThis is not the ñcareful and full study of the teaching of Theonomyò which the Assembly 

commissioned; it is an exercise in how to slander oneôs fellow believers.  Such dishonesty (there is no 

better word for it) on Alex MacDonaldôs part can only discredit his testimony and dishonour the name 

of Christ.ô Ibid. 
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tality which wants to go back to law, even to the whole of 

the Mosaic ordinances, is really endemic to human nature.  

It is very difficult to eliminate and that is why I begin by 

insisting on this: that in Christ we are free from the Mosaic 

yoke and free from the bondage of Old Testament ordi-

nance.
49

 

But where did Prof. MacLeod find such claims in Theonomic 

literature?  Which Theonomic authors want to impose on be-

lievers the whole Mosaic Law, including circumcision and Rab-

binical interpretations, distortions and additions to the Older 

Testament Law?  Since he did not refer to even one Theonomic 

book in which such error was taught, we can safely conclude 

that Prof. MacLeod just made it up.  

 

Theonomy does not bind us to the whole Judicial Law of 

Moses 

 

Another common misconception in relation to Theonomy is that 

because Theonomy teaches that the Law of God remains bind-

ing in exhaustive detail, it is therefore presumed that the 

Theonomic view advocates the idea that the whole judicial law 

of Moses remains literally binding upon all nations.  For in-

stance, we find Christopher J.H. Wright portraying the 

Theonomic approach as calling for óa literal imitation of Is-

rael.ô
50

 
51

   Is this an accurate representation of the Theonomy?  

                                                 
49

 D. MacLeod, A Faith To Live By: Understanding Christian Doctrine, pp 233-234 
50

 Cited in G.L. Bahnsen, No Other Standard: Theonomy and its Critics, p. 49 
51

  Although generally fair in his treatment of Theonomy in his book The Doctrine of the Christian Life, 

John Frame poisons the well somewhat when he says that óTheonomy is a school of thought within 

Reformed theology that prefers literal...applications of the Mosaic civil laws to modern civil govern-

ments.ôJ.M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Christian Life, p. 218.  But he then says in the very next sen-

tence: óThe word ñprefersò gives us some leeway.  At points, the Theonomists, like the rest of us, apply 

the Law in general and non-literal ways.ô  This last statement shows us that his first comment was 

somewhat disingenuous ï especially as Dr. Frame calls for the Mosaic penalties against murder and 

theft to be literally applied today.  So it would seem that Theonomists are not the only ones who be-
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No, because since Theonomy only teaches that the whole moral 

law remains binding, it recognizes that aspects of the judicial 

law which were either completely unique to Israel, or expressed 

in a manner peculiar to its circumstances, are not to be literally 

followed in the modern world.  Greg Bahnsen argues that those 

laws which were unique to the land of Canaan have expired in 

the New Testament: 

With the coming and establishment of that kingdom typi-

fied by the ñpromised landò, and with the removal of spe-

cial kingdom privileges from the Jews by Christ, the laws 

regulating aspects of the land of Canaan (for example, 

family plots, location of cities of refuge, the levirate insti-

tution) have been laid aside in the New Testament as inap-

plicable.
52

 

Moreover it must also be recognised that the Older Testament 

contained various judicial (social and civil) laws particularly 

worded for the ancient Jewish nation; although these laws may 

have expired as they were literally expressed, their underlying 

principle of justice and fairness remains binding.  Theonomists 

recognise that moral principles are sometimes conveyed through 

cultural illustrations.  For instance, Greg Bahnsen points out that 

óthe requirement of a rooftop railing (Deut. 22:8), relevant to en-

tertaining on flat roofs in Palestine, teaches the underlying prin-

ciple of safety precautions (e.g., fences around modern backyard 

swimming pools), not the obligation of placing a literal battle-

ment upon todayôs sloped roofs.ô
53

  So it is important to realise 

that ówe ought not to read the case laws of the Old Testament as 

binding us to the literal wording utilized.ô
54

  And even a critic of 

                                                                                                                                            
lieve that some things in the Mosaic civil law are to be literally applied today.  But none of us are ar-

guing for everything to be literally applied in modern nations.  
52

 G.L. Bahnsen, By This Standard: The Authority of Godôs Law Today, p. 6 
53

 G.L. Bahnsen, óThe Theonomic Positionô in G.S. Smith (ed.), God and Politics: Four Views on the 

Reformation of Civil Government,  p. 33 
54

 G.L. Bahnsen, By This Standard: The Authority of Godôs Law Today, p. 5 
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Theonomy like John Frame recognised that óthe Reconstruction-

ists find much in the Old Testament law that we cannot follow 

literally today.ô
55

  Hopefully readers will now be clear about 

what Theonomy does not teach with respect to the abiding valid-

ity of Godôs Law (i.e. the abiding validity of ceremonial laws or 

the literal application of aspects of the law circumstantial to Is-

rael). 

 

Theonomists are not Judicial Simpletons 

 

Another common complaint made by Theonomic critics is that 

Theonomists think that applying Biblical Law today is simple 

and easy task.  Tremper Longman says that óin reading the stan-

dard works of Theonomy, one can easily get the impression that 

Old Testament laws are simple and clear-cut.ô
56

  Likewise John 

Frame asserts that óthe greatest appeal of the Christian Recon-

struction movement, or Theonomy, lies in the simplicity and 

radicalism of its proposal.ô
57

  But perhaps the worst example of 

this sort of reasoning can be found in the Klinean, arch-latent 

antinomian R. Scott Clark, who caricatures Theonomy thus:   

Theonomy, however, under the slogan, ñabiding validity 

of the law of God in exhaustive detail,ò seems to offer 

ñtheò Christian answer to difficult problems.  Unsure about 

ñthe general equity thereofò in a given case?  Put the quar-

ter in the slot, pull the handle and out comes the correct 

ethical and civil answer to oneôs particular question.  They 

                                                 
55

 J.M. Frame, óThe One, the Many, and Theonomyô in W.S. Barker and W.R. Godfrey, Theonomy: A 

Reformed Critique, p. 91 
56

 T. Longman, óGodôs Law and Mosaic Punishments Todayô in W.S. Barker and W.R. Godfrey (eds), 

Theonomy: A Reformed Critique, p. 52 
57

 J.M. Frame, óThe One, the Many, and Theonomyô in W.S. Barker and W.R. Godfrey (eds), Theono-

my: A Reformed Critique, p. 89 
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even have ready-made civil code in Theonomy in Christian 

Ethics and in the Institutes of Biblical Law.
58

 

Moreover in an absolutely disgraceful comment about R.J. 

Rushdoony, Gary North and Greg Bahnsen, Prof. Clark writes 

concerning Theonomy: 

It offers a kind of ethical precision and a kind of ethical 

authority that reduces ambiguities to certainties and, on its 

premises, makes Christian ethics a little more ñreason-

able.ò
59

  Put the quarter in the slot, pull the handle and out 

comes the correct ethical answer to one's particular ques-

tion.  The same spirit that produced the Talmud produced 

Rushôs Institutes.
60

  The same devotion to the rabbis gives 

us the fascination with Rabbi Rousas, Rabbi Gary, and 

Rabbi Greg.
61

 
                                                 
58

 R.S. Clark, óTheonomy and Federal Vision: Separated at Birthô, online edition.  Prof. Clark has evi-

dently not understood Greg Bahnsenôs Theonomy in Christian Ethics as it is a book on theoretical 

Theonomy, rather than Theonomy applied - which is what R.J. Rushdoonyôs Institutes of Biblical Law 

is. 
59

 In response to this nonsense, Bret McAtee writes: óthis man is disingenuous in the section I have put 

in bold.   I have just finished Bahnsenôs chapter in ñGod and Politicsò and in that chapter Bahnsen ad-

mits that determining Godôs mind in the application of His Law-Word is hard work that will find disa-

greement among those who are doing the work.  So the idea that it is all as easy as a vending machine 

is just plain false witnessénote that this man has religious certainty that Theonomists dare not have 

religious certainty on ethical issues.   He is ethically certain that biblical ethics shouldnôt communicate 

ethical certainty.   Irony anyone?ô  B. McAtee, óSetting the Record Straightô, online edition.  Mr. McA-

teeôs last point is very important, because since R. Scott Clark is so opposed to óillegitimate religious 

certaintyô, then perhaps he should not be so óillegitimately religiously certainô that Theonomy is wrong. 
60

 Again Bret McAteeôs rebuttal of R. Scott Clark highlights the ludicrous nature of his remarks: óthis 

man doesnôt like the idea of Biblical Christians coming to determined conclusions regarding Biblical 

ethics (derisively referring to such men as ñrabbisò) and yet, if Biblical Christians donôt arrive at de-

termined conclusions regarding Biblical ethics then somebody else will have to determine the ethics by 

which the church and Christians in the culture live by.   I suspect for this man he would prefer Natural 

Law rabbis such as Rabbi John Dewey, Rabbi Jaques Derrida, and Rabbi Peter Singer as opposed to 

Rabbi Gary North, Rabbi Greg Bahnsen, and Rabbi R. J. Rushdoony.   The point here is that someone 

is going to have to do the work on determining ethics.   Would we prefer that work to be done by Godôs 

men or the men of Natural Law?   Finally, it is despicable in the highest degree for this man to say that 

the same anti-Christ spirit that produced the Talmud is the spirit that energized Rushdoony when he 

wrote the Institutes.  That is a meanness that is beyond mere uncharitableness.  That comment is hatred 

exemplified.ô Ibid. 
61

 This comment may be found on The Puritan Board: http://www.puritanboard.com/f77/federal-vision-

debate-15818/#post202882.  In the same post, R. Scott Clark makes the following wicked attack upon 

the late Greg Bahnsen: óNon-Theonomic students at W[estminister] S[eminary] C[alifornia], when I 

was a student, who wanted to enter this presbytery of the OPC lived in mortal terror of being grilled by 
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Apart from the utterly scandalous nature of his comments with 

respect to his Christian brothers, Prof. Clark is talking utter non-

sense when he alleges that Theonomy makes Christian ethics 

seem a bit more ñreasonableò, as Theonomy is utterly offensive 

to the rationalistic ethics of humanism (and those of its latent 

antinomian allies in the Church).   

 But aside from Prof. Clarkôs slander, is the concept of ju-

dicial simplicity really an impression that one would get from 

óreading the standard works of Theonomyô?  What about as 

standard a work as Greg Bahnsenôs By This Standard?  In this 

book (which is basically a non-technical summary of his Theon-

omy in Christian Ethics) Dr. Bahnsen makes it abundantly clear 

that applying Older Testament law in the modern world does in-

volve its fair-share of difficulties: 

We need to be sensitive to the fact that interpreting the Old 

Testament law, properly categorizing its details (for exam-

ple, ceremonial, standing, cultural), and making modern 

day applications of the authoritative standards of the Old 

Testament is not an easy or simple task.  It is not always 

readily apparent to us how to understand an Old Testament 

commandment or use it properly today.  So the position 

taken here does not make everything in Christian ethics a 

simple matter of looking up obvious answers in a code-

book.  Much hard thinking ï exegetical and theological 

homework ï is entailed by a commitment to the position 

advocated in these studies.
62

 

                                                                                                                                            
Greg.   He was said to question non-Theonomic students ruthlessly on the floor of presbytery unless 

they had taken private tuition from him!   I'm not saying that this is fact, it's just my recollection of 

what happened c. 1984-7.   I guess Theonomists will deny it ever happened.  ñSt Greg could never have 

done such a thing.ò  I also remember Rabbi Gary saying once that if anyone criticized Theonomy that 

he would ñburyò them (ala Khrushchev).   I got some pretty heated correspondence for daring to offer 

some mild criticisms of Theonomy/Reconstructionism in a short dictionary article!   Imagine what 

would happen to one who dared to question one of the Rabbis directly?ô   
62

 G.L. Bahnsen, By This Standard: The Authority of Godôs Law Today, p. 7 
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Since at the outset of one of the most basic Theonomic works 

Dr. Bahnsen specifically denies that a Theonomic approach to 

ethics is to be equated with judicial simplicity, then one is left 

wondering why critics of Theonomy continue to allege that 

Theonomists are judicial simpletons?  Moreover, in the same 

book Dr. Bahnsen admitted that although Theonomists agree on 

the basic principle of the abiding validity of Older Testament 

law, nevertheless, that does not mean that they will always agree 

on the application of this principle: 

Indeed, those who agree with the foundational conclusion 

of these studies ï that Godôs Law is binding today unless 

Scripture reveals otherwise ï may very well disagree 

among themselves over particular matters in interpreting 

what Godôs Law demands at this or that point, or that may 

disagree over how these demands should be followed to-

day.
63

 

Strangely critics have picked up on this as óproofô that Theon-

omy is not as simple as its proponents pretend it is.  John Frame 

says that óthe disagreements and divisions within the Recon-

structionist movement itself indicate that these tasks [of inter-

pretation and application] are not at all simple.ô
64

  Meanwhile 

David Mc Kay notes that óTheonomists differ considerably 

among themselves on a range of issues, and it does not seem 

that their approach to the judicial laws is quite as clear-cut as 

they might suggest.ô
65

  However, the problem with this assess-

ment is that Theonomists do not claim their approach is entirely 

clear-cut.  As Gary North remarks ówe have never regarded our 

task of reviving Biblical causitry as a simple task.  Causitry is 

difficult.ô
66

  A fine example of the practically difficulty in apply-

                                                 
63

 Ibid., p. 9 
64

 J.M. Frame, óThe One, the Many, and Theonomyô in W.S. Barker and W.R. Godfrey (eds), Theono-

my: A Reformed Critique, p. 92 
65

 D. McKay, The Bond of Love: Godôs Covenantal Relationship with His Church, p. 192 
66

 G. North, Westminsterôs Confession: The Abandonment of Van Tilôs Legacy, p. 203 
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ing the Theonomic thesis is highlighted by the non-Theonomist 

(or perhaps semi-Theonomist) John Frame: 

What about the provision of cities refugee for those ac-

cused of murder (Num. 35)?  Is that a wise provision to 

protect the lives of those falsely accused, or a special pro-

vision for Godôs holy people (note the slayer is released 

only at the death of the high priest, v. 28)?
67

  

This is a good point, because how does a Theonomist apply the 

law about the cities of refugee for manslayers today?  Does the 

reference to the high priests death mean that the general equity 

of the law only demands that manslayers be given judicial pro-

tection from those who would seek to extract revenge, or does it 

mean that modern nations should have cities of refugee which 

differ from Israel only in that the manslayer does not get to es-

cape when the high priest dies?  This is a complex issue over 

which Theonomists, who are equally committed to the same ba-

sic principles, could very well differ over.
68

 

                                                 
67

 J.M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Christian Life, p. 217 
68

 My own view of the cities of refuge is what I set forth in an earlier work on the issue: ñAn area were 

the Biblical penal sanction may appear ósoftô by todayôs standards is that for manslaughter, which is 

Biblically defined as killing óa person accidentallyô (Num. 35:15) as a result of an unpremeditated inci-

dent in which the victim had not initiated violence against the slayer, such as, an accident at work 

(Deut. 19:6).  However, it is important to note exactly what is meant by manslaughter, thus Thomas 

Scott explains: óThe several instances here addressed on each side, in order to illustrate the grand prin-

ciple of the law, and the difference between the unfortunate manslayer and the murderer, are not in-

tended to mark the distinction between sudden anger and maliceébut between intentionally striking a 

man with any weapon likely to cause death, or in wrath from hatred, or with a design of doing him in-

jury; and an unintentional blow, at unawares, and without seeking his harm, which is alone here con-

sidered as manslaughter.ô T. Scott, The Holy Bible: With Explanatory Notes, Practical Observations 

and Copious Marginal References, vol. 1.  In Scriptural law, a person guilty of manslaughter is to flee 

to a city of refuge where he is to live at liberty (Ex. 21:13).  Gary North says that óthis law rested on the 

theocentric principle of God as the provider of sanctuaries in history for innocent people who are sus-

pected of wrongdoing.ô G. North, Sanctions and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Numbers, p. 

299 Yet, in Humanistic law-systems, the person who commits manslaughter is deprived of his liberty 

and separated from his family, as he has to spend several years in prison.   Moreover, this law also 

proves that Scriptural civil legislation is not - as it is slanderously misrepresented (sadly, even by 

Christians) ï some sort of sadistic Stalinism which is inspired by blood-lust.  In a Christian civil order 

óthe state is to be neither blood-thirsty, imposing torture or mass executions, nor soft-hearted, imposing 

a lesser sanction.ô Ibid., p. 303. Thus Biblical law is perfectly balanced in its penology - requiring just 

punishments, nothing more and nothing less.  However, it should be kept in mind that being sent to a 

city of refugee did not mean that the slayer got off scot-free or that he had an easy time.  As Dr. North 
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 Yet one cannot help but wonder if those who utilize the 

ójudicial simpletonsô argument as a reason for rejecting Theon-

omy would apply this logic to other theological issues.  For in-

stance, would they reject the regulative principle of worship 

(that God is to be worshiped as He has commanded and in no 

other way) because those who adhere to it disagree on the de-

tails when it comes to putting this principle into practice (i.e. the 

subjects and mode of baptism, exclusive psalmody, etc.)?  Or 

should we reject Protestantismôs principle of Sola Scriptura be-

cause Protestants disagree over what Sola Scriptura actually en-

tails?  Thus the ójudicial simpletonô argument is not a legitimate 

complaint against Theonomy. 

 Perhaps one reason why many have considered Theono-

mists to be judicial simpletons is because they have not taken on 

board the fact that Theonomy believes that correct logical de-

ductions from Scripture are just as valid when it comes to for-

mulating our theological or ethical teaching as an explicit state-

ment in the Biblical text.  At this juncture, for instance, some 

may be wondering if Theonomic ethics (consistently applied) 

would permit the civil government to punish paedophiles, since 

paedophilia is not explicitly mentioned as a crime in the Bible.  

                                                                                                                                            
elaborates óthe person so condemned probably would have had to change occupations.  He would have 

had to learn to compete in a completely different environment.  This no doubt was an incentive for 

those working in jobs that involved imposing risk on others to take care of their equipment.ô Ibid., p. 

310.  Interestingly, the cities of refugee for manslayers are a substantial argument against the ñclaims 

cultureò that exists in many Western nations; in the case of an accidental death, the victimôs family did 

not receive one penny in compensation from either the suspect or the state.  Thus, as Gary North argues 

below, the notion of strict liability ï that a victim must always receive compensation, regardless of the 

circumstances - is unbiblical: óThe fact that the victimôs family received nothing from the person who 

had caused the death but escaped to a city of refugee indicates that Mosaic civil law did not rest on the 

doctrine of strict liability.  Strict liability requires the person who inflicts an injury to compensate the 

victim, no matter what the circumstances.  Mosaic Law rested on a much less rigorous concept of li-

ability.  If a damage producer could not reasonably have foreseen it, the state allowed him a way to 

avoid making full compensation on an eye-to-eye basis.  Men are not omniscient; Biblical law ac-

knowledges this fact in its concept of liability.ô Ibid.  If anything, the idea of strict liability in modern 

culture points to a society infected by parasites who seek to live of the fortunes of others, and who are 

always on the look out for the next person (or state) they can sponge off.ò D.F.N. Ritchie, A Conquered 

Kingdom: Biblical Civil Government, pp 243-245  
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However, Theonomic civil ethics, in common with all branches 

of Reformed theology, does not teach that explicit Biblical 

statements are all that is permissible.  Instead, we affirm that 

whatever óby good and necessary consequence may be deduced 

from Scriptureô (Westminster Confession 1:6) is also to be ac-

cepted as a Biblical teaching.  For example, while there is not 

one verse in the Bible which explicitly says that all three per-

sons of the Holy Trinity are co-equal and co-eternal, neverthe-

less, in light of what the Scriptures teach concerning the Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit, we can, by valid logical deduction, con-

clude that the Bible teaches that they are co-equal and co-

eternal.  How then does this principle apply to a case like pae-

dophilia?  Well, we can deduce that paedophilia is a crime due 

to the fact that it is an act of either heterosexual or homosexual 

rape.  If a male paedophile sexually assaults a young girl, then 

he has committed the crime of rape and should be punished ac-

cordingly, while the victim is allowed to go free (Deut. 22:25-

26).  On the other hand, if the paedophile sexually molests a 

young boy, then he has not only committed the crime of rape, 

but has also committed the additional crime of homosexuality.  

Accordingly, since the young boy was subject to a homosexual 

rape, the general equity of the law means that he should go un-

punished (Deut. 22:25-26), while the paedophile is guilty of 

Sodomy, and should therefore have the capital sentence inflicted 

upon him (Lev. 20:13).  Hence Theonomy is not just as simplis-

tic as some of its critics make out it is.  And, in leaving this is-

sue, it is also worth keeping in mind that a non-Theonomist such 

as Mark Noll has observed that óTheonomy...by insisting on 

carefully formulated theological foundations for political ac-

tion...pushes toward a more self-conscious political reflection 

than is customary in the evangelical tradition.ô
69
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 M.A. Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, p. 225 
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Theonomy is Not Salvation by Politics 

 

At this stage, allow me to make it abundantly clear that those 

who believe in the modern application of Biblical Law to soci-

ety do not believe that men (or societies) can be regenerated or 

saved through political activism, or that men can be converted to 

Christ by means of the sword.
70

  On the contrary, as Calvinists, 

Theonomists believe that men are saved, not by their own meri-

torious works (nor were they chosen for salvation on the basis of 

foreseen faith), but only because of the sovereign grace of God - 

who unconditionally elected them to salvation in eternity, and 

who regenerates sinners by His Holy Spirit without any co-

operation from them (Eph. 1:4; 2:8-10; John 3:3-8).  Moreover, 

sinners are justified on account of the righteousness of Jesus 

Christ (both His active and passive obedience), which is im-

puted to them when they believe on Him (Rom. 5:19).  But even 

the faith, which is the instrument of receiving Christôs right-

eousness, is itself the gift of God who enables us to embrace 

Christ as He is freely offered in the gospel (John 6:44).  How-

ever, critics of Theonomy and Christian Reconstruction have 

persistently misrepresented Theonomy at this point.  For exam-

ple, Charles Colson claims that Theonomy is ópart of the politi-

cal illusion of our day, the idea that thereôs a political solution to 

every problem, and we canôt solve things quickly enough, so 

letôs get to Washington and letôs get a law passed, and see if we 

canôt get revival through Congress.  Well thatôs just not the way 

God works.ô
71

  Nor, Mr. Colson is that what Theonomy teaches.  

Gary North has well observed that óChristian Reconstruction is 

                                                 
70

 Indeed, Gary DeMar says that óChristians are not told to take up arms to defend or advance the 

Christian faith.ô G. DeMar, Thinking Straight in a Crooked World, p. 2  
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 Cited in G. North and G. DeMar, Christian Reconstruction: What It Is, What It Isnôt, p. 123 
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only peripherally related to politicsô
72

 this is because óour con-

cern is government, but not simply civil government.  We begin 

our call for reconstruction with self-government under God.  

From there we go to church government, family government, 

and only then to civil government.ô
73

  And so Theonomy advo-

cates óa decentralized social order where civil government is 

only one legitimate government among many other govern-

ments, including family government and ecclesiastical (church) 

government [as] the basis for a free and orderly society.ô
74

  

 Since Theonomists are such zealous proponents of limited 

government, it is bizarre (to say the least) that they should ever 

be accused of teaching that societal salvation is by the grace of 

the state.  This is because óReconstructionists believe in a 

ñminimal stateò.  The purpose of getting involved in politics, as 

Reconstructionists see it, is to reduce the power of the state.ô
75

 

The idea that men could be saved through politics is an ancient 

pagan notion
76

; such a false idea (what is known as Statism) is 

alive and well in the modern world, as óman finds salvation 

through political programs, through legislation, so that salvation 

is an enactment of the state...As a saving order, the state con-

cerns itself with cradle-to-grave security, because, as the expres-

sion of manôs divinity, it must play the role of god in manôs life.  

It becomes manôs saviour.ô
77

  Theonomists, on the other hand, 

totally reject any concept of a ñMessianicò role for the state, 

and, therefore, Theonomists want civil government to be re-

formed and reduced to its Biblical limits.   

 But in order for such a reform of civil government and 

civil law to take place, there must first be the regeneration of in-
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dividuals.  Rousas John Rushdoony (who along with Gary North 

was the founder of modern Theonomy) writes that óthe key to 

social renewal is individual regenerationô and that the key to 

thorough Christian reconstruction is óregeneration, propagation 

of the gospel, and the conversion of men and nations to Godôs 

law-word.ô
78

  Dr. Rushdoony also says that ófor us, it is regen-

eration, not revolution, which alone makes true and effectual 

change.  All efforts to change men and societies apart from 

atonement, justification, and regeneration in and through Christ 

are failures and only create social structures built on sand (Matt. 

7:24-27).ô
79

  So far from teaching that men are saved by politics, 

Theonomists teach that men must be saved by Godôs grace be-

fore they can properly reform civil law and reconstruct the state 

in accordance with the Lordôs word in Scripture.  As Gary De-

Mar further explains: 

Regeneration is the starting point for the Reconstructionist, 

as it should be for all Christians.  Little can change for 

good in the broader culture unless man changes.  The only 

way man can change is through the regenerating work of 

the Holy Spirit.  Those ñdead in trespasses and sinsò (Eph. 

2:1) must have a ñnew heartò and a ñnew spiritò.  The 

ñheart of stoneò must be removed and a ñheart of fleshò 

substituted.  This is Godôs work.  Godôs Spirit must be in 

us before we can ñwalk inò His ñstatutes.ò  The result will 

be that we ñwill be careful to observeò His ordinances 

(Ezek. 36:26-27).
80

 

Gary North also argues that a óconcern about politics should 

only come after oneôs personal conversion to Jesus Christ.  Poli-

tics is an aspect of evangelism ï comprehensive evangelism ï 

but it should never be allowed to become a substitute for per-
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sonal evangelism.ô
81

  Indeed, many Theonomists would contend 

that the reformation of the political realm should only come af-

ter the widespread reconstruction of church and family life in 

accordance with Godôs word.  And so Theonomists are in favour 

of a bottom-up, rather than a top-down, reformation of society.  

