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I. Prelapsarian Background to the Two Kingdoms Doctrine 
A. Before the Fall, God ruled human affairs in only one way. 

1. Rulers: the Lord administered his prelapsarian Kingdom through Adam, whom he appointed the 
natural and federal Head over humanity. 

2. Subjects: all creation 
3. Reigning Principles: Nature; Moral Law as a Covenant of Works 
4. Purpose: Fulfillment of the Cultural Mandate 
5. Regimen: During the prelapsarian kingdom, humanity operated under a covenant of works 

according to the Moral Law, which God condescended to make with us in Adam.  
a) According to this covenant, Man was to retain paradise and obtain the promised reward by 

fulfilling the cultural mandate (Gen 1:28, to fill, subdue, and rule the earth). 
b) Had Adam not sinned, the prelapsarian Kingdom would have been fully realized, as the Garden 

metropolis would have extended throughout creation. Importantly, prior to the Fall, there was 
no need to preserve or redeem Creation from the effects of sin. 

II. Brief Description of the Two Kingdoms Doctrine 
A. After the Fall, there continues to be one ultimate Ruler, the Lord God. The introduction of sin, however, 

necessitates a Two-Fold regimen in how God governs humanity.  That is, he reigns in two distinct 1

ways, for two different ends—preservation and salvation. 
III. The Common Kingdom (Creator-King; Civil Magistrates) 

A. Rulers: 
1. The eternal Son reigns as Creator-King over the Common Kingdom, through the agency of civil 

magistrates, elect and reprobate, according to his Moral Law. 
B. Subjects:  All human beings without exception (hence, “common”). 
C. Reigning Principles: Common Grace; second use of the Law. 
D. Purposes:  Preservation of society. After the Fall, the Son appoints civil magistrates to govern temporal 

affairs for the limited purpose of preserving social order until Christ’s second coming. 
E. Regimen: 

1. Civil magistrates are to rule in accord with God’s Moral Law, which is revealed in nature, inscribed 
on the conscience, and elaborated in the Scripture.  

2. Civil authority does not derive from or depend on personal faith (i.e., “render unto Caesar”), but the 
degree to which leaders uphold justice in accord with God’s will. Where magistrates deny the 
authority of Scripture, civil government is greatly marred but not destroyed, provided their rule 
conforms with God’s standard of justice. In fact, common grace ensures this is often the case! 

F. Relationship of Christians to the Common Kingdom: 
1. All humans, elect and reprobate, have a duty under God to participate in the Common Kingdom, 

as expressions of love for God and our neighbors. Yet Christians do so as salt and light in the 
world (Mt 5:16). While common activities lessen the effects of sin in the world, they cannot lift the 
legal guilt of the Fall. 

 “Duplex esse in homine regimen,” that is, a “two-fold governance of humanity”. Institutes, 3.19.15; 4.20.1-2.1
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IV. Spiritual Kingdom (Christ-Redeemer; Word and Spirit; Keys of the Church) 
A. Rulers:  

1. The eternal Son reigns according to his mediatorial status as Christ-Redeemer, through his Word and 
Spirit, by the agency of church officers.  

B. Subjects: 
1. The Elect; members of the visible church. 

C. Reigning Principles: 
1. Special Grace; first and third use of the Law 

D. Purposes:  
1. Salvation of the Elect; spiritual government of the church. 

E. Regimen: 
1. As the Mediator, Christ redeems his Elect from the tyranny of sin and the devil, transferring them 

from the Kingdom of Darkness into his Kingdom of Light (Col 1:13, “he has rescued us from the 
kingdom of darkness and transferred us into the Kingdom of his dear Son”). Moreover, he reigns 
spiritually within their hearts through his Word and Spirit, not civil coercion, to produce faith and 
godliness (Jn 18:36, “My kingdom is not of this world, or else my servants would fight.”) 

2. The Spiritual Kingdom is administered by church officers who make use of the Keys of the Kingdom 
(preaching, sacraments, church discipline).  

F. Relationship of Spiritual Kingdom to the Common Kingdom: 
1. Christians may participate in both spheres of authority (i.e., one may simultaneously serve as 

Deacon and Mayor), yet should not conflate the purposes of either. 
2. Authority delegated to church officers does not extend to the common Kingdom in such a way that 

ministers, elders, or deacons can use their official capacity to enact civil laws or inflict temporal 
punishments (bodily, monetary, etc.). 

3. Likewise, the authority of civil magistrates does not extend to the Spiritual Kingdom in such a way 
that they can add to or expel individuals from the visible church, or dictate the beliefs of the 
conscience, which the Word and Spirit alone govern. 

4. Nevertheless, church officers may and should critique, advise, and encourage civil magistrates to 
rule in accord with God’s Law and for the good of the Church. 

