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Doctrines of Civil Government
Session #8
Civil Disobedience

Welcome to Session #8 in the Biblical doctrines of civil government. The topic is Civil Disobedience, and the first text of Scripture that comes to mind for every Christian is Peter’s response to the Sanhedrin when they commanded the apostles to cease preaching the message of Christ.

And when they had summoned them, they commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. But Peter and John answered and said to them, “Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; (Acts 4:18–19) 
In Acts 5, the apostles were then imprisoned for preaching the Gospel. Once again, standing before the council, Peter and the apostles answered, "We must obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:29). These texts constitute a mandate and pattern for civil disobedience.  The State does not have ultimate authority; it is subordinate to God’s. In cases where a Christian must obey God rather than the state, the Christian is not breaking the law but obeying the higher law.  To illustrate, if a military sergeant tells a private to sweep out the barracks, but on his way, a five-star general stops him and orders him to help carry packages, the private is not disobeying orders. The orders of the higher officer override the orders of the lower officer.

The teaching in Acts appears straightforward, but in practical application, it raises numerous questions. If the state is confiscating Bibles, should we allow the state to take our Bibles or hide them?  What if the state is confiscating guns? Should we surrender our firearms or engage in civil disobedience to assert our Second Amendment rights?  And what are we to think of Thomas Jefferson's statement, “The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”  Which liberties should we fight for, if at all?  Consider Patrick Henry’s statement, “Give me liberty or give me death.”   Which liberties should we be willing to die for? To drive without seat belts, to be able to vote, to be able to evangelize in public spaces?  Was Dietrich Bonhoeffer right in joining a plot to assassinate Hitler? Was the 1860s Abolitionist John Brown justified in raiding the armory at Harper’s Ferry? What if the state forbids Christians from attending church during a time of plague? Or what if the state asks a Christian to wear a mask in church to prevent the spread of disease?  In all these circumstances, Acts 5 isn’t so easily applied.   
About ten years ago, I did a series of five radio programs discussing civil disobedience, and I barely scratched the surface.  So, the first point regarding this doctrine is to appreciate the breadth of the subject.  One must also recognize that, in making these decisions, there must be a general discernment of Biblical principles and the Holy Spirit's leading, because the Bible doesn’t provide specific answers for every situation.  We are to have our senses trained in these matters.
But solid food is for the mature, who, because of practice, have their senses trained to discern good and evil. (Hebrews 5:14) 
Therefore, be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise, making the most of your time, because the days are evil. So then do not be foolish but understand what the will of the Lord is. (Ephesians 5:15–17) 
Furthermore, some issues concerning civil disobedience are matters of Christian liberty and deference. Good Christians can disagree over some minor points.  There are different measures of faith (Romans 12:3), and whatever is not of faith is sin (Romans 14:23).  However, there are other issues that are non-negotiable. And, as to be expected, some Christians will be deceived by the world into assuming that the non-negotiables are merely matters of Christian liberty, and vice versa.  For example, some might wrongly conclude that it would simply be a matter of Christian liberty for Daniel to choose to go along with Nebuchadnezzar’s law requiring genuflection before a statue.

As we consider this doctrine of civil disobedience, let us also recognize that the church will need to know this doctrine well in preparation for the last days – the evil day as it is described in Ephesians.  There are times when Christianity is in season and others when it is out of season.

Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm. (Ephesians 6:13)
Preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction. (2 Timothy 4:2) 

