
Religious Freedom and the Twofold Work of God in the World
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Abstract: 

In light of the high level of documentation of the contribution of freedom of religion to societal 

well-being, and in view of the extraordinary levels of religiously motivated violence and 

oppression, it would be worthwhile for evangelicals to reformulate the Reformation “Two 

Kingdoms” theory of social ethics in a manner that can be appropriated throughout the Body of 

Christ and perhaps be contributed from the Christian community into the broader global political 

culture. As a small step in this direction, we can begin to talk about the “Twofold Work of God 

in the World” and make this theme a standard part of Christian ethics. 

Text: 

There are two overarching truths about our world that should, I think, influence many of our 

discussions about religion and public life. The first truth is that religious persecution does not 

only hurt or kill individuals, disrupt families, and decimate religious communities; the lack of 

religious freedom is closely associated with and contributes to a wide range of social maladies, 

whereas practiced freedom of religion is associated with and contributes to many aspects of a 

healthy society and to the entirety of the well-being of a society.
2
 This is well-documented social 

science. The second overarching truth is that the repression of religious freedom, including 

religiously motivated violence, is extremely high today, perhaps higher than in most previous 

millennia, even if such historical generalizations are hard to document. And the problem is 

almost certainly rising.
3
 But from the middle of these two truths arises an important question: 

why is it that there are pockets in the world that have enjoyed significant levels of freedom of 
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religion for decades if not centuries? My great grandparents, grandparents, parents, children, and 

grandchildren have had the distinct, really extraordinary privilege of living in one of those 

relatively small pockets in the world which enjoy the wide-ranging benefits of freedom of 

religion. Why do those pockets exist? And what can be done to expand them to include more 

people? 

Of course one commonly hears that freedom of religion in the West arose out of a social 

compromise or even a vague social contract among religions and the western Enlightenment or 

between religions and secularism, such that secularism or a secular Enlightenment becomes the 

guarantor of religious freedom.
4
 But this description assumes that most or all religions have an 

inherent drive toward a theocracy and ignores many crucial facts of religious history. One only 

has to mention that a man like Roger Williams was moved by deep religious zeal to write 

freedom of religion into the constitution of his state, Rhode Island, to see the essential flaw in the 

commonly painted big picture.
5
 And if freedom of religion is dependent on secularism, then most 

of the human race is doomed to never experience fundamental freedoms, for secularism never 

has and probably never will extend itself to more than a small minority of the human race. The 

world today is extremely religious. We need a different narrative and sociological paradigm to 

describe the origins of life-giving freedom of religion, a paradigm we will be able to promote 

today. 

To understand one of the ways in which freedom of religion became a supposedly secular 

conviction one must notice the way in which deep convictions with religious roots, but which do 

not directly have to do with our relation with God or the divine, often migrate from the realm of 

religion to become ongoing moral themes in a broader culture which then give an orientation and 

direction to both economic and political behavior.
6
 The phenomenon which Max Weber 
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described in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, that moral themes arising in the 

Protestant Reformation shaped northern European thinking and feeling about work ethics and the 

economy, is far from the only time this has occurred.
7
 The contribution of a package of ideas, 

values, and perceptions of moral duty to a culture is one of one of the several relations that 

religions have to cultures, and this is one of the several relations of Christianity to culture which 

I advocate as a Christian theologian.
8
 This is one of the crucial roots of religious freedom in 

those pockets of the world’s population which not only enjoy freedom of religion but also the 

wide-ranging social, moral, political, and economic benefits flowing from freedom of religion. 

There are certain ear-catching lines in the New Testament that are so poignant that they have 

made defining moral contributions in the history of cultures, even among people who might not 

accept specifically Christian claims such as the incarnation or the resurrection. For example, 

many perceive a direct, inherent moral authority when they hear Jesus say, “So give back to 

Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.” (Matthew 22:21)
9
 Pontius Pilate seems to 
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have had this experience of direct moral authority when Jesus said to him, “You would have no 

power over me if it were not given you from above.” (John 19:11) The apostle Paul later codified 

these direct moral experiences into a capsule political theory when he wrote, “Let everyone be 

subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has 

established. The authorities that exist have been established by God.” (Romans 13:1) Suddenly 

government authorities are perceived as having both authority from God and accountability to 

God, while there are also realms of human life which belong directly to God over which 

government has no authority, all communicated in such compact phrases that almost anyone can 

remember them, allowing many to meditate on their meaning. This is from Jesus, but Jesus did 

not ask these hearers to first believe something about him before accepting these particular moral 

principles. These words have a direct and inherent moral authority.
10

 

This is, I think, one of the crucial cultural origins of freedom of religion. On the one hand, this 

moral/political package obviously has religious roots, the teaching of Jesus, but on the other 

hand, these moral perceptions and political convictions are not tightly tied to specific beliefs 

about Jesus or God, nor are they tightly tied to belonging to a particular religious community. 

