Doctrines of Civil Government 

Session #3

 One Nation Under God

Welcome to our third session on the Biblical doctrines of Civil Government.  A question that created great controversy during the Reformation was “Which form of government is proper?” Does God prescribe a monarchy, an oligarchy, a republic, or a democracy?   One might assume a monarchy because of the Biblical pattern seen in the Kings of Israel.   However, as we shall see, that form of government was not God’s original plan; the monarchy was God’s concession to accommodate the people's sins.

But in discussing the Biblical form by which the state is to be administered, it must be acknowledged that, as far as the overarching form of Government, God first expects every nation to be a theocracy – a rule by God.   God is to be the King! Given the influences of secularism in our culture, people are alarmed by this statement, but let me explain. 

For the Lord is our judge, The Lord is our lawgiver, The Lord is our king; He will save us.  (Isaiah 33:22) 

Theocracy - A rule by God

What do we imagine the phrase “One nation under God” means?  Does it mean that God is to be a figurehead, and that our leaders can ignore God’s Word and rule any way they desire?  No, historically, America was founded to be a people living under God’s moral standards. In 1954, the phrase “One nation under God” was added to our Pledge of Allegiance. President Eisenhower asked Congress to add the phrase in view of the proliferation of Atheistic Communism.  The American mind always assumed that the nation must be under God, but now that the value was being challenged, it needed to be expressed clearly and defended.  This addition to our Pledge was a small revival of truth in a time when the spirit of the age was moving toward the atheistic, humanistic, secular state model.

Biblically, God set up His nation (Israel) to be under the rule of God, and God expects every other nation to be under His authority 

Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.  (Revelation 1:5)
Psalm chapter 2 explains, “O kings show discernment, take warning, O judges of the earth – do homage to the Son” (Psalm 2:10).  The command is to submit to the authority of the Son of God, the Messiah, because all kings are to rule under Christ’s authority.  Of course, in our fallen world, this is not how it is, but this is how it should be; and this is the message God’s people need to communicate to the nations.

 For the kingdom is the Lord’s, and He rules over the nations. (Psalm 22:28)
For God is the King of all the earth; Sing praises with a skillful psalm.  God reigns over the nations; God sits on His holy throne. (Psalm 47:7-8) 

And let all kings bow down before him, all nations serve him. (Psalm 72:11)  

This submission to God was not just for national Israel.  The context of this Biblical mandate includes the Kings of all Gentile nations.

The wicked will return to Sheol, even all the nations who forget God.  (Psalm 9:17) 

It is not as if some nations are allowed to be outside the scope of God’s authority.  All Kings, all judges, all administrators are to rule, not by their own opinions, but according to the moral law of God revealed in Scripture, in natural revelation, and in conscience.

As the apostle Paul explains in Romans 2, even the Gentiles, when they do not have the written law of God, “have the law of God written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witnesses.”  Now, of course, civil leaders can sear their consciences so that the conscience no longer functions properly (see 1 Timothy 4:2), but the law of God is at the outset written on the conscience.

The term “theocracy” has become a pejorative used against Christian patriots.  The accusation is that Christians are working to turn America into a “theocracy,” rather than what many claim to be, a “democracy” or a “pluralistic republic.”  To this I say, “Christians are guilty as charged.”  However, the public has misunderstood the meaning of “theocracy.” 

For public consumption, a “theocracy” has been depicted as some sort of rule by priests or Islamic Mullahs.  A prime example is the HBO series “The Handmaid Tales.” The series was created to mock and mischaracterize the idea of a theocracy.  But while ridiculing theocracy, people fail to realize that every nation is, in some sense, a theocracy because all nations operate according to a set of metaphysical moral laws.  A secular state, a rule by man, is technically a theocracy. The “Theos” – the god of that theocracy – is man. There is an authority, but it is “God” with a little “g”.  God is redefined, and man takes the place of God. Secularists actually want their own form of theocracy.

Biblically, a theocracy is not a rule by clergy.  The law of God is to be administered by the people, either in the form of a monarchy, an oligarchy, a republic, or a democracy.  The chosen administration rules, but it is to be guided by God’s higher, transcendent moral law. 

