
The First Argument from Definition 

Magdeburg, Session Five 
 

To Clarify 

The Magdeburg Confession was written in the midst of a 13-month long siege. Before this, it 

was a _______________ doctrine. Why? 

 

The doctrine of the lesser magistrate can ONLY be used for purposes of _________________ 

fidelity and expression. All other areas of obedience are still owed to rulers/leaders. 

 

The doctrine of the lesser magistrate does not advocate for individual action or anarchy, but 

authorizes the lesser magistrate to disobey unjust commands for the sake of the people under 

him/her. 

 

Not all acts of tyranny are equal; one’s response to each violation must also be measured. 

 

The Doctrine of the Lesser Magistrate 

“The Magistrate is an ordinance of God for honor to good works, and a terror to evil works 

(Romans 13). Therefore when he begins to be a terror to good works and honor to evil, there 

is no longer in him, because he does thus, the ordinance of God, but the ordinance of the 

devil. But he who resists, it is necessary the resist in his own _______________, as a matter of 

his calling” (57). 

 

Four Levels of Tyranny 

1) injuries sometimes occur that are “not excessively atrocious, but remediable” 

--do not take up arms! 

--instead, give a warning, stern language; endure it 

--like Shem and Japheth treated their father Noah (Gen. 9:20-27), “so also let us all the 

rather cover the shames of our superior magistrates than expose them, even when 

they are joined with injuries” 

 

2) “atrocious and notorious injuries”/ “unjust violence” 

--make the necessary defense 

--leave vengeance to God “when the injury affects individual men, or a few men; and 

when the injury is able to be tolerated without sin” 

 



3)  “forced to certain sin” 

--beating back injury or resist participation in harm (ex. midwives resist Pharaoh’s 

order to kill Hebrew boys, Exo. 1:15-22)  

--“the magistrates who are authors of such injuries properly become tyrants” 
 

4) “more than tyrannical” / “so mad they persecute with guile and arms” / “deliberate 

and persistent attempt to destroy good works for all posterity”  

--he is “a very Devil himself” who seeks to extinguish true knowledge, worship of God 

--ought to be curbed by everyone, “even by the lowest of the lowest magistrates with 

whatever power they have”; such resistance is “just and necessary” 
 

What are biblical examples of each level of tyranny?  How did God’s people respond? 

   Situation    Solution 

1:   

2: 

3: 

4: 
 

Modern Considerations:  Does the Doctrine of Lesser Magistrate Apply?  

--coach-led prayer on the football field after the game 

--Covid restrictions on churches in California which prohibit gathering 

--forcing churches to pay for abortion in California through health insurance 

--Christian counselors not allowed to speak against homosexuality in certain states 

--Catholic adoption agencies forced to place children to same-sex couples or be shut down 

--Canadian hate speech restrictions on churches; Romans 1 

--Islamic acts of terror in Nigeria against Christians; elsewhere, the outlawing of Christianity  
 

“Since this first Argument was taken up from the manifest __________ of God, from the 

immutable principles of ______________ and from the witness of events, so it is especially 

true and unshakeable in this debate. It furnishes an illustrated spectacle of an incalculably 

horrendous crime among our enemies, while among those who are making this defense it 

commends not only their justice, but zeal as well. It promises ______________ rewards, with 

a worthy outcome for those who are zealous for the law of our God” (61).  
 

Questions 

What if there are no pious magistrates? What if the whole system is corrupt? 

Who is deposing the tyrant—the lesser magistrate or the tyrant himself by his actions? 

Is there a danger of our assertion of rights eclipsing our willingness to suffer for Christ? 


