
Sunday School – May 9th 

Doctrine of the Lesser Magistrates – Chpt 1, 2, 7, & 8 
 

The doctrine defined: 

- “The lesser magistrate doctrine declares that when the superior or higher civil authority 

makes unjust/immoral laws or decrees, the lesser or lower ranking authority has both a right 

and duty to refuse obedience to that superior authority.  If necessary, the lesser authorities 

even have the right and obligation to actively resist the superior authority.”  Matthew 

Trewhella, pg. 2 

 

Historically, the practice of the church has been that when the State commands that which God forbids 

or forbids that which God commands, men have a duty to obey God rather than man. Pg 3 

 

Interposition: 

- The doctrine of the lesser magistrates is rooted in the historical, biblical doctrine of 

interposition. 

- Interposition = that calling of God which causes one to step into the gap – willingly placing 

oneself between the oppressor and his intended victim.  This can be done verbally or 

physically.   

 

Examples: 

- Martin Luther 

o Ninety-Five Theses nailed to church in Wittenberg. 1517 

o Emperor Charles V ordered Martin Lutheran to defend himself of the charge of 

heresy at the (Dee-et of Vorms) Diet of Worms. Spring of 1521 

o Luther was guaranteed safe passage by the Emperor through Prince Frederick the 

Wise, the Elector of Saxony.  A lesser magistrate 

o Luther did not recant his beliefs or writings. 

o The Emperor gave him 21 days to be back in Wittenberg where he would be brought 

forward for punishment as a notorious heretic; mostly likely death 

o Prince Frederick did not turn Luther in - feigned his capture and had him taken to 

Wartburg Castle to hide and protect him 

o Interposition had an impact on lesser magistrates in Magdeburg 

 

- Magdeburg Confession 

o Emperor Charles V imposed his Augsburg Interim May 1548 

▪ Attempt to force Protestants back under traditional Roman Catholic beliefs, 

practices, and rule 

o City of Magdeburg stood against the Interim – the only city in all of Germany 

▪ Magistrates protected the people and defied political and religious tyranny 

▪ They upheld God’s law, God’s Word, and the Gospel 

o Pastors of Magdeburg wrote, Confession and Defense of the Pastors and Other 

Ministers of the Church of Magdeburg, April 1550 – known as The Magdeburg 

Confession 

▪ Defense of their position for standing in defiance of Charles V and his unjust 

Interim 



▪ First time in history to set in doctrinal format what became know as the 

doctrine of the lesser magistrates 

• A doctrine demonstrated in scripture and practiced in history 

▪ Three parts of the confession 

▪ 1. Clearly stated their support of Luther’s theology 

▪ 2. Made clear to Charles V that the only reason for this impasse was due to his 

attack on their Christian faith; that when those in civil authority make laws 

which impugn the law or word of God, Christian men have a duty to obey 

God rather than men 

• Assured Charles that they were his best citizens 

• Only taking a stand with him because of their love for Christ, His law, 

and His word. 

▪ 3. Gave a warning and exhortation to all those who would take action against 

them either directly or through complicity as well as those who would stand 

by and do nothing to help them 

▪ Their arguments were rooted in their understanding and interpretation of 

Romans 13 

• Quote on pg 34 

o Oct 1550, 6 months later, Charles’ forces surrounded the city and began to siege it 

▪ Siege lasted over a year and resulted in 4000 of Charles’ forces killed and 468 

Magdeburgers killed 

▪ Ended in Nov 1551 with favorable terms for the Magdeburgers 

o Paved the way for the Reformers through two important councils 

▪ the Peace of Passau (Paw – sOW) in 1552 

▪ the Peace of Augsburg 1555 which declared, “whosoever region, his religion.” 

o Had an impact on John Knox 

 

- John Knox 

o Influence of The Magdeburg Confession seen in debate with William Maitland of 

Lethington, Secretary of State for Mary, Queen of Scotts 

▪ Maitland chided Knox for his position that lesser magistrates and the people 

could oppose the higher authority 

o Champion of the reformation in Scotland 

o Wrote his Appellation (Appeal) Dec 1558 because the Roman Catholic church 

condemned him – burned him effigy 

▪ Demonstrated that the doctrine of the lesser magistrates was thoroughly 

biblical 

▪ Wrote to declare to the nobles of Scotland (lesser magistrates) their 

responsibility to protect the innocent and oppose those who made unjust 

decrees 

▪ Knox saw the lesser magistrate not only had the function to interpose against 

oppression and tyranny, but also the duty. 

o Sited many examples of scripture supporting interposition: 

▪ Daniel 3 Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego - Nebuchadnezzar 

▪ Daniel 6 royal ordinance to pray only to King Darius 

▪ Jeremiah 26 



• Jeremiah condemned to death by priests and false prophets 

• Officials of Judah (lesser magistrates) come and hear, deemed that he 

did not deserve the sentence of death 

• v 24 - But the hand of Ahikam the son of Shaphan was with Jeremiah 

so that he was not given over to the people to be put to death. 

