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Foreword

The “Doctrines of Civil Government” is a 13-session video series for churches to use as an Adult Sunday School curriculum.  For the last 15 years, I have hosted a weekly radio program in the New York City Metro Area that discusses social and political events in the light of Biblical exposition. 

The inspiration for the radio program came from men in my church who were concerned that popular political pundits are bereft of Biblical truth.  Opinions are most often based on human reasoning, and the true source of truth is never discussed.   Even conservative political commentators may stumble upon Biblical positions, but no credit is given to Christ or His Word.  

There is a discernible aversion and shame toward the Bible; all conclusions are expected to be derived from man, and the longer this continues, the more the public becomes Biblically illiterate, and the Christian consensus fades.  Without Scripture as the source of truth, there is a downgrade.  All those who are culturally on the political Right gradually move toward the Left.

In my dive into applying Scripture to social policy and government, I quickly learned how thoroughly the Bible addresses this subject, which has been traditionally called the Doctrines of Civil Government.  It also became apparent that most evangelicals have never learned this doctrine, let alone heard of it.   For me personally, understanding the ins and outs of a Biblical political worldview took at least ten years of research and practical political activism.  Obviously, the average Christian doesn’t have the time or the calling to tackle these issues.  Nevertheless, a basic understanding of Biblical governance and law is a necessity if Christians are to fulfill their calling to be salt and light. Christians don’t need to become a political expert to discern right from wrong.  If they know the foundational Biblical doctrines, they will cast the right vote every time.

Back in 2024, I created a YouTube series covering the basic Biblical doctrines of Civil government.  These 13 videos, combined with study questions, make up the curriculum. 

Churches are always on the lookout for a Biblical Adult Sunday school Curriculum.  Since teachers, in any given congregation, may not be familiar with every subject, a video curriculum is a helpful aid.  Through video, an outside teacher, proficient in the subject, can handle most of the instruction, while the local Sunday School teacher can provide additional insights, answer questions, and direct class discussions.  Hence, the creation of this video curriculum.

To accommodate the typical Sunday School seasonal quarter, the course is divided into 12 sessions with a bonus 13th session.  The length of each video is between 25 and 35 minutes.  Since the typical Adult Sunday School class is 45 minutes, this allows time for class discussion and fellowship. The course is posted on my Website, GodandCountryradio.org. Included are links to each of the 13 sessions, a transcript for each video, and discussion questions.

Since there may not be enough time to adequately cover the questions, discuss the video, and add additional teaching.  The class facilitator may want to spread this curriculum beyond thirteen weeks.  There are two ways this can be accomplished:

1. Show one video every other week. In the first week, the class watches a video followed by a few minutes of general class discussion.  During the following week, the questions in the curriculum are discussed.

2. Divide the videos in half.  The content page lists possible time-stamp divisions for each video. This would turn the program into a 26-week Curriculum.  

Given the many Biblical topics contained within the Doctrines of Civil Government, many of which are not covered in the videos, a teacher can easily add enough Biblical exposition of relevant texts and contemporary examples to keep the class going for an entire year.

Provided with these videos are edited transcripts.  A transcript is unnecessary for those with a good memory and for those who are quick at taking notes, but in my experience with video-based curricula, it is very helpful to have a hard copy of the teaching.  Certainly, a transcript will help the teacher prepare for the class and provide interested students with a permanent reference. 

On the Doctrines of Civil Government website page, there is an option to download the edited transcript and the questions as either a single document or individual programs.  To facilitate use with various word processing programs, the material is in the Word 2003 format. 

The videos can be accessed either through the provided YouTube link or through the God and Country Radio webhost link. For those who don’t have good internet access, you may email GodandCountryRadio@Verizon.net, and we can provide you, at cost, a flash drive containing the videos and documents.

Concluding Thoughts:

In a subject as broad and controversial as the doctrine of civil government (politics), there will not be total agreement on the issues.  The class leader should expect to correct or further elaborate on the material shared in each session.

After completing these videos in some haste, I am reminded of my own limitations.  In retrospect, I see that the material could have been better organized.  There are topics that I failed to include and others that I should have left out. My presentation could have been more dramatic with professional graphics and filmed with better equipment in front of a live audience. 

Nevertheless, perhaps the humble simplicity is a positive that most churches can relate to.  God uses us in our weakness. God’s word to Moses is a timeless reassurance to every Christian teacher.

The LORD said to him, “Who has made man’s mouth? Or who makes him mute or deaf, or seeing or blind? Is it not I, the LORD? Now then go, and I, even I, will be with your mouth, and teach you what you are to say.” (Exodus 4:11-12) 
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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.
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.

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.

Doctrines of Civil Government 

Session #4

 The Christian State (Christian Nationalism)

Welcome back to the Biblical doctrines of civil government.  In this session, I would like to continue the discussion I began in the last session regarding the State being called to be “One Nation under God.”  The State must decide for, and declare for, God’s truth.  There is to be a separation of church and state, as far as institutional authority, but there is never to be a separation of God and State.

Back in 1985, a group of Reform churches held a conference at Geneva Christian College called “Consultation on the Biblical Role of Government.”  Four major positions within the Reform community were identified: 

1. Principled Pluralism

2. Christian America

3. Theonomy,

4. National Confessionalism 

From that conference, a book titled God and Politics – Four Views on the Reformation of Civil Government was published.   Identifying these four positions is crucial for distinguishing between the Biblical role of government versus the secular view of government.  This secular view has subtly crept into the church.  In this, we must answer the question, which position does the Bible itself teach, rather than which position appears more equitable, more workable, or more popular.

Principled Pluralism is the position that the duty of the state is to be religiously neutral. The state is not to declare itself to be Christian, or Muslim, or Hindu, but secular (non-religious, godless).  All religions, hence, all ideologies, are to be given an equal footing, and the laws of the land are to be determined by majority rule.  The “principles” in Principled Pluralism are determined by the will of the people, and may the best ideology win.  Currently, this position appears to be the most widely accepted in America, and this is the secular state model for government.  However, this view certainly flies in the face of everything we read in Scripture about the role of government.   In Romans 13, the state is called to be a minister of God, but in Principled Pluralism, that role cannot be acknowledged or practiced.

The Christian America position holds that the government should pass laws consistent with Christian values.   This view is most popular with the conservative Christian community, whereas the Principled Pluralism position is favored by secularists and left-leaning professing Christendom.

The third position is Theonomy, often called Reconstructionism or Dominionism.  This is also the belief that a nation should be Christian, but with the additional conviction that a nation must follow the judicial case law given in the Mosaic law.  It is believed that these Old Testament laws were also given to Gentile nations.  In a future session, we will look further into the details of this position when we discuss the laws of the land.

The fourth position is National Confessionalism. It includes everything in the Christian American position, with the additional conviction that a nation must declare in its documents that it is a Christian nation and that the Bible is its guide.  National Confessionalism contends that the United States will never be able to implement Christian America as long as we have a constitution that is secular and pluralistic.  The social influence of Christianity in culture is insufficient if the legal system does not support, or even at times prohibit, the Christian faith as the basis for the moral law.  The ideology of pluralism and the separation of church and state have now made it almost impossible for Christian moral values to be considered in the public sphere.