Electing a Christian President in the United States of America or 

getting the British Parliament to sign the Solemn League and 

Covenant (desirable as such things are) does not mean that we 

will have a properly Christian nation, and it will not work in the 

long run; the real need is for society as a whole to be reformed, 

not just the top of the civil government.  As Gary DeMar and 

Peter Leithart further explain: 

All of society must be transformed.  We have not arrived 

when we can say that we now have a Christian President, a 

Christian Supreme Court, a majority of Christian Con-

gressmen, and other Christian politicians.  In fact, we will 

not have a Christian nation if we do not have Christian 

Christians, Christian families and Christian churches.  

Humanism continues to march forward because our nation 

is basically humanistic.
82

 

Therefore societal reformation is much broader than politics; if 

professedly Christian businessmen, fathers and church leaders 

are running their businesses, families and churches in accor-

dance with humanistic principles, then they have little cause for 

complaint when the state is also being governed according to the 

dictates of humanism.  However, since the Christian is a new 

creation in Christ, for whom old things have passed away and all 

things become new (2 Cor. 5:17), then his life should be con-

stantly reformed according to Godôs word (Rom. 12:1-2).  And 
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if there are many of these new creations in a nation, their influ-

ence should have an impact upon society: 

If his Christianity is real, then we should expect, for ex-

ample his family to receive the benefits of his new life in 

Christ.  His family is then described as ñChristianò.  As a 

businessman, his business would be described as ñChris-

tianò if it reflected Christian business practices.  Now, if 

there are millions of Christians in a society, each making 

an impact for Christ in family, church, and community, 

then why is it impossible to believe that society could be 

described as ñChristianò?
83

 

Many Christians, however, think that this is totally unrealistic 

and that there is no hope of a nation turning to God in repen-

tance.  The prophet Jonah thought likewise, yet the Lord proved 

him wrong as óthe people of Nineveh believed God, proclaimed 

a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the 

least of themô (Jonah 3:5).  Are we seriously to believe that in 

the new covenant - when the light of the gospel has gone out to 

all the nations of the earth - that God is now incapable of caus-

ing similar things to happen in societies today?  Furthermore, 

are we seriously to think that the old covenant saints were able 

to subdue kingdoms through faith (Heb. 11:33), but that new 

covenant believers ï living after the resurrection and ascension 

of Christ ï will not do likewise?  Such a conclusion is untenable 

as the new covenant is better than the old (Heb. 8:6).  Therefore, 

we should expect to see societal reformation on a much larger 

scale in the New Testament era, and thus we need clear Biblical 

blueprints as to how civil law is to be reconstructed when Chris-

tians are in positions of civil power.   

 Before we go any further, it should be noted that, regret-

fully, Theonomy has been badly misrepresented, even by fellow 
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adherents of the Reformed faith, as teaching some sort of socie-

tal salvation by law - rather than by the grace of Christ.  For in-

stance, the prominent English Calvinist Erroll Hulse says óthe 

Reconstructionists believe that Christianity will overcome all 

other religions and be established throughout the world by a rig-

orous application of the Biblical institutes of law to all spheres 

of human activity and especially to civil governments.ô
84

  In op-

position to Theonomy Pastor Hulse argues óI would simply 

point out that the terms of the Great Commission of our Lord are 

not to go and apply the law to all the world, but rather to preach 

the gospel to all the world.  Godôs laws are important.  The law 

has its place, but it is not Godôs instrument of regeneration: 

Christ is.ô
85

  This is a very mischievous statement (and not just 

for the sloppy exegesis of the Great Commission), as it is abun-

dantly clear from the above words of the leading Theonomists 

that they do not believe this.  Yet, at the same time, Pastor Hulse 

seems to recognise when he says ósome Reconstructionist lead-

ers avow their belief in the primacy of the gospel and of regen-

eration.ô  However, he considers such an avowal to be disin-

genuous when he claims óthe fact is that the disciples of the 

movement are preoccupied with politics and economics.  A 

movement must be judged not merely by its paperwork, but by 

its fruit.ô
86

  Since Pastor Hulse has not proved that this ñfactò 

about Theonomists is actually true, then why should we believe 

that the Theonomists (as a whole) are preoccupied with politics 

and economics, to the extent that they are disinterested in the 

preaching of the gospel, is an accurate appraisal of the 

Theonomic position?  Furthermore, even if it can be shown that 

some Theonomists are unbalanced, this does not prove that the 

theological position is in error; instead all it shows us is that 
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some brethren who embrace it should be exhorted to greater 

diligence in other legitimate areas of the Christian life.   

 

Theonomy and Postmillennialism are Logically Distinct 

 

Another question that some readers might have is does adher-

ence to Theonomic ethics mean that one must also be a postmil-

lennialist as well?  Greg Bahnsen argues in the negative, saying 

óthat postmillennial eschatology is not logically integral to the 

Theonomic understanding of the civil magistrate.ô
87

  Thus, Dr. 

Bahnsen believed that it was possible for one to be a premillen-

nialist or an amillennialist and adhere to a Theonomic view of 

civil ethics.  Consequently, it is theoretically possible (if we ac-

cept Dr. Bahnsenôs argument) to believe that the state should 

uphold Biblical law even if you do not believe that it ever will.  

However, another leading Theonomist Gary North looks at it 

slightly differently.  While he says that Dr. Bahnsen óis correct: 

logically, there is no connectionô he qualifies this by arguing 

ócovenantally, the two doctrines are inescapable: when Biblical 

law is preached, believed, and obeyed, there must be blessings; 

blessings lead inescapably to victory.ô
88

  Furthermore, Dr. North 

complains that ówe do not find treatises on the contemporary 

application of Biblical law written by amillennialist theologi-

ans.ô
89

  While this may be true, one would suggest it is because 

there is, as Greg Bahnsen put it, óa psychological connection be-

tween Theonomy and postmillennialism.ô
90

  The Theonomist 

(who believes in the abiding validity of Biblical law) is more 

likely to be a postmillennialist (as optimistic eschatology means 
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that Biblical law will be implemented), while the postmillennial-

ist (who believes in the victory of Christôs kingdom in history) 

is more likely to be a Theonomist (so that he will know how to 

apply Biblical law as Christôs kingdom advances).  Even Harold 

Cunningham, an amillennial critic of Theonomy, has recognised 

this distinction: óA person could be a Theonomist without nec-

essarily being a postmillennialist, but it would be the exception 

rather than the rule.ô
91

   But as not all postmillennialists are 

Theonomists, and not all Theonomists are postmillennialists 

(though most are), then embracing one does not automatically 

imply the adoption of the other.  As even D. Clair Davis com-

ments, óone does not need to share and ñoptimisticò postmillen-

nial perspective to see value in Theonomy.ô
92

  However, when 

Theonomy and postmillennialism are combined you end up with 

Reconstructionism. 

 Yet while acknowledging that one can be a Theonomist 

without being postmillennial, one is of the opinion that there is 

an important reason why most Theonomists are postmillennial ï 

because oneôs view of the future will determine how one lives 

now.  Although a particular view of eschatology should not be 

made a test of Christian orthodoxy, nevertheless, it does affect 

oneôs view of the Christianôs role in the world.  As Iain Murray 

puts it óthe fact is that what we believe or do not believe upon 

this subject will have continual influence upon the way in which 

we live.ô
93

  In relation to other evangelical views of eschatology, 

postmillennialism differs with premillennialism in that it teaches 

that Christ will return after the millennium of Revelation 20:1-

10.  Premillennialists do not believe that Christ will be victori-

ous in history until He returns to establish the millennial king-
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dom from His throne in Jerusalem.  Hence, it is not surprising 

that premillennialists rarely publish books outlining a compre-

hensive and explicitly Biblical view of societal reformation.  In-

deed, Gary North observes that while the premillennial social 

commentator Francis Schaeffer made worthwhile criticisms of 

ungodly ideologies, óhe never attempted to offer a positive alter-

native to the prevailing humanist culture that he so eloquently 

dissected.ô
94

  It is interesting that one Dispensational premillen-

nialist author (who believes in the pre-tribulation secret rapture), 

David Schnittger, bemoans the social and cultural impotence of 

others who adopt his eschatological position.  He says: 

[Gary] North and other postmillennial Christian Recon-

structionists label those who hold to the pre-tribulation 

rapture position pietists and cultural pessimists.  One rea-

son these criticisms are so painful is because I find them to 

be substantially true.  Many in our camp have an all-

persuasive negativism regarding the course of society and 

the impotence of Godôs people to do anything about it.
95

     

The view known as amillennialism, on the other hand, agrees 

with postmillennialism that the Lord Jesus Christ will return af-

ter the millennium of Revelation 20.  However, the main differ-

ence between the two views of eschatology is over the extent to 

which Christôs kingdom will advance in history before the sec-

ond coming.  Postmillennialists believe in óthe victorious ad-

vance of Godôs established kingdom throughout history.ô
96

  

Amillennialists tend to be less optimistic.  For instance, the re-

spected amillennial theologian Louis Berkhof complains about 

postmillennialismôs optimism: óthe doctrine, that the whole 

world will be gradually won for Christ, that the life of all na-

tions will in the course of time be transformed by the gospeléis 
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not in harmony with the picture of the end of the ages found in 

Scripture.ô
97

  It should be noted that Prof. Berkhof has slightly 

overstated the case here.  Firstly, the majority of postmillennial-

ists do not deny that there will be a time of distress immediately 

prior to Christôs return (Rev. 20:7-10).  Secondly, Keith Mathi-

son provides us with a better definition of postmillennial teach-

ing: 

Postmillennialism teaches that the growth of the kingdom 

will r each a point where the majority of men and nations 

have willingly submitted to Jesus the Messiah.  It does not 

teach that every individual who has ever lived on earth 

will be saved, nor does it teach that there will be a time 

prior to the second coming when every human being will 

be converted.  But it does believe that at some point in his-

tory there will be worldwide conversion on an unprece-

dented scale.
98

  

Although some modern optimistic amillennialists would be 

closer to postmillennialism
99

, traditionally amillennialism has 

taught Christians not to anticipate the kingdom of Christ being 

victorious in history.  The amillennialist critic of Theonomy, 

Richard Gaffin even writes that óno success of the gospel, how-

ever great, will bring the church into a position of earthly pros-

perity and dominion such that the wilderness with its persecu-

tions and temptations will ever be marginalized.ô
100

  And John 

Frame, a respected modern Reformed theologian, explains that, 

traditionally, amillennialism has been a system of thought that 

denies the concept of societal salvation; for the amillennialist 

God saves souls, not cultures.  Thus he writes that as far as amil-

lennialism is concerned: 
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Godôs triumph at this time is spiritual, not material.  We 

should not expect to dominate the cultures in which we 

live ï in politics, the arts, education, and so on.  God will 

take from various cultures those he chooses to save.  But 

the culture itself will not be redeemed.  Indeed, some amils 

believe that the cultures of the world will get worse and 

worse until Jesus returns.
101

 

One traditional amillennialist David Engelsma even says that 

amillennialism óvigorously uproots all false hopes that spring up 

among Christians: earthly success; establishing the kingdom of 

Christ on earth in a carnal form, before the Day of Christ.ô
102

  

While amillennialists might maintain óthat there is a parallel de-

velopment of good and evil, of Godôs kingdom and Satanôs 

kingdomô
103

 this position is entirely untenable, because how can 

one kingdom expand if it does not reduce the influence of the 

other?  As a result of not believing in the victory of Christôs 

kingdom in history, many amillennialists tend to be pietistic 

with regard to Christian social involvement.  R.J. Rushdoony 

berated amillennialists because of this: 

The world will go from bad to worse in this pessimistic 

viewpoint.  The Christian must retreat from the world of 

action in the realization that there is no hope for this 

world, no world-wide victory of Christôs cause, nor world 
                                                 
101
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peace and righteousness.  The law of God is irrelevant, be-

cause there is no plan of conquest, no plan of triumph in 

Christôs name and power.  At best, Godôs law is a plan for 

a private morality, not for men and nations in their every 

aspect.  Not surprisingly, amillennialism produces a re-

treating and crabbed outlook, a church in which men have 

no though of victory but only endless nit-picking about tri-

fles.
104

 

While Dr. Rushdoony may be going too far in asserting that pie-

tism is a logical consequence of amillennialism, one can cer-

tainly see how there could be a psychological link between pes-

simistic eschatology and pietism.   

 However it would be wrong to assume that merely believ-

ing in postmillennialism is an automatic solution to pietism.  In-

deed, R.C. Sproul notes that there are ótwo types or groups of 

modern postmillennialists: pietistic postmillennialists and 

Theonomic postmillennialists.ô
105

  What is the difference be-

tween the two?  Basically ópietistic postmillennialismédenies 

that the postmillennial advance of the kingdom involves the to-

tal transformation of culture through the application of Biblical 

law.  Theonomic postmillennialism affirms this.ô
106

  While there 

are some non-Theonomic postmillennialists who are interested 

in cultural transformation
107

 they often lack clear Biblical prin-

ciples for societal reformation.  Indeed, it is a source of embar-

rassment to many modern postmillennialists that Loraine Boett-

nerôs political theory was so flawed that he rejoiced in American 

citizens having their property redistributed by the civil govern-

ment.  He said that ó[the] huge amount of goods and services 

[that] has been given freely by this enlightened and predomi-
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nantly Protestant nation to nations of other races and religions, 

with no expectation that it will ever be paid back, [is] an effec-

tive expression of unselfishness and international good will.ô
108

  

Christian Reconstructionists, on the other hand, would see this 

as theft and Statism.  Theonomic postmillennialists believe that 

the Law of God provides us with the necessary tools for recon-

structing all aspects of society on an explicitly Christian basis.  

And that is why Theonomic postmillennialists are known as 

Christian Reconstructionists. 

 

Theonomy Affirms the Civil Application of the First  

Table of Decalogue 

 

One of the reasons many Evangelical and Reformed people op-

pose Theonomy is because it calls upon the civil government to 

punish crimes against the first table of the Decalogue (idolatry, 

blasphemy, witchcraft, etc.).  Thus we find the latent antinomian 

Calvinist R. Scott Clark arguing: óIf the 16th and 17th-century 

Reformed were correct, the Decalogue is a reflection of the 

natural law (a corollary to the republication doctrine). We don't 

need to appeal to Mosaic case/civil law to argue for civil en-

forcement of the second table.ô
109

  Prof. Clark errs here in that 

he forget that the first table of the Decalogue is equally as much 

a part of natural law as the second; and so if one can appeal to 

natural law in order to justify the civil enforcement of the sec-

ond table of the law, then one can appeal to it with equal force 

in order to justify the Stateôs enforcement of the first table.  

Secondly, Prof. Clarkôs attempt to make such a radical dichot-

omy between the first and second table is doomed to failure; this 

is because if a man wishes to steal your property or commit 
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adultery, he may well plead before the civil magistrate that his 

religion permits him to do such things.  Indeed, this is most 

graphically illustrated by the fact that Islamic extremists think it 

is their religious duty to murder Western infidels; and so it is 

their false religious doctrine (related to their contempt of the 

first table of the Law) which causes them to commit crimes 

against the second table of the Decalogue.  Moreover, he errs in 

not taking on board that the Reformed of the sixteenth and sev-

enteenth centuries ï unlike many modern Calvinists ï viewed 

the penology of the Older Testament as part of natural/moral 

law, and thus they called upon the civil government to imple-

ment the Mosaic penology for crimes against both tables of the 

Law.  This, of course, is also the view of modern Theonomy. 

For this reason it is most strange that certain ultra-conservative 

Presbyterians accuse Theonomy of not being interested in the 

first table of the Law.  An example of this can be found in Kevin 

Reed: 

I believe Reconstructionists have adopted a selective use 

of the law. In other words, many Theonomists exalt popu-

lar second-table issues, doing injustice to first-table mat-

ters which contain manôs preeminent duties toward God.
110

 

But does this view actually comport with what the Theonomists 

have actually written?  To answer that question we must not rely 

on hearsay or gossip, but go to the sources; when we do that, we 

shall find that such accusations are groundless. 

 Beginning with R.J. Rushdoonyôs treatment of the death 

penalty for idolatry in Deuteronomy 13, he comments that óto 

the modern mind, this seems drastic.  Why death for idolatry?  If 

idolatry is unimportant to man the penalty for it is outrageousô, 

however, he points out that ómodern man thinks nothing of 

death penalties for crimes against the state, or against the ñpeo-
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pleò, or against ñthe revolutionò, because these things are impor-

tant to him.ô
111

   Dr. Rushdoony also writes óthe death penalty is 

not required here for private belief: it is for attempts to subvert 

others and to subvert the social order by enticing others to idola-

try.ô
112

  We also find that he upheld the death penalty for those 

engaging in witchcraft; commenting on Ex. 22:18, Dr. Rush-

doony notes that the word sorceress or witch óis rendered by the 

Septuagint as ñpoisoner.òô  He concludes that this provides the 

rationale behind them receiving capital punishment: óalthough 

those who were witches would also dabble in occultism, at-

tempts to contact the dead, and so on, they were primarily deal-

ers in poisons.  They are thus dispensers of death, and therefore 

must be executed.ô
113

  His comments regarding the prohibition 

on the worship of Molech (Lev. 20:1-2) are also germane here; 

Dr. Rushdoony argues that the prohibition óhas reference to king 

or state worshipô as ógiving oneôs seed to Molech meant declar-

ing the child to be the property of the civil ruler, to be used at 

his will.ô
114

  Furthermore, he tells us that óin a ceremony setting 

forth this fact, the child was passed over a barrier of incense, or 

on an altar of sacrifice, to indicate the surrender and dedication 

of the child to the ruler.  In the event of a national crisis, the 

child could be killed as a sacrifice.ô
115

  Furthermore, with re-

spect to the anti-blasphemy laws, R.J. Rushdoony comments 

that óthe word blasphemy in the Hebrew is naqab, to curse, re-

vile, puncture, or pierce.  It means to seek to destroyô hence óit is 

warfare against God and His covenant law.ô
116

  Moreover, Dr. 

Rushdoony also notes that óthis is a very popular text with the 

ungodly, who regularly cite it as an example of the ñprimitiv-
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ismò of the Bible, an odd charge from smug members of the 

worldôs most bloody century [the twentieth].ô
117

  Indeed he ar-

gues that the offender in Leviticus 24 was an enemy of the state, 

because by blaspheming the name of the Lord: 

He denied the entire structure of Israelite society and law, 

the very principle of order.  As a result, the sentence of 

death was passed for blasphemy.  His offence was in effect 

that he affirmed total revolution, absolute secession from 

any society which denied him his wishes.  No society can 

long exist which permits subversion.
118

   

Meanwhile, with regard to blasphemy, Gary North says that the 

law of restitution demands the death sentence for the cursing of 

God, because ówhen a direct attack against God takes place in 

public, the restitution payment is the forfeiture of oneôs life.ô
119

  

The fact that open blasphemers are allowed to live, without fear 

of the infliction of capital punishment, is evidence that modern 

secular states hold the God of the Bible in utter contempt: 

It is almost universally assumed today that Godôs name 

needs no civil protection.  God is not regarded as a person 

in the legal order.  He therefore is entitled to no judicial 

protection.  This means that men are not to be threatened 

by the state for cursing God, i.e. publicly saying that the 

God of the Bible is a liar, or a cheat, or some other kind of 

reprobate being, and therefore deserving of contempt.
120

  

So from these quotations from the Theonomists actual writings, 

we see that there is no reason to conclude that they deny the 

civil application of the first table of the Decalogue. 

 However there is a difference between Theonomists about 

whether or not the death penalty for Sabbath breaking continues 
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in the New Testament.  Both Dr. Rushdoony and Dr. North ar-

gue that it has been abrogated as being ceremonial in nature.  

Yet, Greg Bahnsen (perhaps the leading Theonomist of the 

twentieth century) argues forcefully for the Sabbathôs abiding 

validity: 

The Sabbath is a creation ordinance (Gen. 2:2-3) which 

men were obliged to observe even before the coming of 

the Mosaic Law.  Compare Exodus 20:10-11 for its inter-

pretation of Gen. 2:2-3. All men are subject to the Sabbath 

law (note that Christ did not say that the Sabbath was 

made for Israelites in Mark 2:27, but for generic ñmanò).  

Manôs moral obligation to Sabbath observance is placed 

right along side the nine other universally moral words of 

the Decalogue, which was written by the very finger of 

God.  When man observes the Sabbath he is rightfully imi-

tating his Creator; the Sabbath rest is patterned after the 

creation rest of GodéMoreover, the ceremonial and sacri-

ficial aspects of the Older Testament cycle of feast days 

(ñnew moon, Sabbath year, Jubilee, etc.ò), along with 

those cyclic observances of feasts, were ñput out of gearò 

by Christôs work of redemption.  Hence Colossians 2:16f. 

looses us from the ceremonial elements of the Sabbath sys-

tem (the passage seems to be referring specifically to feast 

offerings), and such passages as Romans 14:5f. and Gala-

tians 4:10 teach that we need not distinguish these cere-

monial days any longer (as the Judaizers were apt to re-

quire).  As Christ provides for entrance to the eternal Sab-

bath rest of God by His substitutionary death upon the 

cross, He makes the typological elements (e.g. offerings) 

of the Sabbath system irrelevant (things which were a 

shadow of the coming substance according to Col. 2:17; 

c.f. Heb. 10:1, 8).  By accomplishing our redemption 
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Christ also binds us to the observance of that weekly Sab-

bath which prefigures our eternal Sabbath (c.f. Heb. 4).
121

 

In relation to capital punishment, Dr. Bahnsen gives us a list of 

capital crimes in Theonomy in Christian Ethics which includes 

óSabbath breaking (Ex. 31:14; Num. 15:32 ff.; Ex. 35:2)ô after 

which he says ówith respect to social affairs the Lord looks with 

so much scorn upon these crimes that He commands the state to 

execute those who commit them.ô
122

  Now if Dr. Bahnsen is cor-

rect in asserting that the Sabbath is part of the moral law, then 

he must also be correct to assume that the civil penalty for Sab-

bath breaking is as binding as that of any other moral law, 

unless it can be proved to be ceremonial in nature.  

 Additionally, in relation to civil enforcement of the first 

table of the Law, when denying that Westminster Confession 

19:4 contradicted Theonomy, Dr. Bahnsen maintains that ówhat-

ever 19.4 may mean, it cannot be understood as abrogating, say, 

the death penalty for blasphemers, and so forth.ô
123

  Moreover, 

in defending the Westminster Confessionôs doctrine of the civil 

magistrate, Dr. Bahnsen writes:   

The magistrate was not artificially restricted to the last six 

areas of the Decalogue, but he was viewed as under seri-

ous responsibility to carry out the prescriptions of the 

whole law (the ten words and their case law elabora-

tions)é When the magistrate carried out capital punish-

ment against violaters of the first four areas of the Deca-

logue he did so as a protector of public or social righteous-

ness and peace; he did not presume to judge the secret 

thoughts of the heart, but only to restrain the actual out-

ward manifestations of lawbreaking.
124
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Another Theonomic author Joseph Kickasola writes ówhile 

Theonomists disagree over how to enforce Biblical Sabbath 

lawséSunday closing laws should be reinstituted in the United 

States.ô
125

  Of course it should be taken into account that this 

debate is not new to Reformed theology, as it was something 

earlier Reformed theologians differed over as well; so this is an 

intra-mural debate among those committed to Theonomic ethics.   

 Some might argue, however, that there is a difference of 

emphasis between modern Theonomists and older Reformed 

writers, as it would seem that the latter spent much more time 

concentrating on the first table of the Law whereas contempo-

rary Theonomists focus more on things such as homosexuality 

and abortion.  While this may be true, it cannot be considered a 

solid objection to Theonomy; this is because the point overlooks 

a very significant factor: the different historical contexts in 

which modern Theonomists and earlier Calvinists find them-

selves in.  The early Reformed where often involved in contro-

versies with Romanism, and between each other over the extent 

of religious liberty; contemporary Theonomists, on the other 

hand, live in the midst of societies that have degenerated to such 

an extent that the main issues that they have to deal with in soci-

ety are the holocaust of unborn children and the re-emergence of 

sodomy on a large scale (cf. Rom. 1:24-32).  Thus it is not sur-

prising that there is a difference of emphasis between older and 

modern writers but this does not mean that there is a difference 

of fundamental substance.  The schematic reading of history as 

presented by the likes of Kevin Reed is really not helpful to 

promoting constructive discussion among Christians.  He may 

believe that Theonomists need to put more emphasis upon the 

first table of the Law, but this does not justify the breaking of 
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the ninth commandment by alleging that they deny its modern 

civil application. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Having now corrected the misrepresentations and knocked down 

straw-men of the Theonomic viewpoint, we can now move on to 

our defence of the position.  We hope the reader will now be 

better equipped to understand what the writer is actually arguing 

for in subsequent chapters.
126
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Chapter Two  

The Moral Law Defined 

 

In this chapter we shall seek to provide the reader with a proper, 

Biblical definition of the moral law ï in opposition to the erro-

neous view that the Ten Words of the Decalogue constitutes the 

moral law alone.  Furthermore, we shall establish the Reformed 

and Confessional definition of the moral law by examining the 

teaching of the Westminster Standards (Confession and Cate-

chisms) on this issue.  In addition to this, we shall also consider 

the traditional Reformed three-fold division of the law in order 

to show that this does not support the view that the Ten Com-

mandments alone are the moral law.  Finally, we shall take on 

board the logical consequences of adopting the Decalogue only 

definition of the moral law. 

Is the Moral Law only the Decalogue? 

