“Politics”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

¨ Biblical Convictions & Objectives:
1• We believe the Bible is God’s inspired revelation to man and we will do our very best to be
guided by the Word of God in all things. The Word shapes culture, not the other way around.
2• We are committed to worshipping God with our minds, and ever growing in our confidence
of the Word. We will not back away from the hard subjects, but approach them with humble
submission.
3• We believe that all authority comes from God, the Creator of all things. All governments are
under His authority and all earthly powers are subject to Him. God reigns over the nations.
Our ultimate allegiance is to the glory of God as our ultimate citizenship is in heaven (John
19:11; Psalm 47:8; Philippians 3:20).
4• We believe that every human was assigned moral worth by the sheer fact of being created in
the image of God, therefore societies should be established to respect and protect its citizens.
Rulers are to operate for the good of their citizens, and citizens are to operate in submission to
their rulers. (Genesis 1:27; Romans 13:1-7; 1 Peter 2:13-14).
5• We believe the Bible’s teachings are relevant and necessary to the shaping of morality,
therefore Christ-followers ought to seek to influence society and its rulers. Yet salvation is
always a work of God and not government. The greatest need of every human heart, and every
society, is the Gospel of Jesus Christ (Matthew 14:3-4; 1 Timothy 2:1-2; John 14:6).

¨ The Current Predicament of Christianity in our Country …
The Constitution of the United States addresses religion in two separate places. The first in
prohibiting a religious test for someone pursuing a federal office (Article VI). The second, and
more central to understanding the current state of religion and politics, is found in the First
Amendment of the Bill of Rights. It reads, “Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof …”. The first part of that
statement prohibits a state sponsored church or official national religion. Understanding the
origins of our country, this makes perfect sense. There would be no Church of England-likeorganization to use religion for political power or to persecute those who held a different set of
religious beliefs.
The second portion of that statement is where things get more complicated. Though the phrase
“separation of church and state” never appears in the Constitution, this is where the idea
originates. This is often referred to as the “religious liberty” or “free exercise” clause, as its
intent was to provide every citizen the opportunity to practice what he believes without the
control or interference of the government. Obviously there would be some restrictions
depending on what that particular religion endorsed as its practices, which later would create
conflict that exists to this day. However, what was established to keep the state out of the
business of playing church, has now become an almost assumed principle used to keep the
church out of the realm of politics. This was never meant to be the case by our Founders.
The Church was to play a vital role in a establishing and maintaining a nation’s morality as well
as upholding the reality that there are absolute truths originating from an authoritative Creator.
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable rights” (Declaration of Independence).
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¨ Consider the Need for the Truth of the Gospel in Creating a Healthy Society:
Shaping Ideas & Worldview:
“False ideas are the greatest obstacle to the reception of the gospel. We may preach with all
the fervor of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning a straggler here and there, if we permit
the whole collective thought of the nation or of the world to be controlled by ideas which, by the
resistless force of logic, prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more than a
harmless delusion.” (What is Christianity?: J. Gresham Machen, pg. 162)
• Today the significant worldviews of our American culture can fit loosely into three categories.
(1) Naturalism: Science is god. The only knowledge that is viable and authoritative is that which
can be gained through hard science. (2) Postmodernism: Self is god. Knowledge is not about
objective truth and reason but the subjective creation of one’s own consciousness. (3) Theism:
God is God. All true knowledge comes from the authority of the Creator who has revealed
Himself in time and space through His Son and in the Bible.
© Unless Christians winsomely battle those “false ideas”, the “collective thought of the nation”
will move further and further from the truth, and the health of our society will decrease as the
gospel is regarded as nothing more “than a harmless delusion”.
Shaping Morality & The Common Good:
“A religiously neutral public square that respects pluralism is promised so that our legal regime
may avoid the imposition of any ‘sectarian’ or ‘religious’ dogma. But that is not what is
delivered. What arrives is a legal regime that is no less sectarian than any of the ‘religious’
views it was intended to sequester. As we have seen, secular liberalism presupposes and entails
its own understandings of liberty and the human good that answer precisely the same
philosophical questions that the so-called sectarian views answer.” (Politics for Christians:
Francis J. Beckwith, pg. 143)
• Today the aim of secular government is to create a “neutral public square” where nobody’s
morals are forced upon another based on a set of confidently held beliefs. Of course this is
impossible, and the thing they promise is the very thing of which they are guilty. Morality is
based on some philosophy or idea, as is one’s definition of “liberty and the human good”.
© Unless Christians winsomely battle the “promised pluralism”, the secular dogmas will
increasingly shape our culture’s concept of liberty and justice for all. Christians do not insert
themselves in the public square to force Biblical morality and make converts. Rather they
engage in politics “for the purpose of resisting what they believe are understandings of the
human person that are contrary to human dignity and thus the common good.” (Beckwith, pg.
143)
* The Church is first and foremost a theological and missional institution, not a political or
social one. What that means is that we work in the realm of truth and lies about God, His world,
and His plan for humanity (theological). For us to be the salt and light that Jesus commanded us
to be, we must know what the Word of God says about an issue so that we can “determine to do
something about it” (missional), both individually and corporately as God’s Church!
Therefore, we must begin by: (1) Understanding the narrative of Scripture related to politics
[polis – city]. What do we learn from the story of God, good and bad, about the “city”, its
citizens, and those who govern? (2) Establishing the broader Biblical principles drawn from
texts by way of observation and implication. What does God intend for His children to apply
about being good citizens, and interacting with those who govern them?
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¨ Dealing with the Biblical Data to Build a Biblical Theology:
First
Principles