▪ 2 Kings 11 – Jehoiada in conjunction with captains of the guard, overthrow 

wicked tyrant, Queen Athaliah 

• Rightly placed Joash as king 

▪ Jeremiah 36 – example of failing to interpose 

• Jeremiah dictates a prophecy of judgment to Baruch to be delivered to 

the people of Judah in the Lord’s house 

• The officials of Judah (lesser magistrates) hear of it and have Baruch 

read it to them. 

• v 16 – When they heard all the words, they turned one to another in 

fear. And they said to Baruch, “We must report all these words to the 

king.”  

o They were fearful of the judgment and fearful of the response 

of King Jehoiakim 

o Instruct Jeremiah and Baruch to go and hide 

• Prophecy is read to the king, and he reacts negatively – v 23, As Jehudi 

read three or four columns, the king would cut them off with a knife 

and throw them into the fire in the fire pot, until the entire scroll was 

consumed in the fire that was in the fire pot.  

• Knox points out that the officials of Judah witnessing this did not 

interpose v 24 - Yet neither the king nor any of his servants who 

heard all these words was afraid, nor did they tear their garments. 

o The King then orders the arrest of Baruch and Jeremiah 

• Knox also points out to the Scotland nobles that failing to act results in 

increased judgment on the king and his family as well as the entire 

nation. v 31 - And I will punish him and his offspring and his servants 

for their iniquity. I will bring upon them and upon the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem and upon the people of Judah all the disaster that I have 

pronounced against them, but they would not hear. 

• Knox wanted nobles to recognize their duty to act against unjust laws 

and edicts, but also to understand that their failure to act would affect 

the entire nation 

• Two quotes on pg 43 

▪ Jeremiah 38 – Ebed-Melech interposes on behalf of Jeremiah 

• Officials of Judah put Jeremiah into the cistern because of what he was 

saying to all the people (v 2-3) - “Thus says the Lord: He who stays in 

this city shall die by the sword, by famine, and by pestilence, but he 

who goes out to the Chaldeans shall live. He shall have his life as a 

prize of war, and live. Thus says the Lord: This city shall surely be 

given into the hand of the army of the king of Babylon and be taken.” 

o Side-note: ex of lesser magistrates going rogue and the higher 

authority doing nothing (v 4-5) - Then the officials said to the 



king, “Let this man be put to death, for he is weakening the 

hands of the soldiers who are left in this city, and the hands of 

all the people, by speaking such words to them. For this man is 

not seeking the welfare of this people, but their harm.” King 

Zedekiah said, “Behold, he is in your hands, for the king can 

do nothing against you.” 

• Ebed-Melech the Ethiopian (a eunuch in the king’s house – lesser 

magistrate) interposes on behalf of Jeremiah (v 8-9) - Ebed-melech 

went from the king's house and said to the king, “My lord the king, 

these men have done evil in all that they did to Jeremiah the prophet 

by casting him into the cistern, and he will die there of hunger, for 

there is no bread left in the city.” 

• The king on hearing his interposition commanded Ebed-Melech to 

take thirty men and rescue Jeremiah 

• The Lord tells Jeremiah after Jerusalem falls to Babylon and he is 

released from prison to speak to Ebed-Melech (Jer 39:15-18) - The 

word of the Lord came to Jeremiah while he was shut up in the court 

of the guard: “Go, and say to Ebed-melech the Ethiopian, ‘Thus says 

the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Behold, I will fulfill my words 

against this city for harm and not for good, and they shall be 

accomplished before you on that day. But I will deliver you on that 

day, declares the Lord, and you shall not be given into the hand of 

the men of whom you are afraid. For I will surely save you, and you 

shall not fall by the sword, but you shall have your life as a prize of 

war, because you have put your trust in me, declares the Lord.’” 

• God rewarded Ebed-Melech for standing against injustice at the risk of 

his life – “put his trust in God” 

 

Interposition (late 1980’s – early 1990’s) 

- Thousands of people blockading the doors of abortion clinics 

- Interposing on behalf of the preborn 

 

 

 

Romans 15:4 – through the endurance and through the encouragement of scripture 

 

The Magna Carta: 

- 1215 on the field of Runnymede in England.  The nobles coming against King John’s tyranny 

o Stephen Langton, the archbishop of Canterbury 

o “Fines” for inheriting lands, titles and getting married 

▪ In 1214 King John charged 13,333 lbs ($17M) for permission to marry 

o Scutage – buying your way out of military service 

o Charged huge fees to obtain justice through the courts 

 

 