Biblical Civil Disobedience involves two aspects.  First, the personal civil disobedience of the individual Christian; second, the civil disobedience required of lower magistrates, often called the doctrine of the lower magistrates. As in the example of the Old Testament Judges. There are lower magistrates called of God to challenge the authority of higher magistrates.  In this session, we will discuss personal civil disobedience; in session #9, we will cover magisterial civil disobedience.   To organize the material, let’s break it down into a list of general Biblical principles or guidelines.
1.  Civil Disobedience involves discerning the laws of God that are non-negotiable, that is, which state laws call for the practice of Civil Disobedience? 
In Acts 5, the apostles were compelled to obey a central command in the Christian faith – the Great Commission to preach the Gospel.  It was not civil disobedience over some minor point of personal religious conviction, and it wasn’t disobedience toward some state-mandated inconvenience. We recognize a hierarchy in God’s law.  As Jesus said, there are the weightier matters of the law (Matthew 23:23). Although the Pharisees often failed to discern the hierarchy, we must and can discern the difference.  Mary and Joseph’s trip to Bethlehem to pay the Roman tax was very troublesome, and the requirement appeared to interfere with God’s plan for the Messiah's birth; nevertheless, they obeyed the state.  When Jesus was asked about paying the temple tax, he told the disciples that, even though they had a right not to pay it, they were to pay it to avoid causing offense (Matthew 17:24-27).  When the Samaritans refused to allow Jesus to pass through their region on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus did not resort to civil disobedience, but He took a different route.

Many state requirements can be tangentially linked to Scriptural violations, thereby justifying civil disobedience at every turn.  Someone might claim, “Since God is our healer, I don’t believe it is the state’s right to take care of our health care.  Therefore, I will practice civil disobedience regarding health insurance requirements. Or “I don’t believe it is the government's job to take care of our retirement.” Hence, civil disobedience is practiced regarding Social Security payments.  

The state enacts many laws that may conflict with God's plan for marriage, child-rearing, and property rights, but we are to defer to the state as much as possible while simultaneously seeking a workaround.
For example, churches in the United States are tax-exempt only if they apply for 501(c)(3) status.  However, I have heard a few Christians claim that, to stand on principle, a church must never accept 501(c)(3) status because this is perceived as the state requiring a license to practice Christianity.  However, there is nothing inherently unbiblical about the State imposing a licensing requirement on the church regarding financial accountability. That is, as long as the state is not prohibiting or limiting the preaching of God’s truth. Now, some Biblically neutral state requirements may eventually lead to unbiblical state restrictions, but we should never practice civil disobedience prematurely.  However, when the state clearly prohibits the preaching of God’s truth or the assembling of believers, the church must practice civil disobedience, which may include meeting in fields or basements and smuggling Bibles.
Regarding COVID-19 restrictions, some states required churches to close, asserting that churches were nonessential, whereas grocery stores, hardware stores, and bars were deemed essential.  Many churches responded by practicing civil disobedience and staying open. The commands in Acts 4:18-19 and Hebrews 10:25 to assemble override state authority.  Historically, Christians have always practiced civil disobedience when the state forbids Christian assembly.
Under the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius, a law was passed prohibiting attempts to influence people’s minds through fear of a Divinity. This is equivalent to the present-day claim that Christian truth is detrimental to the psychological health of the people.  The real intent of Roman law was to suppress Christian evangelism.  Of course, the Christians practiced civil disobedience and ignored this law.  Bear in mind that historically, when the state persecutes the church, it is rarely a direct prohibition against the Gospel.  Pretense is often used, such as to protect the health or safety of people. Christians are seldom imprisoned for simply believing in Christ.  Most often, the state will fabricate other reasons.  These justifications may play on genuine social fears and concerns, but nevertheless, these laws still violate the Word of God.  An evil state will always gaslight the Christians.  

Note also that, during the COVID-19 crisis, although the state acted irrationally in many cases, churches were still able to comply with the law by meeting outdoors, spacing chairs, and following the same regulations as grocery stores.  

If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. (Romans 12:18) 
Whoever forces you to go one mile, go with him two.  (Matthew 5:41) 

Roman law required citizens to carry a Roman soldier's backpack for one mile at the soldier's orders. For the Romans, this was necessary public support for the military. Even though some might see this law as absurd or unjust, Jesus said, "Don’t just go one mile; go two.” 