• Genesis 1-11 •
Often considered the introduction to the Bible, Genesis 1-11 provides
us with “first principles” to understanding God’s story and help in
establishing foundational thought to government and politics.
1:1 ® God was in the beginning, the uncreated Creator of all things.
He existed outside of human society, making Him the ultimate
“outsider” in politics. As Creator of human society, He is over all
peoples and nations.
1:2-25 ® God created the “city-earth” with the word of His mouth. All
the natural resources that mankind has come from Him. The ordering of
days and seasons are from His mind. Every living beast, bird, and
swimming creature have their life through Him.
1:26-27 ® Mankind was created in the image of God, therefore giving
men and women great worth intrinsically, before a Bill of Rights or
Constitutional Amendment.
1:28-31 ® God blessed mankind by providing for them all they needed
for physical life to be sustained. He likewise gave them a delegated
authority over creation to rule over it as His vice-regents.
2:1-24 ® God established their garden-home city, providing for them:
physical rest (v3), sensory delight (v9), occupational purpose (v15),
protective boundaries (v17), relational community (v18), authoritative
decision-making (v19), family structure (v24), and unashamed freedom
(v25).
3:1-24 ® God gave mankind the freedom of choice to either trust Him
(and enjoy that freedom), or pursue selfish autonomy (and lose the joy
of that freedom – v7). They were held accountable for those choices
and cross-examined to have their lies exposed (v8-13). Finally, those
choices had consequences for all those who violated the authority over
them (v14-24).
4:1-26 ® The citizens of God’s city gave a portion of what they had
created with their hands to their Ruler (v3-4). Anger arose from one
toward God’s authority over him, and God instructed him to learn how
to rule himself with restraint (v5-7). The lack of self-rule led to conflict
between citizens and eventually the first murder (v8). To this crime,
punishment (v13) and protection (v15) came to the offender.
6:1 – 9:29 ® God allowed for violence and corruption to come to the
city He had created through the freedom He entrusted to the citizens
(6:11-12). But He did not ignore dealing with such criminal activity in
His city under His rule (6:13). God was committed to preserving His
image-bearers, blessing them, and promising safety to operate as good
citizens under His rule (8:20-22). But no human could be the perfect
citizen capable of walking uprightly (9:20-28).
11:1-32 ® The citizens of the earth ultimately got back on their feet,
feeling confident and capable of establishing their own city without
God (v3). They believed they could provide for themselves, and sought
to be a nation without God (v4). But God was still committed to making
His name great through a nation under His blessing … 12:1-3
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What does God intend for His children to apply about being good citizens, and interacting with
those who govern them?
• God is the ultimate and absolute authority over all He has created. It is His world, we are His
subjects, and everything we have comes from Him.
• A good citizen uses his freedom to operate within the boundaries established according to the
truth received. There is accountability to rule himself well, and where he does not, he should
expect to be punished.
• A good government recognizes the value of every individual. They are to establish order,
provide protection from violence, and encourage hard work for the flourishing of every citizen.