The National Confession position best represents the position of the Reformers and the Puritans who settled America.  During the Reformation, all European governments took this position as a given.    The idea of a humanistic, secular state is a 20th-century invention coming out of an atheistic worldview.

Now in our day, the idea of a Christian state frightens people because secularists have misrepresented the Christian state as some sort of oppressive theocracy.  This was the ideology and intent of the HBO series The Handmaid's Tale.  However, God's mandate for governments isn’t like that at all.  The Gentile state is to follow the general moral laws of God given to all mankind and reiterated in the 10 commandments, such as laws concerning marriage, gender, sexual behavior, and property rights.  It doesn’t matter if you are Jewish, Hindu, Muslim, or an atheist; if you are living in a Christian State, you would be subject to the general moral law of God.  Most people, regardless of their religion, generally agree with these principles because these are the moral laws of God written on every man’s conscience (See Romans 2:14-15).   A Christian state does not force everyone to be Christian or attend a state church.  It does not legislate the disciplines of the church, but state legislators do look to God and the Scriptures as the foundation for the social and economic laws of the land.

However, in a secular state, law is a function of human desire and/or power.  If the people want sexual liberation, the erasure of marriage and gender, the Marxist outlawing of property rights, licentiousness, and drunkenness, legislators will have to oblige, because the ruling principle in a secular state is that there is no such thing as the higher law of God.  The law is whatever people want the law to be.  The foundation of ethics becomes personal freedom and the advancement of the state.

Even though people have a bent toward sin, in practice, most would rather live in a state under God, for God has given to every man a conscience, a sense of justice, and survival instincts. Over time, citizens may forget the importance of God’s law and take the blessing of a Christian foundation for granted, but reality and self-preservation will move them back to the law of nature and nature’s God.  As the old saying goes, “A leftist is someone who believes he can pull out the roots and still have the flower.”  When the wealth built up by the moral capital of Christianity disappears, the prodigal son may come to his senses.

The only people who would have a problem with a God-centered, Christian state would be secular ideologues – those who have a well-developed animus against God and His moral law.   As we read in 1 Timothy, 

Realizing the fact that law is not made for a righteous person, but for those who are lawless and rebellious, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers and immoral men and homosexuals and kidnappers and liars and perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound teaching. (1 Timothy 1:9–10)  

Let us begin with some Biblical texts that show the state's role in governing according to God’s moral law.  The Biblical record of the kings of Israel has shaped the Christian understanding of the role of government.  The good kings always restored the moral law of God, casting out the pagan gods and their practices.  Consider King Josiah, the greatest and most righteous king in Israel’s history. 

Josiah removed all the abominations from all the lands belonging to the sons of Israel and made all who were present in Israel to serve the Lord their God. Throughout his lifetime, they did not turn from following the Lord God of their fathers. (2 Chronicles 34:33)   

Before him, there was no king like him who turned to the LORD with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his might, according to all the law of Moses; nor did any like him arise after him. (2 Kings 23:25)
One of the most notable abominations Josiah removed was the child sacrifice of Baal worship.

He also defiled Topheth, which is in the valley of the son of Hinnom, that no man might make his son or his daughter pass through the fire for Molech. (2 Kings 23:10) 

The Biblical books of First & Second Kings and First & Second Chronicles give a historical record of the reign of each King in both Southern and Northern Israel.  The success of each administration was judged not on economic or military success but on whether the king followed the moral law of God.   Of the 23 kings in Southern Israel, only 4 were righteous, 5 served God but not with a full heart, 14 were evil.  In Northern Israel, all the kings were evil.  The standard of judgment was how well the king led the people in following Jehovah, which, in practice, meant enforcing God's moral law.

One might claim that this is in the Old Testament and therefore doesn’t apply to today.  The division of the covenants does not erase the fact that the Old Testament example has had a profound impact on the Christian community.  It is indisputable that the State has some role in supporting and enforcing God’s moral law. Religion cannot be entirely separated from the administration of the state.  Every State operates on higher metaphysical values.  If God’s values don’t rule, Satan’s values will fill the vacuum, but there will always be spiritual values.

For example, King Ahab and Jezebel promoted the ideology of Baal worship in Northern Israel.  This was the legalization of sexual immorality and child sacrifice, the ancient form of abortion.  They did so because they believed in the values represented by the god Baal.  Baal was the Canaanite name for God.  It professed to be true religion, but God was redefined.  Many Israelites were even deceived into believing that Baal was the same God as Jehovah.

It will come about in that day,” declares the Lord, “That you will call Me Ishi and will no longer call Me Baali. (Hosea 2:16) 

So the king consulted, and made two golden calves, and he said to them, “It is too much for you to go up to Jerusalem; behold your gods, O Israel, that brought you up from the land of Egypt.” (1 Kings 12:28)  

Notice in the case of Ahab and Jezebel, the state, as always, chose a religion, a worldview, an ideology, and those values determined the moral law of the land.  Ancient people weren’t stupid.  They understood that each pagan god represented and espoused a different form of morality and governance.  They were more honest and aware than many modern American intellectuals who naively claim the state can be religiously and ideologically neutral.

All Nations Choose a Religion

America also has chosen a state religion.  We speak of the “American values” embodied in our Constitution.   America has a de facto, cultural, civil religion – a particular belief about sin, accountability, and human rights.  Yes, it is eroding, but America does have a theology, or rather a civil religion, and it is unwise to hide it under the naïve claim of pluralism.  Americans have historically believed that there are some ideologies, such as Communism, Nazism, or Islamic Sharia, that do not belong in America.  All civil religion, all state ideologies, are religious in nature.  They are based on “gods.” They are based on metaphysical values.  There is no such thing as the separation of God and State.

The current crisis in America is that we have departed from our Christian civil religion, even to the point of the intelligentsia claiming it is unimportant, divisive, and should not even exist. Instead, America should be a secular and pluralistic state, or worse, America should be remade on the foundation of a Marxist civil religion.

A Biblical parallel to this crisis would be Solomon’s apostasy.  Solomon abandoned Israel’s exclusive Jehovah civil religion by building pagan temples for all his wives and foreign alliances.  He was instituting and promoting a pluralistic state.   

Solomon did what was evil in the sight of the Lord, and did not follow the Lord fully, as David his father had done. Then Solomon built a high place for Chemosh the detestable idol of Moab, on the mountain which is east of Jerusalem, and for Molech the detestable idol of the sons of Ammon. Thus, also he did for all his foreign wives, who burned incense and sacrificed to their gods. (1 Kings 11:6–8)
The likely reason behind Solomon’s policy was a desire to turn Jerusalem into a cosmopolitan, pluralistic, international center.  To be liked by, and to woo, the surrounding nations.  But God expects the state to declare for the truth – the true God, Yahweh Elohim, and His moral code, not the ideologies and practices of Satanic substitutes.   Psalm 33:12 states, “Blessed is the nation whose God is the LORD (Yahweh).”  A nation is to choose for Yahweh, not Baal, not Moloch, not Chemosh, but Yahweh.  And this means the nation choosing the law of Yahweh, which is in effect the Christian civil religion. 

