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Session 1

The Importance of the Doctrine of Civil Government

In every systematic theology textbook, the teachings of the Bible are separated topically. For example, the doctrines of God (e.g., His attributes, His person); the doctrines of the person and work of Jesus Christ; the doctrines of salvation (soteriology), the Church (ecclesiology); future prophecy (eschatology), etc. But tucked away in only a few theological textbooks is the doctrine of civil government.

What does the doctrine of civil government include? An exposition of many Biblical texts concerning subjects such as

· The establishment of civil government by God

· The division of nations 

· The role of government 

· The proper forms of government - democracy, republic, oligarchy, or monarchy

· The role of magistrates

· The law by which magistrates rule

· The theocratic government of the Mosaic law and its application to Gentile states today

· The relationship between the Church and State

· The Christian practice of civil obedience and disobedience

· The Christian response to evil leaders and government

There is no shortage of subjects and texts under the heading of the doctrines of civil government.  Furthermore, understand that the doctrine of civil government isn’t about what people commonly refer to as politics and politicking; it is about God’s decrees, God’s moral law, and the way God commands the world to function. The State is an institution ordained by God, just as God has ordained the institutions of the Family and the Church. 

Christians, as ambassadors of Jesus Christ, must learn how to respond to government and direct governments toward the will of God.  So that His will “be done on earth, as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). Believers must become knowledgeable in these things for the purpose of evangelism and discipleship.  Not only for the correction of others, but also ourselves, so “we are no longer… children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming” (Ephesians 4:14).”  For example, the proliferation of the false teaching that the State is to be secular – the myth of neutrality.

Many political leaders have spread destructive false doctrines of civil government. One prime example would be Karl Marx, the founder of communism – an ideology that resulted in the death of over one hundred million people in the twentieth century. The Khmer Rouge, under dictator Pol Pot, built 167 prisons and 343 “killing fields,” including a former school transformed into a torture camp. The school is now a museum that bears witness to the atrocities committed there. On site, there is a thirty-foot monument containing thousands of skulls piled high behind glass walls; the guide assures visitors that they are genuine. In Cambodia, an estimated 1.7 million people were tortured and killed, all under the promises of a utopian communist state.

Satan certainly has his alternative to God’s doctrine of civil government. Therefore, it matters greatly that we know and teach God’s plan for the State. In the words of Pericles (430 BC), “Just because you don’t take an interest in politics, doesn’t mean politics won’t take an interest in you.”

Furthermore, if pastors aren’t teaching their people God’s truth about politics, it is not as if the people will be uninformed. They will go to the universities and to the media for their instruction. It is like teaching children the “birds and the bees.” If they don’t learn it from their parents, they will learn it in the neighborhood, albeit incorrectly. Political radicals get a foothold in a country only when the citizenry is politically naïve. 

John Calvin, the Great Reformer, wrote a Biblical systematic theology text titled Institutes of the Christian Religion, written between 1536 and 1560. In the last chapter (Book IV, Chapter 20), Calvin included 32 essays covering the doctrines of civil government. As the final chapter in his Institutes, written right before his death, we should take note that there is something to be said about the place of the doctrine in the Christian life. As with Calvin, it is often the last doctrine Christians learn.

A new Christian will first learn about the doctrines of Christ and salvation; he may then go on to learn about holy living, Christian charity, marriage, the role of a parent, church polity, missions, evangelism, prophecy, etc. As we read in Hebrews 6:1, “…leaving the elementary teachings about Christ and pressing on to maturity.” In most cases, one of the last doctrines learned is the doctrine of civil government.  However, this is not necessarily a bad thing. In most cases, it would not be spiritually healthy for a new Christian to focus on politics. We have all met professing Christians who can speak dogmatically about politics but know little about being a good spouse, parent, or church member.  They still lack the essential qualities of Christian virtue. Nevertheless, at some point, this doctrine of civil government must be learned, and we must engage the culture on such matters because it is contained in the Word of God.

In Early America, almost every Puritan family had a copy of the Geneva Bible, Pilgrim's Progress, and Calvin’s Institutes. Scripture formed the American mindset regarding government. Do we, as twenty-first-century Christians, know the doctrine? We should! I highly recommend that every Christian read Calvin’s treatise on civil government. For this reason, the text is included in the appendix.