Consider Revelation 13: the prophecy is that the Antichrist will demand that no one be permitted to buy or sell unless they take the mark of the beast. 
And he causes all, the small and the great, and the rich and the poor, and the free men and the slaves, to be given a mark on their right hand or on their forehead, and he provides that no one will be able to buy or to sell, except the one who has the mark, either the name of the beast or the number of his name.  (Revelation 13:16–17) 

Every Christian knows that taking the mark of the Beast is taboo because whoever takes it will drink of the wrath of God forever (Revelation 14:9). However, the Biblical violation is not so easily discerned. For the government to require identification to buy or sell is not a moral sin.  It may be unwise and foolish, but it doesn’t call for civil disobedience.  When the mark of the beast is implemented, we can be sure that most people will have no objection to it.  Already, we can’t buy or sell unless we use government currency, bank accounts, and debit cards.  The Federal Reserve is currently working on developing digital currency. 
So, what is so wrong with the Mark of the Beast? The great sin is not in the economic accountability but in the requirement that participants give their allegiance to the antichrist and the ideology of his empire. On that day, Christians will clearly recognize his identity and his agenda.   In the early church, Christians refused to burn incense to Caesar and to declare him Lord.  Intrinsically, there is nothing evil about the government requiring everyone to burn incense, but the evil is that it is accompanied by a denial of Christ’s Lordship.  Similarly, Christians in communist countries have refused to join the communist party because it means having to swear allegiance to the atheism of Marxism. 
In short, the first point, regarding civil disobedience, is that it is limited to cases in which the state requires the Christian to do what God clearly prohibits or to refrain from doing what God clearly commands.

2. Civil disobedience involves fleeing. 
Jesus taught his disciples, but whenever they persecute you in one city, flee to the next (Matthew 10:23). This fleeing can be applied in many ways, either by physically leaving a country, a state, an institution, or a government school. Regarding fleeing state education, the Christian is then persecuted by having to take on the extra financial burden of private education.  This would be similar to Jizya, the additional tax that Islamic countries put upon Christians.  Fleeing may include leaving a certain job if the business promotes immorality.  Fleeing may involve refusing to shop at certain stores. Of course, fleeing does not mean we should completely disassociate from all unbelievers. 
I wrote you in my letter not to associate with immoral people; I did not at all mean with the immoral people of this world, or with the covetous and swindlers, or with idolaters, for then you would have to go out of the world. (1 Corinthians 5:9–10) 

The fleeing Jesus was addressing involves situations where persecution endangers our lives or forces us to participate in evil. This can also be called voting with our feet.  Consequently, this places extreme pressure on society and civic leaders. One thing civic leaders can’t afford is for citizens to leave.  Imagine if all Christians fled Germany before WWII. Who would be left to support Hitler’s unjust war?  
In the early church, there is one example where fleeing became controversial. Cyprian, the Bishop of Carthage (circa AD 240), was widely criticized by the Christian community for leaving his pastorate and the city when persecution broke out.  Cyprian pointed to the Word of Jesus in Matthew 10, where Christ commands us to flee during persecution. It is understandable why some Christians would take offense. Some Christians might not have had the resources to flee, and they would be left to bear the persecution alone.  They would lose strength in numbers. And what if every Christian ran away every time things got rough? An entire city, country, or region would be left in darkness.  We are our brother’s keepers, and unless someone stands against evil, it will continue to take over the world. Furthermore, hiding and retreating can be seen as giving way to evil. In Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, Gandalf confronts evil with, “Thou shalt not pass.” Courage means refusing to yield. Nevertheless, there is a proper time to obey Jesus’ instruction to flee.  

Notice that with this command to flee, Jesus provides an explanation.