The church is a theocracy (See Colossians 1:18; Ephesians 1:22).  Jesus Christ is the head of the church. Nevertheless, the administration of Christ’s rule in the church is either by the congregation (congregational polity; see Acts 6) or by elders (elder polity; see 1 Timothy 5:17), but Christ remains the head of the church. 

The Institution of the family is a theocracy; however, the Father is still to lead the family under the authority of Jesus Christ (See Ephesians 5:22-25). Therefore, it should not be surprising that God’s institution of the state is also a theocracy.  National leadership is not to judge by man but by the Lord. 

It shall be with him [the king] and he shall read it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LORD his God, by carefully observing all the words of this law and these statutes.  (Deuteronomy 17:19)
He said to the judges, “Consider what you are doing, for you do not judge for man but for the LORD who is with you when you render judgment. (2 Chronicles 19:6) 

America was founded to be a theocracy.  As John Adams wrote, “America is to be a government of laws and not of men.”  The law in view was God’s law, as in the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson referred to the “Law of Nature and Nature’s God.”

The concept of God’s rule over the nations began with the introduction of Christianity into Europe.  During the Reformation, when kings ruled unjustly by their own authority, the reformers revived the historic Christian truth that the King (or the parliament, for that matter) was to be subject to the law of God.  Magistrates were not to be a law unto themselves.  They answered to a higher power.

We see this in Samuel Rutherford's work Lex Rex [The Law is King] – 1644; in The Spirit of Laws by Montesquieu – 1748; and in The Law by Frederic Bastiat - 1850. Even John Locke (1689), for all of his mistakes, still held to the theory of God’s natural law – that God decrees a higher moral law, and hence binding on humanity.   All these political philosophers pointed to the Scriptural truth that nations and their magistrates must be under God and thus ruled by God’s moral law.

In early America, state constitutions acknowledged God's authority over the state. 

The Fundamental Orders of Connecticut of 1639 reads:

To maintain and preserve the liberty and purity of the gospel of our Lord Jesus which we now profess, the governor, shall have the power to administer justice according to the Laws here established, and for want thereof, according to the Rule of the Word of God. 

The Delaware Constitution of 1776 reads:

Every person who shall be chosen a member of either house, or appointed to any office or place of trust….shall….make and subscribe the following declaration, to wit:   ‘I, ____________, do profess faith in God the Father, and in Jesus Christ His only Son, and in the Holy Ghost, one God, blessed for evermore; I do acknowledge the holy scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be given by divine inspiration.’ 

The 1780 Massachusetts Constitution reads:

No person shall be eligible for office [of Governor], unless at the time of his election…he shall declare himself to be of the Christian religion. 

It was commonly understood that the state was to be Christian and to declare for Christ.  The state was to rule for God and be under God.  For this to be possible, the magistrates had to at least acknowledge God and His truth. Even today, the public expects politicians to adhere to specific social values to be eligible for office.  The idea that our elected officials need to hold to certain values hasn’t changed, but those values have changed.

The concept of the State being Christian sounds radical to modern minds because our generation has been indoctrinated in the secular state model – the teaching that nations and government are not to be non-religious, hence, non-Christian and ungodly.  But that view is recent. Historically, Christianity has taught the Christian state model (one nation under God).

American’s Departure from Theocracy

What has happened in America is what happened in ancient Israel, and what eventually happens to all nations – a sinful pride and a departure from God.  In the Words of the American Puritan preacher Cotton Mather, “Religion begat prosperity, and the daughter devoured the mother.”

We see this gradual departure from God by the time the United States Constitution was written in 1789.  In the earlier state constitutions, God was no longer mentioned. By the late 1700s, the influence of the Secular Enlightenment was already having its impact.  Even at this time, Harvard University was moving toward Unitarianism and Deism. Remember, the U.S. Constitution was written 170 years after the Puritans first settled in Plymouth.  A lot can change in 170 years.  Consider the difference between 1853 and 2023.

