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Biblical Doctrines of Civil Government

Session #2

Why Government

In introducing this subject in our last session, I discussed the place and importance of this doctrine in Scripture.  I can’t emphasize enough that as the pulpits go, so goes the nation; or as the prominent pundits, philosophers, and teachers go, so goes the nation.   Jesus said, “Everyman after he is fully taught will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40).  A citizenship, that is unaware of God’s truth, will be easy prey for false teachers; and there is no shortage of false teachers when it comes to civic government and politics – concerning both the role of government and the proper laws for the land.  There is a definitive Biblical teaching regarding civil governance.  This is not to be left up to the whims of men.

Let’s not underestimate how what a people group is taught—or not taught—can make or break a nation for centuries. By teaching the Scripture, the Reformers brought the European world out of darkness and into justice and prosperity.  The Scottish Pastor Samuel Rutherford, in his work Lex Rex (1644), by teaching that the law of God is above the king, changed the course of European nations for centuries to come. The pen is mightier than the sword, and God’s truth is the Sword of the Spirit.  Compare Rutherford’s Biblical teaching on governance with that of the atheistic governance philosophy of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels.  Marxism unleashed decades of devastation and poverty throughout Eastern Europe.

The topic for this session is “Why Government?”   It is implied throughout Scripture that God established the institution of Government, just as God established the institution of the family and the church.

By me kings reign, and rulers decree justice.  (Proverbs 8:15)
 Every person is to be in subjection to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God. (Romans 13:1)
Although many passages in Scripture assure us that God established the institution of government, there is some theological debate over when government began.  No text in Genesis states, “there shall be government” or “you shall set up rulers over men.” Government is implied.  For example, in Genesis chapter 9, God institutes capital punishment.  It is not until subsequent revelation that we fully understand that this is the power of the sword given to the state. 
Some theological systems regard Genesis 9 as the beginning of the “Dispensation of Human Government.”  However, in Genesis, there is no direct mention of God establishing government at that time; it is naturally assumed.  Later, we discover that God ordained human government in the natural order from the very beginning.  The formation of government in the ancient world was not a violation of God’s will.   It is not unusual that later Biblical texts explain institutions and laws that were previously taken for granted by the law of nature and nature’s God, such as the Ten Commandments, which were already on the conscience of man before they were given at Mount Sinai.

It may seem unjust to some that if all men are created equal, one man (or a group of men) would have the right to rule over other men.   But in God’s infinite wisdom, He has given certain men authority over others.  We see this in the ordination of pastors within the institution of the church and in the role of fathers within the institution of the family. So also, in the institution of the State.  God rules by delegating His authority to specific individuals.  

The Purpose of Government

The theological consensus is that God’s primary purpose in establishing government is to restrain sin in this world.  Human Government is a necessary result of the fall.   As James Madison wrote in the Federalist Papers (1788), “But what is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary.”   Madison understood that we need government because of mankind’s sinful nature.  Any philosophy of Government that doesn’t take into account man’s sinful bent, but instead teaches the humanist view that man is basically good and the environment is to blame for sin, will certainly misunderstand and misapply the role and duty of government.

At the time of the Exodus, God established Israel’s government for the purpose of stopping sin.  He commanded the judges to judge for Him and to judge with righteous judgment.

You shall appoint for yourself judges and officers in all your towns which the Lord your God is giving you, according to your tribes, and they shall judge the people with righteous judgment.  (Deuteronomy 16:18) 

Furthermore, you shall select out of all the people able men who fear God, men of truth, those who hate dishonest gain; and you shall place these over them as leaders of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties and of tens.  (Exodus 18:21–22)
It is evident that the purpose of the state is to punish and stop human sin.  This is the Apostle Paul points in Romans 13.  The primary duty of the magistrate is not to feed and house the people; it is not to educate and raise the children; it is not to run the businesses, but to be God’s avenger, to bring wrath on the one who practices evil.  The state is to protect the people from evil and punish evil-doers, within the state with a police force and judges, and without the state with a standing army.
The United States has a relatively high incarceration rate compared to other nations, but that is not necessarily a bad thing when we consider the primary duty of government. A Christian nation would be expected to practice serious law enforcement.  America was founded to be a nation of laws and law enforcement, and we ought to appreciate this role of government, rather than assuming, as some do, that freedom from human government would be a better state of affairs.  Consider the final verse in the Biblical book of Judges, which addressed the moral chaos in Israel at that time.

In those days, there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes. (Judges 21:25)
A quote attributed to Thomas Jefferson is “Government is best which governs least,” and another is “Most bad government has grown out of too much government.” Those axioms may be true when it comes to government overreaching its responsibilities—that is, taking upon itself the duties assigned to the individual, the family, or the church—but when it comes to fighting corruption, the government that rules best is the government that rules the most.