OT
Theocracy
&
Monarchy

The Old Testament is the story of God building His missionary nation
in the face of nations with their contrary spiritual and political systems.
God, the King, established laws to make Israel a set-apart people. These
laws prescribed how they were to act toward Him and each other.
Eventually, Israel wanted a human king like the other nations. God
granted their request and they were led by flawed men, some better than
others. Ultimately, the Old Testament closes with the – now two
nations, under foreign rule in a foreign land with only future promises
of restoration and God’s King to hold out hope.
Exodus 19:5-6 ® The books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy record the many laws given specifically to the nation of
Israel. These laws belong to what we call the “Mosaic Covenant” and
have a unique place is how God dealt with Israel in Biblical history.
Much has been written about how to best understand these laws and
what, if any, relevance they have to civil government today. It is a very
complicated subject of study, suffice it to say, that Israel held a unique
place in history, one that neither America nor any other modern nation
shares. They were a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation”, and the
laws and promises made to them cannot be directly applied to our
country today. We should not find in God’s theocratic leading of Israel
a pattern for us in America of national conquest nor special spiritual
blessing. In fact, God works in pagan nations to accomplish His
purposes because He is sovereign over all nations …
Daniel 2:21 ® God was not merely working in the nation of Israel as
their King, but is King over all nations. “He changes times and
seasons; he removes kings and sets up kings; he gives wisdom to the
wise and knowledge to those who have understanding.” God holds the
nations accountable as is evidenced in the many oracles throughout the
prophets directed at pagan nations. God also raises up enemy kings to
accomplish His purposes, even against His own people (Isaiah 45:1).
While Israel certainly held a unique place in Biblical history, and ruled
over His people as their King, it would be wrong to conclude that God
was prejudice or nationalistic. But they wanted to be a great nation …
1 Samuel 8:4-22 ® The LORD raised up Judges to lead Israel, but in
the end “everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25).
As Samuel, the last judge, was nearing death, the people demanded that
they “appoint for us a king to judge us like the nations” (v5).
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The LORD told Samuel to “Obey the voice of the people in all that they
say to you, for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me
from being king over them” (v7). Truly God had been their King
(theocracy) since the time He delivered them out of Egypt. Their desire
for a human king (monarchy) like the surrounding nations was, plain
and simple, a revolt against God. Why did they do this? Why did they
want a regime change and a different form of government? “That we
may also be like all the nations, and that our king may judge is and go
out before us and fight our battles” (v20). They wanted protection from
their enemies and status on the global stage, and they thought this was
the way to gain that. Samuel went along with their desire, but warned
them of the abuses of power they will face under a fallen human king.
“He will take your sons and appoint them to his chariots and to be
horsemen … and some to plow his grounds and to reap his harvest …
he will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. He
will take the best of your fields and vineyards … he will take a tenth of
your grain … he will take the tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his
slaves” (v11-17). With the form of government they chose came taxes,
conscription to military service, and the abuses of power diminishing
their freedom. Ultimately such power would divide their nation …
1 Kings 12:16-24 ® The monarchy of Israel lasted for only three kings
(Saul, David, Solomon), before power divided the house of Judah from
Israel. “And when all Israel saw that the king did not listen to them, the
people answered the king, ‘What portion do we have in David?… look
now to your own house, David’, so Israel went to their tents” (v16). The
Bible says that because Solomon had a divided heart, the kingdom after
his reign would too be divided – Israel to the North, and Judah in the
South. Now two monarchies, one loyal to the line of David, but both
equally wicked. So wicked that they both would come to a disastrous
end …
2 Kings 17:7-23 ® “This occurred because the people of Israel had
sinned against the LORD their God” (v7) … “Judah also did not keep
the commandments of the LORD their God” (v19). In 722BC Israel was
captured by the Assyrians, and in 586BC Judah was carried off by the
Babylonians. Not only had their kingdom split in two, but now the two
national entities ceased to exist. They were slaves in a foreign land.
What does God intend for His children to apply about being good citizens, and interacting with
those who govern them?
• God establishes nations and tears them down. He is the original law-giver and only perfect
king. His authority is to be trusted, and when it is rejected trouble will be soon to follow in any
community.
• A good citizen looks to God first in obedience to His righteous standards. Even in following a
human leader, following the LORD must come first. National pride is good; the worship of God
is higher!
• A good government recognizes it too is under authority and held accountable for the way in
which it governs. Power must be used properly, and when it is misused the people will respond.
No nation is invincible; therefore leaders must not ignore the needs of the citizens in the present.
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If living at home in a safe and secure city was the highest goal, then
surely the time of captivity for the nations of Israel and Judah was a
total waste … right? If all they were to do was work toward getting
home, setting up a God-honoring government, and re-establishing their
dominance on the world stage, then the needs of others around them
was of little importance to obeying their God. But this was not the case!
Jeremiah 29:4-14 ® Most churched people know the beauty of v11 –
“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for
welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.” But few
know them in their Biblical context. The recipients of that promise were
in slavery, exiled in a foreign land, and homesick. It makes sense that
God would tell them to “hang tight” because help is on the way. That
verse certainly instills hope for the future, and deliverance that will
come. But it will not be for seventy years … and they should not just
hang-tight. Rather the LORD tells them to “build houses and live in
them; plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and have sons
and daughters … seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into
exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find
your welfare.” They were under oppression, living in fear, and very
uncomfortable. To which God tells them to seek the welfare of that
foreign oppressive government and society. Do not retreat into
isolation. Do not sit back and wag your finger at all that is wrong. Use
the time you have along with the gifts you have to make the place you
are in better!

What does God intend for His children to apply about being good citizens, and interacting with
those who govern them?
• God cares about the welfare of all people. He wants His people to contribute for the good of
image-bearers in every situation.
• A good citizen looks to serve others. His comfort is never the first priority. He hopes in God
for His future reward, and labors with others for present progress.
• A good government recognizes the helpful contribution of people no matter their ethnicity or
economic status.