Our 1789 U.S. Constitution did not declare for Christ. It was silent concerning the faith of the nation and the basis for moral law.  But we need to understand the thinking at that time.  The Constitution was merely considered a list of procedures for administering the state.  In this, the state didn’t need to reference any source of transcended moral authority. The law of nature and nature’s God was assumed.   Furthermore, our Constitution wasn’t considered to be the basis for moral law as it is today.  It was assumed that religion—the Christian faith—would be the public's source of moral guidance for law, both economic and social.  The Bill of Rights was added to the Constitution as a safeguard, but even those amendments were never meant to be the final guidebook for moral law.  Even the Constitution’s freedom of religion principle and the concept of equality (equal treatment under law) were never meant to be stand-alone moral principles.  They were not to be taken to mean that the Federal government must permit and legalize all ideology and all forms of sexual behavior, for the purpose of promoting equality and an ideology of moral equivalency.  It was assumed that freedom of religion and equality were to be defined by the Christian faith.

But in that the American public, and her magistrates, departed from God and Scripture, the Bill of Rights was taken to be our de facto moral guide.  It is all we have to look to, and it is an impoverished and insufficient guide at that. Given that the Constitution contains no references to God or His moral law, taken by itself, as the supreme moral guide of the land, the Constitution can be used to teach a pluralistic, secular model for the nation. It is the path to Sodom and Gomorrah. Leaving God out of our Constitution was a fatal mistake because the authority of Christ over the country should not be an undefined, ethereal concept; it must be acknowledged.

In the 19th century, there was a movement in the United States to put God back into the U.S. Constitution.  This was spearheaded by the National Reform Association, founded in 1864, along with its periodical, The Christian Statesman.   Needless to say, the amendment never passed in Congress; the legislators were satisfied with the status quo. 

I have included in the appendix two articles, each written by two prominent theologians in the 1860s.  First, James Henly Thornwell, who argued for the inclusion of Christ in the Constitution. He explains that much of America’s current confusion stems from not clearly establishing God as the basis for moral law. Second, a paper by Thomas Peck argues against that position. Peck claimed that religion is not a matter for the state but for personal conscience.  If you carefully study these two papers, you will notice that Thornwell, who argues for the confessing Christian state, bases his arguments on direct statements from Scripture.  Thomas Peck, who argues for religious silence, argues on the basis of reason and rationalism.   Rationalism over Revelation has always been the foundation for error in the state and church.  Unbelievers, in their moral darkness, refuse to believe what the Bible has to say concerning the state being under God. It offends their natural reasoning.

Another benchmark in America’s departure from its original one-nation under God theocracy was the philosophy of Oliver Wendell Holmes, born in 1841, a Harvard graduate, and Supreme Court Justice from 1902 to 1932.  He is the poster child for the ungodly secular state model. But he wasn’t alone; his was the new thinking among the progressive intellectuals at the time who were warring against Theism. Holms was a Darwinist and an Atheist. He taught what is now called law-positivism – that there is no natural law, no law of nature and nature’s God, and that natural law shouldn’t have anything to do with American laws.  For Holmes, law is to be determined by the dominant forces of the community, rather than, quote from Holmes, “Some mysterious omnipresence in the sky.”   In essence, he was teaching human might makes right (see Micah 2:1).

Woe to those who scheme iniquity, who work out evil on their beds! When morning comes, they do it, for it is in the power of their hands.  (Micah 2:1) 

In law-positivism, human desire combined with dominant power becomes the basis for law.  Of course, Holmes is now considered one of the greatest legal minds in America, but he was an apostate, a false teacher.  Yes, he was intelligent; “the gifts and calling of God are without repentance” (Romans 11:29), but one can use their gifts for or against God.

Notice the change in values between John Jay, the first chief justice of the United States, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, who came 100 years later.  John Jay wrote, “[Natural Laws and Morality are] given by the Sovereign of the Universe to all mankind. … being founded by infinite wisdom and goodness on essential right, which never varies, it can require no amendment or alteration.” 