 

In the February 2008 edition of the Free Church Witness maga-

zine, Maurice Roberts wrote an article entitled Right with the 

Law; this essay, while useful in many respects, was critical of 

the Theonomic Reconstructionist view of the abiding validity of 

Godôs Law.  The basic thrust of Rev. Robertsô article was that 

only the moral law remains obligatory upon believers in the 

New Testament age.  Obviously that is a thesis which this 

writer, as a Theonomist, can wholeheartedly agree with if the 

term ómoral lawô is correctly defined.  Moreover, one fully ac-

cepts (as Rev. Roberts states) that the ceremonial laws have 

been abrogated as a result of the completion of Christôs work of 

redemption (Matt. 27:51; Eph. 2:11-22; Heb. 7-10:18; Westmin-

ster Confession 19:3).  However, a major problem arises con-
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cerning how Rev. Roberts chooses to define the moral law, and 

this is where the difference emerges.  Commenting on The 

Westminster Confession of Faith he writes: 

We are to understand first that the moral law is of perma-

nent relevance as a perfect rule of righteousness containing 

our duty towards God and our duty to man (19:2).  The 

reference here is to the Ten Commandments.  They are a 

rule of life to Christians.
127

 

If Rev. Roberts had said that the Christians rule of life is sum-

marized in the Ten Commandments, then I could have agreed 

with this statement.  However, as no such qualification has been 

made, this quotation is troublesome to one as a Reformed and 

Theonomic Christian.  Why is this?  Because, Scripturally 

speaking, to define the moral law as the Ten Words of the Deca-

logue alone is woefully inadequate.  Does not the apostle Paul 

say that óAll Scripture is breathed out by Godô and that it is 

óprofitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for train-

ing in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, 

equipped for every good workô (2 Tim. 3:16-17)?  This being 

the case, then it must follow that all of Godôs revelation in 

Scripture (except for what can be shown, on the basis of sound 

exegesis, to be no longer applicable) is the Christianôs rule of 

life and conduct, not merely the Ten Words of the Decalogue - 

which are but a summary of our duties.  Indeed, in his famous 

work Institutes of the Christian Religion, the French Reformer 

John Calvin explains how Godôs Law-word in Scripture equips 

us for every good work: 

Now, the Law has power to exhort believers.  This is not a 

power to bind their consciences with a curse, but one to 

shake off their sluggishness, by repeatedly urging them, 

and to pinch them awake to their imperfection.  Therefore, 
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many persons, wishing to express such liberation from that 

curse, say that for believers the Law ï I am still speaking 

of the moral law ï has been abrogated.  Not that the law 

no longer enjoins believers to do what is right, but only 

that it is not for them what it formerly was: it may no 

longer condemn and destroy their consciences by frighten-

ing and confounding them. 

Paul teaches clearly enough such an abrogation of the Law 

[cf. Rom. 7:6].  That the Lord also preached it appears 

from this: he would have refuted the notion that he would 

abolish the Law [Matt. 5:17] if this opinion had not been 

prevalent among the Jews.  But since without some pretext 

the idea could not have arisen from a false interpretation of 

his teaching, just as almost all errors have commonly taken 

their occasion from the truth.  But to avoid stumbling on 

the same stone, let us accurately distinguish what in the 

law has been abrogated from what still remains in force.  

When the Lord testifies that he ñcame not to abolish the 

Law but to fulfil itò and that ñuntil heaven and earth pass 

away...not a jot will pass from the Law until all is accom-

plishedò [Matt. 5:17-18], he sufficiently confirms that by 

his coming nothing is going to be taken away from the ob-

servance of the Law.  And justly ï inasmuch as he came 

rather to remedy transgressions of it.  Therefore through 

Christ the teaching of the Law remains inviolable; by 

teaching, admonishing, reproving, and correcting, it forms 

unsound prepares us for every good work [cf. 2 Tim. 3:16-

17].  (2. 7. 14).
128

 

Notice that for Calvin óthe moral lawô is equated with all Scrip-

ture that óforms us and prepares us for every good workô, not 

merely with the Ten Words of the Decalogue (note also that 
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Calvin understood Matt. 5:17-18 to be referring to a lot more 

than the Ten Commandments, thus adopting a Theonomic inter-

pretation of that text).  Hence it is vitally important that we keep 

in mind that the Ten Commandments are not moral law alone; 

instead they are a summary of the moral law, comprehending all 

sins and duties under ten summary heads.  That explains why, 

following the giving of the Decalogue in Exodus 20:1-17 and 

Deuteronomy 5:1-21, there are a number of moral case laws 

which further expound the basic principles summarized in each 

of the Ten Commandments (we shall explain this in more detail 

later). 

Another Biblical reason why the Ten Commandments alone 

cannot exhaustively comprehend the moral law is because, ac-

cording to Scripture, the moral law defines sin.  Thus we read in 

the Authorized Versionôs rendering of 1 John 3:4 that ósin is the 

transgression of the lawô, or, as the other translations put it, ósin 

is lawlessness.ô  However, there is simply no way that the Ten 

Words of the Decalogue alone exhaustively define what consti-

tutes sin, as many sins are not explicitly condemned in the Ten 

Commandments (sodomy, bestiality, pre-marital sex, blas-

phemy, and so on).  Therefore, we must look outside the Deca-

logue to the rest of Scripture for a more comprehensive defini-

tion of sin ï i.e. transgressions of Godôs moral law.  Conse-

quently, all of Scriptureôs ethical stipulations (not ceremonial 

laws or merely time bound expressions of moral principles) are 

fully binding upon us as moral laws.  God is immutable ï óI am 

the LORD, I do not changeô (Mal. 3:6) ï therefore His Law 

(which is a reflection of His immutable holiness, 1 Pet. 1:16) 

must also be unchangeable in its obligation upon us.  Indeed, 

Greg Bahnsen points out that óto deny that these revealed dic-

tates (or at least those in the Old Testament) are unchanging 

moral absolutes is implicitly to endorse the position of cultural 

relativism in ethics (ñThey were morally valid for that time and 
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place, but invalid for other people and other timesò).ô
129

  Is such 

an assertion correct?  It would be difficult to see how it could be 

wrong, because (to put it bluntly) God is not an ethical relativist.  

If something was morally wrong in the Old Testament, then it 

must be morally wrong now and thus a breach of the unchang-

ing moral law of God.  As Dr. Bahnsen further argues: 

If something was sinful in the Old Testament, it is likewise 

sinful in the age of the New Testament.  Moral standards, 

unlike the price of gasoline or the changing artistic tastes 

of a culture, do not fluctuate.  In the United States, there 

was a time when driving your car at 65 miles per hour was 

permissible; now any speed above 55 is illegal.  But Godôs 

laws are not like that: just today, unjust tomorrow.  When 

the Lord makes a moral judgment, He is not unsure of 

Himself, or tentative, or fickle.  Unlike human law-

makers, God does not change His mind or alter His stan-

dards of righteousness...God has not changed His mind 

about good and evil or what constitutes them...The right-

eous Law of God which condemns our sin is as permanent 

as the good news from God which promises salvation from 

sinôs judgment...Godôs covenant law is one un changing 

moral code through Old and New Testaments.  Once God 

has spoken His Law and expressed His righteous standards 

He does not alter it...Times may change, human laws may 

be altered, but Godôs Law is an eternally just and valid 

standard of right and wrong...Something that was sinful in 

the Old Testament is likewise sinful for us in the New Tes-

tament, for Godôs standards are not subject to fluctuation 

from age to age.  He has one uniform standard of right and 

wrong.
130
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Consequently, if we are to have an objective, unchanging, com-

prehensive standard of right and wrong, then we must maintain 

that the whole moral law of God remains binding in the New 

Testament; not merely that the Ten Words of the Decalogue are 

all that is binding, as they do not exhaustively define all sins or 

all of our duties, but only provide us with a summary of them.   

In short, the Theonomic position is this: the whole moral 

law remains valid and obligatory today.  Does this mean that we 

are bound to follow everything as literally expressed in the case 

laws of the Older Testament?  Not so; instead what Theonomy 

teaches is that the principles of the moral law were adapted to 

the culture of ancient Israel, and so we are not bound to follow 

what is culturally unique (just as the New Testament does not 

bind modern believers to ógreet one another with a holy kissô 

Rom. 16:16, but to the principle of love for the brethren), but 

Theonomy affirms that nowadays we should adapt the underly-

ing moral principles of the case laws to our own circumstances.  

As Greg Bahnsen argues: 

It is one thing to realize that we must translate Biblical 

commands about a lost ox (Exod. 23:4) or withholding pay 

from someone who mows the fields (James 5:4) into terms 

relevant to our present culture (e.g., about misplaced credit 

cards or remuneration of factory workers).  It is quite an-

other thing altogether to say that such commands carry no 

ethical authority today!  Moreover, it should be obvious 

that in teaching us moral duties, God as a masterful teacher 

often instructs us, not only in general precepts (e.g., ñDo 

not killò, 1 John 3:11), but also in terms of specific illustra-

tions (e.g., rooftop railings, Deut. 22:8; sharing worldly 

goods with a needy brother, 1 John 3:17) ï expecting us to 

learn the broader, underlying principle from them.
131
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But does this mean that the moral law has been altered because 

these circumstantial applications may not be literally binding 

upon us today?  By no means; instead we recognize that there 

are ócultural discontinuities between Biblical moral instruction 

and our modern societyô however óthe fact does not imply that 

the ethical teaching of Scripture is invalidated for us; it simply 

calls for hermeneutical sensitivity.ô
132

  This point is important, 

because a common misconception about Theonomy is that it 

teaches that the whole judicial law is to be applied in modern na-

tions today.  For instance, we find J. Ligon Duncan arguing: 

All you need to know about Theonomy is that it differs 

from the rest of the Reformed tradition in demanding that 

the believerôs fulfilment of the cultural mandate obligates 

him to work for the implementation of the whole Mosaic 

civil code in the modern nation state.
133

 

Such a view is quite wrong; Theonomy only teaches that the 

whole moral law applies today.  The same cannot be said of the 

whole judicial law, as some of it was a fence to the ceremonial 

law (such as the prohibition on mixing seeds), and some of it 

was either entirely unique to Israel (the tribal division, Davidic 

monarchy, etc.), or else was expressed in such a way that it can-

not be literally applied to other nations (such as having fences 

around or roofs, leaving fields ungleaned, etc.).  In light of this 

reality, Greg Bahnsen writes: 

The Puritans termed these case-law applications of the 

Decalogue ñjudicial lawsò, and they correctly held that we 

are not bound today to keep these judicial laws as they are 

worded (being couched in the language of an ancient cul-

ture that has passed away) but only required to heed their 

underlying principles (or ñgeneral equityò, as they called 

it).  The Old Testament required that a railing be placed 
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around oneôs roof as a safety precaution, since guests were 

entertained on flat roofs of houses in that ancient society; 

with our sloped roofs today we do not need to have the 

same literal railing, but the general under-lying principle 

might very well require us to have the fence around our 

background swimming pool ï again, to protect human 

life.
134

 

This qualification is highly important if we are ever to under-

stand Theonomic literature properly.  When Theonomists say 

that the Law of God remains binding in exhaustive detail, they 

do not mean that the whole of the judicial law in all of its time-

bound, literal details remains obligatory; instead, they mean that 

the whole moral law continues, and so the principles expressed 

in various judicial laws remain binding.  This understanding of 

Theonomic literature is confirmed by a reference in Greg Bahn-

senôs book Theonomy in Christian Ethics.  In this volume, Dr. 

Bahnsen says that óthe New Testament consistently supports the 

Christianôs obligation to Godôs Law as expressed in the stipula-

tions of the Older Testament, both inside and outside the Deca-

logue.ô
135

  However, this does not mean that he affirms that the 

whole judicial law is binding; this is because immediately after 

making this statement he writes that ówe must concur with the 

Westminster Confession of Faith, chapter, 19, section 5: ñThe 

moral law doth forever bind all, as well justified persons as oth-

ers, to the obedience thereof.òô
136

  Therefore, Dr. Bahnsenôs 

point is that the whole moral law remains binding; including the 

parts of the judicial law which are also part of the moral law.  It 

is not the teaching of Theonomy that the precise details of all 

social and civil legislation (what is normally termed the ójudicial 

lawô) remains literally binding, but only insofar as they reflect 
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the unchanging moral law of God.  The rest of this chapter shall 

seek to prove that the ówhole moral lawô view ï as opposed to 

the óDecalogue onlyô approach ï is the Biblical and Confession-

ally Reformed position. 

 

The Case Laws in the New Testament 

 

In this section we shall examine how the New Testament writers 

repeatedly confirm the abiding validity of the Older Testament 

case laws.  Hopefully by the end of this study, the reader will 

have learned that óthe New Testament cites the judicial laws of 

the Old Testament too often, and without apology or disclaimer, 

to accept at face value the bold claim of Theonomic critics that 

these laws have been abolished.ô
137

  Moreover, by examining the 

teaching of the Lord Jesus Christ and His apostles, the reader 

will learn that the New Testament does not teach that the Ten 

Words of the Decalogue alone are the moral law of God. 

 

The Christ of the Case Laws 

 

The attentive reader will not doubt have noticed by now that the 

title of this subsection bears a striking resemblance to that of O. 

Palmer Robersonôs book The Christ of the Covenants; I have 

called it so because the consistent witness of the New Testament 

writers confirms that the Lord Jesus Christ had a very high view 

of the Older Testament moral case laws, even putting them on a 

par with the commands of the Decalogue, showing us that the 

moral law cannot be restricted to the Ten Commandments alone. 

Did Jesus believe that the Decalogue alone was binding as the 

moral law?  No; when he was being tempted in the wilderness 

by Satan, he responded to the tempterôs demand that he turn 
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stones into loaves of bread with the following words: óIt is writ-

ten, ñMan shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that 

comes from the mouth of God.òô (Matt. 4:4).  Christ does not re-

strict our ethical standards to the Decalogue only; instead he ar-

gues that óevery wordô of God is our guide.  Thus, it may be de-

duced that óGod expects us to submit to His every word, and not 

to pick and choose the ones which are agreeable to our precon-

ceived opinions.  The Lord requires that we obey everything He 

has stipulated in the Old and New Testaments.ô
138

  Hence, in or-

der to say that we are no longer obliged to live by any Older 

Testament law, we are required to prove that the New Testament 

has released us from having to keep it.  That is why we do not 

keep the ceremonial laws, because the New Testament tells us 

that God, the Law-giver Himself, has abolished it ï and so it 

would be wrong for us to continue to observe it.  However, even 

though the New Testament does not tell us that the moral case 

laws have been abrogated (though it does indicate that many of 

them need to be adapted differently in the varying circumstances 

we find ourselves in, 1 Cor. 9:9), most Christians refuse to live 

by every word of God as they ignore their perpetual validity.  

Yet, Christ gives us a most solemn warning against such a latent 

antinomian attitude: 

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the 

Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil 

them.  For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth 

pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the 

Law until all is accomplished.  Therefore whoever re-

laxes one of the least of these commandments and 

teaches others to do the same will be called least in the 

kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches 

                                                 
138

 G.L. Bahnsen, By This Standard: The Authority of Godôs Law Today, p. 25 



Page | 61  

 

them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.  

(Matt. 5:17-19) 

Although it is not necessary to agree with every aspect of Greg 

Bahnsenôs exegesis of this passage (especially his interpretation 

of the word ófulfilô), nevertheless, his basic point ï that Christ 

confirmed the abiding validity of the moral law in exhaustive 

detail ï still stands.  This is because any other interpretation 

makes an utter nonsense of the text.  Whatever the word ófulfilô 

means (we shall consider this in more detail elsewhere) it cannot 

ï in this particular context ï mean fulfil so as to abolish; such an 

interpretation would have the text read óDo not think that I have 

come to abolish the Law..., but I have come to abolish the Lawô, 

which is utterly irrational and makes no sense whatsoever.  For 

this reason alone, the passage cannot merely mean that Christ 

came to fulfil the Mosaic covenant (as some subtle antinomians 

assert); indeed it can mean no such thing, as Christ asserts that 

the Law remains in force óuntil heaven and earth pass awayô, 

thus the moral law will continue to bind mankind as long as the 

universe exists in its present form.  Nor can the text mean (as 

certain latent antinomians assert) that Christ only came to up-

hold the Decalogueôs abiding validity, because there is simply 

no way that every óiota and dotô or every ójot and tittleô of the 

Law can merely refer to the Ten Commandments; instead it re-

fers to the whole moral law, óthe least of these commandments.ô  

So while one may not agree with every conclusion Dr. Bahnsen 

reaches in his exegesis, he is certainly correct when he says that 

óChristôs coming did not abrogate anything in the Old Testament 

Law [meaning the moral law], for every single stroke of the Law 

will abide until the passing away of this worldô as a result óthe 

follower of Christ is not to teach that even the least Old Testa-

ment requirement has been invalidated by Christ and his work.  

As the Psalmist declared, ñEvery one of Thy righteous ordi-
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nances is everlastingò (Ps. 119:160).ô
139

  Although we shall re-

turn to examine Matt. 5:17-20 elsewhere in the book, it is 

enough at this state to note that the text clearly teaches the abid-

ing validity of the moral law in exhaustive detail.  Indeed the 

whole context of the Sermon on the Mount allows for no other 

interpretation, because immediately after affirming the Law in 

Matt. 5:17-19, Christ goes on to expound the moral law and re-

fute erroneous glosses which the Pharisees had put upon it 

(Matt. 5:21-48).  Hence the assertion that in Matt. 5:17-19 

Christ is saying that he came merely to fulfil the Mosaic cove-

nant, rather than to uphold the entire moral law, is an a-

contextual absurdity. 

 It would be a mistake, however, to think that the 

Theonomic case for the whole moral law position stands or falls 

on a particular view or exegesis of Matt. 5:17-19.  Interestingly 

my good friend Jacob Aitken, in his review of Kenneth Gentryôs 

defence of Greg Bahnsenôs exegesis of this text in the book 

Covenantal Theonomy, says óI would urge Theonomists to de-

velop more arguments for Theonomy that do not overly depend 

on Matthew 5 (Bahnsen states frequently that Theonomy doesnôt 

depend on Matthew 5).ô
140

  Whether or not one agrees with Mr. 

Aitken that Theonomic arguments overly depend on Matt. 5:17-

19, one should acknowledge that the thesis is adequately con-

firmed by other texts in the Scriptures.  Indeed, to cite one such 

example, we see evidence of the high regard that Christ had for 

the case laws in his encounter with the rich young man (Mark 

10:17-22).  When discussing the Law of God with the young 

man, Jesus said to him óYou know the commandments: Do not 

murder, Do not commit adultery, Do not steal, Do not bear false 

witness, Do not defraud, Honour your father and motherô 

(Mark 10:19 emphasis added).  In the context, Christ is telling 
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the rich young man that if he wants to inherit eternal life he 

must perfectly keep the moral law of God (of course, this is not 

something a fallen sinner in Adam can do; instead Christ has 

perfectly kept the moral law on the Christianôs behalf, and that 

óactive obedienceô to the Law of God is imputed to him when he 

believes; so that, on the basis of the perfect obedience of Christ 

to the moral law, the Christian inherits eternal life).  However, 

the Lord Jesus does not confine obedience to the moral law 

merely to the Ten Words of the Decalogue; instead he cites the 

extra-Decalogical command óDo not defraudô, which is taken 

from the Greek Septuagint translation of the Deut. 24:16 case 

law (which is actually v. 14 in the English Bible).  Conse-

quently, the Lord Jesus Christ clearly believed that the moral 

law was made up of more than the Ten Commandments alone; 

otherwise he would not have said that its observation was neces-

sary to inherit eternal life (remember that if Jesus had broken 

even this case law then nobody would be saved, as he would not 

have merited eternal life for his people by perfectly keeping the 

moral law in their place).  Therefore the view that only the 

Decalogue is the moral law simply cannot be reconciled with 

this passage; as Greg Bahnsen notes: 

The Christianôs obligation to every jot and tittle of Godôs 

Law thus cannot be broken, our responsibility clearly ex-

tends beyond the Decalogue.  So implicit was our Lordôs 

endorsement of even the Older Testamental case law, 

holding it to be as binding as the Decalogue itself, that 

when He quoted from the Decalogue He could casually 

(and without explanation) insert a particular case law 

along with, and on a par with, the ten laws.
141

  

Since Christ was able to cite a moral case law alongside the 

commands of the Decalogue, placing them on a par in terms of 
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their perpetual validity, the notion that only the Ten Command-

ments constitute the moral law is almost too unbiblical to even 

warrant serious or extensive refutation. 

Even more disturbing for latent antinomians than the fact that 

Christ was able to appeal to a case law as being of equal obliga-

tion with the Ten Commandments, is the reality that He actually 

quoted an Old Testament penal sanction; not only that, but He 

quoted a death penalty, in fact, He cited the capital punishment 

which most people like least of all: the death penalty for cursing 

oneôs parents.  But not only that, he viewed it as being on a par 

with the fifth commandment of the Decalogue itself.  Thus when 

rebuking the Pharisees for preferring their own autonomous 

ethical inventions to the Law of God, Christ said:  

Why do you transgress the commandment of God be-

cause of your tradition?  For God commanded saying, 

ñHonour your father and your mother,ò and, ñHe who 

curses father or mother, let him be put to death.ò (Matt. 

15:3-4).   

Thus, from the perspective of our Lord, the death penalty for re-

bellious children is every bit as much a part of the moral law as 

the fifth commandment itself.  Latent antinomians cannot have 

their cake and eat it; if the penal sanction may be dispensed 

with, then the fifth commandment is also abolished ï the fully 

blown antinomians (who deny that even the Ten Command-

ments are binding upon the Christian) are thus much more con-

sistent (albeit in much greater error).  The significance of Christ 

upholding the abiding validity of this capital punishment cannot 

be underestimated, as it clearly proves that the moral law ex-

tends beyond the Ten Words of the Decalogue, even encompass-

ing the penology of the Older Testament.  As Greg Bahnsen fur-

ther elaborates: 

In Matthew 15:3-9 and Mark 7:6-13, Christ strongly re-

bukes the Pharisees for failing to follow the Law of God.  
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He authoritatively quotes from two sections of the Law: 

one from the Decalogue, and one outside the Decalogue.  

It was not simply the fifth commandment that Christ cites 

as binding, but even the penal sanctions specifying capital 

punishment for incorrigible children is held forth by our 

Lord as an obligation.  Christ made no artificial distinction 

between ñmoralò laws and their ñcivilò punishments.  

Whereas the Pharisees nullified Godôs Law by their tradi-

tions, Christ upholds its integrity and validity in extensive 

detail.  Whereas the Pharisees would easily let a son be re-

laxed from his obligation to support his parents, Christ en-

dorses the severity and strictness of Godôs Law.  The anti-

nomian traditions of men cannot be used to ñbreakò Scrip-

ture apart.  Christ does not explain away His citation of the 

prescription of capital punishment for incorrigible chil-

dren; in fact, He gives absolutely no indication that He 

feels it needs any argument at all.  Its validity is simply as-

sumed, and hence it is authoritatively pronounced in un-

adorned, clear terms.  Every word of God, even every 

word of Godôs Law, is upheld by our Lord; His coming ef-

fects no breaking of Scripture, no release from the rigid 

demands of the Law.
142

 

It is a fact much to be regretted that most Christians (including 

most of those who claim to be Reformed) side with the Phari-

sees in laying aside this righteous statute of Godôs Law, even 

though the Lord Jesus Christ clearly teaches that it is every bit 

as much a part of the moral law as the fifth commandment itself.  

Sadly, this author can testify to once reading a supposedly óRe-

formedô website in which Theonomy was mocked with the hu-

manistic slogan óShould we stone our children?ô  Those who 

hold such sentiments have been infected with the spirit of this 

                                                 
142

 G.L. Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics, 3
rd
 edition, p. 254 



Page | 66  

 

wicked age; they need to take heed to the word of Christ and re-

pent of their antinomianism and autonomy. 

Other interesting appeals to laws outside the Decalogue 

can be found in the gospel accounts.  We find that the directive 

in Matt. 18:15 óIf your brother sins against you, go and tell him 

his fault, between you and him alone.  If he listens to you, you 

have gained your brotherô is based on the commandment in Le-

viticus 19:17 óYou shall not hate your brother in your heart, but 

you shall reason frankly with your neighbour, lest you incur sin 

because of him.ô  The fact that this case law was not included in 

the Ten Commandments did not, in any way, shape or form, 

loosen its obligation.  Thus it is every bit as much a part of the 

moral law as the Decalogue itself.  Furthermore, the rule con-

cerning the need for two witnesses in church discipline is based 

upon the principle, set forth in the case laws, that two witnesses 

were required in a criminal case ï even though these laws were 

outside the Ten Commandments (Deut. 17:6; 19:15). 

But perhaps the most compelling evidence that Christ did 

not regard the moral law as merely consisting of the Ten Words 

of the Decalogue can be seen from His own summary of the 

moral law.  When asked by a lawyer óTeacher which is the great 

commandment in the Law?ô the Lord Jesus responded by say-

ing: 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul and with all your mind.  This is 

the first and great commandment.  And a second is like 

it: You shall love your neighbour as yourself.  On these 

two commandments depend all the Law and the 

Prophets.  (Matt. 22:37-40) 

For Christ, these two ethical directives sum up the whole moral 

law contained in óthe Law and the Prophetsô (the same term that 

is used in Matt. 5:17, further confirming that Christ upheld the 

validity of the moral law in that text).  Yet it is highly significant 
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that these commandments, which the Lord views as a summary 

of the entire moral law, are not found among the Ten Com-

mandments.  Instead, the first is found in Deut. 6:5, and the sec-

ond is found in Lev. 19:18.  Therefore, since the moral law can 

be summarized by two texts found outside the Decalogue, then 

it is perfectly reasonable to infer, by good and necessary conse-

quence, that the moral law refers to more than the Decalogue it-

self.  It would be ludicrous to suggest that the moral law can be 

summarized by the words of two laws outside the Ten Com-

mandments, if these laws themselves were not actually part of 

the moral law of God.  Even by now, the reader should be able 

to see just how ridiculous the idea that the moral law is only the 

Decalogue actually is.  