Jesus &
The
Disciples
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The political environment when Jesus came on the scene was anything
but healthy for the Jewish people. At that time Jesus was born, Herod –
King of the Jews, was ruling under the careful eye of Roman authority.
He wanted no challenge to his throne from some silly prophecies told to
him from foreign kings, so decreed a slaughter of newborn children.
Jewish in name, he had little respect for the ways of God or righteous
living. In addition, Jerusalem was always crawling with Roman soldiers
and the ever present reality that Judea was not free. Into this we
investigate the continuing story of the New Testament ministry of Jesus
Christ and His followers.
Matthew 14:3-4 ® John the Baptist would be killed for speaking truth
about morality to the highest leader in the land. “For Herod had seized
John and put him in prison for the sake of Herodias, his brother
Philip’s wife, because John had been saying to him, ‘It is not lawful for
you to have her.” John certainly did not believe that Biblical truth had
no place in the shaping of public morality, nor that he should stay quiet.
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Matthew 22:17-22 ® The Pharisees and Herodians famously came to
Jesus to entangle him in his words asking about whether it is lawful to
pay taxes to Caesar or not. Jesus asked them to produce a coin. They
brought him a Roman denarius, which Jesus, upon inspection then
asked them – “Whose likeness and inscription is this? It was a Roman
inscription with the likeness of Caesar on the coin. Jesus then told them
in answer to their question, “Render to Caesar the things that are
Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” What are we to make
of this? Clearly Jesus is indicating that there are two spheres of
authority, belonging to the church and to the government. Perhaps some
would conclude – “Aha, separation of church and state.” Yet I think that
is a hasty conclusion to draw. Jesus is telling them that they clearly
should pay the Roman tax, as the coin represents the human system of
government and has jurisdiction over the city’s state of affairs. On the
other hand, on what or whom is the likeness of God stamped?
Hastening back to Genesis 1:27 we know that every human is made in
the image and likeness of God. Therefore, it appears Jesus’ teaching
here is that the role of government is limited, but the role of God in
society cannot be limited. In fact, they both share a like responsibility to
advance the common good of the citizens within the city.
Luke 10:27-37 ® Another man came to test Jesus, this time a lawyer.
He asked, “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus’ response
was, yet again to ask another question – “What is written in the Law?
How do you read it?” To which the lawyer answered with the familiar
words summarized by “love God and love your neighbor”. Right! Then
Jesus proceeded to tell a parable, the one we have come to know as the
Good Samaritan. A parable about love and justice. A parable
emphasizing the care and equality to be given to all regardless of race,
social status, or economic distinction. A parable about being a good
citizen. A Christian is to pursue justice and the common good of his
neighbor.
Acts 5:27-32 ® The government didn’t like it that the apostles were
preaching publicly, so they threw them in prison. Of course, jail bars
couldn’t hold back the power of God as an angel came and set them
free. Back out on the preaching circuit, the leaders again detained them
for questioning. The message the Jewish leaders wanted the apostles to
hear – Stop “filling Jerusalem with your teaching.” The message the
apostles wanted the leaders to hear – “We must obey God rather than
men.” The apostles were commissioned witnesses to the truth of Jesus
and they weren’t going to take orders from a lesser authority to stop.
Acts 16:35-38 ® When Paul and Silas had been beaten with rods
according to the Roman government orders which was illegal for a
Roman citizen, Paul appealed to the law and to his citizenship. “They
have beaten us publicly, uncondemned, men who are Roman citizens,
and have thrown us into prison; and do they now throw us out secretly?
No!”
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What does God intend for His children to apply about being good citizens, and interacting with
those who govern them?
• God is the supreme authority over men and has rightful claim over all created in His image.
He established government, both subject to His purposes, and to share in accomplishing His
purposes over His citizens.
• A good citizen loves his neighbor and needs no law to do that. He speaks truth to influence
the public morality for the good of the city. He respects the law when it aids him and when it
opposes him and must be disobeyed in order to obey God as his ultimate authority.
• A good government protects its citizens from mistreatment and does not use the law to
accomplish personal agendas. They can expect support from citizens in their sphere of authority.

The
Epistles &
The Church

As Jesus left the earth and commissioned his followers to make
disciples, He left for them a paradigm of being in the world but not of
the world. The apostles Peter and Paul would rightly teach the churches
to honor the government, whether good or bad, and remind them of
their citizenship in heaven.
Romans 13:1-7 ® Perhaps the most comprehensive teaching to the
Church about the government comes here from Paul to the church
gathering in the hub of the ungodly government – the city of Rome. We
are taught:
(1) The governing authorities derive their authority from God, therefore
Christians ought to submit to them as they are submitting to God (v1-2).
(2) The governing authorities are to suppress evil by the fear of
consequences to those who do evil. Likewise, they are to commend
those who do good for the health of the city (v3).
(3) The governing authorities are to protect citizens from the danger of
evil through enforcing punishment on wrongdoers and those who would
harm the community (v4).
(4) The citizens are to operate honorably and honestly, not merely to
avoid punishment, but for the common good of the city (v5-7).
© None of these things save a person or save a city. But they contribute
to “walking properly as in the daytime” for those who have “put on the
Lord Jesus Christ” (13:13-14).
1 Peter 2:11-17 ® Peter likewise believes Christians are to “keep your
conduct among the Gentiles honorable … so they may see your good
deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation”. For this reason then,
the apostle urges his readers to “be subject for the Lord’s sake to every
human institution”. They are not to base their submission on the
godliness, or even goodness, of the regime, but do so according to the
will of God. Even when a Christian is not free within their political
system, they are free and ought to use their freedom “to live as servants
of God”.
© For this reason, Paul urges Christians to pray “for kings and all who
are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly
and dignified in every way. This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight
of God our Savior” (1 Timothy 2:2-3).
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What does God intend for His children to apply about being good citizens, and interacting with
those who govern them?
• God has placed His people within communities to model grace and speak truth for Him.
• A good citizen places himself in subjection to the governing authorities with a heart of
worship to God, as God’s servant for His glory in the world. He prays for those in authority.
• A good government commends the good and punishes the evil. They are to welcome those
who aim to serve the city as servants of God.