Political philosophers will provide many arguments for the alleged virtues of a secular, pluralistic state that rules for man, not for God, but in the end, such a state is cursed.  There is a God and a truth that men must come to acknowledge; otherwise, there is ruin.  

The wicked will return to Sheol, even all the nations who forget God. (Psalm 9:17)
Regarding applying the role of Old Testament Kings to governments today, as in ancient Israel, there is still a separation between the Institution of the State and the institution of the Church.  The Kings of Israel were not to invade the role of the priesthood, as in the case of the curse that came upon King Uzziah for usurping the office of high priest (2 Chronicles 26:18).   Nevertheless, the kings of Israel still had a role in supporting God’s moral teaching and the true faith. 

An example in America would be Congress commissioning the printing of Bibles in 1782.   In 1611, King James commissioned theologians to create an English version of the Bible.  State support for the Christian faith is Biblical, just as the government ought to support God’s moral teaching on the family, gender, property rights, marriage, child rearing, the protection of life, etc.  The State should prohibit Satan worship, and even the promotion of certain godless moral/political ideologies such as Marxism.   This is not being unfair or undemocratic.  Error is error, and truth is truth.  Only those who hold to moral relativism reject such absolute social moral values.  In their unbelief, they view truth as indeterminable.

I am sure this audience knows that the First Amendment of the Constitution, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,” means that the state is not to create a state-run church.  It was never meant to mean, as it is now interpreted to mean by secularists, that the Federal Government can’t be Christian or can’t impose any Biblical morality.   Here is a case where the writers of our Constitution should have been more careful and better anticipated any future misinterpretation of what they wrote. 

John Calvin, in his treatise on civil Government, explains the role of the state in religion:

“The duty of magistrates, its nature, as described by the word of God, and the things in which it consists, I will here indicate in passing. That it extends to both tablets of the law.”  (John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book 4, chapter 20, Section  9) 

Calvin explains that the state must not only address the man-to-man relationship (the second half of the decalogue), but also the man-to-God relationship (the first half of the decalogue).  The first commands establish the source of truth and morals – you shall have no other gods before me.   The second part of the law is based on the first four commands. Calvin’s point is that the magistrates (the state) can’t merely operate on the last six commandments and ignore the first four.   As Thomas Jefferson explained in the Declaration of Independence, the state is to be guided by the law of nature and nature’s God.

 Calvin goes on to write 

“Thus, all have confessed that no polity [no government] can be successfully established unless piety be its first care, and that those laws are absurd which disregard the rights of God and consult only for men.”  

“. . . Christian princes and magistrates may be ashamed of their heartlessness, if they make (religion) not their care. We have already shown that this office is specially assigned them by God, and indeed it is right that they exert themselves in asserting and defending the honor of God, whose vicegerents they are, and by whose favor they rule. Hence, in Scripture, holy kings are especially praised for restoring the worship of God when corrupted or overthrown, or for taking care that religion flourished under them in purity and safety.” 

(John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book 4, chapter 20, Section  9) 

In the Enlightenment (1700s), there was an overreaction against this Biblical teaching due to misunderstandings and abuses of the doctrine.  As in the case of Mary the 1st of England (Bloody Mary - 1553-1558), who insisted that everyone in England be Roman Catholic upon the penalty of death. When the Protestant Queen Elizabeth came to the throne (1558 to 1603), she supported the Anglican Church, but she persecuted the Puritans who wouldn’t conform to its liturgy.

Both rulers were confident that they were taking care that the right religion flourished. But being Biblically illiterate, they were overstepping God’s role for the state.  Scriptural teaching holds that the state is to rule in accordance with the general moral law of God, but not to interfere with the role of the church or to create a state-run church.  It is workable in practice, but misapplication by false religious teachers has been the pretext for unbelievers justifying the secular state model. 

A hierarchical chart is helpful to explain the false view of the relationship between Church and State.  A common error is to put the state above the church, as in the case of Henry the 8th making himself the head of the church.  
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A similar error is to place the Church above the State.
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The true hierarchy is that God is over both the state and the church as separate institutions.  Each answering to God.
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Just because magistrates may mistake their role in supporting religion doesn’t mean that the state is to be without fidelity to God.  For example, the wicked king Manasseh was certainly wrong in his state support of Baal worship, but that does not mean the righteous king Josiah shouldn’t direct Israel’s morals toward the true God.  Manasseh’s false state religion does not mean there should be no state religion.

In early America, some political philosophers overreacted to the state’s improper involvement in religion.  Given the religious abuses so often seen in Europe, they naively concluded that the better state of affairs would be for the state to be completely neutral toward religion and Christian values.  

One prime example would be Roger Williams, who founded Rhode Island.  Although a professing Baptist, he taught a libertarian, secular view of government. And, following Williams’ philosophy, it was the Danbury Baptist Association in Rhode Island that, in 1801, wrote to Thomas Jefferson objecting to the government’s involvement in religion. Thomas Jefferson responded with the famous statement that secularists use today to justify a separation of the state from Christian morality.  Jefferson wrote, “There is a wall of separation between the state and the church.”

For new Christians, the letter from the Danbury Association may sound harmless, but it clearly espouses an anti-historic Christianity, a secular view of Government.

The Association wrote to Jefferson, That Religion is at all times and places a matter between God and Individuals – that no man aught to suffer in name, person or effects on account of his religious opinions – that the legitimate Power of civil Government extends no further than to punish the man who works ill to his neighbour.   

The Danbury Association taught that the only duty of government is man-to-man: the last six commandments.  This is the error that John Calvin explained in his treatise on Civil Government. It is the “as long as you don’t hurt anyone else” philosophy of governance.  In this, all moral values become a matter of one’s own religious/ideological opinions, and that will eventually lead to Sodom and Gomorrah.  If we carefully consider what the Scriptures demand of Government, we understand this libertarian view of government is not only unbiblical, but after two centuries, the church has learned practically what happens when the state becomes godless.  When the state claims complete neutrality, the devil will always fill the vacuum created.  

This libertarian, secular view of government still prevails in certain religious groups.  In 1936, a group of Baptists formed The Baptist Joint Committee on Religious Liberty.  The title sounds good, but its goal was to promote the philosophy of the secular, non-Christian state.  The Baptist Joint Committee has since joined with Leftist groups such as The Freedom from Religion Foundation and The Congressional Free Thought Caucus to lobby against Christian law in government.  The Baptist Joint Committee states on its website that they are working to dismantle Christian nationalism.  

