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God and Government—Getting It Right 

1 Peter 2:13-17 

 

 Religion and politics, God and government—talk about a hot-button issue! There are 

probably more disagreements about religion and politics than any other two subjects. When you 

combine the two, the volatility multiplies exponentially! 

 Now some would like to see government take a much stronger traditional stand on moral 

issues. A few might even be happy if the government partnered with, or at least supported the 

church in our mission and purpose. 

 Others believe religion and government should never have anything to do with each other, 

that the separation of church and state means that neither should ever have any contact with the 

other in any way whatsoever. 

 Still others believe that the proper relationship between church and state lies somewhere in 

between these two extremes. 

 This relationship between church and state, God and government—it’s important that we get 

it right! It’s an issue with plenty of room for controversy, but we need to consider it carefully, 

especially in light of our current societal unrest and the upcoming election. And it’s certainly 

appropriate at this time of year when we’ve just celebrated our nation’s founding and freedoms.  

 

Some historical perspective . . . 

 For Christians, the question of our responsibilities to the government we live under has 

always been important. In the 1600s, our earliest Baptist ancestors in England often suffered 

under the hand of the British crown because they dared do things like preach the gospel without 

a license from the Church of England, or be so bold as to say that the king was only a mortal who 

had no power over the consciences of people, or that Jesus Christ was the king of England, 

Scotland, and Ireland! Beatings, prison, torture, and sometimes death awaited those who dared to 

do or say such things! It was the same King James I who commissioned the beloved translation 

of the Bible that bears his name who also had one of the first English Baptists, Thomas Helwys, 

imprisoned for his views about government and religion!1 Here in the British colonies in 

America, more than one Baptist was whipped or jailed for preaching without a license. It was 

after such a whipping by the local sheriff that the colonial Virginia Baptist John Waller stood 
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covered with blood and preached one of his most powerful sermons ever!2 

 It’s not surprising, then, that it was the Baptists in America who led the way in efforts to 

ensure religious liberty because they believed deeply that faith can’t be forced. Leaders like John 

Leland, a Virginia Baptist minister, found an ally in James Madison, who proposed absolute 

religious liberty in the Bill of Rights. 

Thanks be to God, we live in a land that has enjoyed unprecedented freedoms. But as 

Christians, we should especially appreciate our religious freedom.  

Over the past decade, Pew Research Center reports have documented how a large portion of 

the world’s population lives in countries with a high level of restrictions on religion, either 

through social hostilities or government policy.3 These restrictions increased significantly around 

the world from 2007 to 2017.4 

Aren’t you grateful that we live in a land where we have religious freedom? 

 

A biblical perspective . . . 

 In nations that deny or limit religious freedom, it’s easy for Christians to become hostile 

toward the state. In our situation, it’s easy for us to become complacent, or else to equate 

patriotism with faith and America with the kingdom of God. Both of these responses are 

dangerous! 

 So from a biblical perspective, what is the appropriate response? Just how should God and 

government relate? 

 In the Bible, God’s people lived under various types of governments. In the Old Testament, 

the Israelites moved from living under Pharaoh’s rule in Egypt to a pure theocracy led by Moses 

in the wilderness, to a loose-knit confederation of tribes led by judges, to what was supposed to 

be a theocratic monarchy (with God ruling through his chosen king), to living under the 

Babylonian, then Persian, then Greek empires. By the time of the New Testament, God’s people 

were living under Roman rule, with various local rulers acting as agents of the empire. That’s 

what Peter was describing here in our text as he refers to the emperor and his governors. 

None of these were like the government we live under —a democratic republic, with 

representatives chosen by the people. So does the Bible really have anything to say to us about 

how Christians living in the United States in the twenty-first century should relate to our 

government? 

 Maybe it would help if we look for the theology that lies behind what Peter was saying here. 

He tells his readers that they should voluntarily submit themselves to every human institution. 

Why? For the Lord’s sake! 5 God’s will is that by doing so, they would silence the accusations 

and innuendo that foolish and ignorant people were spreading about them. Wasn’t this ultimately 

a matter of bearing a good witness to Christ by their way of life? In doing so, they’d really be 

living as free people, not using their freedom as a cover-up for evil, but rather living as God’s 

slaves. What a paradox—living free by being God’s slave! But that’s what Peter says. He even 

tells his readers what that should look like. They would honor all people. They would love the 

family of believers in Christ. They would fear God. And they would honor the emperor. 
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 Okay, granted, that’s what it would look like for Christians in the first century. But what 

about us in the twenty-first century? We don’t have an emperor to honor, and our governors and 

other leaders aren’t appointed, they’re elected by the people. So just what do Peter’s instructions 

say to us?  

Isn’t he saying to all Christians of every era that Christians relate properly to government by 

fearing God and honoring governmental authority—in that order? 

 Peter wasn’t the only one to deal with this issue. In Romans 13, Paul urged submission to 

government, arguing that it was instituted by God to maintain order in society. He even went so 

far as to say that Christians should submit to that order, look to the government for the 

administration of justice, and support government’s functions through paying taxes! He was in 

full agreement with Peter—Christians were to relate properly to the government, which in their 

day was the Roman Empire. 