 

The Apostles and the Case Laws 

 

When we come to examine the teaching of the apostles, we find 

that they also upheld the abiding validity of the moral case laws 

outside the Decalogue.  An interesting example of Paulôs appeal 

to the case laws can be found in Acts 23 when he was on trial 

before the Jewish Council.  Immediately after Paulôs opening 

words to the Council (Acts 23:1), the high priest Ananias de-

manded that the apostle be struck on the mouth (Acts 23:2).  

However, Paul believed this to be an order contrary to the Law 

of God; therefore he protested: óGod is going to strike you, you 

whitewashed wall!  Are you sitting to judge me according to the 

Law, and yet contrary to the Law you order me to be struck?ô 

(Acts 23:3).  Here Paul alludes to Deut. 25:1-2, which stipulates 

that a man is only to be beaten after he has been found guilty by 

the judge.  However, as Paul had not been found guilty of any 

offence, Ananias was breaking this Law by demanding that the 

apostle be struck on the mouth before he had been found guilty 

of an offence which warranted a beating (and such blows were 
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to be inflicted upon the back, not on the mouth of the offender).  

Nonetheless, Paul himself was not entirely blameless with re-

spect to the Law of God in this incident; by referring to Ananias 

as a ówhitewashed wallô ï in the middle of the council ï he was 

guilty of insulting a ruler while in the midst of the performance 

of his official duties, and thus showed contempt for authority.  

This was contrary to the Law of God recorded in Ex. 22:28, 

óYou shall not revile God, nor curse a ruler of your people.ô  

Paul had violated the principle of this case law by rashly censur-

ing the high priest ï even though Ananias himself was also in 

breach of the Law of God in this incident.  Unsurprisingly, other 

members of the Council recognised that Paul had violated the 

Law of God, and so they said to him: óWould you revile Godôs 

high priest?ô (Acts 23:4).  In light of this, Paul admitted his fault 

and confessed that he had transgressed the Law of God: ñI did 

not know, brothers, that he was the high priest, for it is written, 

óYou shall not speak evil of a ruler of your people.ôò (Acts 

23:5).  Thus, for Paul, it was not merely the Ten Words of the 

Decalogue that were considered to be ethically binding, but also 

the case law applications of the Ten Commandments.  Greg 

Bahnsen further explains the significance of this incident for our 

discussion: 

Paulôs experience recorded in Acts 23:1-5 is very instruc-

tive with respect to the abiding validity of Godôs Law.  

First we note that Paul was concerned to defend himself 

against the accusation that he had broken the Jewish Law; 

Paul did not want to be denominated a ñLaw-breaker.ò  He 

knew himself to be obligated to the Law, and he strove to 

defend his innocence before it.  Second, we see that Paul 

appeals to the Law because of his abusive treatment, at the 

command of Ananias; Paul accuses Ananias of violating 

the Law by having him smitten (cf. Deut. 25:2).  Third we 

see that Paul himself is rebuked out of the Law; he implies 
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that he would not have spoken against Ananias if he had 

known that Ananias was high priest, for the Law tells Paul 

not to speak evil of a ruler of the people (cf. Ex. 22:28).  

So Paul is concerned to be innocent before the Law, re-

proves another out of the Law, and is himself rebuked by 

the Law.  In these three points he should be our exam-

ple.
143

 

However Paul did not merely uphold the continuing obligation 

of extra-Decalogical commandments when on trial before the 

Jewish authorities while adopting a different approach with 

Gentile rulers.  On the contrary, when he was on trial before 

Festus, Paul said: óIf then I am a wrongdoer and have committed 

anything for which I deserve to die, I do not seek to escape 

deathô (Acts 25:11).  Since only God has the right to determine 

who is ódeserving of deathô (Deut. 17:16; cf. 21:22), then Paul 

must have been upholding the equity of the Scriptural civil laws 

which determine when a man has committed a crime which is 

worthy of capital punishment.  Consequently, we may deduce 

that in endorsing the equity of Biblical penal sanctions, Paul re-

garded a lot more than the Ten commandments as being morally 

valid in the New Testament age (we shall spend more time ex-

amining Acts 25:11 in a later chapter). 

Moreover such a conclusion (that Paul considered more 

than the Decalogue to be the moral law) is confirmed by the use 

the apostle makes of the underlying principles of the case laws 

in his epistles.  In terms of sexual relations, Paul is not afraid to 

uphold the standards of the Older Testament Law (although to-

day, even professing Evangelicals are).  For instance, when Paul 

condemned homosexuality as the height of human degeneracy 

(Rom. 1:26-27), the apostle was repeating the Old Testament 

condemnation of homosexuality as óan abominationô (Lev. 
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18:22; 20:13).  Furthermore, when writing to the Corinthians, 

Paul was outraged to find that óIt is actually reported that there 

is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that is not toler-

ated even among pagans, for a man has his fatherôs wifeô (1 Cor. 

5:1).  Considering that such incest is clearly condemned in the 

Older Testament (Lev. 18:8; Deut. 22:30), Paul thought that the 

Corinthianôs toleration of such wickedness was utterly inexcus-

able.  However, if Paul had thought that only the Ten Com-

mandments remained binding today as the Christianôs rule of 

life, then he could not have so condemned the Corinthians, be-

cause incest is not explicitly condemned in the Decalogue.  

Elsewhere, in his second letter to the same church, Paul reminds 

them óDo not be unequally yoked with unbelieversô (2 Cor. 

6:14), thus condemning the practice of Christians marrying non-

Christians.  In so doing, the apostle cites the Old Testament re-

quirement that totally different animals were not to be yoked to-

gether, as they would not function properly and productively: 

óYou shall not plough with an ox and a donkey togetherô (Deut. 

22:10).  Thus the general equity of this case law was still viewed 

by the apostle as valid, even if its immediate, literal application 

was no longer relevant to his readers.  Greg Bahnsen cannot 

help but notice the irony of latent antinomians appealing to 2 

Cor. 6:14 in order to attempt to stop Christian young people 

marrying pagans: 

ñBe not unequally yoked togetherò is a well-known verse 

used by many pastors to discourage their young people 

from marrying outside the faith, and yet many of these 

same pastors will elsewhere insist that the believer is not 

under the requirements of the Old Testament Law.
144

  

This appeal by latent antinomians is ironic because the sexual 

morality of the New Testament is dependent upon the abiding 
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validity of the Older Testamentôs ethical standards ï many of 

which are found outside the Ten Words of the Decalogue.  In-

deed, the same holds true for the New Testamentôs economic 

standards.  For example, when instructing the Corinthians on 

their moral obligation to ensure that ministers of the gospel are 

adequately paid for their work, Paul writes: óDo I say these 

things on human authority?  Does not the Law say the same?  

For it is written in the Law of Moses, ñYou shall not muzzle an 

ox when it treads out the grainòô (1 Cor. 9:8-9).  As far as Paul 

is concerned the principle of the case law in Deut. 25:4 extends 

to the New Testament age, and proves that workers have a right 

to their wages.  Indeed, the apostle even repeated his citation of 

this case law in 1 Tim. 5:18: óFor the Scripture says, ñYou shall 

not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,ò and, ñThe la-

bourer deserves his wages.òô (1 Tim. 5:18).  Two things are to 

be taken note of here.  Firstly, in 1 Cor. 9:8-9, Paul explicitly re-

fers to an extra-Decalogical case law as part of the Law of God; 

thus, for the apostle, Godôs moral law consisted of a lot more 

than the Ten Commandments alone.  Secondly, in 1 Tim. 5:18, 

the apostle regards both the Deut. 25:4 case law and the saying 

of the Lord Jesus Christ in Matt. 10:10, as being inspired Scrip-

ture and of having equal authority.  This is hardly surprising 

since óall of life is ethical, and all of the Bible is permeated with 

a concern for ethics.ô
145

  But what is noteworthy is that Paul re-

garded the ethical standards of the Old Testament ï even of 

those Laws outside of the Decalogue ï as having unchanging 

and perpetual moral authority.  Hence, when prohibiting women 

from speaking in public worship, the apostle is simply able to 

say óthe women should keep silent in the churches.  For they are 

not permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law 

also saysô (1 Cor. 14:34).  So even though this principle was not 
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recorded in the Decalogue, it was just assumed by the apostle to 

be part of Godôs moral law, which (according to the Westmin-

ster Confession) continues to óforever bind allô (19:5).  Conse-

quently, Greg Bahnsen is correct to see a remarkable signifi-

cance in Paulôs simple appeals (without explanation) to the 

moral case laws beyond the Decalogue in 1 Tim. 5:18 and 1 

Cor. 14:34: 

What is remarkable here, for our purposes, is that Paul of-

fers no explanation for his relying upon the Older Testa-

ment case law ï as if it were an exception to some rule.  It 

is simply, silently, and forcefully, assumed that the Law of 

God, even in its jots and tittles, has contemporary obliga-

tion and value in the New Testament age.  Every word 

which proceeds from Godôs mouth, whether in the gospels 

of the New Testament or in the case laws of the Older Tes-

tament, binds the behaviour of Godôs people...Paul does 

not consider it illegitimate to apply the Law of God from 

the Older Testament to his New Testament situation.  His 

lack of argument for the validity of this move is notewor-

thy.
146

 

In conclusion, from the apostles teaching it is more than obvious 

that they regarded the moral law of God as encompassing much 

more than the Ten Words of the Decalogue alone.  The notion 

that the Decalogue only is the moral law is therefore not an ap-

ostolic doctrine, but is an invention of men which is totally de-

void of any Biblical warrant. 

 

The Decalogue is a Summary of the Whole Moral Law 

 

Having examined the teaching of Christ and the apostles, we 

have seen that, for the New Testament writers, the moral law of 

                                                 
146

 G.L. Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics, 3
rd
 edition, pp 258-260 



Page | 73  

 

God extends to much more than the Ten Words of the Deca-

logue.  As a result of our findings, we must conclude that the 

view that the moral law is the Decalogue alone is a grave and 

dangerous error.  Instead, the Biblical position is that the Deca-

logue is a summary of the whole moral law under ten heads, 

which comprehend all sins and duties.  Francis Turretin agrees 

with this assessment when he writes: 

The moral law is the same as to substance with the natural, 

which is immutable and founded upon the rational nature; 

both because the sum of the law (which is exhausted by 

the love of God and of our neighbour) is impressed upon 

man by nature and because all its precepts are derived 

from the light of nature and nothing found in them which 

is not taught by sound reason; nothing which does not per-

tain to all nations in every age; nothing which is not neces-

sary for human nature to follow in order to attain its end.  

Therefore it ought to be of perpetual right because the ra-

tional nature is always the same and like itself.
147

   

Obviously since the law of nature (which is co-extensive with 

the moral law) extends far beyond what is literally contained in 

the summary of the Decalogue (the prohibition on homosexual-

ity for instance, Rom. 1:26), then the moral law must consist of 

much more than the Ten Words of the Decalogue alone.  Conse-

quently, Turretin affirms that ónatural law is taken strictly and 

properly for the practical rule of moral duties to which men are 

bound by natureô
148

 which must extend beyond the wording of 

the Ten Commandments to the whole moral law.  Sadly, the no-

tion that only the Decalogue is the moral law (and thus alone 

remains obligatory) has been set forth by the Reformed Baptist 

author Walter Chantry in his book Godôs Righteous Kingdom, 

which is published by the largely pietistic Banner of Truth Trust 
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(though thankfully many of the books they publish by earlier au-

thors reject this error).  However, Greg Bahnsen highlights the 

erroneous nature of Pastor Chantryôs reasoning at this point: 

That God ñadded no moreò to the Ten Commandments 

(Deut. 5:22) certainly does not mean that no other laws 

were revealed through Moses, or that no other laws were 

truly obligatory.  How could the Decalogue be comprehen-

sive and complete as a moral code, then, given the histori-

cal fact that numerous other commandments were actually 

added to it by God through Moses (and other Old Testa-

ment writers)?  The answer is not hard to find (or even to 

imagine): Scripture tells us that the Ten Commandments 

were a summary expression of Godôs entire moral re-

quirements.  Because the case laws (judicial laws) of the 

Old Testament are applications (illustrations and qualifica-

tions) of the Ten Commandments, the further revelation of 

these laws did not add anything to the essential moral de-

mands of the Decalogue.  The ñten wordsò were part of the 

whole (synecdoche), being the microcosmic epitome of the 

entire covenant with its stipulations; the ñten wordsò writ-

ten of ñtwo tabletsò of stone for ñthe words of the cove-

nantò as a whole, thus being called the ñtables of the cove-

nantò itself (Exodus 34:28; Deut. 4:13-14; 9:9-11, 15).
149

 

If Pastor Chantry was correct in asserting that the Decalogue 

alone is the moral law, and that only the Ten Commandments 

remain obligatory, then he would have to conclude that the Lord 

Jesus Christ and His apostles were totally wrong to appeal to the 

case laws outside the Decalogue.  Indeed why do Pastor Chantry 

and other latent antinomians choose to ignore the fact that in the 

New Testament Scriptures óLaws outside the Decalogue were 

quoted as on a par with the Ten Commandmentsô
150

 in such texts 
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as Matt. 15:4 and Mark 10:19?  Such usage is completely inex-

plicable if we adopt the latent antinomian view that only the 

Decalogue constitutes the moral law. 

However clever attempts are made to evade the force of 

this argument by contending that the moral case laws were 

worded in such a way as to be only applicable in Israel, but that 

this is not true of the Decalogue.  While it is true that many of 

the case laws were only to be applied literally in Israel, and so 

we may speak of them having óexpiredô, nevertheless, the ógen-

eral equityô (Westminster Confession 19:4) continues to be mor-

ally binding, and is a legitimate application of the moral law (for 

example compare Deut. 25:4 with 1 Cor. 9:9).  Moreover, it is 

not the case ï as Bruce Waltke attempts to suggest ï that be-

cause of certain cultural discontinuities in the application of 

various judicial laws that these laws are of a totally different na-

ture to those revealed in the Ten Commandments.  As Greg 

Bahnsen further elaborates: 

Bruce Waltke mistakenly contrasts the judicial law to the 

Ten Commandments, saying the wording of the latter 

(unlike the former) is ñnot resisted to time and place.ò  In 

fact, though, God felt it important to introduce the Ten 

Commandments according to a particular setting in history 

and in a geographical place: ñI am Jehovah your God who 

brought you ought of the land of Egypt.ò  Moreover, the 

wording of the Ten Commandments themselves contains 

temporal/spatial specifications (as do the judicial laws): 

ñIn the land which Jehovah your God gives youò (Ex. 

20:12), stranger within the gates (v. 10), cattle, oxen and 

donkeys (vv. 10, 17).  Such references scuttle Waltkeôs no-

tion that the ñunrestricted extensionò of the Ten Com-

mandments sets them apart from the judicial laws.  (Ac-

cording to Deut. 4:5-8, the ñextensionò of those laws was 

rather unmolested too!).  One could easily parody 
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Waltkeôs argument to dismiss the judicial laws by making 

a case that the Ten Commandments also were ñmeant for a 

specific situation and therefore mutableò (p. 80).  If you 

look only at the judicial laws on the Ten Commandments 

(in local context only), you could just as easily argue that 

even the Ten Commandments ñwere meant for Israel as 

long as they were in the Promised Landò ï indeed, cf. 

Deut. 4:1, 9-12, 22b-23, 26, 33, 40, 44 which all introduce 

a restatement of the Ten Commandments (Deut. 5:1-

22)!
151

 

The discerning reader will not doubt see that such desperate at-

tempts to make an extreme distinction between the Ten Com-

mandments and the moral equity of the case laws is nothing 

short of clutching at straws in a vain effort to justify human 

autonomy. 

Moreover the ludicrous nature of the idea that only the Deca-

logue is the moral law is further exposed by the fact that the 

case laws outside the Ten Commandments (found throughout 

the entire Bible) are necessary to understand what the Deca-

logue itself requires.  Since the Decalogue does not define what 

precisely constitutes murder, adultery, theft, etc, we need to go 

outside the Ten Commandments in order to understand just ex-

actly what the Decalogue entails.  Consequently, since many of 

the case laws are necessary in order to properly define the Ten 

Commandments, then they must be every bit as much morally 

binding, and as much a part of the moral law, as the Decalogue 

itself.  Thus, as Greg Bahnsen explains below, it makes abso-

lutely no sense to say that the Ten Commandments remain bind-

ing but that the judicial laws which explain them do not: 

According to Theonomic ethics (and along line of Biblical 

interpretation), the judicial or case laws of the Old Testa-
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ment explain and apply the meaning of the Decalogue to 

the ancient culture of Israel.  The principles which are il-

lustrated in those judicial case laws, if they truly expound 

the content of the Decalogue, must be as binding as the 

Ten Commandments themselves.  To say that a principle 

which follows from or defines a law in one circumstance is 

no longer valid in a further but similar circumstance is in 

effect to change the character of the Law in question ï or 

to deny the universality of moral standards (which carries 

its own absurdity).  Those critics who claim that the judi-

cial case laws are no longer morally valid, and yet claim to 

endorse the continuing validity of the Ten Command-

ments, are thus completely confused.  They cannot have it 

both ways without unwittingly changing the very meaning 

of the Decalogueôs demands.  ñThou shalt not commit 

adulteryò is a generalized requirement of sexual purity 

which includes, among other things, the duty to avoid in-

cest, homosexuality, and bestiality (cf. Lev. 20:11-16).
152

 

Although, with respect to Dr. Bahnsenôs last point, John Frame 

complains: 

Much of the rhetoric of Theonomy is based on the as-

sumed need for certainty on specifics.  I have often heard 

Bahnsen ask candidates for licensure or ordination in pres-

bytery how they would argue against, say, bestiality, with-

out referring to Old Testament case law.  We need the case 

laws, his argument goes, because the other parts of Scrip-

ture are not sufficiently specific.
153

 

The problem with Dr. Frameôs argument here is that while it is 

true that other parts of the Bible condemn acts of sexual immor-

ality with other human beings there is no reference to sexual re-

lations with animals outside of the Mosaic case laws.  So if Dr. 
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Frame wishes to prove that the specific act of sexual intercourse 

with animals is forbidden when other portions of Scripture for-

bid sexual immorality, the safest way to prove this is surely by 

going to the Mosaic Law, as it could be argued that the New 

Testamentôs prohibition on fornication only applies to fornica-

tion with other people!  Hence in order to objectively prove that 

the New Testamentôs ban on sexual immorality includes a ban 

on bestiality one must turn to the Mosaic case laws which cate-

gorize bestiality as an act of sexual immorality. 

However elsewhere Dr. Bahnsen points out that if one tries 

to affirm that only the Ten Commandments remain obligatory in 

the New Testament, then one is forced to re-define the very 

meaning of the commandments contained within the Decalogue 

itself: 

The uniqueness of the Ten Commandments was this sum-

marizing nature.  The Decalogue simply said, ñThou shalt 

not kill.ò  The case laws defined further what this meant: 

for example, protecting life with a railing around your 

patio-roof (Deut. 22:8), distinguishing between man-

slaughter and premeditated murder (Numbers 35:10-34, 

and executing murderers (Exodus 21:12).  The Decalogue 

merely prohibited stealing whereas the judicial laws de-

fined economic integrity as returning lost property (Deut. 

22:10), prompt pay for your workers (Deut. 24:14-15), and 

not muzzling the treading ox (Deut. 25:4).  The judicial 

laws, then, expounded what they summary laws in the 

Decalogue meant...Obedience to the summary command 

meant, then, not committing bestiality in the Old Testa-

ment.  Now Mr. Chantry maintains that the judicial laws 

have been abolished by Christ, and we know from exami-

nation that the New Testament does not have a prohibition 

against bestiality.  Thus on Chantryôs terms, oneôs con-

science is not bound by any prohibition against sexual re-
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lations with animals today.  If we follow out Chantryôs 

view of the Law, then, we find that the same words ï 

ñThou shalt not commit adulteryò ï require somewhat dif-

ferent things, depending on whether they are used in the 

Old Testament (where they prohibit bestiality) or in the 

New Testament (where they permit bestiality).  On Chan-

tryôs thesis the meaning of the seventh commandment has 

changed from Old to New Testament!  The scope of its re-

quirement has been somewhat altered.  By holding that we 

are bound only to the Ten Commandments today ï and not 

to the judicial laws which define them ï Chantry ends up 

endorsing the Decalogue for the New Testament which is 

not the same in requirement as the Decalogue of the Old 

Testament.  So not even the Decalogue retains its original 

validity within Chantryôs system of thought?  The seventh 

commandment, for instance, which Chantry endorses has 

the same words but a different meaning than the seventh 

commandment in the Old Testament; he is equivocating by 

saying that he upholds the validity of the Decalogue, 

then...By insisting that only the Ten Commandments retain 

moral validity in the New Testament, Chantry ends up 

maintaining that not even the Ten Commandments retain 

their (same) validity.  Chantryôs thesis is defeated by its 

own internal logical impossibility.
154

 

In light of the material that we have examined thus far, the 

reader should have learned that the idea which would confine 

the moral law to the Ten Commandments alone, is not only 

radically unbiblical, but it is in fact a logical impossibility which 

redefines the very meaning of the Decalogue itself.  While godly 

and learned men have held this view, it simply cannot be sus-

tained in the light of Scripture.  At this stage we shall now move 
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on to consider the Confessional Reformed definition of the 

moral law in order to show that it is in agreement with the Scrip-

tural teaching on this issue. 

 

The Confessional Definition of the Moral Law 

 

In this section of our study, we shall seek to prove that the Con-

fessional Reformed definition of the moral law is the same as 

the Biblical one ï i.e. that the moral law is summarized in the 

Decalogue, but it is not only the Decalogue.  To achieve this ob-

jective, we shall study the Westminster Standards in the order 

that Thomas Manton suggests in the foreword to the Westmin-

ster symbols: óFirst, let them read and learn the Shorter Cate-

chism, and next the Larger, and lastly, read the Confession of 

Faith.ô 

 

The Westminster Shorter Catechism and the Moral Law 

 

In addition to studying the actual words of the Shorter Cate-

chism, we shall also be relying heavily upon two of the Cate-

chisms earliest expositors: the first by the Scottish Marrow-men 

Ebenezer Erskine and James Fisher; and the second by their 

contemporary, the judicious Thomas Boston (as well as some 

other early commentators). 

 We commence our study by considering question and an-

swer two in the Shorter Catechism: 

Q. 2.  What rule has God given to direct us how we may 

glorify and enjoy him? 

A.  The word of God, which is contained in the Scriptures 

of the Old and New Testaments, is the only rule to direct 

us how we may glorify and enjoy him. 

The Westminster Divines do not confine the believers rule of 

life to the Ten Words of the Decalogue alone; quite the opposite, 
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they argue that the whole word of God, contained in the Scrip-

tures of the Old and New Testaments (2 Tim. 3:16 is the proof-

text used here), is to direct the Christian.  Thus, as far as the 

Westminster Divines were concerned, the Christians ethical 

guide (the moral law) is a whole lot more than the Decalogue 

only.  Erskine and Fisher elaborate on this principle: 

Q. 1. What necessity is there of a rule to direct us how to 

glorify and enjoy God? 

A.  It is necessary, because since God will be glorified by 

the reasonable creature, nothing can be a perfect rule for 

that end, but his own revealed will, Rom. 12:2... 

Q. 3.  Where has God revealed the way, in which men may 

recover and attain the end of his creation? 

A.  In the word of God, which is contained in the Scrip-

tures of the Old and New Testament, John 5:39 ï ñSearch 

the Scripturesò... 

Q. 28.  Do the Scriptures of the Old Testament continue to 

be a rule of faith and practice to us who live under the 

New? 

A.  Yes; because they are the record of God concerning 

Christ, as well as the Scriptures of the New Testament; for 

all the prophets prophesied of him; to him they did bear 

witness, Acts 10:43; and Christ commands all to search 

them, because eternal life is to be found in them, and they 

testify of him, John 5:39.
155

 

Notice in Q. 28 that Erskine and Fisher do not confine the abid-

ing validity of the Old Testament laws merely to the Ten Com-

mandments, thus they must have believed that many other Older 

Testament laws remained obligatory in the New Testament.  For 

Thomas Boston also, it was the Scriptures in their entirety which 
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comprise the Christianôs duty, not simply the Ten Words of the 

Decalogue: 

As to obedience, it is that duty which God requires of man.  

It is that duty and obedience which man owes to God, to 

his will and laws, in respect of Godôs universal supremacy 

and sovereign authority over man; and which he should 

render to him out of love and gratitude.  The Scriptures are 

the holy oracle from whence we are to learn our duty, Ps. 

19:11, óBy them is your servant warned,ô says David.  The 

Bible is the light and we are to take heed to, that we may 

know how to steer our course, and order the several steps 

of our life.  óYour word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light 

to my pathô says the Psalmist, Ps. 119:105.  From whence 

we may infer: 

1. That there can be no sufficient knowledge of the duty 

which we owe to God without the Scriptures.  Though the 

light of nature does in some measure show our duty to 

God, yet it is too dim to take up the will of God suffi-

ciently in order to salvation. 

 2.  There can be no right obedience yielded to God without 

them.  Men that walk in the dark must needs stumble; and 

the works that are wrought in the dark will never abide the 

light; for there is no walking rightly by  guess in this mat-

ter.  All proper obedience to God must be learned from the 

Scripture. 

3.  That there is no point of duty that we are called to, but 

what the Scripture teaches, Isa. 8:20 fore cited.  Men must 

neither make themselves, or others, but what God has 

made duty.  The Law of God is exceeding broad, and 

reaches the whole conversation of man, outward and in-
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ward, Ps. 19 and man is bound to conform himself to it 

alone as the rule of his duty.
156

 

Boston certainly could not have written the words emphasized 

in bold above if he had accepted the novel theory that the moral 

law was strictly confined to the Ten Commandments only. 