The New
City

At the consummation of all things, “Babylon the great city will be
thrown down with violence, and will be found no more” (Revelation
18:21). The King will reign in His city and His citizens will dwell
securely forever!
Revelation 21:22-27 ® The new Jerusalem, as part of the new heaven
and new earth will:
(1) Be centered on the worship of the Lamb (v22)
(2) Be filled with the glory of God (v23)
(3) Be populated by the gladness of nations (v24, 26)
(4) Be secure with no fear of danger or end to joy (v25)
(5) Be absent of sin and sinners (v27)

God will be the center of all glory … as His citizens experience the fullness of joy … and “the
increase of His government and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of David and over
his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness from this time
forth and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this” (Isaiah 9:7).
“We resist identifying the gospel with any particular nation or any political party, and we look
forward to the day when we are done with all of that and God again rules us immediately, and
fallible earthly authority is no more.” (God and Politics: Mark Dever, pg. 46)
¨ How then shall we live until that day arrives? What are we to do in the present city where we
live? What will a citizen of heaven look like while living as a good citizen of earth?
® Stay tuned for Part 2 next week …
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Part 2: Practical Implications for Life and Ministry
From Text to Practice …
“Christianity is not just a series of truths but Truth – Truth about all of reality. And the holding
to that Truth intellectually – and then in some poor way living upon that Truth, the Truth of
what is – brings forth not only certain personal results, but also governmental and legal
results.” (A Christian Manifesto: Francis A. Schaeffer, pg. 20).
Having surveyed the narrative of Scripture and distilled our observations into timeless
principles of Truth, we are now armed with a Biblical worldview on the subject of government
to apply the Gospel to culture. In the case of this vast subject, we will consider particular
questions and issues relating to the three categories established as summaries after each
narrative section of Scripture: God, Good Citizens, Good Government
(1) How does the nature and character of Creator God come into play in politics?
(2) What should it look like for Christians to be good citizens in their respective
communities?
(3) What should it look like for those who govern to do so according to Biblical Truth
and what is a fair expectation to have of government?

“One Nation Under God”

God

• God is the ultimate authority over all individuals and all
nations
• Everything mankind has comes from God
• God is the perfect King and Sovereign Ruler
• God invites image-bearers to share in the responsibility
of ruling
• God creates communities

Is America Really One Nation Under God? Is America a Christian Nation?
Thoughtful arguments as to the founding of America as a Christian nation can easily be
assembled on both sides of this question. On one hand, the Founders aimed to establish a nation
free from religious stronghold. They neither sought to establish a Christian nation, nor were all of
them even Christian. Most importantly, they clearly did not believe that a nation could make its
citizens Christian or procure eternal salvation for them. In this sense, the plan was never for a
Christian America. Yet, clearly the founding principles of America were rooted in Biblical
principles both for individual morality and the structure of government.
There were many influences on the establishing of American politics. Lex Rex – “law is
king” – was a revolutionary concept written by Samuel Rutherford in 1611. Prior to Lex Rex the
king held ultimate rule and was the law. Those who govern are under the law. This came out of a
Reformation principle in recovering the Scriptures as the authority and not the Church or Pope.
John Locke, in the line of the social contract political philosophers, believed in natural
law. He saw man as unique from other creatures, most applicably in his ability to consider matters
of right and wrong. The idea that man by nature has a sense of morality was at the core of our
Founders thinking.
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But as for morality and how a society could function for the good of its citizens, Christian
Biblical concepts were at the heart of the principles of government:
® “He is the best friend of American liberty who is most sincere and active in promoting pure
and undefiled religion” (John Witherspoon – Pastor/Signer of the Declaration of Independence)
® “If we are not governed by God, then we will be ruled by tyrants” (William Penn – Founder of
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania)
® “Religion, morality, and knowledge being necessary to good government and the happiness of
mankind” (from The Northwest Ordinance of 1781)
® “We have no government armed with power capable of contending with human passions
unbridled by morality and religion … our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious
people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other” (John Adams – 2nd President of
the United States)
Though I believe a good argument can be made from the previous quotations and others
that our nation was founded on Christian principles, clearly today America is not a Christian
nation. For the purposes of American history, this may be a valuable point. But given the current
landscape in America, this question only leads to confusion about both the role of government and
the nature of salvation. As Christians, we believe the only hope for individuals and society is the
Gospel and not the government. We also believe that the best government will be one which
cherishes the Gospel. But we must be careful and clear to not confuse the two. Evangelism is the
goal of the Church – to teach people the Biblical Gospel and call them to trust in Christ.
Evangelism is not trying to make America a Christian nation (again or for the first time).

