
Democrats and Republicans
1 Peter 2:12-13

Democrats and Republicans.  I suspect some of you are 
wondering where I’m going with that sermon title today.  You are 
all probably quite tired of hearing about Democrats and 
Republicans, with all the news that has come out their national 
conventions the past two weeks.  But don’t worry, that’s not my 
subject this morning.  My subject is not politics.  

In terms of politics, Peter would have had no idea of the 
political situation of 21st century America.  He would have no 
awareness or understanding of American constitutional 
government, and certainly no awareness of the process by which 
we as a nation elect a president.

Indeed, we can barely understand that process ourselves, 
having just endured a full year of primary elections held in every 
state in order for each of the two major political parties to 
nominate candidates whose unfavorability ratings each are 
approaching 60%.  So we have a process of elections by which 
we somehow nominate two candidates who are both personally 
unfavorable to a majority of people.  That’s the state of American 
politics.  And that’s all I’m going to say about it.

It’s easy to become cynical about politics, and many become 
disengaged because of the despair of hopelessness, thinking it 
just doesn’t make any difference.  On the other hand, it’s also 
easy to get so swept up in it all that you actually think that a 
particular political party or party platform is the solution to all the 
problems of our country, and that everything would be better if we 
would just elect one candidate or the other.  Hence the frequent 
calls in the political world for governmental intervention, 
government programs and government regulation.   

But we need to step back a bit from the foolishness of politics 
in order to look at an important biblical principle.  That biblical 
principle doesn’t have anything to do with Democrats and 
Republicans as political parties, but much more broadly, with 
government itself.  The biblical principle is the definition of our 
relationship as Christians to the civil government, what our 
confession of faith calls the civil magistrate.  And it is that biblical 
principle that we need to carry into our involvement with politics, 
whatever level that might be for each of you.  So my focus in 
preaching on what Peter has written to us is not a focus upon 
whom you should vote for.  My sermon is certainly not a political 
stump speech.  Rather, the focus is upon government itself.  And 
your relationship to the government.

Let me start with this introductory comment, that God has 
called us to be citizens of earthly kingdoms.  Peter has 
emphasized that we are aliens and strangers here on earth, that 
we are sojourners, temporary residents.  Thus our permanent 
home, our permanent citizenship is in heaven.  Remember the 
heroes of the faith described in,

Heb. 11:13  “These all died in faith, not having received the 
promises, but having seen them afar off were assured of them, 
embraced them and confessed that they were strangers and 
pilgrims on the earth. 14 For those who say such things declare 
plainly that they seek a homeland. 15 And truly if they had called 
to mind that country from which they had come out, they would 
have had opportunity to return. 16 But now they desire a better, 
that is, a heavenly country. Therefore God is not ashamed to be 
called their God, for He has prepared a city for them.”

As Christians, therefore, we are citizens of two kingdoms–the 
kingdom of God or the heavenly kingdom, and an earthly 
kingdom.  We are already made citizens of the city of God, a city 
that is ruled by a great king, whose name is Jesus.  But we are 
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also citizens of another city, another country, another kingdom.  
And we have responsibilities to that earthly country as well.  As 
Christians, we have responsibilities to the rulers of those earthly 
kingdoms.  That’s my subject this morning.  What we might label 
as civil government.

And Peter ties together this subject of civil government with 
the passionate exhortation we studied last week,

v.11  “Beloved, I beg you as sojourners and pilgrims, abstain 
from fleshly lusts which war against the soul.”

And what is the first application he gives?  
v.13-14

I mentioned a number of “fleshly lusts” as I preached last 
week, and I suspect all of you were able to identity one or more 
that were particularly tempting to you.  But I didn’t mention the 
fleshly lust which Peter identifies first of all, the call to submission.  
Namely, the call to obey those in authority, within the civil 
governments he has established upon the earth.  

And I do mean to put it that way.  God has established the 
ruling, governing authorities that exist on earth.  And he has done 
so according to his own sovereign will.  The governments of this 
world are called “God’s ministers.”  Literally, God’s deacon.  God’s 
servant.  God’s waiter.  God’s attendant, the one who acts to bring 
about God’s will and commands.  