 Traditionally Reformed theology has maintained that God 

made a pre-fall covenant of works with Adam, wherein he was 

promised eternal life upon the condition of perfect and perpetual 

obedience to the moral law.  Although some recent Reformed 

theologians have (incorrectly in my opinion) questioned this 

language, the concept of a covenant of works is clearly taught in 

the Shorter Catechism: 

Q. 12.  What special act of providence did God exercise 

toward man in the estate wherein he was created? 

A.  When God had created man, he entered into a covenant 

of life with him, upon condition of perfect obedience; for-

bidding him to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil, upon pain of death. 

This is significant for our purposes because the whole concept 

of a covenant of works (which demanded perfect obedience to 

the moral law) absolutely destroys the idea that the Decalogue 

alone is the moral law.  Why is this?  Because, quite simply, the 

Decalogue was not given to Adam, instead the summary of the 

moral law which he received was the command not to eat of the 

tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:17).  Therefore, 

since obedience to the moral law was equated with this extra-

Decalogical commandment, then the moral law must consist of 

more than the Decalogue.  Commenting on this section of the 

Catechism, Erskine and Fisher uphold the view that Adam was 

obliged to perfectly obey the moral law (even though it was 

prior to the writing of the Decalogue at Mount Sinai): 
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Q. 1. Was there any thing special in Godôs government of 

man, when he was created, above the other creatures? 

A.  Yes; for God gave man a moral law, which the other 

creatures, not endued with reason, were not capable of: Job 

35:10, 11 ï ñNone says, where is God my maker? ï who 

teaches us more than the beasts of the earth, and makes us 

wiser than the fouls of heaven.ò
157

 

Note that Erskine and Fisher believe that the moral law was 

given to man at creation, not when the Decalogue was written; 

therefore, the moral law must consist of more than the Ten 

Commandments alone: 

Q. 2.  What call you a moral law? 

A.  A moral law signifies a low of right manners, or good 

and suitable behaviour towards God and man, and adapted 

to manôs rational nature, Rom. 7:12.
158

 

Now there is simply no way that this statement can be recon-

ciled with the idea that only the Decalogue is the moral law, be-

cause many Biblical Laws which define óright manners, or good 

and suitable behavior toward God and manô are found outside of 

the Ten Commandments.  Needless to say, Thomas Boston 

agrees with Fisher and Erskine that Adam was bound to obey 

the moral law, even though the Decalogue had not yet been writ-

ten: 

The Law, which was to be the rule of obedience; which 

iséThe moral law, or the law of the Ten Commandments, 

as the apostle explains it, Gal. 3:10 fore-cited.  It is true, 

Adam had not this law written on tables of stone, but it 

was written in his heart, the knowledge of it was concre-

ated with him, so that he naturally knew it, being made up-

right; which he could not be without this, Eccl. 7:29.  Yea, 
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this law is in part written on manôs heart after the fall, as 

appears from Rom. 2:15.  Much more was it written on 

Adamôs heart before the fall.  This law is the perpetual rule 

of righteousness.
159

 

Hence for Boston the whole moral law ï not just the Ten Com-

mandments themselves ï is the perpetual rule of right and 

wrong. 

Unsurprisingly the Westminster Divines believed that the moral 

law defined what constituted sin; thus we read: 

Q. 14.  What is sin? 

A.  Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of 

the Law of God. 

Obviously as the Decalogue does not explicitly condemn all sins 

(homosexuality, bestiality, etc.) ï except by way of summary ï 

it cannot exhaust the moral law of God.  Consequently, Erskine 

and Fisher do not confine manôs obedience to the Ten Com-

mandments: 

 Q. 4.  Of whose law is sin a transgression? 

 A.  Of the Law of God. 

 Q. 5.  What may be understood by the Law of God? 

A.  All the precepts, or commandments, God has given to 

man as a rule of his obedience. 

Q. 6.  Where is the Law of God to be found? 

A.  There was a bright and fair copy of it written upon the 

heart of man in innocence, but that being, in a great meas-

ure, lest be the fall, God has written again to us the great 

things of his Law, in the Scriptures of truth, Psalm 147:19, 

20. 

Q. 7.  Are all the Laws of God mentioned in Scripture, of 

binding force now under the New Testament? 
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A.  No; the ceremonial law, which was a shadow of good 

things to come, is now abrogated since the coming of Chr-

ist in the flesh; and many of the judicial laws, in so far as 

they had particular relation to the state of the Jewish 

nation, are laid aside;
160

 but the moral law is perpetually 

binding on all mankind, in all ages and periods of the 

world, Psalm 119:160.
161

 

Although Erskine and Fisher correctly recognize that the cere-

monial law and the judicial laws peculiar to Israel are no longer 

binding, they do not confine the moral law to the Decalogue.  

Instead they equate it with all Scriptures permanent ethical di-

rectives.  Furthermore, Thomas Boston succinctly concluded 

that the moral law was the standard of defining sin and duty 

when he said that óthe design of the moral law is to keep men 

within the bounds of their duty; and when they sin they go 

beyond them.ô
162

  Obviously Boston believed that this was much 

more than the Ten Words of the Decalogue.  That is why, when 

explaining which parts of the judicial law remain binding, Bos-

ton wrote: 

There is the moral law which is a system or body of those 

precepts which carry on universal and natural equity in 

their being so conformable to the light of reason, and the 

dictates of every manôs conscience, that as soon as ever 

they are declared and understood, we must needs subscribe 

to the justice and righteousness of them.  We have the 

sum of this Law in the Ten Commandments.  This Law 
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continues in its full force and power, obliging the con-

science as a standing rule for our obedience.  Our Lord 

tells us, Matt. 5:17 that óhe came not to destroy the Law or 

the Prophets, but to fulfill them.ô  The ceremonial law was 

abolished by the death of Christ, and the judicial law, so 

far as it concerned the nation of the Jews as a common-

wealth and body politic, particularly touching their not 

marrying out of their own tribes, their not alienating the 

inheritance of their fathers, the raising up of seed to their 

deceased brother, etc, but such of these political laws as 

are common to men in general, and founded upon the 

law of nature, are still binding and in force, such as the 

laws for punishing criminals and other offenders, the 

laws against oppressing of widows, orphans, strangers, 

the fatherless, etc.  These are a standing rule of equity 

and justice; they are of a moral nature, and therefore 

of perpetual obligation.  So that the law of which sin is 

the transgression, is to us the law of nature in our hearts, 

and the moral law contained in the Scriptures, and 

summed up in the Decalogue.
163

 

Boston was of the opinion that the judicial laws which were not 

peculiar to Israel, but common to all nations, were natural/moral 

laws which continued to be of perpetual obligation.  Moreover, 

he thought that all sin was a transgression of the moral law, 

which ï despite being summarized in the Ten Commandments ï 

is contained throughout Scripture as a whole.  Boston was not a 

latent antinomian; he did not believe that the moral law was the 

Decalogue only.  Neither was the Puritan writer John Flavel; 

when commenting on question fourteen of the Shorter Catech-

ism, he said: 

Q. 2.  Where is this Law written? 
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A.  It is written either in the heart; Rom. 2:25.  Which 

shows the work of the Law written in their hearts, (which 

we call the law of nature;) or in the Bible, which we call 

the written moral law.
164

 

As far as Flavel is concerned, the moral law is to be found 

throughout the Bible, not in the Ten Commandments alone.  

 Even by now, it should be obvious that the pietistic idea 

that the Decalogue alone constitutes the moral law is a concept 

far removed from the views of our Reformed forefathers. 

For the Westminster Divines, the moral law demanded absolute 

obedience to the revealed will of God in Scripture: 

Q. 39.  What is the duty which God requires of man? 

A.  The duty which God requires of man, is obedience to 

his revealed will. 

Obviously the revealed will of God extends far beyond the De-

calogue; Erskine and Fisher deduce that it is the Scriptures as a 

whole which defines our obedience to the moral law: 

Q. 6.  What is the only rule and measure of our obedience? 

A.  The revealed will of God, Isa. 8:20. 

Q. 7.  Why is our obedience limited to Godôs revealed 

will? 

A.  Because it is necessary that God should signify to us, 

in what instances he will be obeyed, and the manner how 

our obedience is to be performed; otherwise, it would ra-

ther be a fulfilling of our own will than his, Mic. 6:8. 

Q. 8.  Whence has God revealed his will, as the rule and 

measure of our obedience? 

A.  In the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament, 2 

Tim. 3:16.
165
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Again Thomas Boston concurs, repeatedly arguing that the 

whole moral law revealed in Scripture is the Christians rule of 

obedience: 

Let us consider the rule of obedience.  It is the will of God.  

His will is our supreme law.  Not the secret will of God, 

for that which God never revealed to man, cannot be his 

rule; but the revealed will of God, Deut. 29:29 óThe secret 

things belong unto the Lord our God; but those things 

which are revealed, belong unto us and to our children.ô  

Men may fulfill the secret will of God, and determination 

of his providence, and be deeply guilty, as we see the Jews 

did in crucifying the Lord of glory, Acts 2:23 under the 

guilt of which heinous sin that people groan to this day.  

But conformity to Godôs revealed will is our duty.  What-

ever is revealed in man is to believe, or what he is to pro-

duce, is to be performed and done, and that at our perilé 

It must be universal obedience, Ps. 119:6 in óhaving a re-

spect unto all Godôs commandments.ô  The whole of the 

commands of God have the same divine stamp upon them.  

They are one golden drain: whoso takes away one link, 

breaks the chain; if the connection be destroyed, the whole 

machine falls asunder.  Hear what the apostle James says 

on this head, chap. 2:10-11 óWhosoever shall keep the 

Law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.  For he 

that said, Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill.  

Now if you commit no adultery, yet if you kill, you are be-

cause a transgressor of the Law.ô  Obedience to one com-

mand will never sanctify disobedience to another.  The 

contempt shown to one is a contempt of one Lawgiver 

who appointed the whole.  Hear what Christ, the glorious 

Legislator of the Church, has said on this article, óWho-

soever shall break one of these least commandments, and 

shall teach men so, he shall be called least in the kingdom 
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of heaven.ô  Thus the transgressing of one of the least of 

Godôs commandments, if any of them can justly be called 

such, is a breach of the others, however great and impor-

tant, and that became the authority of God, that gives sanc-

tion to the whole, is slighted and contemned.  Whoso 

makes no conscience of any one known duty, discovers 

hypocrisy in the rest.
166

 

Boston then goes on to further defend the whole law position 

when commenting upon Paulôs words in Romans 2:14-15: 

The apostle here shows three things.  1. That the Gentiles 

have not the law; that is, the Law of Moses, or written law.  

They want the Scriptures.  2.  That yet they have written 

them, they are a law unto themselves; they have the natu-

ral law, which for substance is all one with the moral 

law.  Only it is less clear and distinct, and wants the per-

fection of the morally law written: several points thereof 

being, though the corruption of nature obliterated in it.  3.  

How they have it.  It is not of their own making, nor by 

tradition, but they have it by nature derived from Adam.  

The work of that law is written in their hearts; it is deeply 

inscribed there, and cannot be erased; it is such a work as 

tells them that what is right and what is wrong; so their 

consciences, by virtue thereof, excuse their good actions, 

and accuse the evil. 

Now this natural law is nothing but the rubbish of the 

moral law left in the heart of corrupt man: from 

whence we gather that the moral law in its perfection 

was given to Adam in innocence, while we see the re-

mains of it yet with those of his posterity, who have not 

the advantage of the written law.
167
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Since Boston was of the opinion that the moral law was given to 

Adam (and remember he argues that the moral law is the 

equivalent of natural law), then he could not have believed that 

the Decalogue alone was the moral law, as Adam did not literal-

ly receive the Ten Commandments.  Consequently, he was able 

to argue that óthe rule which God at first revealed to man for his 

obedience, was the moral law.ô
168

  He even claims that various 

judicial laws fall into this category when he says that the whole 

judicial law (as originally given) does ónot bind other nations 

farther than it is of moral equity, being particularly adopted to 

the circumstances of that nation.ô
169

  Boston then contends that 

óthe moral lawéis the declaration of the will of God to all man-

kind, binding all men to perfect obedience thereto in all the du-

ties of holiness and righteousness.ô
170

  He then claims that the 

moral law is found óin the Ten Commandments summarilyô but 

óin the whole Bible largely.ô
171

  Thus he adopts the Theonomic 

position that the Decalogue is only a summary of the moral law; 

it is not the whole moral law, as ónow we have it comprehended 

in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament.ô
172

  This is a far 

cry from a pietistic, latent antinomianism that would presume to 

restrict the moral law to the Decalogue alone. 

 Further confirmation of what has already been said con-

cerning the fact that the giving of the moral law predates the ac-

tual writing of the Decalogue may be found in question and an-

swer forty of the Shorter Catechism: 

Q. 40.  What did God at first reveal to man for the rule of 

his obedience? 
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A.  The rule which God at first revealed to man for his ob-

edience, was the moral law. 

Yet again, Erskine and Fisherôs comments are useful in respect 

to understanding when the moral law was given: 

Q. 12.  What is the meaning of the word moral, when ap-

plied to the Law? 

A.  Though the word literally has a respect to the manners 

of men, yet, when applied to the Law, it signifies that 

which is perpetually binding, in opposition to that which is 

binding only for a time. 

Q. 13.  Was there any express revelation of the moral law 

made to Adam in his state of innocence? 

A.  He needed no express revelation of this, because it was 

interwoven with his very nature in his creation after the 

image of God, Eccl. 7:29 ï ñGod made man upright.ò 

Q. 14.  Why then is it said in the answer, that the moral 

law was the rule which God at first revealed to man? 

A.  Because it was so distinctly written in his heart, and 

impressed in his nature, that it was equal to an express re-

velation.
173

 

Erskine and Fisher also maintain ï in line with the modern 

Theonomists ï that the Law of God can only be altered by the 

Lawgiver, and not by man: 

Q. 16.  Are the precepts of the moral law of immutable ob-

ligation, so as that they in no case can be dispensed with? 

A.  With respect to God, those precepts which do not flow 

absolutely and immediately from his own nature, may, in 

certain particular cases, be altered or changed, provided it 

be done by his own express appointment; but with re-

spect to man, all the precepts of the moral law are of im-
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mutable obligation, and none of them can in any instance 

be dispensed with by him, Matt. 5:18.
174

 

Unsurprisingly Erskine and Fisher contend that the whole moral 

law remains a perfect rule of life for mankind: 

Q. 19.  Is the moral law a perfect rule of life and manners? 

A.  It is so perfect that nothing can be superadded to it, or 

corrected in it, Psalm 19:7.  ñThe Law of the Lord is per-

fect.ò   

Q. 20.  Did Christ supply any defects of the Law, or cor-

rect any mistakes in it? 

A.  No; he acted the part of an interpreter and defender of 

the Law, but not of a new Lawgiver; as is evident from his 

explaining the Law, and vindicating it (Matt. Chapters 5, 6 

and 7) from the corrupt glosses that were put upon it. 

Q. 21.  Did not Christ say, John 13:34, ñA new com-

mandment I give unto you, that you love one another?ò 

A.  This commandment was not new as to the substance of 

it, for it is the sum of the second table of the Law, Matt. 

22:39; and therefore called an ñold commandment, which 

we had from the beginning,ò 1 John 2:7, 2 John ver. 5; but 

it is called new, because it was enforced with the new mo-

tive and example of Christôs unparalleled love to us, im-

ported in the words immediately following: ñAs I have 

loved you, that you also love one another.ò 

Q. 22.  Is the moral law abrogated under the New Testa-

ment? 

A.  By no means; for Christ came not to destroy the Law, 

but to fulfil it, Matt. 5:17.
175

 

Again Erskine and Fisher contend that the whole moral law de-

fines all of manôs duties and sins: 
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Q. 29.  How can the moral law be the rule of obedience to 

believers, when it is said of them, Rom. 6:14, that they are 

not under the Law? 

A.  Though they are not under the Law as a covenant of 

works, to be either justified or condemned by it, yet they 

are under it as a rule of duty, and account it their happiness 

and privilege to be so, 1 Cor. 9:21. 

Q. 30.  What may we learn from the nature of the moral 

law in general? 

A.  That God having so clearly pointed out his own nature, 

and in a manner expressed his very image in it, Lev. 9:2, 

we ought to loathe and abhor ourselves for our want of 

conformity to it, Psalm 40:12; and fly to the Lord Jesus, 

that by his righteousness imputed, the righteousness of the 

Law may be fulfilled in us, Rom. 8:3-4.
176

 

Of course in maintaining that the moral defines what constitutes 

sin, Erskine and Fisher were in agreement with the leading pro-

ponent of early Reformed theology, John Calvin.  Writing in his 

famous Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin forcefully ar-

gued that sin was any transgression of Godôs moral law: 

Would that they might ponder what the saying of Christ 

means: ñWhoever transgresses one of the least of these 

commandments, and teaches men so, will be esteemed no-

body in the Kingdom of Heavenò [Matt. 5:19]!  Are they 

not of this number when they done so to extenuate the 

transgression of the Law as if it did not merit the death 

penalty?  But they ought to have weighed not simply what 

the Law commands but who it is that commands.  For in 

every little transgression of the divinely commanded Law, 

Godôs authority is set aside.  Do they deem it a small mat-

ter to violate his majesty in anything?  Then, if God has 
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revealed his will in the Law, whatever is contrary to the 

Law displeases him.  Do they fancy Godôs wrath so feeble 

that the death penalty will not immediately follow?  And 

he has clearly declared this, if they could take it upon their 

hearts to listen to his voice rather than to becloud the clear 

truth with their senseless subtleties.  He says: ñThe soul 

that sins shall surely die.ò [Ezek. 18:4, 20, Vg.]  Likewise 

the passage just cited: ñThe wages of sin is deathò [Rom. 

6:23].  What they confess to be sin because they cannot 

deny it they nevertheless contend is not mortal sin.  But 

because they have heretofore indulged too much in their 

own folly, let them at least force learn to become wise.  

But if they persist in their railings, we bid them farewell.  

Let the children of God hold that all sin is mortal.  For it is 

rebellion against the will of God, which of necessity pro-

vokes Godôs wrath, and it is a violation of the Law, upon 

which Godôs judgment is pronounced without exception.  

The sins of the saints are pardonable, but because they ob-

tain pardon from Godôs mercy. (2. 8. 59.).
177

 

In fact Thomas Boston said virtually the same thing when he 

wrote: 

It is necessary that the Law be preached in order to con-

vince men of their sin, and inability to yield perfect obedi-

ence to it, that they may betake themselves to Jesus Christ, 

who has fulfilled all righteousness for every one that will 

come to Him for deliverance from sin and the wrath to 

come.  It is necessary to be studied and known by all who 

would attain to true holiness both in heart and life, which 

principally lies in sincere obedience to the whole Law of 

                                                 
177

 J. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1, pp 422-423 



Page | 96  

 

God, in dependence upon the grace that is in Jesus 

Christ.
178

 

Clearly the notion that Calvin, the Westminster Divines, and 

other early Reformed writers equated obedience to the ówhole 

law of Godô merely with the Ten Commandments is truly ridicu-

lous. 

We now come to the clearest testimony in the Westminster 

Shorter Catechism as to the summary nature of the Decalogue in 

relation to the whole moral law: 

Q. 41.  Where is the moral law summarily comprehended? 

A.  The moral law is summarily comprehended in the Ten 

Commandments. 

It was once put to me by a virulent anti-Theonomist that the 

word ñsummarilyò in this section of the Shorter Catechism actu-

ally meant ñabsolutelyò, and thus nothing outside the Decalogue 

could be considered part of the moral law.  As we have already 

seen, such an argument is complete and utter nonsense.  More-

over, no amount of double-talk can possibly transform the word 

ñsummarilyò into absolutely.  What the Westminster Divines 

mean when they say that the moral law is ñsummarily compre-

hendedò in the Decalogue is that all sins and duties can be com-

prehended under the ten summary heads in the Ten Command-

ments.  They do not mean that the moral law is absolutely con-

tained in the Decalogue to the point that all other Biblical Laws 

outside the Ten Commandments are also outside the moral law.  

This is the interpretation proffered by the Puritan Thomas Vin-

cent in his 1674 commentary on the Shorter Catechism.
179

  Vin-
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cent gives the following explanation of the moral law being 

ñsummarily comprehendedò in the Ten Commandments:    

Q. 1.  What is it for the moral law to be summarily com-

prehended in the Ten Commandments? 

A.  The moral law is summarily comprehended in the Ten 

Commandments, in that the sum and chief heads of the 

law are therein contained. 

Q. 2. Is there, then, any thing included, as commanded or 

forbidden in the moral law, but what is expressed in the 

Ten Commandments? 

A.  The moral law being spiritual and very large, does 

reach both the whole inward man, and all the outward 

conversation, and therefore the ten general heads in the 

commandments do include many particular members and 

branches.
180

 

As far as Vincent is concerned, the Decalogue is only a sum-

mary of the moral law; the whole moral law reaches to the 

whole inward man and all his outward behaviour ï it governs 

the whole of manôs life.  Therefore, the Ten Commandments are 

only a brief summary of the moral law under óten general 

heads.ô  Another Puritan John Flavel (writing in 1688, just over 

forty years after the Shorter Catechism was written) certainly 

did not believe that the moral law was only and absolutely con-

tained in the Ten Commandments.  Hence he was able to write: 

Q. 4.  Why is it [the moral law] said to be summarily com-

prehended in the Ten Commandments? 

Because much more is included in every command 

than is expressed, as our Saviour shows in his exposition 

of it; Matt. 22:40 óOn these two commandments hang all 

the Law and the Prophets.ô
181
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Could Flavel possibly be any clearer?  The moral law consists in 

ómuch moreô than what is expressed by way of summary in the 

Ten Commandments; therefore, the Decalogue is not the moral 

law only.  Needless to say, Erskine and Fisher agree with Flavel, 

and contend that the moral law is contained in the whole Bible: 

Q. 1.  What is it to be summarily comprehended? 

A.  It is to be briefly summed up, in such few and well 

chosen words, as to taken in a great deal more than 

what is expressed. 

Q. 2.  Where is the moral law thus briefly summed up? 

A.  In the Ten Commandments, Deut. 10:4. 

Q. 3.  Where is the Law more largely and fully set forth? 

A.  In the whole Scriptures of the Old and New Testa-

ments, Psalm 119:105.
182

 

It really is a wonder that this matter even needs to be debated 

among the Reformed community.  If Erskine and Fisher are cor-

rect (and one thinks that it is safe to say they are well within the 

Reformed mainstream) then it is abundantly clear that the ortho-

dox Reformed view is that the Decalogue is but a brief summary 

of the moral law which is further expanded more fully in the rest 

of the Bible.  Therefore, it is a gross mistake to think that the 

moral law is only the Decalogue.  Another Scottish Seceder, 

John Brown of Haddington concurs with Erskine and Fisher, as 

he writes: 

 Q. What do you mean by summarily comprehended  

 A. It means that all the moral laws of God may be re-

duced to one of these commands Matt. 22:37-39.
183

 

Notice that Brown believed that all the moral laws of God could 

be summarized in these Ten Commandments of the Decalogue, 

                                                 
182

 E. Erskine and J. Fisher, The Assemblyôs Shorter Catechism Explained By Way of Question and An-

swer, p. 232 
183

 J. Brown, An Essay Towards An Easy, Plain, Practical and Extensive Explication of the Assemblyôs 

Shorter Catechism, p. 194 



Page | 99  

 

which means that he believed that there were moral laws outside 

the Decalogue itself.  And of course Thomas Boston agrees with 

his brethren that this is the Biblical and Confessional teaching: 

I shall show how the Law is summarily comprehended in 

the Ten Commandments.  To be summarily comprehended 

in a thing, is to be summed up in it, to be abridged and 

compendised as it were.  The commandment is exceed-

ing broad, and runs through the whole Bible; but we 

have a summary or short view of it in the Ten Com-

mandments given by the Lord on Mount Sinai.  The Ten 

Commandments are the heads of all the duties of the 

Law largely contained in the whole Bible.  They are the 

text which Christ himself, the prophets, and apostles ex-

pounded.  They comprehend the whole duty of man, 

Eccl. 12:13.  There is nothing that God requires but may 

be reduced to one of these commandments.
184

 

If only pietistic Calvinists would acknowledge this; if they did, 

they might find that the differences between themselves and 

their Reformed Theonomic brothers would be considerably re-

duced. 

 

The Westminster Larger Catechism and the Moral Law 

 

In this section we shall consider the Larger Catechismôs teach-

ing on the extent of the moral law, not simply by looking at the 

actual words of the Catechism, but by examining the proof-texts 

employed in the Westminster Divines exposition of the Deca-

logue.  At the end of this study, the reader should be in no doubt 

that the Westminster Assembly believed the moral law to be 

much broader than only the actual wording of the Ten Com-

mandments. 
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As with the Shorter Catechism, the Larger Catechism does not 

define sin as simply the transgression of the Ten Words of the 

Decalogue, but as being any transgression of the moral law of 

God: 

Q. 24.  What is sin? 

A.  Sin is any want of conformity unto, or transgression of, 

any law of God, given as a rule to the reasonable creature. 

Note carefully that it óis any law of God, given as a ruleô which 

defines manôs duty, and the transgression of such is considered 

to be sin ï a breach of Godôs moral law.  Obviously the moral 

law cannot only be the Decalogue, otherwise that would mean 

that there was no sin prior to the giving of the Ten Command-

ments.  But since there was sin prior to the giving of the Deca-

logue (Rom. 5:14, 19), then the moral law - which defines sin - 

must include more than the actual wording of the Ten Com-

mandments.  If latent antinomians are to be consistent in their 

view that only the Decalogue is the moral law, then they are go-

ing to have any say that those who commit acts of gross wick-

edness not explicitly condemned in the Ten Commandments 

(blasphemy, sodomy, bestiality, etc.) are not guilty of sin.  

