
	

	

 
On Christian Citizenship: A Biblical Perspective 

 
Politics has been called the business of deciding who gets what, when, and where. The Bible expresses 
God’s concerns for that very subject. Christian author Jim Wallis said: 
 

The place to begin to understand the politics of God is with the prophets. . . . What were their 
subjects? Quite secular topics really—land, labor, capital, wages, debt, taxes, equity, fairness, 
courts, prisons, immigrants, other races and peoples, economic divisions, social justice, war, and 
peace—the stuff of politics.1 

 
In a democracy such as the United States, citizens direct the government through political processes. 
Christians dare not abstain from involvement in such processes. The Christian faith promotes 
responsible citizenship, and the responsibility is heightened in a democracy, which by its nature needs 
citizen participation at every level — local, state, and national.  
 

The Nature of Government 
 
Biblical principles concerning the nature of government are as valid today as when first given.	
	
God establishes government.	
Government is a part of God’s purpose for this world. God’s people have lived under many forms of 
government. While no one form is divinely chosen, government itself is ordained by God.	
	

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from 
God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists 
authority resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment (Romans 
13:1-2, NRSV).	

	
The Old Testament tells the history of God’s dealings with Israel, the people to whom God had revealed 
his purposes and law. God made the Israelites a nation and blessed them, but God also expected the 
nation to express divine values because of its relationship with God.	
	
	
	

																																																								
1	Jim Wallis, God’s Politics: Why the Right Gets It Wrong and the Left Doesn’t Get It (New York: HarperCollins 

Publishers, 2005), 32.	



	

	

They [Israel] did not keep God’s covenant, 
    but refused to walk according to his law. 
They forgot what he had done, 
    and the miracles that he had shown them (Psalm 78:10-11, NRSV).	

	
Therefore the LORD was very angry with Israel and removed them out of his sight; none was left 
but the tribe of Judah alone. Judah also did not keep the commandments of the LORD their God. . 
. . The LORD rejected all the descendants of Israel; he punished them and gave them into the 
hand of plunderers, until he had banished them from his presence (2 Kings 17:18-20, NRSV).	

	
The eyes of the Lord GOD are upon the sinful kingdom, 
    and I will destroy it from the face of the earth 
    —except that I will not utterly destroy the house of Jacob, 
says the LORD (Amos 9:8, NRSV).	

	
The writers of the Old and New Testaments had no experience with democratic government. The people 
did not rule; they were ruled. In a democracy, the people have a role in ruling, even if they do so through 
elected officials. This puts an added burden on regular Christian citizens. Government “of the people, by 
the people, for the people”2 puts an increased level of responsibility on all citizens. We do not refer to 
“the” government but to “our” government.	
	
Government leaders are to be servants of God and are to be respected.	
The Old Testament describes the desired character of a civil ruler—just, righteous, and caring for those 
in need.	
	

Give the king your justice, O God, 
    and your righteousness to a king’s son. 
May he judge your people with righteousness, 
    and your poor with justice. . . .	
For he delivers the needy when they call, 
    the poor and those who have no helper. 
He has pity on the weak and the needy, 
    and saves the lives of the needy. 
From oppression and violence he redeems their life; 
    and precious is their blood in his sight (Psalm 72:1-2, 12-14, NRSV).	
	

																																																								
2 Abraham Lincoln, “Gettysburg Address,” Nov. 19, 1863, 

http://www.abrahamlincolnonline.org/lincoln/speeches/gettysburg.htm.	



	

	

The New Testament identifies public officials as representatives of God, worthy of respect and honor.	
	

For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to have no fear of the 
authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive its approval; for it is God’s servant for 
your good. But if you do what is wrong, you should be afraid, for the authority does not bear the 
sword in vain! It is the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer. Therefore one must be 
subject, not only because of wrath but also because of conscience (Romans 13:3-5, NRSV).	

	
Secular government is temporary.	
No human form of government will last through eternity. All will eventually end. Only the kingdom of 
God will endure forever.	
	

And in the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never be 
destroyed, nor shall this kingdom be left to another people. It shall crush all these kingdoms and 
bring them to an end, and it shall stand forever (Daniel 2:44, NRSV).	

	
Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the Father, after he has destroyed 
every ruler and every authority and power (1 Corinthians 15:24, NRSV).	

	
 

The Call to Citizenship	
	

God’s people are concerned not only about the world to come but also about the world in which they 
now live.	
	