Obey God or Obey the Government?

It’s God’s, So Take Care of It!

If God is the ultimate authority for the
Christian what do we do when the authority of
the government tells us to do what God
prevents? For a Christian who is called to
obey the authorities God has put us under, we
are faced with a conflicting set of obligations.
Obeying God will mean coming under the
authority of laws justly created by the ruling
government, except where obeying the
government would mean directly disobeying
God. This was what Peter and John declared
in saying we must obey God rather than men
(Acts 4:20; 5:29). This was also what the
Hebrew midwives did when Pharaoh had
commanded Hebrew baby boys be put to
death (Exodus 1:17-21). Even the wise men
who came looking for Jesus, when instructed
by Herod to come back and tell him where the
baby was, disobeyed and went home a
different way (Matthew 2). In their
disobedience to the civil government they
were also then subject to the civil punishment.
A Christian should always be ready to obey
God with wisdom, and accept the human
consequences whatever they may be.

If God is the Creator of everything, and
everything we have comes from Him, then we
ought to be good stewards of the resources
God has given us. That does not make nature a
god, or the environment our highest priority.
But it does make creation care a priority for
those God created to tend the earth. In Genesis
1:28 God told man to “fill the earth and
subdue it, have dominion …” It was the
responsibility of mankind to develop the earth
and all its resources. God has given mankind
the planet to bring benefit to their own lives
and the lives of others. The sky, land, and sea
existed for the people, not the other way
around. Jesus explained how humans are of
greater value than the animals (Matthew 6:26,
10:31, 12:12). It was also incumbent on man
to tend to creation for the good of mankind,
not exploit it for the greed or power of
mankind. Nature was intended to declare the
glory of God and stand as general revelation
to the creative power and awesome majesty of
God (Psalm 8; Isaiah 44:23, 55:12). A
Christian does not worship creation, but cares
for it as a faithful steward for the good of men.
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We Need Government, But Don’t Worship It
• Anarchy is a great evil. To throw off all restraint as though we are the gods of our own destiny is
not a Biblical response to government, because it is not a Biblical response to God. There may be
wicked rulers and the need to do what can be lawfully done to see regime change, but without rulers
the people slide into immorality and often greater evil. God’s plan for people is to be governed and
under authority.
• Nationalism is not evil, but likewise can rob God of His place as Ultimate King. He is the one who
establishes nations and tears them down. Therefore, a Christian under a healthy form of government
ought to thank God for freedom and justice in the country they live. Yet a Christian must always
remember that he is a Christian first. God loves the nations and one days will unite the people of God
from every tongue and tribe and people as the eternal Kingdom of God. That kingdom is greater and
more important than any one nation.

Good
Citizens

“Citizens Devoted to Good Works”
• Operating within boundaries and self-rule
• Serving culture as serving God
• Loving your neighbor and seeking justice
• Speaks truth to issues of morality
• Subject to government and praying for rulers
“Remind them to be submissive to rulers … to be ready for
every good work … and to show perfect courtesy toward all
people.” Titus 3:1-2

Is it Really the Responsibility of Christians to Engage Society? Is Being a Good Citizen
Really a Spiritual Issue?
“Luther once said that if we defend Christ at all points except those at which he is
currently being attacked, then we have not really defended Christ” (Politics For Christians,
Francis J. Beckwith, pg. 19). We must be very careful to not separate standing up for orthodoxy
within the Church and standing up for morality within the culture. It is not our aim to create a
Christian government (in case you are wondering how that worked, just read up on Constantine’s
Rome). But it is our mandate, as Paul exhorts Titus in shepherding the church under his care, to
“be careful to devote themselves to good works. These things are excellent and profitable for
people” (Titus 3:8). In this the mature Christian and the healthy government share a common
burden of working for the common good of the people.
Thomas Aquinas wrote about the purpose of human law to lead men to virtue over time.
He argued that government could not forbid all vices, but only the most egregious ones, and
mainly those that hurt others. A Christian too wants to see people cared for more than people
forced to act a certain way. He uses the gifts and influence he has to see policies and programs that
protect people’s dignity and preserve their just treatment. This is not a partisan platform, but a
spiritual endeavor. How it gets done is both outside the government, and in cooperation with the
government.
“Social action is a partner of evangelism. As partners the two belong to each other and
yet are independent of each other. Each stands on its own feet in its own right alongside of the
other. Neither is a means to the other, or even a manifestation of the other. For each is an end in
itself. Both are expressions of unfeigned love.” (Christian Mission in the Modern World, John R.
Stott, pg. 27)
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Vote for God’s Candidate or God’s Heart?
God’s King is His son Jesus Christ. Apart
from the rule and reign of Jesus, all other
human rulers are flawed sinners. Proper
Biblical doctrine as assessed by creeds or
statements of faith, along with character
qualifications, are essential for Church
leadership. But these are never meant to be the
measure for a candidate in a liberal
democracy. Certainly a candidate’s beliefs
(and character) matter in how he or she thinks
about governing and shape particular policies.
But the job of the Christian citizen is more
about judging whether those policies align
with Biblical principles that promote and
defend the common good of the people. For
example, a Christian can reject a candidate’s
religious beliefs and support his political
views (e.g.: Romney in 2007). Likewise, a
Christian can agree with a candidate’s
religious beliefs and not support his political
views (e.g.: many evangelicals voting for
Reagan over Carter in 1980). Martin Luther is
claimed to have said that he would rather be
ruled by a competent Turk than an
incompetent Christian. Though we would love
to see a Gospel-loving, Scripture-saturated
President, in most cases Christians will have
to use Biblical discernment in voting for
candidates whose published policies they
believe will do most to advance the common
good. We must leave room for differences in
what is helpful for achieving the “common
good” of society, as well as not bullying one
another to act against one’s conscience.