On its face, the separation of the state from religion sounds reasonable. Christians understand that the state should not intrude too much into religion.  However, the political ideology is deceiving.  Notice where this ideology leads.  The Baptist Joint Committee supports abortion, gay marriage, and LGBTQ.  Because, for the Committee, for the government to be against those practices would be the government’s establishment of religion.  The Committee believes that the American way is for everyone to choose their own moral lifestyle.  The Baptist Joint Committee was even opposed to Jack Phillips’ liberty, arguing that the government should force Phillips to bake a cake for a homosexual wedding. 

It is crucial that the Christian community comes to understand the immoral outcomes of a secular state ideology. The root error is godlessness – that personal liberty (moral license) is the highest ethic, which trumps the general law of God for mankind 

Now I am not picking on Baptist.  We all know there are conservative Baptists and liberal Baptists, the same as with all denominations. I share this example to show how this deceptive error of the secular state practically works its way into the Church. We need to be aware that many religious groups, in their departure from Scripture, have used worldly reasoning to deny the Biblical role of the state, and hence, these religious groups have contributed to the moral downfall of America 

Many professing evangelical Christians object to Christian nationalism because they have been sold an unbiblical caricature of Christian nationalism.   They will say, “I don’t believe in Christian nationalism.”  But then you ask them, “So you want pagan globalism?”   Of course, they then say they don’t want that!  Instead, they assert that they want the government to be neutral.  And in this, they have fallen for the myth, or lie, of neutrality – that the government can actually be neutral in its religion, the source of its law, and its transcendent values.

Jesus said Matthew 12:30, “He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who does not gather with Me scatters.”  There are only two kingdoms – God's or Satan’s.  There is no sitting on the fence.

One area in which we clearly see the myth of neutrality is in public education.  Well-meaning people say we can’t have the Bible and Christianity taught in public schools.  But as soon as the Bible is prohibited, secular humanism becomes the default religion in the schools, and Christianity is prohibited and persecuted.  A gag order is put on Christianity, as in Acts 4:18, “You shall not speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.”  As in education, the same thing happens in government.  Neutrality by default produces godlessness.

A common argument is that neutrality would be a better state of affairs because of the danger of a teacher or legislator misusing the Bible.   Presented with this scenario, the public is led to conclude that we should outlaw the Bible in the schools and in the state.  But if you think about it for a minute, you can easily see the moral and logical fallacies.  It is the outlawing truth because of a fear of error.  That is like saying, good King Josiah shouldn’t have enacted righteous laws because another king might come along and enact unrighteous laws.  Christianity is not to be outlawed to prevent someone from teaching a false religion. Should we outlaw God’s authority because the devil claims authority?  How about believing that Christianity is right and false religions are not?  

The lie of neutrality not only leads the nation toward godless immorality but also binds the state's hands, preventing it from fulfilling its Romans 13:4 responsibility to be an avenger against those who do evil. Indeed, the state may make mistakes in implementing God’s law, but we should never outlaw the truth because of error; we fix the error and go on.

Satan wants to use the institution of Government to promote his immoral/godless agenda, and he uses clever, deceptive lies about the role of Government to accomplish this objective.  The secular state model has deceived the majority of the American public, and even many conservative Christian statesmen.

Here is how I have seen it play out in the legislature.  The Christian politician gets into office (or even the nominal Christian politician), but he withdraws from voting according to his conscience, or legislating according to God’s moral law, because he has been convinced by the spirit of the age that the state is to be secular and pluralistic.  Giving people moral freedom is considered just governance, and all laws must be based solely on human utilitarianism, not the law of nature and nature’s God.  Additionally, the Christian politician may also believe he is not supposed to impose his religious morals on others. As in the motto, “you can’t legislate morality.”  But all laws, even laws against murder, are legislating morality.   The bottom line is that with this secular, pluralistic view of government, the Christian politicians naively go along with the godless state agenda.

Like a trampled spring and a polluted well is a righteous man who gives way before the wicked. (Proverbs 25:26)

I have taken two sessions to cover this issue of the Christian state – the nation being under God.  In this session, I have gone a little long, but this subject is of extreme importance. This is a key truth in this series because it relates to the authority and Kingship of Jesus Christ, which, at the end of this age, is a key confession of the church.
May Jesus Christ Reign.

Discussion Questions for Session #4 – The Christian State

Part 1 (0 – 11:17)

1.  Define the four positions on the Biblical role of government and discuss their errors and/or merits

1. Principled Pluralism

2. Christian America

3. Theonomy

4. National Confessionalism 

2. Give examples of how the truth of the Christian State has been misrepresented so that the public fears a Christian state.

3. Explain how a properly framed Christian state would be good for all citizens.

4. Explain the example of moral/religious governance in the record of the Old Testament kings.

5. Explain the political/moral ideology operating under the title of Baal

6. Explain why it is impossible for the state to be religiously/morally neutral

Part 2 (11:17 – 28:20)

7. Explain America’s default civil religion and the current opposition to it.

8.  How and why did Solomon turn Israel into a pluralistic state?  What was God’s response?

9.   Give examples of how the state can support Biblical, Christian morality without taking upon itself the role of the church

10.  Discuss the true meaning of the First Amendment, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”
11.  Explain how the misinterpretation of the First Amendment has come to mean the state cannot legislate for any morality if it is based on religion, even the law of nature and Nature’s God.  And explain how all laws must now be based on human freedom and utilitarianism

12. Explain why John Calvin underscored the truth that the state must legislate for both tables of the law

13.  Explain the theological error of Roger Williams and the Danbury Association.

14.  Discuss the theological error promulgated by The Baptist Joint Committee on Religious Liberty.  Discuss the false justifications many religious people give for libertarianism and the secular state model.

15.  Discuss how even Christian politicians are paralyzed from passing moral law and opposing immoral law due to a false theology about the role of government.

16.  How has the myth of neutrality and the rejection of the Christian state become a Satanic justification to turn America into Sodom?
Additional Studies and Questions:

(1) The case of Polygamy 

Historically, polygamy has been outlawed in America, such as in the Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act (1862) and the Edmunds Anti-Polygamy Act of 1882.  In the Supreme Court Case, Reynolds v. United States (1878), the court ruled that the religious freedom argument cannot be used to overturn polygamy laws. Unfortunately, the legal justification for the outlawing of polygamy was the Christian moral consensus of the public at that time, rather than any specific text of Scripture.  But at least the courts acknowledged that America was to hold to Christian values, and there is a higher moral authority than the personal freedom of the individual. 

In 2012, a federal judge decriminalized bigamy among consenting adults, but a federal appeals court soon overturned it. In 2017, the Utah State legislature then passed legislation "re-criminalized" polygamy, but in 2020, another bill was passed to remove all penalties for polygamy.

Discuss how the secular, pluralistic state model is now allowing for polygamy and many other deviant behaviors, and how the Christian state model kept America from becoming Sodom.

(2) The DEP vs the Ocean Grove Association

Ocean Grove was founded as a Christian camp community in the 19th century.   In 2023, the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection sued Ocean Grove because the beaches were closed on Sunday morning.  In effect, lifeguards are not provided.  Does the state have the duty before God to promote Sunday worship by enacting Blue Laws?   Does the state have the duty before God to regulate marriage since it is given in Genesis as a universal law for all mankind?  The consensus of Christian theologians throughout history has been, yes.