5. Church discipline does not exempt Christians from punishment by civil magistrates for violating 
common laws. 

6. Cultural efforts in themselves are unable to convert hearts to faith and repentance. The Holy Spirit 
alone, through the proclamation of the Gospel, holds the power to redeem sinners from the guilt 
of sin. Thus, it is not enough to engage in Common Kingdom activities; the Spiritual Kingdom is 
effectually enlarged by the preaching of the Word of Life. 
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V. Historical Excerpts 
A. David Van Drunen, “The Two Kingdoms and the Ordo Salutis,” etc., p. 207.  

1. “By the two kingdoms doctrine I mean, most basically, the idea that God rules over all things, but 
that he rules over his church (the spiritual kingdom) in a redemptive way that is different from the 
way of preservation by which he rules over the state and other institutions and activities of 
cultural life (the civil kingdom).” 

B. Louis Berkof, Systematic Theology, 3.8 (p. 449-50) 

1. Nature of the Spiritual Kingdom 

a) “The spiritual kingship of Christ is His royal rule over the regnum gratiae, that is over His 
people or the Church. It is a spiritual kingship, because it relates to a spiritual realm. It is the 
mediatorial rule as it is established in the hearts and lives of believers. Moreover, it is spiritual, 
because it bears directly and immediately on a spiritual end, the salvation of His people. And, 
finally, it is spiritual, because it is administered, not by force or external means, but by the 
Word and the Spirit, which is the Spirit of truth and wisdom, of justice and holiness, of grace 
and mercy. This kingship reveals itself in the gathering of the Church, and in its government, 
protection, and perfection.” 

2. Scriptural Support 

a) “The Bible speaks of it in many places, such as, Ps. 2:6; 45:6,7 (cf. Heb. 1:8,9); 132:11; Isa. 
9:6,7; Jer. 23:5,6; Mic. 5:2; Zech. 6:13; Luke 1:33; 19:27,38; 22:29; John 18:36,37; Acts 2:30-36, 
and other places. The spiritual nature of this kingship is indicated, among others, by the fact 
that Christ is repeatedly called the Head of the Church, Eph. 1:22; 4:15; 5:23; Col. 1:18; 2:19. 
This term, as applied to Christ, is in some cases practically equivalent to “King” (Head in a 
figurative sense, one clothed with authority), as in I Cor. 11:3; Eph. 1:22; 5:23; in other cases, 
however, it is used in a literal and organic sense, Eph. 4:15; Col. 1:18; 2:19, and in part also 
Eph. 1:22. The word is never used (except it be in I Cor. 11:3) without the implication of this 
organic conception. The two ideas are most intimately connected. It is just because Christ is 
the Head of the Church that He can rule it as King in an organic and spiritual way.” Louis 
Berkof, Systematic Theology, p. 449. 

3. Problems with Premillennialism and Christ’s present kingship 

“Present day Premillenarians strongly insist that Christ is the Head of the Church, but as a rule 
deny that He is its King. This is tantamount to saying that He is not the authoritative Ruler of 
the Church, and that the officers of the Church do not represent Him in the government of the 
Church. They not only refuse to admit that He is the King of the Church, but deny His present 
kingship altogether, except, perhaps, as a kingship de jure, a kingship which is His by right but 
has not yet become effective.” Louis Berkof, Systematic Theology, Part 3:8 (p. 450). 

C. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 

1. Importance of distinguishing them 

  “…let us observe that in man government is twofold: the one spiritual, by which the 
conscience is trained to piety and divine worship; the other civil, by which the individual is 
instructed in those duties which, as men and citizens, we are bold to perform (see Book 4, 
chap. 10, sec. 3ñ6). To these two forms are commonly given the not inappropriate names of 
spiritual and temporal jurisdiction, intimating that the former species has reference to the life 
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of the soul, while the latter relates to matters of the present life, not only to food and clothing, 
but to the enacting of laws which require a man to live among his fellows purely honorably, 
and modestly. The former has its seat within the soul, the latter only regulates the external 
conduct. We may call the one the spiritual, the other the civil kingdom. Now, these two, as we 
have divided them, are always to be viewed apart from each other. When the one is considered, 
we should call off our minds, and not allow them to think of the other. For there exists in man 
a kind of two worlds, over which different kings and different laws can preside. By attending to 
this distinction, we will not erroneously transfer the doctrine of the gospel concerning spiritual 
liberty to civil order, as if in regard to external government Christians were less subject to 
human laws, because their consciences are unbound before God, as if they were exempted from 
all carnal service, because in regard to the Spirit they are free. Again because even in those 
constitutions which seem to relate to the spiritual kingdom, there may be some delusion, it is 
necessary to distinguish between those which are to be held legitimate as being agreeable to 
the Word of God, and those, on the other hand, which ought to have no place among the pious. 
We shall elsewhere have an opportunity of speaking of civil government (see Book 4, chap. 
20).” (Institutes, 3.19.15) 