Jay was aware of the alternative humanist philosophy being promulgated in France, which held that law is derived from man.  But Jay repudiated that philosophy of government.   However, 100 years later, Oliver Wendell Holmes would arrive and teach a humanist, man-centered basis for law.  And what do we eventually get from this secular basis for law?  Abortion, homosexual marriage, transgenderism, and Marxism, the removal of Christian teaching from public schools, plus the complete repudiation of Christianity in government and law

Another notable event was the 1987 Senate confirmation hearings for Supreme Court Justice Robert Bork. The political left went into action to make sure Bork was voted down because he held to what is anathema for the Left – the concept of natural law, rather than the philosophy of Law-positivism.  Leftist senators drilled him extensively on this point.  For Robert Bork to hold to natural law meant he would determine law by consulting God’s Natural and written Law.  Secularists could not tolerate this because, specifically, Bork’s basis for law would mean the overturning of abortion. Robert Bork would not judge according to man’s desires or conveniences, but according to God's higher moral law.

We could go on and recount thousands of individual events that all contributed to the moral decline of America – even consider that one thoughtless, unprincipled, vote by some unknown voter that contributed to national godlessness.  The main point is that the Christian community must come to recognize the error of the secular state, which has taken over the United States and the World.  In Christian parlance, it is referred to as “the lie of the secular state” and “the myth of neutrality.” 

Throughout the Middle Ages, and certainly during the Reformation, every European state believed that the State was to be Christian, but by the beginning of the 20th century, the nations gradually began to throw off Christ in favor of humanism.  Why?  Because there is an implicit anti-God bias guiding man’s political philosophy.  As explained in Romans 5, man is, by nature, at enmity with God. Hence, God and faith are judged to be myths and non-truths.  Therefore, God cannot be part of civil governance.  This is simply what the Bible calls unbelief. And remember, Biblically, unbelief is not so much an intellectual decision; it is a moral decision. 

We will revisit this subject when we look at Christian nationalism and the laws of magistrates.  But in closing, consider the political and prophetic significance of Jesus’ parable in Luke 19. 

While they were listening to these things, Jesus went on to tell a parable, because He was near Jerusalem, and they supposed that the kingdom of God was going to appear immediately.  So He said, “A nobleman went to a distant country to receive a kingdom for himself, and then return. And he called ten of his servants, and gave them ten minas and said to them, ‘Do business with this until I come back.’ But his citizens hated him and sent a delegation after him, saying, ‘We do not want this man to reign over us.’”  (Luke 19:11–14)  

Jesus was correcting His disciples, who were assuming the Kingdom of God would come to earth immediately.  God’s plan was for the King (Jesus) to return to heaven for a period of time and leave His servants (The Christians) behind in this distant country (the world) to do the King’s work.  But notice the attitude of the citizens (the general population).  They do not want Christ to reign over them.  The overall attitude is a desire to live autonomously from God, and it is reflected corporately in national political choices.

The King returns, rewards his servants, and judges all of those citizens who did not want the rule of the King.

But these enemies of mine, who did not want me to reign over them, bring them here and slay them in my presence. (Luke 19:27)
Here we are warned that God will judge those who despise His authority and rule – those who, like Satan, rebel against the creator/creation hierarchy of authority.

A final point:  Even though the citizens do not want Christ to rule over them, the servants of Christ should not be silent about the rule of the King.   The servants of Christ are tasked with making the King's rule known.  Nevertheless, the King’s servants must recognize that there will be resistance, as Jesus said, “In the world you will have tribulation” (John 16:33).  

Let’s not be surprised if this world does not receive the truth of Christ’s rule over the nation.   But regardless of the reception, our responsibility is to preach the truth for the sake of the remnant of those who will believe.  When Christ came unto his own nation, Israel, they did not receive him as King.  The same holds true to varying degrees for all Gentile nations. For this reason, pure Christian nationalism has never been realized in this world – not because it is not right, or that it should be jettisoned or modified to accommodate the world, but because the citizens of this world are lost sinners who do not want this man to rule over them.