Regrettably, most systematic theology textbooks do not include a chapter on this doctrine. Case in point, when I attended Christian High School, the required doctrines class used William Evans’s The Great Doctrines of the Bible (Moody Press). In that text, there was not a word about the doctrines of civil government. When I attended Christian college, the required undergraduate doctrines class used Thiessen’s Lectures in Systematic Theology. In that text, there was not a word about the doctrines of civil government. And when I attended seminary, the text was Augustus Strong’s Lectures in Systematic Theology, and, again, there was no chapter on the doctrine of civil government.

Strong wrote his systematic theology in 1907. He was a professor of theology at Rochester Theological Seminary (New York). It was no small thing that a generation of twentieth-century pastors were uneducated in the doctrines of civil government. Even in Moody’s current Handbook of Theology (a contemporary Evangelical mainstay), there is no chapter on the doctrine. And if you are a Presbyterian seminarian, Berkoff’s Systematic Theology has no teaching on the subject – only one line, on page 441, under the heading Common Grace, Berkoff writes, “… governments are ordained by God to maintain good order in society, to resist them is to resist the ordinance of God…”

The Biblical Teaching
What does the Bible teach? Let’s begin with one of the most radical political statements ever made:

And from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. (Revelation 1:5)
In the passage above, we see that the kings of the earth are to be under the authority of Jesus Christ. We are not to be ruled by men, but by God’s law, the Word of Christ.

In Acts 17, we see that the Romans knew exactly what Christians were teaching, that Jesus is the King.

They all act contrary to the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, Jesus. (Acts 17:7)
Early Christians refused to burn incense to Caesar and to declare that Caesar was Lord (κύριος – kúrios), because they understood that the “lordship” to which Caesar referred was reserved exclusively for Jesus Christ. Hence, Christians were put to death in the Roman arena. This stand for Christ was no theological mistake on the part of Christians; this is what it means to confess Jesus as Lord.
That if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved… (Romans 10:9)
Notice how much content in the Old Testament is about nations and kings: the Pharaoh of the Exodus; the invasion of Israel by the surrounding nations in the book of Judges; the roll of the judges as liberators from illegitimate government; the oracles against the nations in the prophecy of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel; the prophecy in Daniel of the four empires that will rise in this world; and the prophecy of the coming Kingdom of the Messiah, that the government will be upon His shoulders and there will be no end to the increase of His government.

For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; And the government will rest on His shoulders; And His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. (Isaiah 9:6)
Notice also in the Old Testament that spiritual lessons were couched in terms of kings and national policy, as in the entire books of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles.  The polices of the state were the combined will of the people, by which they either expressed their collective obedience or disobedience to God.  The kings' policies mattered, and the prophets constantly went to the kings to correct national policy.  Now, in the church today, we apply many of these Biblical political/national events to the personal Christian life, such as David's fight with Goliath, which is often applied to the Christian fighting “giants” in personal struggles. But the Biblical account was primarily about the nation of Israel and a real geopolitical war.

Notice that the Psalms and Proverbs address the king and how he should rule. The Mosaic law is instruction concerning the moral laws that the state must enforce.  In the New Testament, it is not as if the institution of civil government is ignored. The apostle Paul wrote an entire chapter to the church in Rome about the role and duties of government (Romans chapter 13). And this was essential for a church located in the capital of the Roman Empire, the belly of the beast.

Even the apostle Peter, in his first letter, explains how Christians are to relate to the State in obedience:

Who is there to harm you if you prove zealous for what is good? But even if you should suffer for the sake of righteousness, you are blessed. And do not fear their intimidation, and do not be troubled, but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior in Christ will be put to shame. For it is better, if God should will it so, that you suffer for doing what is right rather than for doing what is wrong. (1 Peter 3:13–17)
Paul writes to Timothy that the church is to pray for kings and all who are in authority:

First of all, then, I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men, for kings and all who are in authority, so that we may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and dignity.  (Timothy 2:1–2)
Not only are we to inform believers of this doctrine, but it is incumbent upon us to instruct our civic leaders in what God has to say about the duties of government. Paul stood before Felix, the governor of Judea, and he spoke to him of righteousness, self-control, and the judgment to come (Acts 24:25).  The prophet Daniel advised King Nebuchadnezzar, “Therefore, O king, may my advice be pleasing to you: break away now from your sins by doing righteousness and from your iniquities by showing mercy to the poor, in case there may be a prolonging of your prosperity” (Daniel 4:27).