So much so that if you resist the civil authority, you resist the 
ordinance of God.  For all the governing authorities “are 
appointed by God.”  Turn with me, please, to,

Rom. 13:1  “Let every soul be subject to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and the 
authorities that exist are appointed by God. 2 Therefore whoever 

resists the authority resists the ordinance of God, and those who 
resist will bring judgment on themselves. 3 For rulers are not a 
terror to good works, but to evil. Do you want to be unafraid of the 
authority? Do what is good, and you will have praise from the 
same. 4 For he is God's minister to you for good. But if you do 
evil, be afraid; for he does not bear the sword in vain; for he is 
God's minister, an avenger to execute wrath on him who practices 
evil. 5 Therefore you must be subject, not only because of wrath 
but also for conscience’ sake. 6 For because of this you also pay 
taxes, for they are God's ministers attending continually to this 
very thing. 7 Render therefore to all their due: taxes to whom 
taxes are due, customs to whom customs, fear to whom fear, 
honor to whom honor.”

So let’s look at what Peter says to Christians, who are citizens 
of both a heavenly and an earthly kingdom.  Those two kingdoms 
are not separated.  They are not compartmentalized, as if here in 
the church, on Sunday, we live and act as citizens of one kingdom 
while tomorrow, on Monday when you go to your job or resume 
your other worldly duties and responsibilities, whatever they might 
be, you can put aside your responsibilities to God.  That sort of 
separation must be rejected.  You see, as members of a heavenly 
kingdom, as citizens of the city of God, as sojourners and pilgrims 
in this world, you have a duty with regard to the kingdoms of this 
world.  Specifically,

I. THE DUTY OF SUBMISSION.
Peter and Paul are saying the same thing.  “Let every soul be 

subject to the governing authorities.”  And in our text today,
v.13  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of man 

for the Lord's sake.”

The key word is submission.  It is a military term, well suited to 
this context.  In the military the structure of authority is clear.  
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There is a chain of command.  In the military, you have a superior 
officer.  It is well defined and explicitly clear.  Your whole identity is 
defined by rank, with regard both to those below you in rank and 
those above you.

Submit.  In other words, recognize and honor the rank in 
which you are placed.  Literally, put yourself under the oversight 
and control of those who exercise a superior rank.  

Peter uses this word five times in this first epistle with 
reference to slaves, wives, and younger men toward their elders.  
It is the same word Paul uses in Romans 13 and in,

Titus 3:1  “Remind them to be subject to rulers and authorities, 
to obey, to be ready for every good work.”

Similar words are used in,
Heb. 13:17  “Obey those who rule over you, and be 

submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must 
give account. Let them do so with joy and not with grief, for that 
would be unprofitable for you.”

Likewise, within the family,
Eph. 5:22  “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the 

Lord. 23 For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is 
head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24 
Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives 
be to their own husbands in everything.”

Eph. 6:1  “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is 
right.”

And, Eph. 6:5  “Bondservants, be obedient to those who are 
your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in 
sincerity of heart, as to Christ.”

So God’s ordering of human life is built upon this concept of 
submission.  In the family, in the church, in the realm of 
employment, and in the realm of civil government.  And even 
more broadly, we read,

Eph. 5:21  “...submitting to one another in the fear of God.”

Submission is one of the fundamental aspects of Christian life.  
It is the deliberate and intention opposite of autonomy, the spirit 
by which you think that you can rule and govern your own life.  
You are your own law and your own authority.  And beloved, that 
spirit of autonomy is a total and complete contradiction of the 
gospel.  It is ultimately a total and complete rejection of God.  
Autonomy, or the rejection  of the call to submission, is nothing 
but rebelliousness to the authority which God has established in 
your life.  And it is a fleshly lust with which many of us might fight.

Surely, this is,

A. A comprehensive obligation.
Not just, submit when you want to do so. Not, submit when 

you fell like doing so.  Not submit when the other person is doing 
what he ought to be doing.  No, Peter says, 

v.13  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of man 
for the Lord’s sake.”

Every ordinance.  Every authority.  Every human institution, all 
of which God has established.  Every one.  That’s the obligation.  

When it comes to the matter of slaves and masters, Peter is 
even more explicit,

1 Peter 2:18  “Servants, be submissive to your masters with all 
fear, not only to the good and gentle, but also to the harsh. 19 For 
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this is commendable, if because of conscience toward God one 
endures grief, suffering wrongfully. 20 For what credit is it if, when 
you are beaten for your faults, you take it patiently? But when you 
do good and suffer, if you take it patiently, this is commendable 
before God. 21 For to this you were called, because Christ also 
suffered for us, leaving us an example, that you should follow His 
steps: 22 "Who committed no sin, Nor was deceit found in His 
mouth"; 23 who, when He was reviled, did not revile in return; 
when He suffered, He did not threaten, but committed Himself to 
Him who judges righteously.”

