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THE CHRISTIAN AND POLITICS

Overview
One of the realities of life in this world, is politics. Although Christians are citizens of God’s
heavenly kingdom, while we are in this world we are also placed under human authorities and
government. We must therefore know how to relate to and deal with such authorities, as
Christians, in a manner that is pleasing to God.

This is a very broad topic, but we may begin by considering the basic teaching regarding the
relationship between Christians and such secular authorities, before going on to consider some
particular cases.

Basic Teaching
The fundamental Christian attitude toward such human authorities, as taught in scripture, is
that of submission ‒ see, for example, Romans 13:1-7. “Honour” is presented here as an
obligation: something that is “due” to those in authority. What Paul is saying here is really an
application of the fifth commandment, to honour father and mother ‒ that is, to honour the
authorities God has set over us. There is therefore a hierarchical structure to human life and
society, which ought to be respected by all; and respect for this structure entails taking upon
oneself the obligation to honour those who are placed in positions of authority. The foundation
of this Christian attitude towards political authority, lies in the recognition that the “powers
that be are ordained of God” (v1).

Having this proper foundation allows us to avoid some natural sinful tendencies that plague our
relationships with those in authority. There are some who submit to human authority, only out
of a desire to win favour for ourselves ‒ these are people who will obsequiously obey their
superiors, but look down on their colleagues; their respect for authority is ultimately self-
serving, rather than an act of service to God. But if we submit to political authority only out of a
prior submission to God’s authority, we will show due honour to all, including those from whom
we do not expect to receive any benefit.

Then there are those who submit only to authorities that they agree with, only to authorities
that seem to treat them well; they are ready to rise up in revolt the moment they do not like
the person in charge. Once again, however, once we recognise that “the powers that be are
ordained of God,” we are able to submit “not only to the good and gentle, but also to the
froward” (1 Pet. 2:18).
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Particular Cases
Question of Participation

One common question has to do with whether Christians should be politically active, taking up
positions of political authority themselves. Certainly this is not to be forbidden ‒ we have
examples such as Joseph and Daniel, who held positions of high authority in the secular political
sphere. But as Christians we would do well to consider our motives: are we truly seeking God’s
glory, or our own?

Question of Priority

Another common question concerns the Christian response in cases where a choice has
apparently to be made between obeying human authority, and obeying God. In one sense the
answer is obvious: “we ought to obey God rather than man” (Acts 5:29). But the issue can
become obscure in certain cases.

In relation to this question we should observe that scripture does not merely tell us that the
civil authority has been put in place by God; we are told why is has been put in place ‒ we are
told God’s purpose for it. God intends this to be a restraint on evil: there are to be laws in a
society for the promotion of good and the punishment of evil. There is also a separation or
distinction made between the role of the government and the role of the church ‒ the latter is
focused on spiritual service to God, the spread of the gospel, and so on.

From this, it follows that there are broadly speaking two cases where Christians should apply
the principle given in Acts 5:29. Firstly, there is the case where the political authority no longer
fulfils God’s purpose, but acts against it; where the government itself is evil and promotes evil.
Secondly, there is the case where the political authority directly contradicts and acts against
God’s purpose for the church: forbidding the preaching of the gospel, and so on.

Clearly, these may not be easy matters to decide. Wisdom is needed, and must be applied to
each case depending on the details. It is worth pointing out, however, that even where the
principle of Acts 5:29 applies, Christians should never act wantonly or violently. Even the
apostles, when before the council they made the statement “we ought to obey God rather than
man,” were not rude or obnoxious.
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