However, this definition of the moral law is obviously deficient.  

Thomas Ridgeley (the author of the first commentary on the 

Larger Catechism) gives us a much more sound definition of the 

moral law when answering the question ówhat is sin?ô: 

Here we have a brief definition of sin.  In this something is 

supposed, namely, that there was a law given and promul-

gated, as a rule of obedience to the reasonable creature, 

without which there could be no sin committed, or guilt 

contracted.  óWhere no law is, there is no transgression.ô 

[Rom. 4:15].  óSin is not imputed where there is no law.ô 

[Rom. 5:13].  And its being observed that the subjects 

bound by this law are reasonable creatures, gives us to un-

derstand, that, though other creatures are the effect of 
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Godôs power, and the objects of his providence, they can-

not be under a law; inasmuch as they are not capable of 

understanding their relation to God as a Sovereign, or their 

obligation to obey him, or the meaning of a law of obedi-

ence.  Moreover, we have, in this answer, an account of 

the formal nature of sin.  It is considered, first, in its nega-

tive or rather privative idea, as a defect or want of confor-

mity to the law, a privation of that rectitude of nature or 

righteousness which man had at first, or not performing 

that which we are bound by this Law of God to do.  Those 

particular instances of sin which are included in the idea of 

it, are called sins of omission.  It is next described by its 

positive idea; and so is called a transgression of the law, or 

doing of that which is forbidden by it.  The apostle calls it, 

óThe transgression of the law.ô [1 John 3:4].
185

 

Obviously if sin is the transgression of the moral law then the 

moral law must extend to a whole lot more than the Decalogue 

only.  Indeed, it should also be taken into account that the 

Westminster Divines explicitly refuse to limit the moral law to 

the Ten Commandments when given the opportunity to define 

it: 

Q. 91.  What is the duty which God requires of man? 

A.  The duty which God requires of man, is obedience to 

this revealed will. 

Q. 92.  What did God at first reveal unto man as the rule of 

his obedience? 

A.  The rule of his obedience revealed to Adam in the es-

tate of innocence, and to all mankind in him, besides a 

special command not to eat of the fruit of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil, was the moral law. 
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As far as the Westminster Divines were concerned, even though 

Adam did not receive the Decalogue, he was bound to obey the 

moral law, which is all of Godôs revealed will ï not simply the 

Ten Commandments.  Ridgeley further elaborates on this:  

The laws of God are in part such as take their rise from his 

holy nature.  Accordingly, our obligation to yield obedi-

ence to these proceeds, not only or principally from the 

command of God, but from being agreeable to his divine 

perfections; which must be assigned as the reason of his 

prescribing them as matter of obligation.  These are all re-

ducible to what we call, in general, the law of nature: 

which, because it is agreeable to the dictates of reason, is 

called by way of eminence the moral law.  Thus when we 

consider ourselves as creatures bound to obey him.  When 

we think of him as a God of infinite perfection, our obedi-

ence must be agreeable to that perfection...As for the 

moral law, it is said, in one of the Answers we are explain-

ing, to have been revealed to Adam in his state of inno-

cency, and to all mankind in him.
186

 

However if the Westminster Divines had agreed with modern 

latent antinomians that the moral law was only the Decalogue, 

then they could not have made the following statement: 

Q. 93.  What is the moral law? 

A.  The moral law is the declaration of the will of God to 

mankind, directing and binding every one to personal, per-

fect, and perpetual conformity and obedience thereunto, in 

the frame and disposition of the whole man, soul and 

body. 

Notice that the moral law is equated with Godôs revealed will, 

not only with the Decalogue.  As Thomas Ridgeley further ar-

gues, óThis law is a declaration of the will of God to mankind, 
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that so we may not be destitute of a rule to guide and regulate 

our behaviour, both towards God and man.ô
187

  The moral law is 

thus comprehensive in governing all of the behaviour of man; 

therefore, it cannot merely be limited to the Ten Words of the 

Decalogue which only summarize manôs duty.  Indeed the Lar-

ger Catechism explicitly asserts this when discussing the rules 

for understanding the Ten Commandments in question and an-

swer ninety-nine: 

Q. 99.  What rules are to be observed for the right under-

standing of the Ten Commandments? 

A.  For the right understanding of the Ten Command-

ments, these rules are to be observed: 

1.  That the Law is perfect, and binds every one to full 

conformity in the whole man unto the righteousness 

thereof, and unto entire obedience for ever; so as to require 

the utmost perfection of every duty, and to forbid the least 

degree of sin. 

Thus since the moral law governs the whole of manôs behaviour, 

it cannot only be the Ten Commandments, as many laws which 

govern manôs ethical conduct fall outside the Ten Words of the 

Decalogue.  Indeed, Johannes G. Vos (an American Covenanter 

theologian) was of the opinion that the Westminster Assemblyôs 

provision of rules for understanding the Ten Commandments 

explicitly rules out the idea that only the Decalogue is the moral 

law.  Therefore, he writes: 

1.  Why do we need rules for the right understanding of the 

Ten Commandments?  Because the Ten Commandments 

are not a complete application or detailed statement of the 

moral law, but only a comprehensive summary.
188
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This, of course, is nothing other than the Biblical, Reformed, 

Confessional and indeed Theonomic view of the extent of the 

moral law. 

Additionally the Larger Catechism repeats the Shorter Cate-

chismôs position that the Ten Commandments are only a sum-

mary of the moral law under ten heads: 

Q. 98.  Where is the moral law summarily comprehended? 

A.  The moral law is summarily comprehended in the Ten 

Commandments, which were delivered by the voice of 

God upon Mount Sinai, and written by him in two tables 

of stone; and are recorded in the twentieth chapter of Exo-

dus.  The four first commandments containing our duty to 

God, and the other six our duty to man. 

When commenting on this question and answer, J.G. Vos ex-

plicitly rejected the novel idea that only the Decalogue consti-

tutes the moral law: 

2.  Are the Ten Commandments a complete statement of 

the moral law of God?  The Ten Commandments are not 

a complete statement in detail of the moral law, but 

rather a summary of the moral law.  Rightly interpreted, 

they include every moral duty enjoined by God.  However, 

the more detailed statements of Godôs will are needed for a 

right interpretation and application of the Ten Command-

ments.  For example, the eighth commandment forbids 

stealing, but only by a study of other parts of the Bible can 

we learn what ñstealingò includes and frame a correct 

definition of it.
189

  

Dr. Vosôs comments are very much to the point; we simply can-

not understand the Decalogue if we limit the moral law to the 

Ten Commandments.  If we confine the moral law to only the 

Decalogue, then who defines, for example, what constitutes 
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theft?  Is theft merely something done by private individuals or 

can the civil government also engage in theft?  The Decalogue 

only latent antinomian simply cannot answer this question, be-

cause he needs to go outside the Ten Commandments in order to 

answer it, thus destroying the basis of his theory. 

 Having considered the Larger Catechismôs express state-

ments, we shall now move on to examine the proof-texts that the 

Westminster Divines employed in their exposition of the Ten 

Commandments.  Although it is true that the proof-texts were 

only added to the Westminster Standards upon the insistence of 

the English Parliament, nevertheless, they do help us to under-

stand the original intent of the Confessional framers.  Conse-

quently, the citation of laws outside the Decalogue in the Larger 

Catechismôs exposition of the Ten Commandments goes to 

demonstrate that the Westminster Divines did not believe that 

only the Decalogue constituted the moral law, instead it further 

highlights the fact that they considered the Decalogue only to be 

a comprehensive summary of the whole moral law under ten 

heads. 

We shall now list the proof-texts (without citing them in full) 

used by the Westminster Divines in various questions and an-

swers relating to the duties required, and the sins forbidden, in 

the moral law as it is summarised in the Decalogue: 

Question and Answer 104 ï The duties required in the first 

commandment: 

Duty to know and serve God ï 1 Chron. 28:9 

Duty to own the Lord as our God ï Deut. 26:17 

Duty to believe in God ï Isa. 43:10 

Duty to own the Lord as our God ï Jer. 14:22 

Duty to worship God as our Creator ï Psa. 95:6-7 

Duty to give unto the Lord the glory due to His name ï Psa. 

29:2 

Duty to think upon God ï Mal. 3:16 
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Duty to meditate upon the Lord ï Psa. 63:6 

Duty to remember our Creator in our youth ï Eccl. 12:1 

Duty to highly esteem God ï Psa. 71:19 

Duty to honour God ï Mal. 1:6 

Duty to adore God ï Isa. 45:23 

Duty to choose to serve the Lord ï Josh. 24:15, 22 

Duty to love the Lord our God ï Deut. 6:5 

Duty to desire God ï Ps. 73:25 

Duty to fear the Lord ï Isa. 8:13 

Duty to believe the Lord ï Exod. 14:13 

Duty to trust in the Lord ï Isa. 26:4 

Duty to hope in the Lord ï Psa. 130:7 

Duty to delight in the Lord ï Psa. 37:4 

Duty to rejoice in the Lord ï Psa. 32:11 

Duty to be zealous for God ï Rom. 12:11 and Num. 25:11 

Duty to call upon, give praise and thanks to God ï Phil. 4:6 

Duty to yield absolute obedience and submission to God with 

the whole man ï Jer. 7:23 and James 4:7 

Duty to please God in all things ï 1 John 3:22 

Duty to be sorrowful when God is offended ï Jer. 31:18 and 

Psa. 119:136 

Duty to walk humbly with the Lord ï Micah 6:8 

Question and Answer 105 ï The sins forbidden in the first 

commandment: 

Atheism and denying God ï Psa. 14:1 and Eph. 2:12 

Idolatry, worshipping more gods than one, or besides the true 

God ï Jer. 2:27-28 and 1 Thess. 1:9 

Not owning God as our God ï Psa. 81:11 

All sins of omission or neglect ï Isa. 43:22-24 

Ignorance of God ï Jer. 4:22 and Hosea 4:1, 6 

Forgetfulness of God ï Jer. 2:32 

Misapprehensions about God ï Acts 17:23, 29 

False opinions about God ï Isa. 40:18 
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Unworthy and wicked thoughts of God ï Ps. 50:21 

Bold and curious searching into Godôs secret will ï Deut. 29:29 

All profaneness ï Tit. 1:16 and Heb. 12:16 

Hatred of God ï Rom. 1:30 

Unlawful self-love ï 2 Tim. 3:2 

Self-seeking ï Phil. 2:21 

Taking our minds of the Lord and setting them on other things ï 

1 John 2:15, 16; 2 Sam. 2:29 and Col. 3:2, 5 

Lack of spiritual discernment ï 1 John 4:1 

Unbelief ï Heb. 3:12 

Heretical doctrines ï Gal. 5:20 and Tit. 3:10 

Misbelief ï Acts 26:9 

Distrust in God ï Psa. 78:22 

Ungodly despair ï Gen. 4:13 

Incorrigibleness under Godôs judgments ï Isa. 42:25 

Hardness of heart ï Rom. 2:5 

Pride ï Jer. 13:15 

Presumption ï Psa. 19:13 

Carnal security ï Zeph. 1:12 

Tempting of God ï Matt. 4:7 

Using unlawful means in Godôs work ï Rom. 3:8 

Trusting in unlawful means ï Jer. 17:5 

Carnal delights and joys ï 2 Tim. 3:4 

Corrupt, blind, and indiscreet zeal ï Gal. 4:17; Rom. 10:2 and 

Luke 9:54, 55 

Luke-warmness ï Rev. 3:16 

Deadness in the things of God ï Rev. 3:1 

Estranging ourselves and apostatizing from God ï Ezek. 14:5 

and Isa. 1:4, 5 

Praying to and worshipping saints, angels, or any other creatures 

ï Rom. 10:13, 14; Hosea 4:12; Acts 10:25; Rev. 19:10; Matt. 

4:10; Col. 2:18; Rom. 1:25 
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Compacts with the Devil ï Lev. 20:6; 1 Sam. 28:7, 11; 1 Chron. 

10:13, 14 

Hearkening to the suggestions of Satan ï Acts 5:3 

Making men lords of our faith ï 2 Cor. 1:24; Matt. 23:9 

Slighting and despising God and His commands ï Deut. 32:15; 

2 Sam. 12:9 and Prov. 13:3 

Grieving the Holy Spirit ï Acts 7:51 and Eph. 4:30 

Discontent and impatience at Godôs dispensations, and charging 

Him foolishly ï Psa. 73:2, 3, 14, 15, 22 and Job. 1:22 

Ascribing the good we have to fortune ï 1 Sam. 6:7-9 

Giving praise to idols ï Dan. 5:23 

Ascribing illegitimate praise to ourselves ï Deut. 8:7 and Dan. 

4:30 

Ascribing illegitimate praise to the creature ï Hab. 1:16 

Question and Answer 108 ï The duties required in the sec-

ond commandment: 

Keeping pure and entire all Biblical ï Deut. 32:46-47; Matt. 

28:20; Acts 2:42 and 1 Tim. 6:13-14 

Prayer in the name of Christ ï Phil. 4:6 and Eph. 5:20 

The reading, preaching, and hearing of the word of God ï Deut. 

17:18-19; Acts 15:21; 2 Tim. 4:2; James 1:21-22 and Acts 10:33 

The administration and receiving of the sacraments ï Matt. 

28:19 and 1 Cor. 11:23-30 

Church government and discipline ï Matt. 28:15-17; Matt. 

16:19; 1 Cor. 5 and 12:28 

The Gospel Ministry and its maintenance ï Eph. 4:11-12; 1 Tim. 

5:17-18 and 1 Cor. 9:7-15 

Religious fasting ï Joel 2:12-13 and 1 Cor. 7:5 

Swearing by the name of God ï Deut. 6:13 

Vowing unto the Lord ï Isa. 19:21 and Psa. 76:11 

Opposing all false worship ï Acts 17:16-17 and Psa. 16:4 

Removing all monuments of idolatry according to oneôs place 

and calling ï Deut. 7:5 and Isa. 30:22 
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Question and Answer 109 ï The sins forbidden in the second 

commandment: 

Devising unauthorized religious worship ï Num. 15:39 

Enticing others to idolatry ï Deut. 13:6-8 

Commanding unauthorized elements in worship to be observed 

ï Hosea 5:11 and Micah 6:16 

Using ceremonies in worship not commanded in Scripture ï 1 

Kings 11:33 and 12:33 

Approving any religious worship not instituted by God ï Deut. 

12:30-32 

Tolerating a false religion ï Deut. 13:6-12; Zech. 13:2-3; Rev. 

2:2, 14, 15, 20; Rev. 17:12, 16, 17 

Making a visible representation of any of the three persons of 

the Trinity ï Deut. 4:15-19; Acts 17:29; Rom. 1:21-23, 25 

Worshipping images ï Dan. 3:18 and Gal. 4:8 

Worshipping the true God by images ï Exod. 32:5 

Making images of false gods ï Exod. 32:8 

All worship and service of idols ï 1 Kings 18:26, 28 and Isa. 

65:11 

All superstitious devices ï Acts 17:22 and Col. 2:21-23 

Corrupting the worship of God ï Mal. 1:7, 8, 14 

Adding to, or subtracting from Godôs appointed means of wor-

ship ï Deut. 4:2 

Self-devised human inventions in worship ï Psa. 106:39 

Human traditions in worship ï Matt. 15:9; 1 Pet. 1:18; Jer. 

44:17; Isa. 65:3-5; Gal. 1:13, 14 and 1 Sam. 13:11-12; 15:21 

Thinking the gift of God can be bought with money (Simony) ï 

Acts 8:18 

Sacrilege ï Rom. 2:22 and Mal. 3:8 

Neglect of Godôs appointed worship ï Exod. 4:24-26 

Contempt of Godôs ordinances ï Matt. 22:5 and Mal. 1:7, 13 

Hindering others from attending upon divine ordinances ï Matt. 

23:13 
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Opposing Godôs appointed worship and ordinances ï Acts 

13:44-45 and 1 Thess. 2:15-16 

Question and Answer 112 ï The duties required in the third 

commandment: 

Reverent use of Godôs titles and attributes ï Matt. 6:9; Deut. 

28:58; Psa. 39:2; Psa. 68:4 and Rev. 15:3-4 

Reverent use of Godôs ordinances ï Mal. 1:14 and Eccl. 5:1 

Reverent use of the word of God ï Psa. 138:2 

Reverent use of the sacraments ï 1 Cor. 11:24-25, 28-29 

Reverence in prayer ï 1 Tim. 2:8 

Reverent use of oaths ï Jer. 4:2 

Reverent taking of vows ï Eccl. 5:2, 4-6 

Reverence in the casting of lots ï Acts 1:24, 26 

Reverence for Godôs works ï Job 36:24 

Reverence for God, and whatsoever whereby He makes himself 

known, in thought ï Mal. 3:16 

Reverence for God and His works in meditation ï Psa. 8:1, 4, 9 

Reverence for God and His works in our words ï Col. 3:17 and 

Psa. 105:2, 5 

Reverence for God and His works in writing ï Psa. 102:18 

A holy profession ï 1 Pet. 3:15 and Micah 4:5 

Answerable conversation ï Phil. 1:27 

Duty to seek the glory of God ï 1 Cor. 10:31 

Duty to seek the good of ourselves ï Jer. 32:39 

Duty to seek the good of others ï 1 Pet. 2:12 

Question and Answer 113 ï The sins forbidden in the third 

commandment: 

The not using Godôs name as required ï Mal. 2:2 

Ignorant abuse of Godôs name ï Acts 17:23 

Vain use of Godôs name ï Prov. 30:9 

Irreverent and profane use of Godôs name ï Mal. 1:6, 7, 12 and 

3:14 
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Superstitious usage of Godôs name ï 1 Sam. 4:3-5; Jer. 7:4, 9, 

10, 14, 31; Col. 2:20-22 

Wickedly abusing Godôs attributes ï 2 Kings 18:30, 35; Exod. 

5:2 and Psa. 139:20 

The wicked abuse of Godôs ordinances ï Isa. 5:12 

Blasphemy - 2 Kings 19:22; Lev. 24:11 

Perjury ï Zech. 5:4; 8:17 

Sinful cursing ï 1 Sam. 17:43 and 2 Sam. 16:5 

Sinful oaths ï Jer. 5:7 and 23:10 

Profane vows ï Deut. 23:18; Acts 23:12, 14 

Profane use of lots ï Est. 3:7; 9:24 and Psa. 22:18 

Violating lawful oaths and vows ï Psa. 24:4 and Ezek. 17:16, 

18, 19 

Fulfilling unlawful oaths and vows ï Mark 6:26 and 1 Sam. 

25:22, 32-34 

Murmuring and quarrelling at Godôs decrees ï Rom. 9:14, 19- 

20 

Curious prying into Godôs decrees ï Deut. 29:29 

Misapplying Godôs decrees ï Rom. 3:5, 7 and Rom. 6:1-2 

Misapplying Godôs providences ï Eccl. 8:11; 9:3 and Psa. 39 

Misinterpreting the word of God ï Matt. 5:21-48 

Misapplying the Scriptures ï Ezek. 13:22 

Perverting any part of the word of God ï 2 Pet. 3:16 and Matt. 

22:24-31 

Profane jests ï Isa. 22:13 and Jer. 23:34, 36, 38 

Curious or unprofitable questions, vain janglings, or the main-

taining of false doctrines ï 1 Tim. 1:4, 6-7; 6:4-5, 20; 2 Tim. 

2:14 and Tit. 3:9 

Abusing Scripture, the creatures, or any thing contained under 

the name of God, to charms ï Deut. 18:10-14 

Sinful lusts and practices ï 2 Tim. 4:3-4; Rom. 13:13; 1 Kings 

21:9-10 and Jude 4 

Maligning Godôs truth ï Acts 13:45 and 1 John 3:12 
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Scorning the truth of God ï Psa. 1:1 and 2 Pet. 3:3 

Reviling the truth of God ï 1 Pet. 4:4 

Opposing Godôs truth, grace and ways ï Acts 13:45-46, 50; 

4:18; 19:9; 1 Thess. 2:16 and Heb. 10:29 

Making profession of religion in hypocrisy, or for sinister ends ï 

2 Tim. 3:5; Matt. 23:14 and 6:1-2, 5, 16 

Being a shame to the true religion by unconformable, unwise, 

unfruitful, and offensive walking ï Psa. 73:14-15; 1 Cor. 6:5-6; 

Eph. 5:15-17; Isa. 5:4; 2 Pet. 1:8-9 and Rom. 2:23 

Backsliding from a profession of faith ï Gal. 3:1, 3 and Heb. 6:6 

Question and Answer 116 ï The duties required in the 

fourth commandment: 

Sanctifying the first day of the week as the Christian Sabbath or 

Lordôs Day ï Deut. 5:12-14; Gen. 2:2-3; 1 Cor. 16:1, 2; Acts 

20:7; Matt. 5:17-18; Isa. 56:2, 4, 6, 7; Rev. 1:10 

Question and Answer 117 ï How the Sabbath or Lordôs Day 

is to be sanctified: 

Holy resting on the Sabbath Day - Exod. 20:8, 10 

Resting from worldly employments and recreations ï Exod. 

16:25-28; Neh. 13:15-22 and Jer. 17:21-22 

By works of necessity and mercy ï Matt. 12:1-3 

The public and private exercises of Godôs worship ï Isa. 58:13; 

Luke 4:16; Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:1-2; Psa. 92; Isa. 66:23 and 

Lev. 23:3 

Preparation of our hearts for the duties of the Sabbath ï Exod. 

20:8; Luke 23:54, 56; Exod. 16:22, 25, 26, 29 and Neh. 13:19 

Question and Answer 119 ï The sins forbidden in the fourth 

commandment: 

Omission of the duties required on the Sabbath ï Ezek. 22:26 

Careless performance or weariness of duties on the Lordôs Day 

ï Acts 20:7, 9; Ezek. 33:30-32; Amos 8:5 and Mal. 1:13 

Profaning the Sabbath by idleness and doing what is sinful ï 

Ezek. 23:38 
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All needless works, words, and thoughts, about our worldly em-

ployments and recreations ï Jer. 17:24, 27 and Isa. 58:13 

Question and Answer 126 ï The general scope of the fifth 

commandment: 

The performance of those duties which we owe to inferiors, su-

periors and equals ï Eph. 5:21; 1 Pet. 2:17 and Rom. 12:10 

Question and Answer 127 ï The honour that inferiors owe to 

their superiors : 

Due reverence in heart, word, and behaviour ï Mal. 1:6; Lev. 

19:3; Prov. 31:28; 1 Pet. 3:6; Lev. 19:32 and 1 Kings 2:19 

Prayer and thanksgiving for superiors ï 1 Tim. 2:1-2 

Imitation of their virtues and graces ï Heb. 13:7 and Phil. 3:17 

Willing obedience to their lawful commands and counsels ï 

Eph. 6:1-2, 5-7; 1 Pet. 2:13-14; Rom. 13:1-5; Heb. 13:17; Prov. 

4:3-4; 23:22 and Exod. 18:19, 24 

Due submission to corrections by superiors ï Heb. 12:9 and 1 

Pet. 2:18-20 

Fidelity to lawful superiors ï Tit. 2:9-10 

Defence of lawful superiors ï 1 Sam. 26:15-16; 2 Sam. 18:3 and 

Est. 6:2 

Maintenance of their persons and just authority ï Matt. 22:21; 

Rom. 13:6-7; 1 Tim. 5:17, 18; Gal. 6:6; Gen. 45:11 and 47:12 

Bearing with their infirmities ï 1 Pet. 2:18; Prov. 23:22 and 

Gen. 9:23 

Honouring them and their government ï Psa. 127:3-5 and Prov. 

31:23 

Question and Answer 128 ï The sins of inferiors against 

their superiors: 

Neglect of duties towards them ï Matt. 15:4-6 

Envying them ï Num. 11:28-29 

Contempt of ï 1 Sam. 8:7 and Isa. 3:5 

Rebellion against their persons, and places ï 2 Sam. 15:1-12; 

Exod. 21:15 and 1 Sam. 10:27 
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Rebellion against their lawful counsels, commands, and correc-

tions ï 1 Sam. 2:25 and Deut. 21:18-21 

Cursing and mocking them ï Prov. 30:11, 17 

Scandalous carriage which is a shame and dishonour to them 

and their government ï Prov. 19:26 

Question and Answer 129 ï The duties of superiors towards 

their infer iors: 

Love ï Col. 3:19 and Tit. 2:4 

Prayer for them ï 1 Sam. 12:23 and Job 1:5 

Bless them ï 1 Kings 8:55 and Gen. 49:28 

Give them instruction ï Deut. 6:6-7 

Counsel and admonish them ï Eph. 6:4 

Countenancing them ï 1 Pet. 3:7 

Commending them ï 1 Pet. 2:14 and Rom. 13:3 

Rewarding such as do well ï Est. 6:3 

Discountenancing, reproving, and chastising such as do ill ï 

Rom. 13:3-4; Prov. 29:15 and 1 Pet. 2:14 

Protecting them ï Job 29:12-17 and Isa. 1:10, 17 

Providing for them all things necessary for the soul and body ï 

Eph. 6:4 and 1 Tim. 5:8 

Grave, wise, holy, and exemplary carriage, to procure glory to 

God ï 1 Tim. 4:12 and Tit. 2:3-5 

To preserve that authority which God has given them ï Tit. 2:15 

Question and Answer 130 ï The sins of superiors: 

Neglect of duties required of them ï Ezek. 34:2-4 

Inordinate seeking of themselves, their own glory, ease, profit, 

and pleasure ï Phil. 2:21; John 5:44; 7:18; Isa. 56:10-11 and 

Deut. 17:17 

Commanding things unlawful ï Dan. 3:4-6; Acts 4:17-18 

Commanding things not in the power of inferiors to perform ï 

Exod. 5:10-18 and Matt. 23:2, 4 

Encouraging or favouring in them that which is evil ï 2 Sam. 