They are the kind of convictions that are ideally suited to be transferred from the specific realm 

of faith into the broad stream of a moral/cultural inheritance that both leads people both to write 

declarations and laws protecting freedom of religion and then to perceive those declarations and 

laws as legitimate and worthy of enforcement. This is one of the important means of God’s 

common grace with a result today that some two billion people enjoy significant religious 

freedom, even though this work of God’s grace has not yet been extended to the majority of the 

world’s population. 

If this generalized account of the historical/cultural origins of religious freedom is even ten 

percent accurate, it would be extraordinarily worthwhile to ponder how we might more 

consciously engage in this process that has already been going on for two millennia. Perhaps, in 

a generation or two, a higher percentage of our neighbors might benefit from this crucial 

                                                                                                                                                                           

the cult of Caesar worship while also affirming Caesar’s real but delegated authority. The biblical 

quotations in this paragraph undermine totalitarianism. 
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 In this case the properly basic moral authority of these biblical statements arises from the way in which 
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freedom. To this end, we should glance at how these moral perceptions have been thematized 

historically in Christian ethics and even at how we might do so in the future. 

To avoid misunderstanding, we should say that the question we are addressing is different from 

the “Two Ways” doctrine that has been common in Christian ethics since the Didache; it is also 

different from the “Two Cities” doctrine that Augustine articulated in Christian ethics.
11

 What I 

have in mind builds on the doctrine of Pope Gelasius I, which he articulated clearly but with a 

poor choice of terminology with his “Two Swords” doctrine in the 490s. Against the Roman 

Empire of his time, which though in sharp decline, still had totalitarian instincts, he argued that 

the two authorities, church and empire, had distinct dignities with distinct functions which must 

be distinguished, so that the state deals with public order, mundane matters, and temporal affairs 

while the church addresses divine matters and eternal mysteries. The term “Two Swords” should 

no longer be used because it sounds too much like we think the church should carry a sword 

other than the sword of the Holy Spirit, which is the Word of God; we need to emphasize today 

that the state has a monopoly on the use of force which was symbolized traditionally by a 

physical sword. But the biblical themes which Gelasius articulated grew out of the New 

Testament texts we noted and argued that civil and church authorities have their own distinct 

dignities and God-given responsibilities such that neither should encroach on the work of the 

other. The realm of faith and the realm of civic order are clearly distinguished. This is a large 

conceptual step toward a theory of religious freedom coming from an early pope, which helped 

lay the groundwork for the development of civil society in the West.
12

 

For me as a Protestant it is very interesting the way themes articulated by Gelasius were 

developed into slightly different “Two Kingdoms” doctrines at the time of the Reformation. We 

can glimpse the doctrinal development from Gelasius to Luther by saying that whereas Gelasius 

talked about two swords, Martin Luther talked about two kingdoms, one ruled by the sword and 
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one ruled by Christ through his Word and Spirit. For Luther, both kingdoms are really God’s 

kingdoms, but in God’s left-hand or secular kingdom, God can remain hidden or anonymous and 

still accomplish his purposes for that kingdom. The left-hand kingdom is much more than 

government; it includes all those things that contribute to maintaining and developing earthly 

life, such as a marriage, family, business, stations, and property. (The inclusion of these themes 

other than the state distinguishes Luther’s doctrine from late medieval versions of “Two Swords” 

theory such as that articulated by Boniface VIII in the 1300s, which both placed business under 

the “Sword” of the church and claimed that the church had a type of authority over the state.) To 

avoid misunderstanding Luther, one must note that the kingdom rooted in creation and the 

kingdom rooted in redemption need each other and contribute to each other, so that the health of 

one is always tied to the health of the other.
13

 

Perhaps more strongly than Martin Luther, John Calvin assumed a religiously unified 

“Christendom,” a cultural situation which has long passed. Nevertheless he contributed to two 

kingdoms doctrine by clarifying characteristics of each. Key attributes of the kingdom of Christ 

are its redemptive character, its spiritual identity, and its institutional expression in the church. 