At the very least, the Christian’s responsibility to counsel and teach civic leaders is embodied in the command to love and reprove one’s neighbor. 

You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him. (Leviticus 19:17)
Our people must also learn to engage in good deeds to meet pressing needs, so that they will not be unfruitful (Titus 3:14)
So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, and especially to those who are of the household of the faith. (Galatians 6:10)
After the Israelites installed a King, the prophet Samuel said to the Israelites, 

Moreover, as for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by ceasing to pray for you; but I will instruct you in the good and right way.  (1 Samuel 12:23)
Since we live in a representative republic, our responsibility to the State is especially weighty. As Americans, we are given the authority to participate in government. We have been given a stewardship that even the early Christians in the Roman Empire did not have. We elect our representatives. Not participating is like a negligent manager who doesn’t bother to interview or vet his employees.

But what about those who say New Testament Christians are to focus solely on the Heavenly Kingdom? One verse often referenced is Philippians 3:20: “For our citizenship is in heaven.” This is true, but the text does not negate our earthly citizenship. Even Paul reminded the courts that he was a Roman citizen (Acts 22:25-28). One way to view the situation is that Christians have dual citizenship. In the same way, our eternal family is the Church (the Body of Christ), but that does not mean that a father in the home should neglect his earthly family. The Christian is to serve heaven alongside all the earthly institutions established by God.
Another text used to support non-involvement in political matters is Jesus’ words to Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting” (John 18:36).” In the context, Jesus wasn’t condemning Christian involvement in human government; he was condemning a certain type of involvement, i.e., wrong involvement, where the Church uses the sword to advance God’s spiritual work on earth. Given the vast number of Scriptures that call the Christian to confront and instruct human government, it is a stretch to assume Jesus’ statement to Pilate is a call for Christians to avoid involvement in politics.

Christians should never ignore the State or the political process. We are called to teach civil authorities what God says about righteous law.  This is the Great Commission: to teach not just salvation but all that Christ commanded.

Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age. (Matthew 28:19–20)
Satan would love nothing more than for God’s people to surrender the State to him. The powers of darkness will use fear, defeatism, and even misapplied scripture to paralyze the church. Since Christians bring light and truth, Satan certainly doesn’t want Christians active in the public arena.  Satan’s goal is to suppress the truth in unrighteousness. He can only deceive if truth is absent.

In closing, notice the theme of the book of Revelation – the Kingship of Christ over the nations. In Revelation, Jesus is described as the Lord of lords and King of kings (Revelation 17:14), and Christ has taken His great power and begun to reign (Revelation 11:17). Conversely, the earth is described as embracing a one-world government led by an anti-Christ world leader (Revelation 13). The whole world will worship the anti-Christ, and the people of God will be persecuted by the institution of government controlled by Satan. A key message in Revelation is that at the end of this age, God’s people will be in a struggle with the State.
In each century of Church history, the Church emphasized certain doctrines to address the errors of the age. In the early Church, the focus was on the person of Christ, so the issue at the Council of Nicæa (325 AD) was Christ's deity. In the fifth and sixth centuries, the humanity of Christ had to be addressed. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, during the Reformation, the emphasis was on soteriology, how we are saved through Christ. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there was a great missionary emphasis. This shift in focus throughout the church age does not mean that Biblical theology has evolved or changed; it only means that the Holy Spirit has awakened the Church to certain doctrines at certain times. The history of the Church can be compared to a Christian’s personal life, as each year passes the Christian comes to learn and appreciate certain doctrines. 