(3) One of the deceptive techniques used by those who oppose Christ is to separate religion from ideology.   Whereas the teaching of secular humanism in public schools is acceptable, and the government legislating according to secular humanism is legal, because it is not considered religion.  Religion is defined as any system of belief that references a divine being.  Therefore, by this clever tactic, God and his moral law have been outlawed, and secular humanism has become the exclusive, well-funded, state religion.   Discuss how everything is religious and how the Biblical writers were correct in expecting the state to operate according to a true belief in God.
Doctrines of Civil Government 

Session #5

 The Form of Government

This session is about what the Bible says about forms of Government.  As we have discussed, God expects the nations to rule according to His moral law; nevertheless, that rule may be administered by a monarchy, an oligarchy, a republic, or a democracy. But before we discuss those specific forms of Government, there is one form of government that God prohibits universally – an empire.  

One of the first Biblical texts regarding the doctrine of civil government addresses the subject of empire – Genesis 11, the Tower of Babel.

1Now the whole earth used the same language and the same words. 

2It came about as they journeyed east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. 

3They said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and burn them thoroughly.” And they used brick for stone, and they used tar for mortar. 

4They said, “Come, let us build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let us make for ourselves a name, otherwise we will be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.” 

5The Lord came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of men had built. 

6The Lord said, “Behold, they are one people, and they all have the same language. And this is what they began to do, and now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them. 

7“Come, let Us go down and there confuse their language, so that they will not understand one another’s speech.” 

8So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over the face of the whole earth; and they stopped building the city.  (Genesis 11:1–8) 

What is happening here, and why did God stop the project?  The children’s Sunday School version of the story is that these people wanted to build a tower to reach God’s dwelling place in heaven.  These descendants of Noah were far too intelligent to undertake such an endeavor. The goal was to build a city that would serve as a capital for a one-world government.  The elite leadership objected to the people being scattered, as they could not be controlled or taxed when spread over long distances. Certainly, this plan must have included many positive-sounding justifications for totalitarianism. According to the text, the tower was a rallying point to build name recognition: “Let us make a name for ourselves.”  This would convey the impression of authority.  We see this done even today. Planners build edifices, theme parks, and wonders of the world, and people will pay to visit.  Businesses grow up around it.

But God was not pleased with this agenda, because “nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them.” In other words, the social leaders could monopolize power.  Who can stand against the power of a one-world government?  In such cases, there is no competition to serve as a check on evil authoritarianism.  If the righteous are persecuted in that city, there would be no other city to which they could flee (Matthew 10:23).  If this city controlled everything, the people could not vote with their feet.   Remember, the Soviet Iron Curtain wasn’t created to keep people out but to keep people in.

Since mankind is by default sinful, the unified power of man will always result in injustice and oppression.  Minority rights must always be protected, especially since the righteous are always in the minority.  As in American thought, there is a need for divisions of power.  “Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (Lord Acton).  And that is undoubtedly not an axiom of Marxism or any totalitarian system of government.

Given the consolidation of evil and human power, God disrupted the plans of Babel by reinforcing His prohibition against an empire with an added incentive.  He divided the languages by family lines so that people could not easily cooperate.  The Tower of Babel event is the basis for the Christian belief in nationalism (The nation-state).   As we also see in the following texts:

God separated the sons of man; He set the boundaries of the peoples. (Deuteronomy 32:8)
And He made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined their appointed times and the boundaries of their habitation.  (Acts 17:26) 

It is man’s greed for power that has resulted in empires throughout history, as recorded in Scripture – the Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman empires.    Evil, unprincipled men steal the lands given to other family groups, and they justify the theft by claiming that the unity will be better for everyone.   However, as Scripture shows, God has shortened the lifespan of these empires to preserve the world.

In the Revelation, at the end of this age, the prophecy is that the world will once again attempt to establish a one-world government.  This empire is spiritually referred to as “Babylon.”  The globalist agenda will be in accord with mankind’s rebellion against God in the last days.  Be aware that current world leaders and the intelligentsia increasingly believe that a one-world government is the solution to all of mankind’s problems; hence, there is a push for globalism and a borderless world.  ​ Since these social leaders are not looking to God for deliverance, all they have is man and the combined power of man in government.  This also explains why the ungodly favor Statism.  

The Book of Revelation explains that this globalist agenda will be their trap. The very thing they believe will solve their problems will be their undoing. In short, God’s plan for government is separate nations. However, since the days of Babel, this Christian teaching has been despised and criticized by the world. 

The Best Form of Government

As far as the individual nations themselves are concerned, which form of government is proper: a Monarchy, an Oligarchy, or a Democracy? The Bible makes allowance for each form of government based on the situation.  There is no universal form of government that must be imposed on all nations at all times.  This truth may come as a surprise to many patriots, and here I must again reference John Calvin’s Treatise on Civil Government (AD 1560) because his work had the greatest influence on the Puritan mind in Early America.  Calvin wrote the most complete work on this subject, and it best represents the Protestant position.

Martin Luther also wrote about the doctrines of civil government in two pamphlets. and I highly recommend a study of those pamphlets

1. To The Christian Nobility of the German Nation Respecting the Reformation of the Christian Estate (AD 1520)
2. On Worldly Authority (AD 1522)

However, most theologians recognize that Luther’s writings on the subject were less complete than Calvin’s. Luther was less organized and less clear, and his focus was on his own localized situation. Calvin, on the other hand, wrote a timeless theological treatise on the doctrines of civil government.

In Calvin’s treatise (Section 8), Calvin writes that men often discuss which form of government polity is best, but the answer depends on “circumstances.”  “Monarchy is prone to tyranny. In an aristocracy [a rule by an elite class], again, the tendency is not less to the faction of a few, while in popular ascendancy [democracy], there is the strongest tendency to sedition.” Calvin goes on to explain that he believes the best form would be aristocracy - a rule by a group of educated leaders, “either a pure aristocracy or one modified by popular government [the vote of the people].” 

Calvin was referring to what we would today call a “Republic” – where the people elect wise representatives to rule on their behalf.  The reason Calvin gives for a Republic being the best form is that “it is so rare for Kings to rule justly and wisely.” “Because of the defects of men, it is safer and more tolerable for several to bear rule, that they may thus mutually assist, instruct, and admonish each other, and should anyone be disposed to go too far, the others are censors and masters to curb his excess.”   

Does this sound familiar? This is the concept of governmental checks and balances put forth by America’s founding fathers. In Federalist Paper #10, Alexander Hamilton sounds very much like Calvin in arguing for a representative Republic.

Calvin also gives another reason why an Aristocracy is the best form (what we now call a republican form of government).  It is what God himself originally set up over Israel.  Before the Israelites demanded a King (1000 BC), God had ruled them for 400 years through elders from each of the 12 tribes.  The government was small and decentralized.  And it is clear from First Samuel 8 that when the elders of Israel demanded a monarchy, God considered their plan a negative, a sin against God. 