 On the other hand, though, by the time John wrote the book of Revelation in the mid-90s of 

the first century AD, the Roman government had become hostile toward Christianity, and was 

becoming even more so. The renewal of emperor-worship directly contradicted the Christian 

commitment to the one and only God revealed in Jesus Christ. For Christians, to confess, as 

emperor-worship required, that “Caesar is Lord” was to deny that “Jesus is Lord”! As a result, 

Revelation takes a very negative view of Rome’s government, because it had gone beyond its 

rightful God-given function, usurping divine authority, and setting itself squarely against God. 

 

Getting it right . . . 

 Throughout history, church-state relations have taken many different forms. Walter Shurden 

has observed that under Rome, until Constantine, the church was under the state. After 

Constantine, during the Middle Ages, the church was over the state. After the Reformation in 

Britain, the Church of England and the state were allied. 

 But the best, the ideal relationship, is a free church in a free state, what we have historically 

called “separation of church and state.”6 But this separation doesn’t mean no contact; rather, it 

means no control of one over the other, like the separation of powers in our government. 

 Do you remember those first sixteen words of the First Amendment that our Baptist forebears 

here in America prayed and worked for so hard? “Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof . . .” Historically, we Baptists 

have guarded this amendment, this precious guarantee of religious liberty, very carefully. 

 So living as a free church in a free state, how should relate to our government? Shouldn’t we 

seek to influence governmental authority in a positive way? How?  

First and foremost, through our prayers, as Paul enjoined in 1 Timothy 2:1-2, relying on 

God’s power.  

By the way we live and by what we do, being salt and light in a dark and corrupt world, as 

Jesus calls us to be. 

And by active participation, as we legitimately exercise our constitutional rights, just as Paul 

exercised his rights as a Roman citizen in Acts,7 and as we speak out in winsome ways on issues 
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of morality and justice. Yet even as we stand for what’s right, we must bear in mind that 

ultimately, we change society for the better not through the political process, but as we point 

people to Christ and hearts are changed. 

 The ultimate participation in our system is to exercise our precious right to vote in an 

informed, responsible way. This is such a powerful tool for influence, yet so many neglect it. I 

remember years ago how in Haiti’s first election after its dictator was deposed, voters stood in 

line for hours, literally at the risk of being shot, in order to vote. Yet anything over a fifty percent 

turnout in our elections is considered very good! 

 There’s one other thing Peter stresses here—did you  

catch it? It’s really the most important of all. As Christians, we must always remember that our 

ultimate loyalty is to God! Jesus put it succinctly when he said, “So give back to Caesar what is 

Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s” (Matthew 22:21).  

 

 This was literally a burning issue for the early church. 

 It was probably in the year of our Lord 156, February 22 or 23. Polycarp was bishop of the 

church in Smyrna (in modern Turkey), where a persecution of Christians arose. When twelve 

Christians from Smyrna were thrown into the arena with the lions, their courage in the face of 

dying for their faith so outraged the audience that they cried out for the death of Bishop 

Polycarp. He was an old man, and his flock had tried to protect him, sending him out into the 

country. But as he rested, he had a vision of the pillow under his head burning up, and knew that 

he too would soon be martyred. When the soldiers came for him, he asked for an hour to pray, 

which they granted. After his prayer, they took him. On the way, they tried to persuade him to 

recant his faith in Christ, burn incense to the emperor, and confess, “Caesar is Lord.” But he 

refused. They treated him roughly, but he conducted himself with dignity. In the arena, the 

proconsul tried again to persuade him. But Polycarp steadfastly refused and said, “For eighty-six 

years I have been His servant, and He has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King, 

who has saved me?” At the threat of beasts and of being burned alive, he stood steadfast, and 

finally was burned at the stake. His church sent a letter to the church at Philomelium that 

described these events. They marked the year of his martyrdom this way: 

 

He was arrested by Herod, when Philip of Tralles was High Priest, 

when Statius Quadratus was Pro-consul, but Jesus Christ was 

reigning forever, to whom be glory, honour, majesty, and an 

eternal throne, from generation to generation, Amen.8 

 

My brothers and sisters, “fear God, honor the emperor”—in that order!  

MEG 

 
1 These descriptions stand out in my mind from my college and seminary studies on Baptist history/heritage 

with Dr. Donald Keyser of Campbell University and Dr. Tom Halbrooks, formerly of Southeastern Baptist 

Theological Seminary. 
2 Albert McClellan, Meet Southern Baptists (Nashville: Broadman, 1978), 19. 
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3 http://www.pewforum.org/2014/01/14/religious-hostilities-reach-six-year-high/ (last accessed 06-30-2020). 
4 https://www.pewforum.org/2019/07/15/a-closer-look-at-how-religious-restrictions-have-risen-around-the-

world/   (last accessed 06-30-2020). 
5 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition).  
6 Walter B. Shurden, The Doctrine of the Priesthood of Believers (Nashville: Convention Press, 1987), 120-122. 
7 I am indebted to Dr. Charles Talbert of Baylor University (retired), formerly of Wake Forest University, for 

this insight. 
8 “Martyrdom of Polycarp” 21.1, in Apostolic Fathers II, trans. K. Lake, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1976), 341. 
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