Christian nationalism didn’t survive in America in its purest form, but at least, by God’s hand of providence, a belief in Christ’s rule established America on the proper footing. The fact that we had a semblance of Christian moral law throughout much of America’s history stemmed from the original belief that the laws of the land must follow God’s law.  The United States wasn’t founded on a separation of God and State.  If we were, we would have become Sodom and Gomorrah a long time ago.  It took radical Christians to put the nation on the proper footing, and for a while, the unsaved submitted. But now, there is a radical rebellion against Christ and His moral law.  What we are experiencing in our day is unbelievers rising up against Christ.  The nations of the West have abandoned the Christian confession, and subsequently, Christian law and Christian culture, and the world is about to discover where the rule of man will lead

The premier American Theologian, Jonathan Edwards, in a sermon entitled “The Medium of Moral Government,” wrote, “A general renunciation of divine revelation, after nations have enjoyed it, would soon bring those nations to be more absurd, brutish, and monstrous in their notions and practices, than the heathens were before the gospel came among them.”    Edward’s words have become prophetic.

May Jesus Christ Reign

Discussion Questions – Session #3 – One Nation Under God   

Part 1 (0-10:50)
1. What does it mean that a nation is to be “One nation under God”?

2. What are some Scriptural texts that command every nation to be under God?

3.  Explain how every nation is a theocracy in that it is guided by some metaphysical belief in a God and a source of authority:

4.  How is the concept of theocracy wrong defined by the public today?

5.  Even though administered by human leadership, describe how all of God’s institutions are to be theocracies (the family, the church, the state):

6.  Explain how America was founded as a theocracy in that the law was to be based on God’s Word, not the whims of a king or the people.  As John Adams said, we are to be a government of law, not men.  

7. What was the political philosophy concerning the source of law in Lex Rex by Rutherford, The Spirit of Laws by Montesquieu, and The Law by Frederic Bastiat?

8.   What examples of theocracy do we have in state constitutions prior to 1789?

Part 2 (10:50-25:44)
9.  List several possible reasons why the US Constitution of 1788 didn’t include any reference to God or His moral law.  Explain the assumed source of moral law in the 1700s, and how the US Constitution has taken on a role never intended.

10.  Why was the National Reform Association movement to put God back into the US Constitution never received?

11. What was the legal philosophy of Oliver Wendell Holmes?

12. Why was Robert Borke rejected as a Supreme Court Justice?

13.  What was the historic belief in Europe concerning the Christian State?

14.  According to Jesus’ Parable in Luke 19, what was the response of the citizens?

15. Refute the all-too-common false conclusion that, since the world rejects Christ’s rule, the Church is not to call for the rule of Christ over the state.     

16. How has the deception of the secular state model become the justification for the legalization of immorality

Additional questions and studies:

(1) Present and summarize the opposing arguments made in the articles of James Henly Thornwell and Thomas Peck (See Appendix)

(2) The following statement is an example of the belief that America was founded to be a secular, pluralistic state. Explain the fallacies in the statement.  Explain how false religions and ideologies, such as Nazism, Communism, and Islam, contradict and threaten the values implicit in a Christian state. 

“America was designed to be a nation where all faiths are welcomed, not one where one faith is favored. Historically, this disestablishment of religion has served the Christian faith well, preserving it from being corrupted and tainted by political power.”

Huffington Post, The Success and Failure of the Religious Right by Michael Gerson, October 12, 2010

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-success-and-the-failu_b_758431

(3) In February of 2024, Heidi Przybyla, commentator for MSNBC, said the following

“You are going to hear words such as Christian Nationalism, like the New Apostolic Reformation.  These are groups that you should get very schooled on because they have a lot of power in Trump circles.  And the one thing that unites all of them . . . is that they believe that our rights as Americans, as all human beings, don’t come from any earthly authority.  They don’t come from Congress; they don’t come from the Supreme Court.  They come from God.  The problem with that is they are determining what God is telling them.”

* Discuss the errors in Przybyla’s commentary.

* Discuss how America’s founders believed that our rights come from God, not men, and how that belief made America unique. 

* Discuss how Communists and secularists want rights to come from the state.

* Discuss and refute the argument from secularists that since the source of God’s moral law is debated, the state needs to decide moral law without any references to divine sources of ethical standards.

(4)  Discuss the Salem Witch Trials in the 1690s.   Secularists popularized this event as proof that a theocracy (referencing the Bible for moral authority) would result in injustice.   Explain how the leaders of Salem were behaving as secularists by not following the Scriptures, but the traditions, opinions, and superstitions of the times.  Discuss how Satan’s goal is to depict Christ’s rule as oppressive and unjust.