“And they said to him [Samuel the prophet], 'Behold, you have grown old, and your sons do not walk in your ways. Now appoint a king for us to judge us like all the nations.  But the thing was displeasing in the sight of Samuel when they said, “Give us a king to judge us.” And Samuel prayed to the LORD. The LORD said to Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people in regard to all that they say to you, for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected Me from being king over them.  (1 Samuel 8:5–7) 

Israel was to be unique. Every other nation had a King, but Israel was to be ruled by God (Yahweh, Elohim). Israel was to be ruled by God’s law, not a rule by a human king.  The pagan nations that did not have the rule of the true God resorted to authoritarian rulers to maintain order.

Government for a Moral and Religious People

When the Constitutional Convention of 1787 ended, a woman asked Benjamin Franklin, “Doctor Franklin, what have we got, a republic or a monarchy?”  Franklin replied, “A Republic, if you can keep it.”   The reply suggests that not every people group can maintain a Republic. John Adams also said about our Constitution and form of government, “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”   A question implicit in that statement is, “What kind of government would be for an immoral and non-religious people?

“By the transgression of a land, many are its princes” (Proverbs 28:2). This proverb reminds us that unprincipled, immoral people need additional layers of government, or rather, more government control.  Freedom is only for those who can handle freedom.

Therefore, it would not be the best state of affairs for every people group to be under what we could call the best (the original form of government polity given to Israel).  Even Israel, in her sin, could not handle the privilege of a Republic. 

This truth often confuses people!   If, in 1 Samuel, the people sinned in wanting a monarchy, how could a monarchy ever be the proper form of government for any people group?  

This is where theologians distinguish between the will of God versus the perfect will of God (see Romans 12:2).  The will of God for the criminal may be for the criminal to go to jail, given his sinful condition, but the perfect will of God would be for that man never to have been a criminal in the first place.  In that he is wicked, God makes allowances and concessions. He receives, in a sense, a different will of God. 
For example, when the Israelites came out of Egypt, was it the will of God that they should go immediately into the promised land, or was it the will of God that they first wander in the desert for 40 years?   The wilderness wanderings became the perfect will of God for them, given their faithless condition.  Everyone is in the will of God, but one is either in the perfect will of God for his full blessing, or one is in the will of God for his discipline or judgment.  And this truth applies to the forms of government.   For a dysfunctional, unprincipled, godless people, God has allowed for a Monarchy.  

Israel Descends into Totalitarianism 

Let’s consider 1 Samuel 8, where Israel makes the devastating transition from being an elder-ruled Republic to a monarchy (A totalitarian state).  There are many politically significant lessons in this chapter.

For the current elder-led Republican government polity to work, the prophet Samuel, who served as the clergy and national moral leadership, needed to provide the necessary spiritual leadership.

And it came about when Samuel was old that he appointed his sons judges over Israel. Now the name of his firstborn was Joel, and the name of his second, Abijah; they were judging in Beersheba. (1 Samuel 8:1–2)  

But the Elders saw that Samuel’s sons did not walk in his way, but turned aside after dishonest gain, took bribes, and perverted justice.  Apparently, the Elders did not trust God but prematurely feared corrupt leadership.  There were likely other motives, but this was the main pretext. 

His sons, however, did not walk in his ways, but turned aside after dishonest gain and took bribes and perverted justice. (1 Samuel 8:3)  

We learn from this text that moral decline in leadership leads to changes in government.  This change was allowed by God not only to curb corruption but also as a judgment on the people.  Judiciously, corrupt people will be attracted to a totalitarian state.

The Elders of the various tribes asked Samuel to set up a King for the nation.  

Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah; and they said to him, “Behold, you have grown old, and your sons do not walk in your ways. Now appoint a king for us to judge us like all the nations.” (1 Samuel 8:4–5)  

Given that these elders would lose power under a monarchy, one wonders why they demanded a king. Maybe they assumed they could control a king, or that a king would help moderate disagreements among them, but what usually happens in such cases is that ungodly civic leaders are blind to the unintended consequences  

Later in the chapter, the elders themselves provide two more reasons for wanting a king.

That we also may be like all the nations, that our king may judge us and go out before us and fight our battles. (1 Samuel 8:20)  

The first rationalization was that we may be like other nations.  And here we see they are turning, not to the Law of God for political guidance, but to the example of the pagan world. The elders certainly didn’t appreciate Israel's unique mission to stand apart from other nations and to represent God to the world.

The second rationalization is quite alarming: “That our king may judge us and go out before us and fight our battles.”   Do we see the irony here?  The Biblical narrative is meant to convey the foolishness of their request.  Generally speaking, kings do not fight your battles.  They get you to fight their battles while they sit on the throne. 

Here is the timeless principle: irresponsible, unprincipled people want extra layers of government to fight their education battles, their health care battles, their retirement battles, their employment battles, their housing battles, from the cradle to the grave.   Godless people, in their laziness, will shirk personal responsibility.  A common complaint that we hear often is, “The government needs to take care of me; the government needs to educate and feed my children.”   The deception is believing the government is there to do for you what God has called you to do for yourself.   The reasons the elders gave in 1 Samuel for a bigger government are the same reasons people use in every generation.  Wise, godly, civil leaders need to have the courage to tell the people, “This is not the calling of government!  We are not to do this for you.” 

Even before the people’s final demand for a king, Samuel warns the people that a king (a totalitarian state) will be a negative.  But the people did not believe the consequences.

He [Samuel] said, “This will be the procedure of the king who will reign over you: he will take your sons and place them for himself in his chariots and among his horsemen and they will run before his chariots. He will appoint for himself commanders of thousands and of fifties, and some to do his plowing and to reap his harvest and to make his weapons of war and equipment for his chariots. He will also take your daughters for perfumers and cooks and bakers. He will take the best of your fields and your vineyards and your olive groves and give them to his servants. He will take a tenth of your seed and of your vineyards and give to his officers and to his servants. He will also take your male servants and your female servants and your best young men and your donkeys and use them for his work. He will take a tenth of your flocks, and you yourselves will become his servants. Then you will cry out in that day because of your king whom you have chosen for yourselves, but the Lord will not answer you in that day.” Nevertheless, the people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel, and they said, “No, but there shall be a king over us.” (1 Samuel 8:11–19)
What was the core error of having a King?  Socialists today would see Samuel’s negative list of consequences as positive.  After all, isn’t the king creating jobs?  The king is organizing labor.  People can secure their safety, wealth, and equity by working together under government authority.  But what is the implied downside in Samuel’s rebuke?  The fruit of the people’s labor is going mostly to the King and His administration.   And in political and economic theory, big government is inefficient and costly because it always results in a leisure ruling class; that is, a class of bureaucrats who make their living off control.  Bear in mind that all this form of totalitarian socialism comes about as punishment on immoral, irresponsible people.  Again, as John Adams wrote, “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious People. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.” 