Push for Public Laws or Pursue Personal
Transformation?
Is loving your neighbor a spiritual or legal
issue? Is protecting people from injustice and
promoting equality a spiritual or legal issue?
Is caring for the orphan, feeding the hungry,
and housing the homeless a spiritual or legal
issue? Perhaps more simply put: Are these
things the role of the Church or the role of the
government? I don’t think it’s helpful to make
this an either/or, but ought to keep it as a
both/and. As good citizens, Christians care
about seeking justice and laws that preserve
the dignity of all people. But they pursue these
things first and foremost as acts of Christian
“good deeds” as Paul exhorts Titus. The Bible
says little about governmental welfare or
social programs. It was incumbent on the
Church to be those who “remember those in
prison” (Hebrews 13:3), and “visit orphans
and widows” (James 1:27), and the like.
Christians should not rely upon “big
government” and social programs to do what
God has called them to do. Differing positions
may be taken as to how much, if at all, the
government should also pursue social justice
and love for neighbor. The Church should
want to see legal policies that advance the
good of all people, but that is never their
highest aim. Spiritual change does not occur
through a social gospel. However, the Gospel
rooted in the hearts of Jesus-followers will
have a social effect. Where Christians are
operating as good citizens, people will be
cared for as their spiritual need is exposed.

We Are Subject to Government, But Speak Truth into It
• Christians are to be subject to the government and to pray for the rulers over them regardless of
whether they are acting righteously or wickedly. In doing this, Christians are showing how confident
they are that God is the ultimate authority over them and the one who establishes governments and
tears them down. There should be no such thing as a “freaked out, fear-driven” Christian in a hostile
culture. A Christian never needs to resort to angry judgmentalism, but should rest in prayerful
confidence in their true King.
• Christians are to speak truth into a hostile culture. Holding confidently the Word of God, every
Christian ought to use words to direct individuals and communities to Biblical morality as God has
designed it. This is not forcing morality or religion on unbelievers, but believing that life lived God’s
way is in fact for the common good of all image-bearers. We want to see Biblical arguments be
discussed in the public square. “Speak the truth to one another” (Zechariah 8:16; Ephesians 4:25) is
an essential quality of Christians intent on being good citizens.
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“He is God’s servant for your good”
• Establish order and peace
• Use power for good as those under authority
• Protect the innocent from violence and punish evil
• Encourage hard word and commend those who do good
• Value all people and the equality of all life
“For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad … for
he is God’s servant for your good.” Romans 13:3-4

Is there really a Biblical form of government? Is a liberal democracy with a separation of
powers really a more Biblical approach to politics?
“No political system or government is ever really complete this side of eternity.”
(Beckwith, pg. 34) Christians of various persuasions and cultural contexts read the Bible with their
particular biases. Conservative Christians see “free market economics” in Scripture, while liberal
Christians find the “welfare state” in their reading of the Bible. So what should we conclude about
a Biblical view of government and how strongly ought we to hold our particular position? I
believe the Bible does give us principles for government that can, and should, be carefully thought
through and applied. Undoubtedly, Christians have thrived throughout history both under evil
regimes and benevolent systems. Therefore, we consider Biblical blueprints, yet never tie the
health of the Gospel to a particular form of government or the godliness of its governors.
Aristotle famously taught that “Statecraft is Soulcraft”. By that he meant that the
government’s actions always put moral truths in the political system. Though the heavenly city
and the earthly city are distinct entities with different purposes (as Augustine argued in The City of
God), an earthly government is always influenced by “non-neutral” transcendent truths. The
United States is a liberal democracy. This means that the government guarantees certain freedoms
and liberties to all citizens (the first word – liberal). It also operates off the principles of the equal
treatment of all citizens under the law, and self-governance or representative government
(democracy). But can these principles be found in the Bible?
If all people have been created in the image if God, then a first point of application seems
fairly obvious: All citizens should be treated fairly, justly, and have equal access to protection and
participation under the law. “Government’s provision of order is so important that the Christian
citizen should be eager to participate in it” (Political Thought: Hunter Baker, pg. 50). Yet it is not
enough to merely have order in society. We must have peace. Order can be created in a home by
an abusive man, but there is no peace. Likewise, order can be created in society by a ruthless
dictator, but there is no peace, nor are citizens treated with equal fairness. Therefore, another
political principle that we can derive from Scripture is that a government ought to take steps to
establish a limit to power or a separation of powers. This is to ensure that the sinful human nature
of one does not violate image-bearers in the name of control and order. The Bible is replete with
sinful examples of abusive power in the hands of foreign kings and Israel’s kings. We can see then
how a separation of powers and a representative form of government seeks to honor these
Scriptural principles. A government that has neither unlimited power over its people, nor prevents
the people from having a voice, both in choosing leaders and in holding them accountable, is a
much better form of government. “The Scriptures seem to teach that people have an obligation to
understand the nature of their government and its laws, and employ that knowledge so that the
gospel is not disadvantaged by the state” (Beckwith, pg. 73).
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Providing Powerful Protection and
Punishing Personal Evil