But whenever they persecute you in one city, flee to the next; for truly I say to you, you will not finish going through the cities of Israel until the Son of Man comes. (Matthew 10:23) 
Commentators believe this may not only be a reference to Israel but also a reference to all of the foreign cities where the Jewish diaspora lives. After the resurrection of Christ, the Apostles carried the Gospel to the Jews throughout the Roman Empire.  By extension, Jesus’ words may also be instructing Gentile Christians that they will not run out of cities to flee to before the second coming of Christ.  The overall point is that evangelism is the guiding principle in fleeing.  There are 8 billion people on planet Earth who need the Gospel.  If one group rejects and persecutes the Gospel, the Gospel must go to others
This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all the nations, and then the end will come. (Matthew 24:14) 
Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly and said, “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken to you first; since you repudiate it and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles (Acts 13:46) 

Christians fleeing persecution will aid evangelism.  In Acts 8, a great persecution against the church broke out in Jerusalem, and the believers were scattered abroad.  But in this, they went about preaching the Word. This may soon occur in America, prompting Christians to go out into the world for one final missionary endeavor.  Jesus gave us clear instructions: if we are not received in one city, we are to wipe the dust off our feet as a witness against them and move on to the next city.

If the house is worthy, give it your blessing of peace. But if it is not worthy, take back your blessing of peace. Whoever does not receive you, nor heed your words, as you go out of that house or that city, shake the dust off your feet. (Matthew 10:13–14) 

In the book of Acts, the apostles followed Jesus' instructions to move on in such situations.   

But they shook off the dust of their feet in protest against them and went to Iconium. (Acts 13:51)
But when they resisted and blasphemed, he shook out his garments and said to them, “Your blood be on your own heads! I am clean. From now on I will go to the Gentiles. (Acts 18:6) 

In conclusion, fleeing is God’s command to convict the unsaved, to disempower evil civil authorities, and to spread the Gospel.  Now, obviously, some flee out of cowardice rather than out of obedience to Christ.  And some stay out of cowardice and worldliness rather than obedience to Christ.  In such cases of disobedience, in either staying or fleeing, the misplaced priority is land and goods over forsaking all for Christ.
Here is a question. Should Christians leave leftist blue states and move to conservative red states?  The criteria for deciding should be what would best help the cause of missions.  Jesus said,  “It is not those who are well, who need a physician, but those who are sick” (Luke 5:31).  God’s plan is not for Christians to live in a commune separate from the unsaved. Isolation never ends well.  Consider also the Biblical example of the miracle-working prophets Elisha and Elijah.  God did not send them to the more conservative Southern Israel but to pagan Northern Israel.  God commissioned them to be in an area most people of faith would have given up on.  If we desire to have a ministry and see God's power in converting souls, consider relocating to a Gospel-dry area, a mission field, so those who sit in darkness will see a great light.
The people who walk in darkness will see a great light; Those who live in a dark land, the light will shine on them. (Isaiah 9:2) 

3. Civil disobedience involves hiding.
For when Jezebel destroyed the prophets of the Lord, Obadiah took a hundred prophets and hid them by fifties in a cave, and provided them with bread and water. (1 Kings 18:4) 
So David hid in the field; and when the new moon came, the king sat down to eat food. (1 Samuel 20:24) 

He came to the sheepfolds on the way, where there was a cave, and Saul went in to relieve himself. Now David and his men were sitting in the inner recesses of the cave. (1 Samuel 24:3) 

Now when they had gone, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Get up! Take the Child and His mother and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you; for Herod is going to search for the Child to destroy Him.” So Joseph got up and took the Child and His mother while it was still night, and left for Egypt. He remained there until the death of Herod. . .  (Matthew 2:13–15) 

Therefore, they picked up stones to throw at Him, but Jesus hid Himself and went out of the temple. (John 8:59) 
Come, my people, enter into your rooms and close your doors behind you; Hide for a little while Until indignation runs its course.  (Isaiah 26:20)  
We know that God promises to soon take down evil leaders; therefore, we are called to hide and wait. The Roman Empire’s persecution of the Christians, and many other persecutions throughout all church history, were on again and off again, depending on the rulers. God never allows persecutions to last long; as we see in the example of the church of Smyrna, you will have tribulation for ten days (Revelation 2:10).  

4. Civil disobedience involves withholding information 
In John 7, Jesus told his brothers that it wasn’t His time to go to the Jerusalem feast, but soon after, He traveled to Jerusalem.  This was, in effect, withholding information as to the timing of His arrival in Jerusalem.