  “Having shown above that there is a twofold government in man, and having fully 
considered the one which, placed in the soul or inward man, relates to eternal life, we are here 
called to say something of the other, which pertains only to civil institutions and the external 
regulation of manners. For although this subject seems from its nature to be unconnected with 
the spiritual doctrine of faith, which I have undertaken to treat, it will appear as we proceed, 
that I have properly connected them, nay, that I am under the necessity of doing so, especially 
while, on the one hand, frantic and barbarous men are furiously endeavouring to overturn the 
order established by God, and, on the other, the flatterers of princes, extolling their power 
without measure, hesitate not to oppose it to the government of God. Unless we meet both 
extremes, the purity of the faith will perish. We may add, that it in no small degree concerns us 
to know how kindly God has here consulted for the human race, that pious zeal may the more 
strongly urge us to testify our gratitude. And first, before entering on the subject itself, it is 
necessary to attend to the distinction which we formerly laid down (Book 3 Chap. 19 sec. 16, 
et supra, Chap. 10), lest, as often happens to many, we imprudently confound these two things, 
the nature of which is altogether different.  

  “For some, on hearing that liberty is promised in the gospel, a liberty which 
acknowledges no king and no magistrate among men, but looks to Christ alone, think that they 
can receive no benefit from their liberty so long as they see any power placed over them. 
Accordingly, they think that nothing will be safe until the whole world is changed into a new 
form, when there will be neither courts, nor laws, nor magistrates, nor anything of the kind to 
interfere, as they suppose, with their liberty. But he who knows to distinguish between the 
body and the soul, between the present fleeting life and that which is future and eternal, will 
have no difficulty in understanding that the spiritual kingdom of Christ and civil government 
are things very widely separated. Seeing, therefore, it is a Jewish vanity to seek and include the 
kingdom of Christ under the elements of this world, let us, considering, as Scripture clearly 
teaches, that the blessings which we derive from Christ are spiritual, remember to confine the 
liberty which is promised and offered to us in him within its proper limits. For why is it that 
the very same apostle who bids us “stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us 
free, and be not again entangled with the yoke of bondage” (Gal. 5:1), in another passage 
forbids slaves to be solicitous about their state (1 Cor. 7:21), unless it be that spiritual liberty 
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is perfectly compatible with civil servitude? In this sense the following passages are to be 
understood: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither 
male nor female” (Gal. 3:28). Again, “There is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor 
uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free: but Christ is all and in all” (Col. 3:11). It is 
thus intimated, that it matters not what your condition is among men, nor under what laws 
you live, since in them the kingdom of Christ does not at all consist. 

  “Still the distinction does not go so far as to justify us in supposing that the whole 
scheme of civil government is matter of pollution, with which Christian men have nothing to 
do. Fanatics, indeed, delighting in unbridled license, insist and vociferate that, after we are 
dead by Christ to the elements of this world, and being translated into the kingdom of God sit 
among the celestials, it is unworthy of us, and far beneath our dignity, to be occupied with 
those profane and impure cares which relate to matters alien from a Christian man. To what 
end, they say, are laws without courts and tribunals? But what has a Christian man to do with 
courts? Nay, if it is unlawful to kill, what have we to do with laws and courts?  

• I think Calvin’s concerns to distinguish Christ’s reign in terms of two distinct regimens, spiritual and 
civil, are these: 

1. While civil governments have authority from Christ to regulate outward behavior, 
they have neither right to coerce the conscience or ability to convert souls. 

2. Nor are civil governments vested with the spiritual keys of Christ's kingdom, to 
authoritatively declare the gospel and exercise spiritual discipline, as the 
institutional church is. 

3. “Liberty in the gospel” does not free believers from their duty to submit to civil 
authority. Rather, Christ continues to govern temporal affairs through magistrates, 
including unbelievers, and believers must submit to them for conscience’ sake. 

2. Nature of their distinction: not averse to each other 

  “But as we lately taught that that kind of government is distinct from the spiritual and 
internal kingdom of Christ, so we ought to know that they are not adverse to each other. The 
former, in some measure, begins the heavenly kingdom in us, even now upon earth, and in this 
mortal and evanescent life commences immortal and incorruptible blessedness, while to the 
latter it is assigned, so long as we live among men, to foster and maintain the external worship 
of God, to defend sound doctrine and the condition of the Church, to adapt our conduct to 
human society, to form our manners to civil justice, to conciliate us to each other, to cherish 
common peace and tranquillity. All these I confess to be superfluous, if the kingdom of God, as 
it now exists within us, extinguishes the present life. But if it is the will of God that while we 
aspire to true piety we are pilgrims upon the earth, and if such pilgrimage stands in need of 
such aids, those who take them away from man rob him of his humanity. As to their allegation 
that there ought to be such perfection in the Church of God that her guidance should suffice 
for law, they stupidly imagine her to be such as she never can be found in the community of 
men. For while the insolence of the wicked is so great, and their iniquity so stubborn, that it 
can scarcely be curbed by any severity of laws, what do we expect would be done by those 
whom force can scarcely repress from doing ill, were they to see perfect impunity for their 
wickedness?” (Institutes, 4.20.1-2) 