Immigration, Equality, and The Human
Right of All People

Many Christians struggle to reconcile the
commands of Scripture such as “turn the
other cheek” (Matthew 5:39) with the
teaching of Romans 13:4, “for he [the
government] is the servant of God, an avenger
who carries out God’s wrath on the
wrongdoer.” Clearly Paul taught the Roman
church that the government has the
responsibility not only to “bear arms”, but to
use those arms against evil. The personal
Christian ethic is that we are to be
“tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God
in Christ forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32). For
some this leads them to a position of personal
pacifism, while others maintain the right to
protect themselves. But the government on the
other hand, has the responsibility to
powerfully protect its citizens and their
freedoms from evil, domestic and abroad. This
will mean a strong military, competent law
enforcement, and a fair judicial system. Baker
comments, “Spending for armies and police
has probably been the priority throughout
much of history. It is a relatively recent
phenomenon to have governments spending
the lion’s share of their resources on social
welfare programs as they tend to do today”
(Baker, pg. 49). A government that does not
provide protection for its citizens is not using
its authority or resources properly. They must
also enforce the laws so that those who break
them and violate the innocent are punished
swiftly and justly.

“Christianity has been since its infancy a
universal
religion,
one
with
global
aspirations” (Beckwith, pg. 51). Genesis 12:13 demonstrates the missionary heart of God,
not merely to create one homogenous nation
of Hebrews, but to use that nation to bless all
the nations. This happened through the person
of Jesus Christ, the seed of Abraham. In the
Gospel, the love of God extends to every
ethnic group on the planet, and Christ will not
return until every people group has had a
chance to hear the truth (Matthew 24:14).
Since God loves the nations, His children must
love the nations. That is a Biblical backdrop
for the equality of all peoples and the fair
treatment of individuals and nations. Human
rights, international genocide, and any sort of
terror inflicted on anyone matters to the
Church because it destroys men and women
made in the image of God. The Church should
care about people fleeing to the United States
for protection, freedom, and justice. There
must be firm policies and laws that protect its
own citizens as a central priority, while
demonstrating compassion over comfort, and
operating in faith rather than fear. From God’s
command to His Old Testament people (Lev
19:34; Is 56:6), to His New Testament
injunctions to show hospitality to strangers
(Heb 13:2), we are never to push away those
in need. We were strangers and aliens, and
now are fellow citizens (Eph 2:19). This
should drive our Gospel perspective.

A Government that Encourages Hard Work and Invites Active Accountability
• Work is not part of the fall, but part of God’s creation mandate. From the beginning, God told man
to use his gifts to further society (Genesis 2:15). Later this would be an even stronger injunction, that
“if anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat” (2 Thessalonians 3:10). A government should not
reward laziness and apathy, but is told to commend those who do good to contribute to society. The
Church should always show compassion and demonstrate benevolence, but the government was never
meant to be a support for the selfish living of citizens who have something to offer their neighbors.
• As the government should promote citizens who work hard, so citizens should have a way to
provide accountability to their governing authorities. A fair and just election process, term limits, and
checks and balances, among other things are proper for the government to invite, and necessary for
citizens to actively participate. For the government of any nation to function at its very best,
Christians must be engaged and winsome, using their influence for the good of their nation and the
glory of God.

15

“Politics”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

So Get Involved Christian … for your good, the good of your community, and the glory of
God!
“The simple fact is that if Christians do not speak publicly about what the Bible teaches
regarding issues of right and wrong, there aren’t many other good sources for finding any
transcendent source of ethics, any source outside of ourselves and our own subjective feelings and
consciences. This is a matter of utmost importance for any nation: If Christians are silent about
such moral and ethical issues, then where will moral standards come from?” [Politics According
to the Bible: Wayne Grudem, pg. 69]
“Significant influence does not mean angry, belligerent, intolerant, judgmental, red-faced,
and hate-filled, but rather winsome, kind, thoughtful, loving, persuasive influence that is suitable
to each circumstance and that always protects the other person’s right to disagree, but that is also
uncompromising about the truthfulness and moral goodness of the teachings of God’s Word.”
[Grudem, pg. 55]
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