Key attributes of the civil kingdom are its non-redemptive character, its earthly or external 

identity, and its institutional association with civil government, though it is also associated with 

other civic institutions. As with Luther, both kingdoms are really God’s kingdoms which must be 

clearly distinguished in our ethics, so that the civil kingdom is especially to be guided by God’s 

natural moral law while the church is the place to apply sola scriptura.
14

 

We have to face the problem that “Two Swords” and “Two Kingdoms” doctrines have 

repeatedly been misunderstood both among Christians and in the rest of society, even though the 

underlying properly basic moral apprehensions related to our New Testament quotations have 

been so extraordinarily constructive.
15

 We commonly hear that these Christian moral doctrines 
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mean that public life is left to secularism or to secular political ideologies because Christian 

theology has become dualistic. And possibly some have used mistaken versions of these 

doctrines to claim that public officials are not directly accountable to God for their actions, the 

opposite of what Jesus told Pilate. However, I do not think the standard criticisms of two 

kingdoms doctrine are accurate. More important, I am convinced that the moral perceptions 

contained in two kingdoms doctrine have been crucial to the development of freedom of religion 

and the whole of civil society.
16

 Jesus himself distinguished between what must be given to 

Caesar and what must be given to God, thereby contributing a fundamental moral distinction to 

many cultures which has led to freedom of religion for many of us. However, we may need to 

update our terminology so we can communicate this distinction more effectively in Christian 

theology and ethics, both inside the church and also in our several cultures. For this purpose I 

propose we substitute the term “Twofold Work of God in the World” in place of “Two 

Kingdoms Doctrine.” 

Under the heading of “Twofold Work of God in the World” I have suggested that we talk about 

six related themes in our theology and ethics. These six are: 1. God’s two revelations, general 

revelation and special revelation; 2. The two forms in which God gives us his moral law, God’s 

natural moral law and the biblical revelation of God’s law; 3. The two types of God’s grace, his 

common grace that makes human life possible and special grace, meaning redemption by faith in 

Jesus; 4. The two types of righteousness, active civil righteousness, which is also civic 

responsibility, and passive spiritual righteousness, which is justification by faith in Christ; 5. 

Two types of wisdom, including God-given practical wisdom about how to live humane lives 

and spiritual wisdom of knowing God; and finally 6. God’s two kingdoms, meaning the two 

ways in which God reigns over our lives, including his sometimes hidden and anonymous reign 

over the affairs of peoples and nations through the structures of creation and his conscious 

redeeming reign over believers by his Word and Spirit.  
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An articulation of these six dualities of God’s activity, rather than being dualist or secularizing, 

is a way to overcome many of the different dualisms that have plagued believers throughout the 

centuries.
17

 It is very important for freedom of religion efforts: it gives us a clearly theological 

way of talking about life in society that is obviously neither secular nor theocratic. It is a 

theological doctrine that corresponds with what social critics such as Os Guinness are calling a 

“Civil Public Square,” which contrasts with both a “Sacred Public Square” and a “Naked Public 

Square.” Imitating Jesus, it emphasizes that modern Pilates are directly accountable to God 

without saying state officials are accountable to a particular religious institution or tradition. We 

Christians have a way to talk about and promote freedom of religion that neither assumes 

secularism nor a religious establishment and which assumes that religious pluralism will 

continue in all the societies in which we live. We have both direct moral intuitions and an ethical 

theory to explain those moral intuitions, either or both of which can potentially migrate from the 

realm of our particular religious communities into our wider societies. This will never be 

complete or total, just as the northern European acceptance of the Protestant Work Ethic was 

never complete. Nevertheless, even a small and partial migration of this moral/cultural package 

into wider cultures would be valuable. 

What to do? I think that Christian teachers from all our traditions need to directly take up the 

themes of Two Kingdoms or the Twofold Work of God, both in our teaching in the Christian 

churches and also in all our discussions with representatives of other religions. Some other 

religions resist freedom of religion because they feel, unnecessarily, that freedom of religion is 

associated with secularism. If people who are members of other religions or members of no 

religion regularly hear us talk about God’s twofold work and frequently hear us quote Jesus’ 

remarkable words to Pilate or about Caesar, we may be able to slowly contribute a moral 

package into more and wider political cultures. In this way we might extend the wide range of 

social benefits related to freedom of religion to a larger number of our neighbors, even if the 
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problem of violence and repression is a problem almost as old as humanity which will certainly 

continue until our Lord’s return. 

 

 