13:28 and 1 Sam. 3:13 
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Dissuading, discouraging, or discountenancing them in that 

which is good ï John 7:46-49; Col. 3:21 and Exod. 5:17 

Correcting them unduly ï 1 Pet. 2:8, 19-20; Heb. 12:10 and 

Deut. 25:3 

Careless exposing or leaving them to wrong temptation, and 

danger ï Gen. 38:11, 26 and Acts 18:17 

Provoking them to wrath ï Eph. 6:4 

Dishonouring themselves, or lessening their authority, by an un-

just, indiscreet, rigorous, or remiss behaviour ï Gen. 9:21; 1 

Kings 12:13-16; 1:6; 1 Sam. 2:29-31 

Question and Answer 131 ï The duties of equals: 

To regard the dignity of each other ï 1 Pet. 2:17 

Giving honour to go one before another ï Rom. 12:10 

Rejoice in each others gifts and advancement ï Rom. 12:15-16; 

Phil. 2:3-4 

Question and Answer 132 ï The sins of equals: 

Neglect of the duties required ï Rom. 13:8 

Undervaluing their worth ï 2 Tim. 3:8 

Envying the gifts of others ï Acts 7:9 

Grieving at the advancement or prosperity of one another ï 

Num. 12:2; Est. 6:12-13 

Usurping pre-eminence one over another ï 3 John 9 and Luke 

22:24 

Question and Answer 135 ï The duties required in the sixth 

commandment: 

Careful studies, and lawful endeavours, to preserve the life of 

ourselves and others ï Eph. 5:28 and 1 Kings 18:4 

By resisting all thoughts and purposes, subduing all passions, 

and avoiding all occasions, temptations, and practices, which 

tend to the unjust taking away the life of any ï Jer. 26:15-17, 21, 

27; Eph. 4:26; 2 Sam. 2:22; Deut. 22:8; Matt. 4:6-7; Prov. 1:10-

11, 15-16; 1 Sam. 24:12; 26:9-11; Gen. 37:21-22 
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Just defence against violence ï Psa. 82:4; Prov. 24:11-12; 1 

Sam. 14:45 

Patient bearing of the hand of God ï James 5:7-11 and Heb. 

12:9 

Quietness of mind ï 1 Thess. 4:11; 1 Pet. 3:3-4 and Psa. 37:8-11 

Cheerfulness of spirit ï Prov. 17:22 

Sober use of meat, drink, physic, sleep, labour, and recreations ï 

Prov. 25:16, 27; 1 Tim. 5:23; Isa. 38:21; Eccl. 5:12; 2 Thess. 

3:10, 12; Prov. 16:26; and Eccl. 3:4, 11 

Charitable thoughts ï 1 Sam. 19:4-5; 22:13-14 

Love ï Rom. 13:10 

Compassion ï Luke 10:33-34 

Meekness, gentleness, and kindness ï Col. 3:12-13 

Peaceable, mild and courteous speeches and behaviour ï James 

3:17; 1 Pet. 3:8-11 and Prov. 15:1-3 

Forbearance, readiness to be reconciled, patient bearing and for-

giving of injuries, and requiting good for evil ï Matt. 5:24; Eph. 

4:2, 32; Rom. 12:17, 20-21 

Comforting and succouring the distressed, and protecting and 

defending the innocent ï 1 Thess. 5:14; Job. 31:19-20; Matt. 

25:35-36; Prov. 31:8-9 

Question and Answer 136 ï The sins forbidden in the sixth 

commandment: 

The taking away the life of ourselves, or of others, except in the 

case of public justice, lawful war, or necessary defence ï Acts 

16:28; Gen. 9:6; Jer. 28:10; Deut. 20; Exod. 22:2 

The neglecting or withdrawing the lawful and necessary means 

of preservation of life ï Matt. 25:42-43; James 2:15-16 and 

Eccl. 6:1-2 

Sinful anger ï Matt. 5:22 

Hatred ï 1 John 3:15 and Lev. 19:17 

Envy ï Prov. 14:30 

Desire of revenge ï Rom. 12:19 
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All excessive passions ï Eph. 4:31 

Distracting cares ï Matt. 6:31, 34 

Immoderate use of meat, drink, labour, and recreations ï Luke 

21:34; Rom. 13:13; Eccl. 12:12; 2:22-23 and Isa. 5:12 

Provoking words ï Prov. 15:1 and 12:18 

Oppression ï Ezek. 18:18 and Exod. 1:14 

Quarrelling ï Gal. 5:15 and Prov. 23:29 

Striking, wounding, and whatsoever else tends to the destruction 

of the life of any ï Num. 35:16-18, 21 

Question and Answer 138 ï The duties required in the sev-

enth commandment: 

Chastity in body, mind, affections, words, and behaviour ï 1 

Thess. 4:4; Job. 31:1; 1 Cor. 7:34; Col. 4:6 and 1 Pet. 2:3 

The preservation of chastity in ourselves and others ï 1 Cor. 7:2, 

35-36 

Watchfulness over the eyes and all the senses ï Job. 31:1 

Temperance or self-control ï Acts 24:24-25  

Keeping of chaste company ï Prov. 2:16-20 

Modesty in apparel ï 1 Tim. 2:9 

Marriage by those that have not the gift of continency ï 1 Cor. 

7:2, 9 

Conjugal love and cohabitation ï Prov. 5:19-20 and 1 Pet. 3:7 

Diligent labour in our callings ï Prov. 31:11, 27-28 

Shunning all occasions of uncleanness, and resisting temptations 

thereunto ï Prov. 5:8 and Gen. 39:8-10 

Question and Answer 139 ï The sins forbidden in the sev-

enth commandment: 

The neglect of the duties required ï Prov. 5:7 

Adultery and fornication ï Heb. 13:4; Gal. 5:19 

Rape and incest ï 2 Sam. 13:14 and 1 Cor. 5:1 

Sodomy and all unnatural lusts ï Rom. 1:24, 26-27 and Lev. 

20:15-16 
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All unclean imaginations, thoughts, purposes, and affections ï 

Matt. 5:28; Matt. 15:19 and Col. 3:5 

All corrupt or filthy communications, or listening thereunto ï 

Eph. 5:3-4 and Prov. 7:5, 21-22 

Wanton looks ï Isa. 3:16 and 2 Pet. 2:14 

Impudent or light behaviour, immodest apparel ï Prov. 7:10 

Prohibiting lawful marriages ï 1 Tim. 4:3 

Dispensing with unlawful marriages ï Lev. 18:1-21; Mark 6:18; 

Mal. 2:11-12 

Allowing, tolerating, keeping of stews, and resorting to them ï 1 

Kings 15:12; 2 Kings 23:76; Deut. 23:17-18; Lev. 19:29; Jer. 

5:7 and Prov. 7:24-27 

Entangling vows of single life ï Matt. 19:10-11 

Undue delay of marriage ï 1 Cor. 7:7-9 and Gen. 38:26 

Having more wives or husbands than one at the same time ï 

Mal. 2:14-15 and Matt. 19:5 

Unjust divorce ï Mal. 2:16 and Matt. 5:32 

Desertion ï 1 Cor. 7:12-13 

Idleness, gluttony and drunkenness ï Ezek. 16:49 and Prov. 

23:30-33 

Unchaste company ï Gen. 39:10 and Prov. 5:8 

Lascivious songs, books, pictures, dancing and stage plays ï 

Eph. 5:4; Ezek. 23:24-16; Isa. 23:15-17; Isa. 3:16; Mark 6:22; 

Rom. 13:13 and 1 Pet. 4:3 

All provocations to, or acts of uncleanness, either in ourselves or 

others ï 2 Kings 9:30; Jer. 4:30 and Ezek. 23:40  

Question and Answer 141 ï The duties required in the 

eighth commandment: 

Truth, faithfulness, and justice in contracts and commerce be-

tween man and man ï Psa. 15:2, 4; Zech. 7:4, 10 and 8:16-17 

Rendering to every one his just due ï Rom. 13:7 

Restitution of goods unlawfully detained from the rightful own-

ers ï Lev. 6:2-5 and Luke 19:8 
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Giving and lending freely, according to our abilities, and the ne-

cessities of others ï Luke 6:30, 38; 1 John 3:17; Eph. 4:28 and 

Gal. 6:10 

Moderation of our judgments, wills, and affections concerning 

worldly goods ï 1 Tim. 6:6-7, 9 and Gal. 6:14 

Getting, keeping, and using the things which are necessary and 

convenient for the sustenance of our nature ï 1 Tim. 5:8; Prov. 

27:23-24; Eccl. 2:24; 3:12, 13; 1 Tim. 6:17, 18; Isa. 38:1 and 

Matt. 11:8 

A lawful calling ï 1 Cor. 7:20; Gen. 2:15 and 3:19 

Diligence in a lawful calling ï Eph. 4:28 and Prov. 10:4 

Frugality ï John 6:12 and Prov. 21:20 

Avoiding unnecessary law-suits, surety-ship, or other like en-

gagements ï Prov. 6:1-6 and 11:15 

All just and lawful means to further the wealth of our outward 

estate of ourselves and others ï Lev. 25:35; Deut. 22:1-4; Exod. 

23:4-5; Gen. 47:14, 20; Phil. 2:4 and Matt. 22:39 

Question and Answer 142 ï The sins forbidden in the eighth 

commandment: 

The neglect of the duties required ï James 2:15, 16; 1 John 3:17 

Theft ï Eph. 4:28 

Robbery ï Psa. 62:10 

Man-stealing ï 1 Tim. 1:10 

Receiving stolen goods ï Prov. 29:24 

Fraudulent dealing ï 1 Thess. 4:6 

False weights and measures ï Prov. 11:4 and 20:10 

Removing land-marks ï Deut. 19:14 and Prov. 23:10 

Injustice and unfaithfulness in contracts ï Amos 8:5 

Unfaithfulness in matters of trust ï Luke 16:10-12 

Oppression ï Ezek. 22:29 and Lev. 25:17 

Extortion ï Matt. 23:25 and Ezek. 22:12 

Usury ï Psa. 15:5 

Bribery ï Job 15:34 
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Vexatious law-suits ï 1 Cor. 6:6-8 and Prov. 3:29-30 

Unjust in-closures and depopulations ï Isa. 5:8 and Micah 2:2 

Engrossing commodities to enhance the price ï Prov. 11:26 

Unlawful callings ï Acts 19:19 

Unlawful ways of enriching ourselves ï Job 20:19; James 5:4 

and Prov. 21:6 

Covetousness ï Luke 12:15 

Inordinate prizing after worldly goods ï 1 Tim. 6:5; Col. 3:2; 

Prov. 23:5 and Psa. 62:10 

Distrustful and distracting cares about worldly goods ï Matt. 

6:25, 31, 34 and Eccl. 5:12 

Envying the prosperity of others ï Psa. 73:3; and 37:1, 7 

Idleness ï 2 Thess. 3:11 and Prov. 18:9 

Unduly prejudicing our outward estate ï Prov. 21:17; 23:20-21 

and 28:19 

Defrauding others of the estate God has given them ï Eccl. 4:8; 

6:2 and 1 Tim. 5:8 

Question and Answer 144 ï The duties required in the ninth 

commandment: 

Preserving and promoting truth between man and man ï Zech. 

8:16 

Defending our own and our neighbourôs good name ï 3 John 12 

Standing for the truth ï Prov. 31:8; Psa. 15:2; 2 Chron. 19:9; 1 

Sam. 19:4-5; Josh. 7:19; 2 Sam. 14:18-20 

Speaking the truth, and only the truth, in matters of judgment 

and justice ï Lev. 19:15; Prov. 14:5, 25; 2 Cor. 1:17-18 and 

Eph. 4:25 

A charitable esteem of our neighbours ï Heb. 6:9; 1 Cor. 13:7; 

Rom. 1:8; 2 John 4 and 3 John 3-4 

Covering other peopleôs infirmities ï Prov. 17:9 and 1 Pet. 4:8 

Acknowledging other peopleôs gifts and graces ï 1 Cor. 1:4-7 

and 2 Tim. 1:4-5 

Defending our neighbourôs innocence ï 1 Sam. 22:14 
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Ready receiving of a good report ï 1 Cor. 13:6-7 

Unwillingness to admit of an evil report ï Psa. 15:8 

Discouraging tale-bearers ï Prov. 25:23 

Discouraging flatterers ï Prov. 26:24-25 

Discouraging slanderers ï Psa. 101:5 

Defending our own good name ï Prov. 22:1 and John 8:49 

Keeping lawful promises ï Psa. 15:4 

Studying and practising whatsoever things are true, honest, 

lovely, and of good report ï Phil. 4:8 

Question and Answer 145 ï The sins forbidden in the ninth 

commandment: 

Prejudicing the truth, and the good name of our neighbours, as 

well as our own ï 1 Sam. 17:28; 2 Sam. 16:3; 1:9, 10, 15-16 

Untruthfulness in public judicature ï Lev. 19:15 and Hab. 1:4 

Giving false evidence ï Prov. 19:5; 6:16, 19 

Setting up a false witness ï Acts 6:13 

Pleading for an evil-cause ï Jer. 9:3; Acts 24:2, 5; Psa. 12:3-4; 

52:1-4 

Passing unjust sentence ï Prov. 17:15 and 1 Kings 21:9-14 

Rewarding the wicked ï Isa. 5:23 

Forgery ï Psa. 119:69; Luke 19:8 and 16:5-7 

Undue silence in a just cause ï Lev. 5:1; Deut. 13:8; Acts 5:3, 8-

9 and 2 Tim. 4:6 

Holding our peace when reproof is needed ï 1 Kings 1:6; Lev. 

19:17 and Isa. 59:4 

Speaking the truth unseasonably, maliciously or to a wrong end 

ï Prov. 29:11; 1 Sam. 22:9-10 and Psa. 52:1-5 

Perverting the truth and justice through equivocation ï Psa. 

56:5; John 2:19; Matt. 26:60-61; Gen. 3:5; 26:7, 9 

Speaking untruth ï Isa. 59:13 

Lying ï Lev. 19:11 and Col. 3:9 

Slandering ï Psa. 50:20 

Backbiting ï Psa. 15:3 
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Detracting others ï James 4:11 and Jer. 38:4 

Tale-bearing ï Lev. 19:16  

Whispering ï Rom. 1:29-30 

Scoffing ï Gen. 21:9 and Gal. 4:29 

Reviling ï 1 Cor. 6:10 

Rash, harsh, and partial censuring ï Matt. 7:1; Acts 28:4; Gen. 

38:24 and Rom. 2:1 

Misconstruing intentions, words, and actions ï Neh. 6:6-8; Rom. 

3:8; Psa. 69:10; 1 Sam. 1:13-15; 2 Sam. 10:3 

Flattering ï Psa. 12:2-3 

Vain-glorious boasting ï 2 Tim. 3:2 

Speaking too highly or too meanly of ourselves and others ï 

Luke 18:9, 11; Rom. 12:16; 1 Cor. 4:6; Acts 12:22; Exod. 4:10-

14 

Denying the gifts and graces of God ï Job 27:5-6; 4:6 

Aggravating smaller faults ï Matt. 7:3-5 

Hiding, excusing, or extenuating sins, when called to a free con-

fession ï Prov. 28:13; 30:20; Gen. 3:12-13; Jer. 2:35; 2 Kings 

5:25 and Gen. 4:9 

Unnecessary discovery of infirmities ï Gen. 9:22 and Prov. 

25:9-10 

Raising false rumours ï Exod. 23:1 

Receiving and countenancing evil reports ï Prov. 29:12 

Stopping our ears against just defence ï Acts 7:56-57 and Job 

31:13-14 

Evil suspicion ï 1 Cor. 13:5 and 1 Tim. 6:4 

Envying or grieving at the deserved credit of any ï Num. 11:29 

and Matt. 21:15 

Desiring to impair the deserved credit of others ï Ezra 4:12-13 

Rejoicing in other peopleôs disgrace and infamy ï Jer. 47:27 

Scornful contempt ï Psa. 35:15-16, 21 and Matt. 27:28-29 

Fond admiration ï Jude 16 and Acts 12:22 

Breach of lawful promises ï Rom. 1:31 and 2 Tim. 3:3 
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Neglecting such things as are of good report ï 1 Sam. 2:24 

Practicing such things as procure an ill name ï 2 Sam. 13:12-13; 

Prov. 5:8-9 and 6:33 

Question and Answer 147 ï The duties of the tenth com-

mandment: 

Full contentment with our own condition ï Heb. 13:5 and 1 

Tim. 6:6 

A charitable frame toward our neighbour ï Job 31:29; Psa. 

122:7-8; 1 Tim. 1:5; Est. 10:3 and 1 Cor. 13:4-7  

Question and Answer 148 ï The sins forbidden in the tenth 

commandment: 

Discontentment with our own estate ï 1 Kings 21:4; Est. 5:18 

and 1 Cor. 10:10 

Envying others ï Gal. 5:26 and James 3:14, 16 

Grieving at the good of our neighbour ï Psa. 112:9-10 and Neh. 

2:10 

Coveting what belongs to other people ï Rom. 7:7-8; 13:9; Col. 

3:5 and Deut. 5:21 

Having listed all of these proof-texts, which are considered 

by the Westminster Divines to be part of the moral law of God, 

one is simply staggered that some people can even think that the 

Westminster Standards teach that the moral law is only the Ten 

Words of the Decalogue.  If that was the case, then why would 

the Westminster Divines cite these Biblical laws outside the 

Decalogue if they only believed that the Decalogue was the 

moral law?  Clearly such latent antinomianism is a far cry from 

the whole-law position of the Westminster Standards, as the 

Westminster Divines taught that the moral law continues to bind 

us in exhaustive detail. 

 

The Westminster Confession and the Moral Law 
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It was once suggested to me by a vocal opponent of Theonomy 

that the Westminster Confession taught that only the Decalogue 

constituted the moral law; those who adopt such a view usually 

appeal to chapter 19, section 2: 

This law after his [Adamôs] fall, continued to be a perfect 

rule of righteousness, and, as such was delivered by God 

upon Mount Sinai, in Ten Commandments, and written in 

two tables: the four first commandments containing our 

duty towards God; and the other six our duty to man. 

However those who allege that this part of the Confession 

teaches that the moral law is absolutely contained in the Ten 

Commandments, would have us believe that the Confession 

contradicts the Shorter and Larger Catechismôs position that the 

moral law is ósummarily comprehendedô in the Decalogue.  Yet, 

even laying that somewhat obvious consideration aside, those 

who contend that the Westminster Confession adopts a Deca-

logue-only approach to the moral law fail to read the Confession 

in context.  I say this because immediately preceding 19:2 we 

find these words: 

God gave to Adam a law, as a covenant of works, by 

which He bound him and all his posterity to personal, en-

tire, exact, and perpetual obedience; promised life upon 

the fulfilling, and threatened death upon the breach of it: 

and endued him with power and ability to keep it.  (19:1) 

Here we find that in the covenant of works prior to the fall, 

Adam was bound to perfect obedience to the entire moral law of 

God.  Does this mean that Adam was only bound to the wording 

of the Decalogue?  Hardly, since the Ten Commandments had 

not yet been written, nevertheless, according to the Westminster 

Confession, Adam was bound to obey the moral law.  So if the 

Confession teaches that Adam was bound to obey the moral law 

prior to the writing of the Ten Commandments, then the moral 

law must consist of more than the Ten Commandments.   
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 Unsurprisingly commentators on the Westminster Confes-

sion reject the view that it teaches the Decalogue-only view of 

the moral law.  For instance, Robert Shaw argues that at Mount 

Sinai the law of nature (the moral law, Rom. 2:14-15) was codi-

fied, so that óin this promulgation of the law, he [God] summed 

it up in Ten Commandments.ô
190

  Additionally, the Princeton 

theologian A.A. Hodge argues that óthis moral law has for our 

instruction been summarily comprehended, as to its general 

principles, in their application to the main relations men sustain 

to God and to each other, in the Ten Commandments.ô
191

  In-

deed, Prof. Hodge even goes on to say: 

That this moral law has been summarily comprehended in 

the two tables of the law, called the Ten Commandments, 

is a fact not disputed.  By this it is not meant that every 

duty which God now requires of Christian men may be 

directly derived from the Decalogue, but that the general 

principles of the infinite law of moral perfection, as ad-

justed to the general relations sustained by man to God and 

to one another, may be found there.
192

 

And he also points out that the moral law is ósummarily ex-

pressed in the Decalogue.ô
193

  Furthermore, G.I. Williamson 

states that ówe have this moral law ñsummarily comprehendedò 

in the Ten Commandments,ô
194

 even arguing that óGodôs re-

vealed will is the moral law.ô
195

  This, of course, as we saw ear-

lier, is the Biblical position. 

 Another fact worth taking on board is one of the proof-

texts used by the Westminster Divines to support their position 

that óthe moral law does for ever bind allô (19:5).  To substanti-
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ate this claim, the Divines appeal to (among other passages) 

Matt. 5:17-19.  Since this text teaches that even the ójots and tit-

tlesô of the moral law remain in force, the Westminster Divines 

could not have been of the opinion that it only referred to the 

Decalogue ï as ójots and tittlesô hardly seems a fitting descrip-

tion of the Ten Commandments.  Interestingly, in his commen-

tary on the Sermon on the Mount, the early Puritan William 

Perkins said óthis property of the Law, being unchangeable, and 

for ever to be kept, shows that no creature may dispense with 

the Law of God.  Menôs laws may be abrogated and changed, 

but Godôs Law even in the least parts thereof, must stand for-

ever, till it be accomplished to the full.ô
196

  Perkins believed that 

Christ had come to uphold the óleast partsô of the moral law, not 

simply the Ten Words of the Decalogue; it is unlikely that the 

Westminster Assembly disagreed.  Perkins further defends this 

whole-law position by arguing: 

Our Saviour Christ in this property of immutability, gives 

unto the whole Law, and unto every syllable and letter 

thereof, his proper force, virtue, and sense; so as there is 

nothing in it, not so much as one letter vain or idle: for 

every commandment reveals the perfect justice of God, 

and every letter serves to express the same Commandment.  

And herein the Law of God differs from menôs laws: for in 

them be many vain and idle words, yea, oftentimes whole 

sentences; but in the Law of God it is not so.
197

 

Perkins also states: 

What the Moral Law is, I will describe in three points: 

First, it is that part of Godôs Word concerning right-

eousness and godliness, which was written in Adamôs 

mind by the gift of creation; and the remnants of it be in 
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every man by the light of nature: in regard whereof it binds 

all men.  Secondly, it commands perfect obedience, both 

inward in thought and affection; and outward in speech 

and action.  Thirdly, it binds to the curse and punishment, 

every one that fails in the least duty thereof, though but 

once, and that in thought only: Gal. 3:10 Cursed is every-

one that continues not in all things that are written in the 

Law, to do them.  The sum of the Moral Law is pro-

pounded in the Decalogue, or Ten Commandments, 

which many can repeat, but few do understand.
198

 

Note that for Perkins, the Decalogue is merely a summary of the 

whole Moral Law, which is óthat part of Godôs Word concerning 

righteousness and godlinessô; the latent antinomian view that the 

Decalogue alone is the Moral Law is a serious departure from 

the historic Reformed position.  This interpretation of Perkinsô 

view is confirmed by his comment on Matt. 5:19, when he says 

óby least commandment, he means the precepts of the Moral 

Law.ô
199

  There is simply no way that Perkins understood the 

terms ñjot and tittleò or ñleast commandmentò to be only refer-

ring to the Ten Words of the Decalogue.  Such an interpretation 

of this passage would be preposterous.  And the Scottish Coven-

anter James Durhamôs comments, in his exposition of the Ten 

Commandments, are also germane here, as he says that the 

Decalogue is óintended as a comprehensive sum of his [Godôs] 

peopleôs duty.ô
200

  These sentiments cannot be reconciled with 

the notion that only the Decalogue is the moral law.  Moreover, 

the Puritan commentator Matthew Poole certainly believed that 

Matt. 5:17-19 referred to a lot more than the Decalogue, as he 

argued that óthe [moral] law is the certain and unchangeable will 
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of God concerning reasonable creatures, and it shall never be al-

tered in the least tittle, nor ever be abolished.ô
201

   

 Even later Reformed writers (who would not have held a 

Theonomic view of the civil law like the Puritans generally did) 

have acknowledged that Matt. 5:17-19 referred to much more 

than the Ten Words of the Decalogue.  For instance, Princeton 

theologian B.B. Warfield contended that in Matt. 5:17-19 óit is 

asserted with an emphasis which could not be made stronger, 

that the law in its smallest details remains in undiminished 

authority  so long as the world lasts.ô
202

  And Prof. John Murray 

of Westminster Theological Seminary maintained that óa per-

sonôs standing (not entrance) in the kingdom of God is deter-

mined by meticulous observation of the least details of the 

Law.ô
203

  These statements that the least details of the moral law 

remain binding simply do not comport with the novel theory that 

the Ten Commandments alone are the moral law.   

 Moreover, it should be kept in mind that the Westminster 

Divines also used Matt. 5:17 to prove that the general equity of 

various judicial laws (19:4) ï which were obviously recorded 

outside the Decalogue ï remains perpetually valid.  Thus they 

regarded the underlying principle of judicial laws to be part of 

the moral law as well as the Decalogue, thus refuting the non-

sense that only the Ten Commandments constitute the moral law 

in Confessional teaching.  Not only is such latent antinomianism 

contrary to the Westminster Standards, but it is at odds with the 

mainstream of Reformed thinking from the sixteenth to the 

twentieth century.  This fact alone should make modern Calvin-

ists very wary of such an innovative concept. 