Christians are citizens of two worlds.	
Though these two worlds are never to be confused, faithful citizenship in the kingdom of God makes 
demands upon the believer’s citizenship in the community, the state, and the nation.	
	

He [Jesus] said to them, “Then give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God 
the things that are God’s” (Luke 20:25, NRSV).	

	
But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord 
Jesus Christ (Philippians 3:20, NRSV).	

	
Jesus noted the following in a prayer:	
	

“I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil 
one” (John 17:15).	



	

	

	
Christians are called to transform this world.	
New Testament Christians and their fellow citizens had a choice—obedience or disobedience to the 
Roman government. We live, however, in an open system that allows for much more influential 
participation in the process of government, so political involvement can be one way to love our 
neighbors. 	
	

“You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is 
no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under foot. You are the light of the 
world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid. 1No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel 
basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house. In the same way, let your light 
shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in 
heaven” (Matthew 5:13-16, NRSV).	

	
Responsibilities of a Christian Citizen	

	
No single passage of Scripture lists all of the duties of a Christian citizen. Insights into what is expected 
of responsible citizens, however, are to be found throughout the Bible. 	
	
Give primary obedience to God.	
God alone deserves to have unquestioning obedience. Christians exercise moral discernment in their 
support of or resistance to government.	
  	

Then Nebuchadnezzar in furious rage commanded that Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego be 
brought in; so they brought those men before the king. Nebuchadnezzar said to them, “Is it true, 
O Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, that you do not serve my gods and you do not worship the 
golden statue that I have set up? … [I]f you do not worship, you shall immediately be thrown 
into a furnace of blazing fire, and who is the god that will deliver you out of my hands?”	
	
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego answered the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to 
present a defense to you in this matter. If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the 
furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to 
you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you 
have set up” (Daniel 3:13-18, NRSV).	
	
But Peter and the apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than any human authority (Acts 
5:29).	

	
 



	

	

Obey the law and work for good.	
Ideally, laws exist to restrain evil, preserve social order, and promote the general welfare. They are to be 
respected and generally obeyed in the context of Christian responsibility.	
	

Therefore one must be subject, not only because of wrath but also because of conscience 
(Romans 13:5, NRSV).	

	
For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution, whether of the emperor as 
supreme, or of governors, as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who 
do right (1 Peter 2:13-14, NRSV).	
	
Remind them to be subject to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every good 
work (Titus 3:1).	

	
Christians living in a democracy may respect government and honor its authority while still challenging 
the appropriateness of laws. This is important because not all laws are just. Augustine, writing early in 
Christian history, said what many other church leaders have affirmed through the centuries when he 
said, “For it seems to me that an unjust law is no law at all.”3 This is because all legitimate law has its 
roots in God’s law or natural law. American leaders from the deist Thomas Jefferson to the Baptist 
preacher Martin Luther King, Jr., have affirmed this truth.	
	

Thus says the LORD: 
    Maintain justice, and do what is right, 
for soon my salvation will come, 
    and my deliverance be revealed (Isaiah 56:1, NRSV)	

	
Pray for public officials.	
Prayer to God on behalf of government leaders properly complements active political involvement. 
Christians should pray for government leaders without attempting to make prayer a substitute for active 
political involvement.	
	

First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for 
everyone,  for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable 
life in all godliness and dignity (1 Timothy 2:1-2, NRSV).	

	
 

																																																								
3 Augustine, On Free Choice of the Will, translated by Thomas Williams (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co., 1993), Kindle 

location 382.	



	

	

Work to establish justice, righteousness, and peace.	
In a democracy, the moral quality of government is what the citizens make it. The Bible establishes 
ideals for the Christian citizen’s actions.	
	

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 
    and what does the LORD require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
    and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6:8, NRSV).	
	
Righteousness exalts a nation, 
    but sin is a reproach to any people (Proverbs 14:34, NRSV)	

	
Support and protect freedom.	
One function of government should be to guarantee personal and religious freedom. Christian citizens 
should be vigilant in the preservation of liberty. The Bible speaks of spiritual freedom through Christ, 
but political freedom allows people to express that freedom in a lawful manner.	
	

For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of 
slavery (Galatians 5:1, NRSV).	
 	
As servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use your freedom as a pretext for evil (1 Peter 
2:16, NRSV).	
	

Conclusion	
	

Christians ought to be good citizens. In Philippians 1:27, Paul says,	
	

Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see 
you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, 
striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel (NRSV).	

 
 
 
All Scripture quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise noted. 
 
New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National 
Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights 
reserved.	