Christ-likeness requires submission, even when reviled, even 
to masters who are harsh.  I know there is an exception, that we 
must obey God rather than men.  So if we are commanded by the 
civil authority to disobey God, we must obey God anyway.  But 
other than that one exception, it is for us a comprehensive 
obligation.  In fact, it is,

B. A matter of conscience.
v.13  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of man 

for the Lord’s sake.”

What does that mean, “For the Lord’s sake?”  Simply, that it is 
a matter of your relationship with the Lord.  You are to observe 
speed limit regulations not because you don’t want to get a ticket, 
but for the Lord’s sake!  Because it is right and good in the sight 
of the Lord.  

You are to obey the laws of our land, you are to submit 
yourself to the oversight of the government, not because you 
agree with their political position or even because they are good 
and just in their rule, but “for the Lord’s sake.”

Rom. 13:5  “Therefore you must be subject, not only because 

of wrath but also for conscience’ sake.”

For conscience sake!  Motivated not merely by the fear of 
consequences, the fear of punishment, but submission because it 
is morally good and right in the sight of God.  As a Christian, that 
is your duty and obligation.  

But there is a danger, isn’t there?  That the one in authority will 
abuse that authority.  Again, true of husbands and fathers, true of 
elders, true of employers or masters, and it is certainly true of the 
civil authorities.

So just as it is with husbands and wives, though God defines 
the responsibilities of those who are in authority, and Peter 
certainly does that here with respect to,

II. THE BIBLICAL DUTY OF THE CIVIL GOVERNMENT. 
Let me begin to answer that question by emphasizing what 

Peter says regarding the King.  It is,

A. The exercise of supreme authority.
v.13

That doesn’t deny the ultimate authority of God, nor that all 
kings themselves remain subject to God.  But on an earthly level, 
in the realm of human relationships, the king is supreme.  He has 
the highest rank.  He is the superior officer in the chain of 
command.

That is a hard concept for sinful, fallen men, like you and me.  
There is, I believe, in each of our hearts, a longing to preserve our 
own autonomy.  Call it what you will, a strong will.  An 
independent spirit.  A rebellious nature.  It is all the same thing.  
We don’t want to live under the authority of someone who 
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outranks us.  Because of the fall, submission is not natural, it is 
contrary to the natural man, even as the rebellion against that 
duty of submission is the very essence of Adam and Eve’s 
original sin.

Gen. 3:6  “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for 
food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree desirable to 
make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate. She also gave to her 
husband with her, and he ate.”

She decided it was good.  She decided it was pleasant.  She 
decided it was desirable.  So she ate it, even though God had 
commanded so explicitly, 

Gen. 2:16  “Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; 17 
"but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not 
eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.”

People of God, the king is supreme.  And the civil government 
which God has ordained is supreme in its exercise of authority.  
We have an obligation to submit, as a matter of conscience.  We 
have a duty to submit, “for the Lord’s sake.” 

Even so, authority doesn’t mean that you can do whatever you 
want!  And God has defined the appropriate, biblical function of 
the civil authorities which he has established.  Peter gives us the 
definition of the particular responsibility assigned by God, namely,

B. The punishment of evildoers.
v.14

Have you ever heard the expression, “You can’t legislate 
morality”?  I would simply ask, what else do you legislate?  The 
morality may be twisted or inaccurate, but morality is nothing but 

identifying what is evil and ought to be restrained in distinction 
from what is good and ought to be promoted.  So civil legislation 
is nothing but identifying what is harmful to the good of a body of 
people, and restraining that harm by the threat of punishment.  
That’s the job of civil government.

The question needs to be asked, however, how does the civil 
government determine what is evil?  There is an easy, easy 
answer, but it takes courage to say it today.  How is evil 
determined and defined?  By God’s word!  By God’s law.

Just think of our civil laws, in terms of the ten commandments.  
We have laws that prohibit murder, even assault.  We restrain the 
impulse of men to kill one another.  That’s legislating morality.  We 
have laws that prohibit illicit sexual conduct, nowadays, chiefly 
with regard to the protection of children.  But also women.  There 
is the protection of the law offered against such heinous crimes 
as sexual abuse and exploitation, and rape itself.  That’s 
legislating morality.   

There are laws against stealing, and laws against perjury.  All 
of that amounts to legislating morality, specifically morality as 
defined by the 6th, 7th, 8th and 9th commandments.  And the 
basis for those laws, the foundation for that definition of evil, is the 
revealed will of God.