At this point, the reader would assume the prophet Samuel would say, “No, you can’t have a king; it is a violation of God’s will for Israel.  But instead, God responds,

The Lord said to Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people in regard to all that they say to you, for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected Me from being king over them. Like all the deeds which they have done since the day that I brought them up from Egypt even to this day—in that they have forsaken Me and served other gods—so they are doing to you also. (1 Samuel 8:7–8) 

God is explaining that this request for a change in government is a spiritual problem, not simply a political one.   Given their spiritual aptitude, the people would get the king they needed.  

As the story continues, Saul is anointed king and leads Israel to victory over the Ammonites.  As we usually see, a shift toward bigger government appears to meet an immediate need in the short term.  However, in chapter 12, God reminds the people that their wickedness was great in asking for a king.  And as a sign, God destroys their wheat harvest with a devastating storm.  The people then acknowledge they have sinned in asking for a king, but it is too late to turn back.   

Samuel’s reply to the people is a pattern for all Christian ministry toward nations that choose unbiblical forms of government.

Samuel said to the people, “Do not fear. You have committed all this evil, yet do not turn aside from following the Lord, but serve the Lord with all your heart. You must not turn aside, for then you would go after futile things which can not profit or deliver, because they are futile. For the Lord will not abandon His people on account of His great name, because the Lord has been pleased to make you a people for Himself.”  (1 Samuel 12:20–23)   

Samuel promises the people that, even under this bad monarchical system, if they obey and serve God, it will go well for them.   Earlier, Samuel also promised the people that if they were righteous, so would their king be.  The timeless truth is that the king (the government) will reflect the spiritual character of the people. 

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.  (1 Samuel 12:14)  

Politics is not as many assume: it is not all about those evil politicians in Washington versus good citizens.  The truth is, if there are bad politicians in Washington, it is because the citizens are corrupt as well.  That is why corrupt politicians get elected.

Christians, seeing the corruption in a nation, may throw up their hands. They may even want to live off the grid in the wilderness. But there is an example for us in Samuel, who tells the people that, even though they have made a sinful choice, he will still pray for them and instruct them in the right way.

“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) 

Two concluding lessons to bear in mind:

First, recognize that the form (the polity) of government is not the primary, driving force behind a successful nation.  Secularists like to credit America’s greatness to her form of government when the credit belongs to the Christian consensus in America.  The form of government is the caboose; the Gospel is the engine.  Our state department has tried to export democracy around the world, believing polity is the solution, when the solution is Christian missions.  A Republic or Democracy is not the cure-all.  In fact, without godliness in the land, a democracy can be a worse tyranny.  

There are some Scriptural indications that when the antichrist comes on the scene, he may rule by democracy, the vote of the majority.  Let’s not put our trust in a change in the forms of government; our hope needs to be in the power of the Gospel

A second lesson involves what to do if our country becomes ungodly. Do we allow for, or even lobby for, a totalitarian state?   After all, spiritually, people may need it for discipline and judgment.   No, we are not to promote totalitarianism or statism.  Notice that the prophet Samuel accepted the monarchy but did not push the people to adopt it.   On our part, we are always to instruct people in the best way.  But at a certain point, if the system changes outside our control because people do not listen to God, we accept the change of government as the necessary future will of God for the nation.  We continue to teach and pray.

As John Calvin wrote, magistrates have a duty to preserve the form of government that best promotes liberty.  “Nay, even magistrates ought to do their utmost to prevent the liberty, of which they have been appointed guardians, from being impaired, far less violated.  If in this they are sluggish or little careful, [in protecting liberty] they are traitors to their office and their country.

May Jesus Christ reign.

Discussion Questions - Session #5 – The Form of Government 
Part 1 (0 – 14:16) 

1. Why did Noah’s immediate descendants want to build the Tower of Babel?

2. Describe the dangers of totalitarianism and empires

3.  What Biblical texts teach nationalism in opposition to globalism

4. At the end of this age, why do the nations adopt a globalist ideology as the solution?

4. Which form of government did John Calvin and the reformers favor and why?

5. Why do some people groups need a more authoritative form of government?

6. Explain the distinction between the perfect will of God and the will of God when it comes to forms of government

7. What kind of government is necessary for lawless people?

Part 2 (14:16-26:08)
8.  What reasons did the elders of Israel give for wanting a Monarchy?

9.  What is the timeless lesson in 1 Samuel 8 regarding seeking the help of government?

10. How did the failure in spiritual leadership contribute to Israel’s change in government

11.  According to 1 Samuel 8, what are the negative consequences of totalitarian government?  What positive spin would some people put on this?

12. Surprisingly, the demand for a king resulted in short-term success.  What sign does God send to assure the nation that they have sinned in their political agenda?

13.  What will the government always represent? (1 Samuel 12:14)  _____________              
14. What is the timeless lesson in Samuel’s reply to the people who chose the wrong political system?  (1 Samuel 12:23)

15. Is the form of government the primary key to national success?

Additional Studies and Discussion for Session #5

(1) Although God has established the boundaries of the nations (Acts 17:26), can sinful people lose their God-given land rights? (Genesis 15:16; 1 Kings 21:26)

(2) The humanist of the American Revolution, Thomas Paine (1737-1809), is known for his slogan, “Give me liberty or give me death.”   

Should the Christian fight to the death to maintain an ideal form of government, or should the Christian accept and work within certain aberrant forms of government that God allows to arise in the world?

(3) Even though God judges disobedience and error, can God use political hotheads and ideologues to move a country in a certain direction for the purpose of judging the wicked and sanctifying, protecting, and blessing His people?  (See Isaiah 10:5-6, 33:1) 

(4) In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson wrote, “Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established, should not be changed for light and transient causes.”  Notice how John Calvin instructs Christians in the same way and further urges them to obey and submit to the form of government in which they find themselves.

And as I willingly admit that there is no kind of government happier than where liberty is framed with becoming moderation, and duly constituted, so as to be durable, so I deem those very happy who are permitted to enjoy that form, and I admit that they do nothing at variance with their duty when they strenuously and constantly labor to preserve and maintain it.

Nay, even magistrates ought to do their utmost to prevent the liberty, of which they have been appointed guardians, from being impaired, far less violated. If in this they are sluggish or little careful, they are perfidious traitors to their office and their country. 

But should those to whom the Lord has assigned one form of government, take it upon them anxiously to long for a change, the wish would not only be foolish and superfluous, but very pernicious. If you fix your eyes not on one state merely, but look around the world, or at least direct your view to regions widely separated from each other, you will perceive that Divine Providence has not, without good cause, arranged that different countries should be governed by different forms of polity. For as only elements of unequal temperature adhere together, so in different regions a similar inequality in the form of government is best. All this, however, is said unnecessarily to those to whom the will of God is a sufficient reason. For if it has pleased him to appoint kings over kingdoms, and senates or burgomasters over free states, whatever be the form which he has appointed in the places in which we live, our duty is to obey and submit.

John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 1997).