We need government, and we ought to be extremely grateful to God for raising up the institution of government to protect us. Living in a state of anarchy is devastating.  Even life in a tyrannical, totalitarian state is better than living with no government at all.  

The Authority of Government Challenged
This whole subject is particularly relevant in our day with the rise of movements to defund the police, along with “no jail, no bail.”  It is an ideology that rejects the Romans 13:4 calling of government; it is a belief that flows out of a spirit of lawlessness; it is a hatred toward authority because people desire autonomy from God’s law; and it is the fulfillment of Jesus’ words, “In the last days lawlessness will increase” (Matthew 24:12).  These movements are also rooted in the humanistic belief that man is basically good, and therefore, will flourish far better without policing.  It is, basically, disbelief in sin! The ungodly refuse to believe in their own sin, and hence, they naively refuse to believe in the sin of others.  In the end, these unbelievers will have to learn reality the hard way.

Several years ago, I read the testimony of a young man in his 20s who was struggling with accepting authority.   He shared that, in his upbringing, he would always hear his father criticizing public figures.  The police, the mayor, the governor, the congress, and the president were all idiots and freeloaders.  All the problems in his world were attributed to the governing authorities.  The government was a convenient scapegoat.  This young man went on to explain that he had picked up this negative attitude, and hence, had to get right with God and renew his thinking according to Scripture. What he imagined was righteous indignation was actually arrogance and rebellion.  Now granted, bad government can be a scourge and source of misery.  But this young man had to confess to despising authority out of a spirit of pride.  We all need to guard against falling into this condemnation of the devil (1 Timothy 3:6).

The Apostle Peter warns the Church that the ungodly are those who “indulge the flesh in its corrupt desires and despise authority. Daring, self-willed, they do not tremble when they revile angelic majesties” (2 Peter 2:10).  We are also warned in Romans 13:2, “Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves.”  Under the Mosaic law, God prescribed severe penalties upon those who failed to respect or obey authorities.

The man who acts presumptuously by not listening to the priest who stands there to serve the Lord your God, nor to the judge, that man shall die; thus you shall purge the evil from Israel. then all the people will hear and be afraid, and will not act presumptuously again. (Deuteronomy 17:12–13)
You shall not curse God, nor curse a ruler of your people. (Exodus 22:28)
It is no small thing to despise God’s established authority; it is an evil that must be purged from our hearts.  Consider what the Scriptures said about certain men in Israel, who, in their pride, both demanded a king and then subsequently despised the king that God gave them.

But certain worthless men said, “How can this one [King Saul] deliver us?” And they despised him. (1 Samuel 10:27)
This is not the sole place in Scripture where those who despise government are called “worthless men.  In 2 Samuel 20:1, a man named Sheba, who rebelled against King David, was described as a “worthless fellow.”   Also in 2 Chronicles 13:6–7 the men of Jeroboam, who did not respect the authority of King Rehoboam, were called “worthless men” and “scoundrels”.  If you want to ruin your life, despise and reject the authorities God has set up around you for your good.

John Calvin, in his treatise on civil government written in 1560, began his essay by addressing the problem of those who want too much government versus those who want too little.  In this series, I will often refer to John Calvin’s Treatise because it is the classic theological work on civil government.  Since Calvin’s day, people haven’t changed.  The labels may have changed, but the issues haven’t. Calvin writes,

 “On the one hand, frantic and barbarous men are furiously endeavoring to overturn the order established by God, and, on the other, the flatterers of princes, extolling their power without measure” (Calvin’s Institutes, Book 4, chapter 20, section one). 

Those who overstate the role of Government are exemplified in Italian Fascism under Mussolini, whose motto was “Everything in the State, nothing outside the State, nothing against the State.”   There are always those who want more government and, as Calvin explains, want to extol the power of government without measure.

Additionally, in Calvin’s day, there was the opposite problem: radical reformers who wanted no government.  They sought to justify that position with Scripture, teaching that the advent of the Gospel renders human government unnecessary.  To again quote Calvin, 

“For some, on hearing that liberty is promised in the gospel, a liberty which acknowledges no king and no magistrate among men, but looks to Christ alone, think that they can receive no benefit from their liberty, so long as they see any power placed over them. Accordingly, they think that nothing will be safe until the whole world is changed into a new form, when there will be neither courts, nor laws, nor magistrates, nor anything of the kind to interfere, as they suppose, with their liberty” (Calvin’s Institutes, Book 4, chapter 20, section one).  

This is the all-too-common attitude, “Government doesn’t have the right to tell me what to do,” but with a religious spin on it.  This is the identical rejection of government found in the atheistic religion of Marxism. Even though Marxism is totalitarian, it promised the soon-to-be ending of all magistrates and courts, once communism became fully implemented.