So murder is wrong, because God said so.  Stealing.  Perjury.  
Illicit sexual relationships.  They are all wrong.  Because God said 
so.  And our government is right to engage in legislation to 
restrain those sins, as they become evidence as public crime.

That doesn’t mean we have a theocracy.  That doesn’t mean 
the government is establishing a religion.  But somehow, some 
way, the civil authority is responsible to define what is evil so that 

Page �  of �5 7



they can punish evildoers.  And there is only one such definition, 
God’s law.  And God’s moral law ought to remain the standard for 
such legislation, and even the principles of Old Testament civil 
law for the nation of Israel ought to be a standard guideline today 
even as those principles might be applied to the new and specific 
circumstances of today.  But the principles of justice and 
righteous haven’t changed. 

I should emphasize, that in the civil realm, what you cannot 
legislate is motive.  Only actions.  That’s what is so misguided 
and wrong to attempt to identify so-called ‘hate-crimes’ today, for 
all crime is an act of hatred.  And the civil realm is necessarily 
limited to external, observable, identifiable actions.  The Old 
Testament standard for conviction was the testimony of two or 
three witnesses.  Verifiable evil behavior, to be punished by the 
civil authorities.

So Christians ought to be salt and light, seeking to inform our 
government with regard to biblical principles.  The church ought to 
proclaim loudly and clearly the issues of public justice and 
righteousness, so that the civil government would know what 
circumstances call for the punishment of evil doers.  Surely, our 
own government has never needed that salt and light more than 
they do today, when there is such a conscious denial of God’s 
own definitions of morality.  

The civil authorities are ordained by God to punish those who 
do evil.  And, even further, positively, the government ought to be 
in the business of,

C. The defense of the righteous.
v.14  “...governors, as to those who are sent by him [not only] 

for the punishment of evildoers [but also] for the praise of those 
who do good.”

That praise is essentially reduced to leaving the righteous 
alone!  As Paul prays in,

1 Tim. 2:1  “Therefore I exhort first of all that supplications, 
prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all men, 
2 for kings and all who are in authority, that we may lead a quiet 
and peaceable life in all godliness and reverence.”

Pray that the civil government would leave us alone to lead 
such lives!  That’s the role of the civil government.  And your role 
is to submit to that authority.  Even when the government falls 
short of these ideal, far short!

Our hope is not in the government.  The world won’t be 
changed by a change of government.  The gospel won’t be 
advanced by governmental action.  All of that comes about only 
by the sovereign blessing of the Holy Spirit upon the ministry of 
the word.  

And let me stress at this point, that the solution for bad 
government is not anarchy.  The solution to ungodly leaders and 
the unrighteous exercise of authority is not autonomy nor sedition, 
for those things are a dishonor to God even as the dishonor the 
civil government which he has appointed.

So here is the key, for the church to remain the church we 
must proclaim the gospel.  That is our reason for existence, for 
that is how the kingdom of God will come and be established 
upon the earth.  

And yet, as Christians, with your citizenship in the kingdom of 
heaven made evident by your membership in the church, you are 
citizens of an earthly kingdom as well.  Honor the authority 
exercised by the rulers in that earthly kingdom, even as you 
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exercise your responsibilities and freedom granted to you as such 
citizens.  So I would urge you to enter into the realm of politics.  
Enter into the realm of public debate, which, thankfully for us, is 
entirely consistent with the attitude of submission.  Enter into the 
duties of public citizenship, especially as God has granted you the 
freedom to vote.  Enter into those matters as good citizens of your 
earthly kingdom, honoring the king and submitting yourself to 
every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake.  

Enter into the responsibilities of your earthly citizenship.  But 
as you do so, never forget, you are sojourners and pilgrims, 
aliens, strangers and temporary residents.  Never forget that you 
are seeking a homeland, “a better, that is, a heavenly country.”  
And as a Christian, “God has prepared a city” for you.  If you can 
maintain that balance, entering into the duties of faithful 
citizenship of your earthly kingdom while you look forward with 
longing to your being at home in the city of God, if you can 
maintain that balance then you are very, very wise.  That is 
precisely the wisdom to which I call you this morning as we study 
Peter’s first Epistle.

v.13  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of man 
for the Lord’s sake, whether to the king as supreme, 14 or to 
governors, as to those who are sent by him for the punishment of 
evildoers and for the praise of those who do good.” 
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