In addition, we find that the Reformed óthree usesô of the 

moral law ï as set forth both in the Westminster Confession and 
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John Calvinôs Institutes of the Christian Religion ï teaches us 

that the moral law extends far beyond the Ten Words of the 

Decalogue alone.  Greg Bahnsen explains that, for the early Re-

formed theologians, óthe first us of Godôs Law...is ñthe political 

use of the law.ò  They believed that the enforcement of Godôs 

Law by the civil magistrate is necessary for the proper and le-

gitimate restraining of ungodly behaviour by ungodly men.ô
204

  

This is also taught in the Westminster Confession; however, due 

to the manner in which the Confession is structured, it does not 

appear in Chapter 19 (Of the Law of God), but in Chapter 23 

(Of the Civil Magistrate) where it says: 

God, the supreme Lord and King of all the world, has or-

dained civil magistrates, to be, under Him, over the people, 

for His own glory, and the public good: and, to this end, 

has armed them with the power of the sword, for the de-

fence and encouragement of them that are good, and for 

the punishment of evildoers. (23:1) 

According to the Westminster Confession then, the civil magis-

trate has been ordained to punish criminal evildoers who trans-

gress the Law of God.  Obviously not all crimes are recorded in 

the Decalogue, as things like kidnapping, rape, blasphemy, 

witchcraft, homosexuality, incest, bestiality, and so on, are 

found outside the Ten Commandments.  Consequently, this 

means that when early Reformed divines referred to the first use 

of the moral law (its political use) they did not limit the moral 

law to the Decalogue alone.  Due to the nature in which Calvin 

wrote his Institutes of the Christian Religion, the three uses of 

the moral law (unlike in the Westminster Confession) are re-

corded consecutively (2. 7. 10-12).  On the first use, Calvin ex-

plains how the moral law is a restraint upon malefactors: 

                                                 
204

 G.L. Bahnsen, By This Standard: The Authority of Godôs Law Today, p. 202 



Page | 130  

 

At least by fear of punishment to restrain certain men who 

are untouched by any care for what is just and right unless 

compelled by hearing the divine threats in the law.  But 

they are restricted, not because their inner mind is strained 

or affected, but because, being bridled, so to speak, they 

keep their hands from outward activity, and hold inside the 

depravity that otherwise they would wantonly indulged.  

Consequently, they are neither better nor more righteous 

before God.  Hindered by fright or shame, they dare nei-

ther execute what they have conceived in their minds, nor 

openly breathe forth the rage of their lust.  Still they do not 

have hearts disposed to fear and obedience toward God.  

Indeed, the more they restrain themselves, the more 

strongly are they influenced and burn and boil within, and 

are ready to do anything or burst forth anywhere ï but for 

the fact that this dread of the law hinders them.  Not only 

that ï but so wickedly do they also hate the law itself, and 

curse the Lawgiver, that if they could, they would most 

certainly abolish him, for they cannot bear him either 

when he commanded them to do right, or when he takes 

vengeance on the despisers of his majesty.  All who are 

still unregenerate feel ï some more obscurely, some more 

openly ï that they are not drawn to obey the law voluntary, 

but impelled by a violent fear do so against their will and 

despite their opposition to it. 

But this constrained and forced righteousness is nec-

essary for the public community of men, for whose tran-

quillity the Lord herein provided when he took care that 

everything be not tumultuously confounded.  This would 

happen if everything were permitted to all men.  Nay, even 

for the children of God, before they are called and while 

they are destitute of the Spirit of sanctification [Rom. 1:4, 

Vg. Etc.], so long as they play wanton in the folly of the 
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flesh, it is profitable for them to undergo this tutelage.  

While by the dread of divine vengeance they are restrained 

at least from outward wantonness, with minds that un-

touched they progress but slightly for the present, yet be-

come partially broken in by bearing the yoke of righteous-

ness.  As a consequence, when they are called, they are not 

utterly untutored and uninitiated in discipline as if it were 

specifically to have alluded to this function of the law 

when he teaches ñthat the law is not laid down for the just 

but for the unjust and disobedient, for the ungodly, and 

sinners, for the unholy and profane, for murderers of par-

ents, kidnappers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else runs 

counter to sound doctrineò [1 Tim. 1:9-10].  He shows in 

this that the law is like a halter to check the raging and 

otherwise limitlessly raging lusts of the flesh. (2. 7. 10).
205

 

Calvin is saying here that the moral law acts as a restraint upon 

wicked men in civil society, who, though fear of external pun-

ishment, are forced to restrain their unrighteous behaviour, even 

though they do not do this out of love for the Law or the Law-

giver, but they are compelled against their will to submit to the 

moral lawôs outward demands.  It is interesting to note that the 

proof-text which Calvin uses to substantiate his belief in this use 

of the moral law.  The passage he appeals to in 1 Timothy 1:9-

10 refers to various forms of outwardly wicked (and even crimi-

nal) activity, yet it includes things that are not listed in the Deca-

logue.  For instance, the text refers to manslayers (as distinct 

from murderers), perverts, and kidnappers ï yet none of these 

things are explicitly mentioned in the Ten Commandments.  

Hence, it is clear from his teaching on the first use of the moral 

law, that Calvin did not limit the scope of the moral law to the 

Decalogue alone. 
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The second use of the moral law which the early Reformed 

theologians identified ówas called ñthe pedagogic use of the 

law.ò  By providing conviction of sin and creating a sense of 

spiritual need in the sinner, the law was a tutor to bring him to 

Christ.ô
206

  After stating that óthe moral law does for ever bind 

all, as well as justified persons as others, to the obedience 

thereofô (19:5), the Westminster Confession goes on to say that 

this same moral law is of use to men in ódiscovering also the 

sinful pollutions of their nature, hearts and lives; so as, examin-

ing themselves thereby, they may come to further conviction of, 

and humiliation for, and hatred of sinô (19:6).  Thus for the Con-

fession, the moral law defines what constitutes sin.  Obviously, 

this is entirely in line with Scripture, because the apostle Paul 

wrote that óif it had not been for the law, I would not have 

known sin.  I would not have known what it is to covet if the 

law had not said, ñYou shall not covet.òô (Rom. 7:7).  Since the 

Decalogue does not exhaustively define sin (though it does de-

fine it by way of summary), then it is necessary for one to go 

outside the Ten Commandments in order to fully understand the 

true breadth of the moral lawôs definition of sin.  Remember that 

if we restrict the moral law merely to the Ten Words of the 

Decalogue, then we will not be able to say that blasphemy, 

witchcraft, incest, Sodomy, bestiality, and many other acts of 

wickedness are actually sinful!  However, for the unregenerate, 

the exposure of their sin - though the mirror the whole moral 

law - is supposed to drive them to Christ for justification: óthe 

law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, that we might be justified 

by faithô (Gal. 3:24 NKJV).  And so Martin Luther argued that, 

in the pedagogical sense, óthe right use and end, therefore, of the 

law is to assume and condemn as guilty such as live in security, 

that they may see themselves to be in danger of sin, wrath, and 
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death eternal...The law with this office helps by occasion to jus-

tification, in that it drives a man to the promise of grace.ô
207

  Un-

surprisingly, John Calvin agreed that the moral lawôs exposure 

of manôs sin meant that it acted as a tutor to point sinners to 

their need of Christôs righteousness in justification: 

What Paul says elsewhere, that ñthe law was for the Jews a 

tutor unto Christò [Gal. 3:24], may be applied to both 

functions of the law.  There are two kinds of men whom 

the law leads by its tutelage to Christ. 

Of the first kind we have already spoken: because they are 

too full of their own virtue or of the assurance of their own 

righteousness, they are not first to receive Christôs grace 

unless they first be emptied.  Therefore, through the rec-

ognition of their own misery, the law brings them down 

to humility in order thus to prepare them to seek what pre-

viously they lacked.  Men of the second kind have need of 

a bridle to restrain them from so slackening the reins on 

the lust of the flesh as to fall clean away from all pursuit of 

righteousness.  For where the Spirit of God does not yet 

rule lusts sometimes so boil that there is danger lest they 

plunge the soul bound over to them into forgetfulness and 

contempt of God.  And such would happen if God did not 

oppose it with this remedy.  Therefore, if he does not im-

mediately regenerate those whom he has destined to in-

herit his kingdom, until the time of his visitation, he keeps 

them safe through the works of the law under fear [cf. 1 

Peter 2:12].  This is not that chaste and pure fear such as 

ought to be in his sons, but a fear useful in teaching them 

true godliness according to their capacity.  We have so 

many proofs of this matter that no example is needed.  For 

all who have at any time groped about in ignorance of God 
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will admit that it happened to them in such a way that the 

bridle of the law restrained them in some fear and rever-

ence toward God until, regenerated by the Spirit, they be-

gan wholeheartedly to love him.  (2. 7. 11).
208

 

Since, for Calvin, the moral law is of use to expose men to the 

extent of ótheir miseryô as sinners, then Calvin must be in 

agreement with the Westminster Divines (as well as modern 

Theonomists) that the whole moral law is what objectively de-

fines sin.  Due to the fact that the Biblical definition of sin is 

much, much broader than only what is listed in the Decalogical 

commandments, then the moral law must encompass a whole lot 

more than the Ten Commandments alone.
209

 

Finally, óthe third use of the law identified by the Reform-

ers was its ñdidactic useò, whereby the law supplies a rule of life 

for believers.ô
210

  This is why the Westminster Confession says 

that: óAlthough true believers be not under the law, as a cove-

nant of works, to be thereby justified or condemned
211

; yet is it 

informing them of the will of God, and their duty, it directs them 

and binds them to walk accordinglyô (19:6).  So although Chris-

tians do not seek to be justified by means of keeping the moral 

law, nevertheless, óit remains to them an inflexible standard of 

righteousness, to which their nature and their actions ought to 
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correspond.ô
212

  But is the Decalogue (considered by itself and 

not as a summary of the moral law) sufficient to instruct us as to 

how we are to govern our lives?  Certainly not!  Instead we need 

the whole moral law ï contained in óAll Scripture breathed out 

by Godô (2 Tim. 3:16) ï to instruct us in righteousness, as many 

sins and duties are not explicitly recorded in the Ten Com-

mandments.  Thus Calvin maintains that the whole moral law is 

of use to instruct believers in righteousness: 

The third and principle use, which pertains more closely to 

the proper purpose of the law, finds its place among be-

lievers in whose hearts the Spirit of God already lives and 

reigns.  For even though they have the law written and en-

graved upon their hearts by the finger of God [Jer. 31:33; 

Heb. 10:16], that is, have been so moved and quickened 

through the directing of the Spirit that they long to obey, 

they still profit by the law in two ways. 

Here is the best instrument for them to learn more thor-

oughly each day the nature of the Lordôs will to which 

they aspire, and to confirm them in the understanding of it.  

It is as if some servant already prepared with all earnest-

ness of heart to commend himself to his master, must 

search out and observe his masterôs ways more carefully in 

order to conform and accommodate himself to them.  And 

not one of us may escape from this necessity.  For no man 

has heretofore attained to such wisdom as to be unable, 

form the daily instruction of the law, to make progress 

toward a purer knowledge of the divine will.  Again, 

because we need not only teaching but also exhortation, 

the servant of God will also avail himself of this benefit of 

the law: by frequent meditation upon it to be aroused to 

obedience, be strengthened in it, and be drawn back from 
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the slippery path of transgression.  In this way the saints 

must press on; for, however eagerly they may in accor-

dance with the Spirit strive toward Godôs righteousness, 

the listless flesh always so burdens them that they do not 

proceed with due readiness.  The law is to the flesh like a 

whip to an idle and balky ass, to arouse it to work.  Even 

for a spiritual man not yet free of the weight of the flesh 

the law remains a constant sting that will not let him stand 

still.  Doubtless David was referring to this use when he 

sang the praises of the law: ñThe law of the Lord is spot-

less, converting souls;...the righteous acts of the Lord are 

right, rejoicing hearts; the precepts of the Lord is clear, 

enlightening the eyesò, etc. [Psa. 18:8-9 Vg; 19:7-8 EV].  

Likewise: ñThy word is a lamp to my feet and a light to 

my pathò [Psa. 119:105], and innumerable other sayings in 

the same psalm [e.g., Psa. 119:5].  These do not contradict 

Paulôs statements, which show not what it can of itself 

confer upon man.  But here the prophet proclaims the great 

usefulness of the law: the Lord instructs by their reading of 

it those whom he inwardly instils with a readiness to obey.  

He lays hold not only of the precepts, but the accompany-

ing promise of grace, which alone sweetens what is bitter.  

For what would be less honourable than the law if, with 

importing or threatening alone, it troubled souls through 

fear, and distressed them through fright?  David especially 

shows that in the law he apprehended the Mediator, with-

out whom there is no delight or sweetness. (2. 7. 12)
213

 

For Calvin, the regenerate man learns to love the Law of God 

through frequent meditation upon it.  The Law of God is no 

longer a terror to the man justified by Christ; instead he joyfully 

acknowledges it as his whole rule of obedience.  Through daily 
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instruction in the moral law, the Christian is to learn more and 

more of Godôs will, so that he will avoid sin and perform his 

duty.  Since this is how Calvin regarded the moral law in its di-

dactic usage, it would border upon the absurd to claim that he 

limited it to the Ten Words of the Decalogue alone.  Instead, 

Calvin sees the moral law as it is expressed throughout Scripture 

as the believerôs rule of life and conduct, as it is the whole moral 

law (not merely the Decalogue) which defines sin and duty.
214

 

 

The Three-Fold Division of the Law 

 

Does asserting that Biblical civil laws are part of the moral law 

of God mean that one has abandoned the three-fold division of 

the law (moral, judicial, and ceremonial)?  Not at all, instead it 

merely recognizes that some laws can be both moral and judicial 

(a crime that is to be punished by the civil magistrate or some 

other social legislation), while other laws are judicial and cere-

monial (they are external fences to the ceremonial law).  This is 

not a redefinition of the traditional Reformed three-fold division 

of the law; in fact we see this very principle being upheld by the 

Puritan Thomas Shepard: 

The judicial laws, some of them being hedges and fences 

safeguard both moral and ceremonial precepts, their bind-

ing power was therefore mixed and various, for those 
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which did safeguard any moral law, (which is perpetual,) 

whether by just punishments or otherwise, do still morally 

bind all nations; for, as Piscator argues, a moral law is 

good and as precious now in these times as then, and there 

is as much need of the preservation of these fences to pre-

serve these laws in these times, and at all times, as well as 

then, there being as much danger of the treading down of 

those laws by the wild beasts of the world and brutish men 

(sometimes even in churches) now as then; and hence God 

would have all nations preserve their fences forever, as 

he would have that law preserved forever which these 

safeguard; but, on the other side, these judicials which did 

safeguard ceremonial laws which we know were not per-

petual, but proper to that nation, hence those judicials 

which compass these about are not perpetual nor universal; 

the ceremonials being plucked up by their roots, to what 

purpose then should their fences and hedges stand? As, on 

the contrary, the morals abiding, why should not their 

judicials and fences remain? The learned generally 

doubt not to affirm that Mosesô judicials bind all na-

tions, so far as they contain any moral equity in them, 

which moral equity does appear not only in respect of the 

end of the law, when it is ordered for common and univer-

sal good, but chiefly in respect of the law which they safe-

guard and fence, which if it be moral, it is most just and 

equal that either then some judicial fence (according to 

some fit proportion) should preserve it still, because it is 

but just and equal that a moral and universal law 

should be universally preserved; from whence, by the 

way, the weakness of their reasonings may be observed, 

who, that they may take away the power of the civil mag-

istrate in matters of the first table, (which once he has in 

the Jewish commonwealth,) affirm that such civil power 
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then did arise from the judicial, and not from the moral 

law; whenas it is manifest that his power in preserving 

Godôs worship pure from idolatrous and profane mixtures, 

according to the judicial laws, was no more but a fence 

and safeguard set about moral commandments; which 

fences and preservatives are therefore (for substance) to 

continue in as much power and authority now as they did 

in those days, as long as such laws continue in their moral-

ity, which these preserve; the duties of the first table being 

also as much moral as those of the second, to the preserv-

ing of which latter from hurt and spoil in respect of their 

morality, no wise man questions the extent of his power.
215

 

Shepard is not alone among early Reformed theologians in as-

serting that the categories of moral and judicial law overlap with 

each other.  We find that the great theologian of the early Puri-

tan era, William Perkins also held this position: 

Now judicial laws, that are in foundation and substance 

moral, are not abrogated, but are perpetual.  For the 

better discerning of them, I give two notes.  The first is 

this: if a judicial law serve directly and immediately to 

guard and fence any one of the Ten Commandments, in the 

main scope and end thereof, it is moral in equity, and 

perpetual: because the end and use thereof is perpetual.
216

 

In his exposition of Matt. 5:17, Perkins argues: 

The Law in general, is that part of Godôs Word, which 

commands things just, honest, and godly: and being thus 

conceived, it is threefold; Ceremonial, Judicial, and Moral.  

The Ceremonial Law, is that part of Godôs Word, which 

prescribed to the Jews, ceremonies, rites, and orders, to be 

performed in the worship of God: this law is laid down in 

the books of Moses, especially in Leviticus.  The Judicial 
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Law, is that part of Godôs Word, which prescribed ordi-

nances for the government of the Jewsô Commonwealth, 

and the civil punishment of offenders.  The Ceremonial 

Law concerned the Jews only: the Judicial Law did in-

deed principally concern them; but yet, so far forth as 

it tended to the establishing of the Moral Law, having 

in it common equity, it concerns all people in all times 

and places.
217

 

Like modern Theonomists, William Perkins asserts that what 

was unique to Israel in the Judicial Law of Moses is no longer 

binding, while the parts of the Law common to all nations are 

part of the Moral Law and thus of perpetual obligation.  As he 

says elsewhere:  

As for the Judicial Law, though it be abrogated unto us, 

so far as it was peculiar to the Jews; yet, as it agrees 

with common equity, and serves directly to establish the 

precepts of the Moral Law, it is perpetual.
218

   

Again, Perkins affirms that what was unique to the Jews in the 

Judicial Law of Moses has been abolished; this is also what 

modern Theonomists teach.  However, what was not peculiar to 

Israel remains of perpetual obligation to all nations, as it is part 

of the Moral Law which is immutable.  Another great figure 

from the Puritan era, William Ames, denies the hard and fast 

distinction which latent antinomians which to make between the 

moral and civil laws: 

This Judicial Law is not accurately distinguished from 

the Moral Law and Natural Law, in this, that the Moral 

Law was published by God with his own voice, and twice 

written in Tables of stone and expressed in the Decalogue, 

but the Judicial Law without all this solemnity, was after-
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wards delivered to Moses, and by him to the people.  For 

the Laws of restoring things lent or trusted, of just weights 

and measures, of paying the labourer his hire, and many 

such as these, not expressly set down in the Decalogue, are 

not more Judicial or less Moral, and natural than the 

Commandment, Thou shalt not steal.
219

  

Ames is here condemning the view that the moral law is the 

Decalogue alone, and shows us that laws outside the Decalogue 

are also part of the moral law of God (including many judicial 

laws).  Moreover, Ames claims that unless a judicial law was 

peculiar to the Jews, it is to be considered part of the moral law:   

But it is no certain rule (which is given by some) that 

wheresoever the reason of the Law is Moral, there the Law 

itself is Moral, as is seen in Lev. 11:44.  For any special 

determination of a Law may be confirmed by a general 

reason: and the nature of the Lawgiver being mutable has 

some place too, and power in constituting Laws which 

may be mutable.  But where the special intrinsical and 

proper reason of the Law is moral, there it always follows, 

that the Law itself must needs be Moral. Those Laws 

therefore which are usually reckoned among the Judi-

cial, and yet in their nature bear no singular respect to 

the condition of the Jews more than of any other peo-

ple.  Those are all of the Moral and Natural Law, 

which are common to all nations.
220

 

Thus the argument that modern Theonomists blur the distinction 

between moral and civil law by arguing that some judicial laws 

fall into both categories is clearly a-historical.  And it should be 

taken into account that even a (admittedly mild) non-

Theonomist such as John Frame admits that óamong the civil 
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laws are at least some that apply to nations other than Israel ï 

that is, some that are not merely civil, but moral.ô
221

    

 However, in light of the above quotations from the Puri-

tans, it is somewhat surprising to read one scholar point out that: 

Among most Reformed theologians, the problem is how 

much of the Mosaic Law continues to be authoritative for 

the new covenant community.  Most Reformed scholars 

have answered: the ñmoralò law only.  Bahnsen and other 

Theonomists answer: the ñmoralò and ñcivilò law.
222

 

Considering that Douglas Moo is a Lutheran he could be ex-

cused for not properly understanding the teaching of the Re-

formed tradition.  However, the irony is that he has merely high-

lighted the fact that most contemporary Reformed scholars 

(unlike their Puritan forebears) fail to acknowledge that Biblical 

civil laws are also part of the moral law. 

 Furthermore (as we have already noted) it should be re-

membered that the Westminster Confession uses Matthew 5:17-

19 as a proof-text to show that the moral law is perpetually bind-

ing upon all men (19:5), yet it also employs Matt. 5:17 as evi-

dence that the ógeneral equityô of ósundry [various] judicial 

lawsô is also of universal obligation, and thus part of the moral 

law.  Also note that in their exposition of the Ten Command-

ments in the Larger Catechism, the Westminster Divines cite 

various Old Testament civil laws (including capital punish-

ments) as part of the moral law.  Hence we find Samuel Ruther-

ford, an influential Scottish Commissioner at the Westminster 

Assembly, arguing that óthe Christian Magistrate is tied and 

obliged to these punishments to be inflicted for moral of-

fences, that the Law of God has ordainedô and when contend-

ing that the Older Testament penalties are moral, he says óif 
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moral, what the Magistrate should do to him [the criminal] can 

no more be determined by the will and wit of man.ô
223

  James 

Durham, another prominent Scottish divine living in the era of 

the Westminster Assembly, says concerning adultery that in óthe 

moral law of God that such a sin deserved death (Deut. 

22:22).ô
224

  Meanwhile, when writing towards the close of the 

Covenanting era, Alexander Shields points out that óthose pe-

nal-statutes in the Old Testament: are not abrogated yet, for 

they are moral.ô
225

  Therefore, although it is perfectly legiti-

mate to refer to a division between the moral and judicial laws, 

nevertheless, we must recognise that there is overlap between 

these two categories, and that traditional Reformed theology did 

not consider them to be absolutely distinct.  Yet we find Robert 

Strimple misrepresents the Theonomic position by arguing that: 

Theonomy commonly replaces this three-fold division 

with a two-fold one, regarding the Mosaic judicial laws as 

simply concrete expressions of the moral law, which are 

therefore (like the moral law) of permanent moral obliga-

tion.
226

 

While he is correct in saying that Theonomy recognises overlap 

between the moral and judicial law, he assumption that this is 

contrary to the traditional Reformed teaching cannot be sus-

tained in light of what the Puritans and Covenanters cited above 

actually say.  Dr. Strimpleôs comments simply highlight a lack 

of familiarity with primary sources, a problem which is endemic 

in the modern Reformed world, as the reader of early Reformed 

writings (such as those quoted above) did not understand the 
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three-fold division of the Law in the manner that contemporary 

Reformed theologians re-define it.   

 Indeed it is probably more accurate to suggest that the la-

tent antinomian critics of Theonomy have denied the three-fold 

division of the law, as it would appear that the judicial law (on 

their view) has been abrogated along with the ceremonial law.  

This is not a misrepresentation, as we find Willem A. Van 

Gemeren arguing that óthe judicial laws applied the last six 

commandments to the context of Israelôs existence as a nation.  

The regulations pertained to the judicial and political life of Is-

rael as a nation.  They have also been abrogated.ô
227

  Greg 

Bahnsen (in his response to Dr. Van Gemeren) notes that this 

view contradicts the teaching of the Westminster Confession: 

Van Gemerenôs ñabrogationò of the judicial 

law...contradicts the teaching of the Westminster Confes-

sion of Faith...The authors of that stupendous theological 

achievement carefully distinguished between the ceremo-

nial law, which they said was ñabrogatedò and the judicial 

law which, by contrast, they said had ñexpiredò (compare 

19:3 with 19:4).  The former was conceived of as abol-

ished in its authority by the work of Christ, whereas the 

latter still had moral authority but its specific cultural form 

was disengaged by the passing away of the ñstateò or 

ñbody politicò for which it was worded.  ñExpiredò cannot 

mean freedom from moral obligation to what those com-

mandments taught.  In the first place, the Westminster 

writers went on to cite the judicial laws at points in their 

exposition of Godôs Law found in the Larger Catechism 

(e.g. 135, including duties of civil magistrates, as at the 

end of 108) because they saw them as ñmoralò in character 

(with specific applicatory form).  Moreover, at the very 
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place in the Confession where they spoke explicitly and di-

rectly to the question of in what way ñthe liberty of Chris-

tians is further enlargedò over Old Testament Jews, they 

lest ñfreedom from the yoke of the ceremonial law, to 

which the Jewish Church was subjectedò ï but self-

consciously do not include ñthe judicial lawò (which, as 

noted, they treated as binding when expounding the Ten 

Commandments).  The judicial law was not, then, ñabro-

gated.ò  Nevertheless, what was binding in the judicial 

laws was not their specific cultural form, but their underly-

ing principle or purpose: ñnot obliging any other now fur-

ther than the general equity thereof may requireò (19:4).  

Note that, when applicable, this general equity of the judi-

cial law is ñrequiredò ï something that cannot be said of an 

ñabrogatedò law.
228

 

So unless we affirm that there is some sense in which (at least 

some of) the judicial laws still apply today, then we are violating 

the Westminster Confessionôs three-fold division of the law. 

 Indeed it is highly ironic that modern Theonomists are ac-

cused of not adhering to a three-fold distinction of the law, be-

cause, if anything, they are more strict in recognising the dis-

tinction between moral and civil law than even their Puritan 

forebears were.  What do I mean by this?  Basically, the Re-

formers and Puritans were not as strict in recognizing the Bibli-

cal distinction between sin and crime, whereas, the modern 

Christian Reconstructionists are more careful in acknowledging 

that not all sins (breaches of the moral law) are crimes (breaches 

of Scriptural civil law), as earlier Reformed divines tended to al-

low the state to punish sins which were not categorised by God 

as crimes in the Bible.  In my earlier book A Conquered King-
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