Given the history of theological emphasis, what doctrine might the Holy Spirit emphasize in the Church during the final days of the Church Age? The answer might be found in the theme of the book of Revelation—the Kingship of Christ over the nations and the conflict between the Kingdom of Man and the Kingdom of God.

It is of great significance that, in our day, the Christian Church is reviving the doctrines of civil government and of Christ's authority over the nations.  Call it politics or political involvement if you wish, but it is an emphasis on Christ’s authority over government. This is the Church’s response to the rise of the anti-Christ spirit in government. And as we read in the book of Revelation, at the end of this age, the line will be drawn in the sand: are you on Christ’s side, or are you on the side of man and his anti-Christ government?

In the providence of God, technology has developed the “24x7” political news cycle. In these Last Days, God is putting on stage for all to see the dysfunction of man’s anti-God rule. Because of modern technology, the Church now knows more about what is happening in the world than at any time in history. We are witnessing firsthand the kings of the earth taking their stand against the Lord and against His Messiah – the prophecy of Psalm 2:

Why are the nations in an uproar and the peoples devising a vain thing? The kings of the earth take their stand, and the rulers take counsel together against the Lord and against His Anointed, saying, “Let us tear their fetters apart and cast away their cords from us!” (Psalm 2:1–3)
We are to watch the Great Apostasy, prophesied in 2 Thessalonians 2:

Let no one in any way deceive you, for it will not come unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction… (2 Thessalonians 2:3)
Perhaps it is not an error or aberration that the Christian community is becoming more politically minded. This may be the leading of the Holy Spirit in preparation for the end days. Nevertheless, it behooves Christians to keep any political emphasis Scriptural. As Jesus said, in the last days, many false prophets will arise and mislead many (Matthew 24:11). That prophecy certainly includes matters of politics. Therefore, as a friend recently asked me, “How is it that Christians are ignorant in an area where, as ambassadors of Christ, they should be experts?” 
May Jesus Christ reign.
Discussion Questions - Session #1 - Introduction 

Part 1 (0-12:20)
1.  Although every theological textbook includes the doctrines of the Church, why do so many leave out the doctrines of the other two institutions ordained of God, the State and the Family? Supply both positive and negative reasons.
2. Discuss your knowledge of the doctrines of civil government.  What classes have you taken or books have you read on this subject?
3. How are the doctrines of civil government often misunderstood as politicking, and what Biblical subjects are included in the doctrines of civil government?

4. What is the purpose for learning this doctrine?
5. Discuss the devastations that result from either neglecting this doctrine or teaching false versions of this doctrine. 

6.  If the doctrine of civil government is not taught by the church, what will fill the vacuum?

7. How might the doctrines of civil government become spiritually unhealthy for a new Christian?

Part 2 (12:20-22:08)
8. Why is Revelation 1:5 – “Jesus Christ . . . the ruler of the kings of the earth” a radical, countercultural, political statement? What are the ramifications of the text?

9. Why did the Old Testament set forth many spiritual lessons in the political policies of the kings?

10. What is the significance of the apostle Paul writing his classic treatise, Romans 13, about the role and duties of government to the church located in the capital of the Roman Empire?

11. Why does a Christian become more politically accountable in America’s representative republic?

12. What verses might a Christian take out of context to claim that Christians should have nothing to do with civil government and politics?

13. How might the theme of the book of Revelation be related to the church’s increasing interest and involvement in politics?

14. How is new technology increasing Christian knowledge of world events?  What might God’s purpose be in this?
Additional Bible Study

(1) 1 Samuel 12:14

If you will fear the LORD and serve Him, and listen to His voice and not rebel against the command of the LORD, then both you and also the king who reigns over you will follow the LORD your God.

The prophet Samuel appears to promise the people that if the general population is godly, the king will reflect that godliness. We see the lesson repeatedly in Scripture: civic leadership is merely a reflection of a nation's spiritual character. A common adage is, “Politics is downstream from culture.” If this is true, what should be the chief means of affecting righteous governance in a nation?