The anarchists (an = without; arch = ruler) in Calvin’s day were concluding that the liberty Christians have in Christ means liberty from human government.  Even today, we often hear Galatians 5:1 misused as a reference to political freedom.

It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore, keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery. (Galatians 5:1)
In his treatise, Calvin points out that Galatians 5:1 is about our spiritual liberty in Christ. The text certainly does not set aside our submission to earthly governing authorities as some were teaching. In 1 Corinthians 7:21, the Apostle Paul even instructs Christian slaves not to throw off their bonds. Having spiritual liberty is perfectly compatible with submission to earthly authorities.   

Calvin also references Galatians 3:28, where Paul writes that in Christ, “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  According to many other Scriptures, we know that Christians are still to live according to their gender, nationality, and economic condition.  What Paul taught in Galatians 3:28 is that the most important issue—the salvation of the soul—has nothing to do with these earthly institutions.  The Galatians text is not commanding us to throw off these institutions because of our liberty in Christ.  Be aware of this error, and recognize how biblical texts can be misinterpreted, especially if one has a lawless, rebellious agenda.  People will often misuse Scripture to support what they want to do.  

. . . which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction. (2 Peter 3:16)
Therefore, in our study of the Doctrines of Civil Government, we must be careful to exposit the text of Scripture properly, rather than quoting verses out of context and sloganeering.  A typical example is political activists, ideologues, and politicians will quote Jesus’ saying, “love your neighbor, “and then use that motto as the springboard to promote government largess, socialism, communism, etc.  In doing this, they ignore all the other Biblical commands that define what it means to love one’s neighbor.   Remember that even in the Temptation of Christ, Satan quoted Scripture (Matthew 4).  Howbeit, out of context. 

In Section 2 of Calvin’s treatise on civil government, Calvin goes on to refute those who believe civil government is a matter of pollution, with which Christian men should have nothing to do.  These teachers alleged that, as Christians, we are “dead to the elementary principles of this world” (Colossians 2:20). Furthermore, since we should not kill, we should have nothing to do with the power of the sword given to the state.  1 Corinthians 6:1 is also referenced, where Paul rebukes the Corinthians for going to the Roman courts rather than to the church.  The anti-government conclusions drawn from these texts fail to account for their context and limited application.  The Scriptures are clear that Human government is still ordained of God and valid for today, as Paul writes in Romans 13:4, “It [the state] is a minister of God to you for good.”

The Benefit of Government

Government is ordained of God for our good, but can government save you? The natural Christians response would be, of course not!  As is often said by Christian patriots, “The Messiah is not going to be flying in on Air Force One.”  Additionally, we have the warning in the Psalms, “Do not trust in princes, in mortal man, in whom there is no salvation”  (Psalm 146:3).   Psalm 146 is undoubtedly a warning to those who look to the government for cradle to grave socialism – where government becomes their spouse, their father, their God.

Notwithstanding, Psalm 146:3 does not teach that government is of no aid whatsoever.  Each institution ordained of God has a salvific role.   According to 1 Timothy 4, the pastor, the leader of the church, can affect the salvation of souls.  Of course, Jesus does the saving, but the pastor who is diligent in his calling can be used by Christ to save souls.

Pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching; persevere in these things, for as you do this you will ensure salvation both for yourself and for those who hear you. (1 Timothy 4:16) 

Furthermore, notice what the Scriptures say about the positive effect fathers can have on the institution of the family. Does a parent’s discipline secure a child's spiritual redemption? No, but the parents’ discipline prepares the heart for salvation

Do not hold back discipline from the child, although you strike him with the rod, he will not die. You shall strike him with the rod and rescue his soul from Sheol. (Proverbs 23:13–14) 

Finally, notice what the Bible teaches about the effect of good government.

The king gives stability to the land by justice. (Proverbs 29:4)
The pastor, the father, and the king do not produce salvation in the spiritual sense of redemption, but by faithfully executing their offices, they can aid in both earthly and heavenly deliverance. 
Why Government?  Government is given to restraining sin in the world, to punishing sin, and to protect and discipline God’s people.  This is common grace.  The magistrate, like the Law, is a gift of God that may lead people to the saving grace of Christ. 

Therefore, the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith. (Galatians 3:24)
The state is a minister of God to us for good; so, let’s preserve it.  As has been said by many Christian patriots, “The most important thing is to bring people to Christ, the second most important thing is to preserve the freedom to do the most important thing.

May Jesus Christ reign

Discussion Questions – Session #2 – Why Government   

Part 1 (0 – 8:45)
1. Give examples of how a nation is affected by its political philosophers and pundits. 
2. When did human Government begin?