But when His brothers had gone up to the feast, then He Himself also went up, not publicly, but as if, in secret. (John 7:10) 
When the Pharisees refused to answer Jesus, Jesus said, “neither do I tell you by what authority do I do these things” (Matthew 21:27)
Paul escaped the city of Damascus at night by being let down over the wall in a basket. This involved withholding information from the authorities about his departure.
But his disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a large basket. (Acts 9:25) 
Notice that, for Paul, faith did not mean Paul should walk out the front gate expecting God to blind the authorities' eyes.  God doesn’t perform miracles to relieve men of their common sense, or rather, God doesn’t perform miracles to relieve men of what they ought to do by their own God-given means. 

But what about lying? What about the classic moral dilemma: if someone comes to your house at night, threatening harm, and asks whether your family is home? Should you tell him the truth?  There is also the example of the Hebrew midwives who refused to put to death the newborn Hebrew boys.  The midwives told the authorities that the Jewish woman had given birth before they arrived, which may have been the truth, but not the primary reason why the midwives did not kill the babies.  Since Christians are people of the truth, lying is abhorrent.  We certainly don’t want to be like Satan, the father of lies, or to use deception to accomplish our ends, as in Saul Alinsky's Rules for Radicals.    Rather than resorting to lies, it is best to follow the Scripture pattern of simply withholding information.  No one, not even the state, has the right to know everything.

5. Biblical Civil disobedience is limited to the practice of passive disobedience. 
Active civil disobedience would include the Boston Tea Party, the throwing of tea into the harbor, or the Zealots in Jesus’ day, who terrorized the Roman authorities. Active civil disobedience includes rioting, obstruction, and blocking doors.  Passive disobedience is refusing to obey or participate.  In Daniel, chapter 3, Shadrack, Meshack, and Abednego practiced passive disobedience by refusing to bow down to Nebuchadnezzar’s idol.  Active civil disobedience would involve toppling the idol. 

Sociologists and Political activists view active disobedience as the most effective.  Politicians fear civil disruption and will do almost anything to avoid it. However, as I have emphasized in these sessions, we should be guided by the Word of God, not pragmatism.  Jesus left us an example of passive disobedience.  
For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps, who committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in His mouth; and while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously; (1 Peter 2:21–23) 
This question of passive versus active civil disobedience comes up regarding abortion.  Because in cases of severe sin, there are Biblical examples of active civil disobedience.  Such as the case of Gideon destroying the altar of Baal (Judges 6:25).  But in these cases, the active civil disobedience to correct the state is pursued by the authority of lesser magistrates – those called of God to be civil leaders.   These situations will be discussed in our next session. 
Concerning abortion, consider Proverb 24, which instructs us to deliver those who are being taken away to death – to hold them back. 
Deliver those who are being taken away to death, and those who are staggering to slaughter, Oh, hold them back. If you say, “See, we did not know this,” Does He not consider it who weighs the hearts? And does He not know it who keeps your soul? And will He not render to man according to his work? (Proverbs 24:11–12)
This text is a requirement to prevent the slaughter of the innocent, and for this reason, it is no surprise that protests against abortion have been far greater than protests against other immoral issues in our nation.  Since the preservation of life is high up on God’s hierarchy of values, there does need to be some form of active civil disobedience to stop abortion. However, it must be actions that do no violence, actions such as the creation of crisis pregnancy centers, sidewalk counseling, or political lobbying, to deliver those who are being taken away to death. 
In conclusion, why has God allowed for unjust rulers and laws so that His people must practice civil disobedience? God ordains these abuses to test our loyalty and allegiance to God.  It is our opportunity to put God before man, before the state, before our property, and before our very lives.   As Martin Luther wrote in his hymn, A Mighty Fortress is Our God, “Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also; the body they may kill, God truth abides still. His kingdom is forever.”   Civil disobedience is a test of our faith.
So that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ; (1 Peter 1:7) 
May Jesus Christ reign

Discussion Questions - Session #8 – Civil Disobedience
Part 1 (0 – 13:05)
1. What was the Acts 4:19, 5:23 principle that guided the Apostles to disobey the Sanhedrin?  Discuss the relevance of this principle in decision-making. 