Additional Resources

Tertullian (early Church father, c. 155-220 AD); Apologeticus (Apology), Chapter 38

Ought not Christians, therefore, to receive not merely a somewhat milder treatment, but to have a place among the law-tolerated societies, seeing they are not chargeable with any such crimes as are commonly dreaded from societies of the illicit class? For, unless I mistake the matter, the prevention of such associations is based on a prudential regard to public order, that the state may not be divided into parties, which would naturally lead to disturbance in the electoral assemblies, the councils, the curiæ, the special conventions, even in the public shows by the hostile collisions of rival parties; especially when now, in pursuit of gain, men have begun to consider their violence an article to be bought and sold. But as those in whom all ardour in the pursuit of glory and honour is dead, we have no pressing inducement to take part in your public meetings; nor is there aught more entirely foreign to us than affairs of state (emphasis added).

This text from the early Church father Tertullian is often used to prove that the early Church had nothing to do with politics. In context, Tertullian argued that Christians were not seditious toward the State and that the Roman Empire should allow Christians to meet for worship because they were not a political faction intent on causing trouble.

Some of the explanations for the early Christians having an aversion to politics include (1) the State’s violent persecution of Christians; (2) the totalitarian nature of the Roman Empire, which excluded citizen participation; and (3) the difference between the pagan foundation of the Roman Empire versus America’s foundation of Christian principles. Nevertheless, even in the early church, we see the New Testament pattern of the apostle Paul’s work of evangelizing and instructing Roman civil leaders. 

The Roman public considered Christians to be unpatriotic because of their opposition to State policy. In addition, Christians were seen as worshipping another king other than Ceasar (Acts 17:7). The irony is that, today, Christians are the most patriotic citizens because of (1) their concern for the moral condition of the State and the policies; (2) their belief in the nation state as opposed to globalism; and (3) their responsibility in a representative republic to vote and redress government.

The Westminster Confession of Faith (1646)
CHAPTER 23 - Of the Civil Magistrate

1. God, the supreme Lord and king of all the world, hath ordained civil magistrates to be under Him over the people, for His own glory and the public good; and to this end, hath armed them with the power of the sword, for the defense and encouragement of them that are good, and for the punishment of evildoers.

2. It is lawful for Christians to accept and execute the office of a magistrate when called thereunto; in the managing whereof, as they ought especially to maintain piety, justice, and peace, according to the wholesome laws of each commonwealth, so, for that end, they may lawfully, now under the New Testament, wage war upon just and necessary occasions.

 3. Civil magistrates may not assume to themselves the administration of the Word and sacraments; or the power of the keys of the kingdom of heaven; or, in the least, interfere in matters of faith. Yet, as nursing fathers, it is the duty of civil magistrates to protect the church of our common Lord, without giving the preference to any denomination of Christians above the rest, in such a manner that all ecclesiastical persons whatever shall enjoy the full, free, and unquestioned liberty of discharging every part of their sacred functions, without violence or danger. And, as Jesus Christ hath appointed a regular government and discipline in his church, no law of any commonwealth should interfere with, let, or hinder, the due exercise thereof, among the voluntary members of any denomination of Christians, according to their own profession and belief. It is the duty of civil magistrates to protect the person and good name of all their people, in such an effectual manner as that no person be suffered, either upon pretense of religion or of infidelity, to offer any indignity, violence, abuse, or injury to any other person whatsoever: and to take order, that all religious and ecclesiastical assemblies be held without molestation or disturbance.

 4. It is the duty of the people to pray for magistrates, to honor their persons, to pay them tribute and other dues, to obey their lawful commands, and to be subject to their authority, for conscience’s sake. Infidelity, or difference in religion, doth not make void the magistrate’s just and legal authority, nor free the people from their obedience to him: from which ecclesiastical persons are not exempted; much less hath the pope any power or jurisdiction over them in their dominions, or over any of their people; and least of all to deprive them of their dominions or lives, if he shall judge them to be heretics, or upon any other pretense whatsoever.
� Tertullian, �HYPERLINK "https://ref.ly/logosres/anf03?ref=Page.p+45&off=3975&ctx=CHAP.+XXXVIII%0a~Ought+not+Christians%2c+ther"�“The Apology,”� in Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian, ed. Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, trans. S. Thelwall, vol. 3, The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Company, 1885), 45.
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