3. The Scriptures teach that God ordained the institution of the family (Genesis 2:14) and the institution of the church (Matthew 16:24).  What texts in Scripture teach that God ordained the institution of government?
4. What is the primary purpose of government?

5. What are some popular, non-biblical, alternative purposes for government that some false teachers attribute to government?

6.  Why might the ungodly despise God’s purpose for government and seek alternative purposes?

7. Discuss how you have been helped by the government performing its primary function of punishing evildoers.

8. Discuss how the government, operating outside of its primary role, has hurt you.  

Part 2 (8:45-21:47)
8. Discuss how those who have experienced the devastating effects of evil government may go to the extreme of despising all government and governance.  
9. Discuss how a spirit of rebellion can disguise itself as righteousness and can motivate both misguided forms of conservative and liberal political activism.

10. What were the two erroneous, opposite reactions to government that John Calvin described in his treatise on civil government (Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book 4, chapter 20, section 1)?  

10. Explain how the following texts of Scripture are misinterpreted to teach the abolition of government or Christian non-compliance with government.

· It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore, keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery. Galatians 5:1 (NASB95)

· There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. Galatians 3:28

· If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees . . . Colossians 2:20 

· Does any one of you, when he has a case against his neighbor, dare to go to law before the unrighteous and not before the saints? 1 Corinthians 6:1 

· Do not trust in princes, In mortal man, in whom there is no salvation. Psalm 146:3 

11. How can the God-ordained institution of government “save” you?  (Not in the sense of divine justification, but in the sense of earthly deliverance and common grace).

Additional Study:

Temporal Authority: To What Extent it Should Be Obeyed

Martin Luther (AD 1483 – 1546) 

First, we must provide a sound basis for the civil law and sword so no one will doubt that it is in the world by God's will and ordinance. The passages which do this are the following: Romans 13 "Let every soul be subject to the governing authority, for their in no authority except from God; the authority which everywhere exists has been ordained by God. He then who resists the governing authority resists the ordinance of God, and he who resists God's ordinance will incur judgment." Again, in I Peter 2 [:13-14], "Be subject to every kind of human ordinance, whether it be to the king as supreme, or to governors, as those who have been sent by him to punish the wicked and to praise the righteous."

The law of this temporal sword has existed from the beginning of the world. For when Cain slew his brother Abel, he was in such great terror of being killed in turn that God even placed a special prohibition on it and suspended the sword for his sake, so that no one was to slay him [Gen. 4:14-15]. He would not have had this fear if he had not seen and heard from Adam that murderers are to

be slain. Moreover, after the Flood, God reestablished and confirmed this in unmistakable terms when he said in Genesis 9[:6], "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed."

In this treatise on Civil Government, Luther goes on to explain that if everyone were a true Christian, there would be no need for government.  However, many evangelical theologians consider this a mistake on Luther’s part.  Since Christians also live in the flesh and are subject to the temptations of the flesh, God has also ordained human government to restrain and punish the sins of Christians.  Additionally, in Luther’s two-kingdom teaching, he fails to fully explain that Christians remain under God-ordained human government.  It can be said that Christians have dual citizenship, the Kingdom of God and their earthly national citizenship.

Third. Here we must divide the children of Adam and all mankind into two classes, the first belonging to the kingdom of God, the second to the kingdom of the world. Those who belong to the kingdom of God are all true believers who are in Christ and under Christ, for Christ is King and Lords in the kingdom of God, as Psalm 2 [:6] and all of Scripture says. For this reason he came into the world, that he might begin God's kingdom and establish it in the world. Therefore, he says before Pilate, "My kingdom is not of the world, but every one who is of the truth hears my voice." [John 18:36-37]. In the gospel he continually refers to the kingdom of God, and says, "Amend your ways, the kingdom of God and his righteousness" [Matt. 6:33]. He also calls the gospel a gospel of the kingdom of God; because it teaches, governs, and upholds God's kingdom. Now observe, these people need no temporal law or sword. If all the world were composed of real Christians, that is, true believers, there would be no need for benefits from prince, king, lord, sword, or law. They would serve no purpose, since Christians have in their heart the Holy Spirit, who both teaches and makes them to do injustice to no one, to love everyone, and to suffer injustice and even death willingly and cheerfully at the hands of anyone. Where there is nothing but the unadulterated doing of right and bearing of wrong, there is no need for any suit, litigation, court, judge, penalty, law, or sword. For this reason it is impossible that the temporal sword and law should find any work to do among Christians, since they do of their own accord much more than all the laws and teachings can demand, just as Paul says in I Timothy 1 [:9], "The law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless."

Luther’s treatise on Temporal Authority contains many important Biblical truths regarding civil government.  It would be helpful for the teacher or a student to read and mark key points in Luther’s entire pamphlet, then share them with the class for discussion.

