
	

	

On Civility: A Biblical Perspective	
	
The sharing of ideas and perspectives is the lifeblood of democratic government and congregational 
churches. One person does not dictate; multiple persons influence and decide.	
	
Anyone who pays attention to democracy and congregational churches knows the process of influencing 
and deciding can quickly slide toward volatile speech and personal attacks. There is, however, a better 
way -- one that involves mutual respect as people contend with ideas. We call it acting with civility, and 
the Bible affirms this approach.	
	
To be civil does not mean a refusal to contend for a position; it means we contend in a Christ-honoring 
manner. The Apostle Paul gives us guidance in Ephesians 4 when he talks about the “new life” we put 
on when we follow Christ (v.24).	
	
Speak Truthfully	
	
One of the bedrock principles of civility is to always speak truthfully. 	
	

So then, putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are 
members of one another (Ephesians 4:25 NRSV).	

	
In the realm of politics, it is fashionable to speak in a nuanced fashion that leads people to believe things 
that are really untrue about opponents or issues. Followers of Christ speak truthfully, which means they 
desire to help others understand, not to mislead.	
	
The same should be true in church decision making. When we value and respect others as children of 
God, we desire to openly and accurately communicate. Our desire is to inform and influence, not to 
simply get our way.	
	
Paul says, specifically, Christians are to speak truthfully because they are members of one body -- the 
body of Christ, the church.	
	
Be Careful with Anger	
	
Anger moves people. It can move them to do good; it also can move them to do evil. Paul said:	
	

Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the 
devil (Ephesians 4:26-27 NRSV).	

	



	

	

This verse may sound strange -- be angry but do not sin. 	
	
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be judged” 
(Matthew 5:21). But, Jesus’ own anger moved him to wreak havoc with the sinners in the temple 
(Matthew 21:12-13). There is, in other words, a type of anger that is appropriate and a type that is not. In 
the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus spoke about harboring feelings of anger to a fellow believer. In the 
temple, disrespect for the things of God caused anger.	

In the Ephesians verses, Paul is not repudiating anger but the sin that may come from anger. “Anger at 
injustice is permitted,” says Allen Verhey and Joseph S. Harvard. “Indeed, an injustice not only prompts 
anger; it requires it. ... But anger can be an occasion for sin, for seeking revenge instead of justice, for 
holding a grudge instead of seeking reconciliation.”i	
	
Godly anger always leaves room for reconciliation. It confronts evil but is accompanied by grace. “The 
eagerness for reconciliation overwhelms the anger, even the legitimate anger, when injustice is done to 
one’s self.”ii	
	
In the public square and in church, God’s people may be angry at the things that make God angry. But 
Paul reminds us to be careful and not allow that anger to become sin. We allow it to become sin when 
we do not leave room for reconciliation and relationship with those who hold another view.	
	
Be Careful with Language	
	
In the midst of political and church debates it is easy to attack people rather than challenging their 
ungodly actions and ideas. Our words can cause all kinds of problems. Paul said:	
	

Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, 
so that your words may give grace to those who hear (Ephesians 4:29 NRSV).	

	
Paul points to the bad and the good that can come from our words. Our words can be “evil” or they can 
be “useful for building up.” Paul put those two seemingly unrelated phrases together. It is possible to 
couple them with helpful opposites. Evil is to good, as tearing down is to building up. Evil speech tears 
down. Good speech builds up.	
	
Unfortunately, attack ads have proven to be one of the most effective means of political speech. Such 
ads focus on tearing down an opponent rather than on building up one’s appropriateness for office. 
Politicians use these ads because they work. There is sin at work both when politicians use such ads and 
when audiences allow such speech to influence them.	
	



	

	

Churches know about attack, as well. Such attacks are not packaged in slick commercials; they come in 
the form of hateful conversations.	
	
Paul says God’s people seek to build up. They care about helping individuals be more of what God 
intended. They care about helping a local church truly function as the body of Christ. They care about 
helping their governments function in a way that reflects the values God expressed through Christ.	
	
Conclusion	
	
Civility in the church and in the public square will stress truth and be careful both with anger and with 
speech. Paul pulls together these ideas and others as he wraps up the Ephesians passage.	
	

And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of 
redemption. Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, 
together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as 
God in Christ has forgiven you (Ephesians 4:30-32 NRSV).	

	
Falsehood, sinful anger, and hurtful speech grieve God’s Spirit. In contrast, Paul says we are to be kind 
and tenderhearted toward each other. We forgive as Christ has taught us to forgive.	
	
“A Covenant for Civility” adopted by a number of evangelical leaders in 2010 asserted seven scriptural 
steps for civil dialogue:	
	

1) Reflect the spirit of Scripture, being “quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry” 
(James 1:19).	

2) Acknowledge that all people are created in the image of God. “With the tongue we bless the 
Lord and Father, and with it we curse those who are made in the likeness of God. … this ought 
not to be so” (James 3:9, 10).	
	
3) Disagree respectfully without falsely impugning others’ motives, character, or faith. We 
recognize in humility that in our opinions, “we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror” (1 
Corinthians 13:12). We will therefore “be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing 
with one another in love” (Ephesians 4:2).	

4) Watch the use of language, being neither arrogant nor boastful. “Before destruction one’s 
heart is haughty, but humility goes before honor” (Proverbs 18:12).	



	

	

5) Be mindful of how we treat each other in pursuit of the common good. Each of us must 
therefore “put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one 
body” (Ephesians 4:25).	

6) Pray for our political leaders — those with whom we agree, as well as those with whom we 
disagree. “I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made … for 
kings and all who are in high positions” (1 Timothy 2:1-2).	

7) Pray for those with whom we disagree because it is more difficult to hate others when we are 
praying for them. Together we strive to be faithful witnesses to our Lord, who prayed “that they 
may be one” (John 17:22).iii	

	

i Allen Verhey and Joseph S. Harvard, Ephesians: A Theological Commentary on the Bible: 
Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2011), Kindle location 3842. 

 
ii Ibid., 3855. 
 
iii “A Covenant for Civility,” http://sojo.net/press/diverse-group-faith-leaders-christians-sign-

civility-covenant (accessed April 8, 2014). 

																																																								