2.  When it comes to Civil Disobedience, Christians must decide what issues are matters of Christian liberty and what are non-negotiable.   Discuss some examples of both categories.

3. Discuss how the doctrine of Civil Disobedience has become more relevant, and will continue to become more relevant, in the last days.
4. Define the distinction between personal civil disobedience and magisterial civil disobedience. 

5. Discuss how Christians may wrongly justify disobeying the state, especially in laws that only tangentially violate a Biblical principle. For example, what false justifications could Joseph give for not returning to Bethlehem to pay the Roman tax?
6.  Discuss how governments will almost always persecute Christians under the pretense of health and safety
7.  Discuss what Jesus’ injunction, whoever forces you to go one mile, go with him two, say to us about obedience toward inconvenient and irrational laws?

8. If it is not intrinsically evil for the government to require identification to buy or sell, why are Christians required to practice civil disobedience in the case of the Mark of the Beast?

Part 2  (13:05 – 27:20)
9. Fleeing is limited to fleeing for what reason?   (Matthew 10:23)

10. Discuss the various ways Christians may flee from persecution 

11. How is fleeing necessary for evangelism (Matthew 10:23, Acts 8:1) 

12.  In the book of Acts, how did the apostles practice Matthew 10:23?

13. What would be some wrong motives for fleeing?
14.  Should Christians leave blue states and move to red states?  What should be the criteria for deciding?

15.  Why did God send the greatest miracle-working prophets to Northern Israel?

16.  Give some Biblical examples of God’s people hiding from the state. 

17.  Give some Biblical examples of God’s people withholding information from their enemies and the state.

18. Describe the difference between lying and withholding information

19. What is the difference between active disobedience and passive disobedience?

20. Why is there a greater zeal for active disobedience when it comes to abortion?
21. Why does God put His people in situations where they must practice civil disobedience?
Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #8 – Civil Disobedience
(1) The following quote is attributed to Thomas Jefferson: "When the government fears the people, there is liberty.  When the people fear the government, there is tyranny."  How might such a philosophy, taken too far, undermine the authority of government and result in civil lawlessness?
(2) Another principle in civil disobedience is found in Jesus’ instruction, “do not throw your pearls before swine or they will trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces” (Matthew 7:6).  Discuss how we are to judge the character of those we are evangelizing. We are to judge to whom we will reveal truth, and to whom we will be silent, even as Jesus did not say a word to Herod (Luke 23:9).

(3) In Acts chapter 9, the story of Paul’s escape from Damascus is read as a courageous act.  However, in Roman culture, escaping a Roman city was considered the epitome of shame, disloyalty, and non-patriotism.  Therefore, in 1 Corinthians 11:30-33, Paul recounts his escape from Damascus as an example of his humiliation and weakness.  How does the Christian practice of Civil Disobedience result in our shame and disgrace, as far as this world is concerned?
(4) How should Christians in a communist state address the deviant economic system and state atheism?  What is the difference between being incarcerated in a Siberian prison for the Gospel vs. incarceration for political dissent? How is the line often blurred?
(5) In the final section of John Calvin’s treatise on Civil Government, he finally addresses Civil disobedience. This is appropriate since every other aspect of civil government must be understood before one considers disobeying God-ordained authorities.  Read Calvin’s treatise, section 32, and discuss.
(6) During the time of Christ, there was a group of Zealots called the Sicarii.  They went about with concealed knives to assassinate Romans. Barabas, whom the people wanted released instead of Christ, was likely part of this group.  The Sicari despised the rest of the Jews for their political pacifism. They concluded that if every Jew stood up against Rome, there would be no way for Rome to stop them.  Furthermore, they taught that God would only bless the nation with freedom when the Jews finally stopped acting like cowards and started acting like the Old Testament Judges and the Maccabees.  It was the theology of the Zealots that led to the Jewish revolt, which ended in the AD 70 destruction of Israel.  What was the theological error of the Zealots and Sicarii?

