
Week Five
Constitutional Approach

COMPASS POINT

Last week: 

Why religious people sought freedom from 
government in matters of faith. 

This week:  

The Constitution’s stance on government involvement 
in matters of faith.

THOUGHT EXPERIMENT

Which proposal do you favor? 

Proposal A is for only avowed Christians to run 
the government, and for the government to 
extend financial and other support to Christian 
causes. 

or, 

Proposal B is to keep the government and 
religion in separate realms. 

1 Timothy 2:1-4:

I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, 
intercession and thanksgiving be made for all 
people— 2for kings and all those in authority, that 
we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all 
godliness and holiness. 3This is good, and 
pleases God our Savior, 4who wants all people to 
be saved and to come to a knowledge of the 
truth.

BIBLICAL VIEW: GOOD GOVERNMENT

1 Timothy 2:1-3:

• Pray for authorities 
• That we might lead 
• Quiet and peaceable lives
• In all godliness and honesty

We pray for our leaders to be wise, and the protection of 
the government so we can live out our faith, train our 
children in the faith, and  preach the gospel.

BIBLICAL VIEW: GOOD GOVERNMENT PHRASING THE CONSTITUTIONAL ISSUE

Is the discussion about:

• Church and State? 
✴Relationship between earthly institutions  

 (Or)  

•  Government and Religion?  
✴ “Religion” includes personal, vertical relationship  

In the beginning
(of the United States of America)….

JAMES MADISON

• Born 1751 in Virginia 

• College of New Jersey (now Princeton) 

• Princeton - a seminary  

• Senior assignment - Defend idea of state toleration 
of religions that do not disturb the peace 

• Wrote about preachers jailed in Culpepper County 

• Named “Father of Constitution”; 4th U.S. President 

JAMES MADISON

• Represented Orange Co. at the constitutional 
convention for State of Virginia 

Virginia Declaration of Rights, June 12, 1776: 
That religion, or the duty which we owe to our CREATOR and 
the manner of discharging it, can be directed only by reason 
and conviction, not by force or violence; and therefore all 
men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion, 
according to the dictates of conscience; and that it is the 
mutual duty of all to practice Christian forbearance, love, and 
charity towards each other.



JAMES MADISON

• 1784: Virginia Assembly tried to pass a General 
Assessment to support Christian Churches 

• Madison opposed it  

• 1785: Madison’s Remonstrace  Against Religious 
Assessments 

JAMES MADISON

Excerpt from the Remonstrance:

“It is the duty of every man to render to the Creator 
such homage and such only as he believes to be 
acceptable to him.  

This duty is precedent, both in order of time and in 
degree of obligation, to the claims of Civil Society. 
Before any man can be considered as a member of 
Civil Society, he must be considered as a subject of 
the Governour of the Universe….”

THE CONSTITUTION

Generally:

• Developed to solve problems experienced in both 
the U.S. and England 

• Considered state constitutions that came before it 

If men were angels, no government would 
be necessary. If angels were to govern 
men, neither external nor internal controls 
on government would be necessary. 

-James Madison, Federalist 51 (1788) 

Religious Tests

RELIGIOUS TESTS

Const. Art. VI: The Oath/Religious Test clause

“[N]o religious test shall ever be required as a 
qualification to any office or public trust under the 
United States.” 

RELIGIOUS TESTS

Const. Art. VI: The Oath/Religious Test clause

England required religious oaths well into late 1800s: 

• Promise to follow the teachings of the Church of 
England 

• In early America, oaths were to follow the church 
of a particular state, or acceptance of Old and 
New Testaments. 

RELIGIOUS TESTS

Arguments for a religious test:

• Gov’t works best when led by moral people 

• Devotion to Christianity is evidence of morality 

• A ban on tests would break the connection 
between religion and morality 

• A lack of a test would allow non-Christians (and 
Catholics) to hold office  

RELIGIOUS TESTS

“When a religion is good, I conceive that it will 
support itself; and, when it cannot support itself, and 
God does not take care to support it, so that its 
professors are obligated to call for the help of the 
civil power, it is a sign, I apprehend, of its being a 
bad one.”  

Benjamin Franklin’s 
argument against:



RELIGIOUS TESTS

Practical argument against:

The morally defunct would have no qualm over  
making a false religious oath

RELIGIOUS TESTS

Oliver Ellsworth

• Came to be third Chief Justice of SCOTUS 

• Senator from Connecticut 

• Helped draft Constitution  

•Argued against Religious Tests 

RELIGIOUS TESTS

Ellsworth’s argument: 

• Government has no business meddling in the private 
opinions of its citizens 

• We are accountable to God, not man, for the 
religious opinions we hold and the way we express 
them through worship 

• But: Ellsworth believed the government should be 
able to punish drunkenness, profanity, blasphemy, 
and atheism  

RELIGIOUS TESTS

His argument was mainstream at the time:

• God’s will prohibited discrimination against those 
who worshipped Him 

• Even if they understood Him and worshipped Him 
differently 

• Thus, Jews, Muslims, and Deists were all entitled 
to this protection, but not atheists. 

HISTORICAL FOOTNOTE

Religious Test clause:

•No evidence that protection was intended for atheists 

•At the time: the right was freedom OF religion, not 
FROM religion  

• Atheists were seen as deserving no protection for 
freedom of conscience, because they had expelled 
God from their conscience

QUESTION

Which proposal? 

Proposal A is for only avowed Christians to run the 
government, and for the government to extend 
financial and other support to Christian causes. 

or, 

Proposal B is to keep the government and religion 
in separate realms. 

Is there a better way to do things than we are 
now? 