Doctrines of Civil Government 

Session #6

 Established by God
In this session, we have finally reached the key New Testament text on civil government: Romans 13.  The Scottish Political historian J.W. Allen stated, “The thirteenth chapter of the Epistle to the Romans contains what are perhaps the most important words ever written for the history of political thought.”  Another writer put it this way, “Romans thirteen was, and is, the most troublesome political passage in the New Testament and was responsible for literally millions of words exchanged on the question of political liberty.”  

I believe Romans 13 is controversial because the text teaches truths that run counter to humanity’s fallen, natural proclivities and reasoning.  It takes faith in God's active sovereignty over the affairs of men to receive the teaching of Romans 13.

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)
In the early church, Christians might have assumed that, since their citizenship is in heaven, they had some diplomatic immunity from the Roman state.  The Roman Government was idolatrous and pagan, and what has righteousness to do with submitting to unrighteousness (see 2 Corinthians 6:14)? Additionally, consider how, in Daniel’s prophecy, the empires of man are described as cruel beasts.  If they are beasts, we certainly are not to submit to them. And if they are beasts, they certainly could not be established by God.  But notice how all these false assumptions are corrected in Romans 13.

At the time the letter to the Romans was written, Nero, one of the evilest emperors in Rome’s history, was on the throne (AD 54 to AD 68).  And yet Paul writes, “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.”

In Paul’s day, the Jewish zealots wanted to overthrow the Roman occupation of Judea. The zealots were a prime example of what Romans 13 teaches against. However, these Zealots were sure they were following the men of God in the book of Judges.  Those Judges were specifically called of God to throw off the control of invading nations, such as the Moabites, Midianites, and Philistines. 

But the prophecies of Daniel appear to teach that the will of God was for Israel to be under the authority of four successive empires, Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome.  Israel was to submit to Rome as she was to submit to Babylon (Jer. 27:16).  It is instructive that Jesus Himself did not advocate for rebellion against Rome.  Nevertheless, notice the tension between the examples in the book of Judges and submission to government described in Romans 13.   Given man’s propensity to fight against both good and bad authority, the text is radical and countercultural.  Mankind, unaided by divine Revelation, does not naturally arrive at this political philosophy 

The word “hupo/tasso” translated “subjection” or “submission,” is similar to the word “obedience,” but it carries with it the idea of a hierarchy of authority. And this is the point the apostle goes on to make.  These governing authorities are hierarchies set up by God.   God establishes government, not man, and that is a truth that flies in the face of almost all political thought. 

There are two points to consider in God’s establishment of government:  First, God created the general institution of government. The government didn’t come about merely because social groups decided they needed a ruler to help society run better.

Second, the specific governments established around the world have been put in place by God – the American government, the Brazilian government, the Polish government, all governments.  The point in verse 1 is this: Do you see a government in existence?  It has been put there by God.  It is not as if some governments in the world have not been placed there by God. However, people looking at the human circumstances that have brought about certain governments, and not seeing or appreciating God’s providence, assume that if a government exists, it has been put there by man.

In our Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson followed the political philosophy of John Locke, rather than the words of the apostle Paul. Jefferson wrote, “that to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.”    Question?  Do governments derive their intrinsic authority from the consent of the people or from God?  And who establishes or sets up governments?  This is not some insignificant, hair-splitting theological distinction, because if man is the one who establishes government, then man (the will of the people) can overthrow government as the Declaration of Independence goes on to explain. 

“Whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish it and to institute a new government.”

The rights of resistance and overthrow were based on the idea that governments derive their powers from the consent of the governed, rather than from the hand of God.  And if man creates a government, man can overthrow that government. But Romans 13 teaches that people are to be subject to government because the governments that exist are established by God, not by man.  Therefore, if God establishes government, the next verse teaches that submission is required. 

Therefore, whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves. (Romans 13:2) 

If men establish, then men may overthrow government, but if God establishes government, men may not overthrow government.  This is historic, Christian, political theology.

In Romans 13:3-4, the apostle Paul gives another reason to obey government rather than oppose it: God sets up governments for our good, regardless of whether they are just or unjust.

For rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is good and you will have praise from the same; for it is a minister of God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil. (Romans 13:3–4) 

Let’s talk about John Locke, since he was so influential in American political thought.   Locke (1632-1704) was an English physician and political philosopher born to a Puritan family and raised in the church.  He wrote two treatises on civil government, where he explained his social contract theory of government.  For Locke, governments come about when men enter into a social contract.  As the theory goes, people grant a king the power of the sword and submit to his authority in exchange for his protection of their property. Jefferson was quoting this social contract theory in our Declaration of Independence.   Therefore, according to Jefferson, whenever a government fails to uphold the social contract, the people have a duty to overthrow it.

Now it is true that from an earthly point of view, it may look as if some governments have come about through the choices of men, but Locke was referring to much more than the earthly perspective.  He was, in effect, teaching that the authority of government and the establishment of government originate from man.  However, in his other writings, Locke would affirm that God gives us our rights, and we can give him credit for that, but he would veer away from Scripture by teaching that the authority of government comes from man.  He likely imagined the social contract theory as a justification for overthrowing a corrupt government.

Now, don’t misunderstand, Locke and Jefferson’s political philosophy – that the people are to consent to, or vote on, their government and magistrates - is not that far afield.  As we will discuss in future sessions, the Bible allows for a representative republic, also known as “popular ascendancy.”  Even in Acts 6:3, the church is told to “select from among yourselves seven men of good reputation.  And in Deuteronomy 1:13, Moses writes, “choose wise and discerning and experienced men from your tribes.”  But biblically, those officials are still established by God, not by the vote of the people.  The vote is only a secondary causation.  It must be understood that God is always the primary cause.   

The plans of the heart belong to man, but the answer of the tongue is from the LORD. (Proverbs 16:1) 

The main point is that civil authorities must rule for God, not the people, since magistrates derive their authority from God, not the people.  Magistrates have God’s authority, even if they are put there by some other earthly means other than the vote of the people.

The error of Locke, Jefferson, and many other humanistic political philosophers is to teach that the state derives its intrinsic authority from the people, and that the authority of magistrates derives only from the people's vote.  That theological error opens the door to “one nation under man,” rather than “one nation under God.”  

Christian theologians have noted the error in Locke and Jefferson’s philosophy. For example, John Murray, a Scottish theologian and one of the founders of Westminster Seminary, in his commentary on Romans 13 writes, “Here it is expressly stated and excludes from the outset every notion to the effect that authority in the state rests upon agreement on the part of the governed or upon the consent of the governed.” 

Now, this doesn’t mean that the American Revolution was a complete sin, outside the will of God.  However, Christians recognize that the motivations behind the Revolution were a mixture of truth and error.  At the time, there was both theological confusion and humanistic influences from the Enlightenment. Benjamin Franklin even proposed that the Great Seal of the United States should be the image of the Pharaoh of the Exodus drowning in the Red Sea, with the words “Rebellion to Tyrants is Obedience to God."  Such was the enthusiasm of the revolutionists of the day, but not the way of Christ. 

Another example is the popular colonial banner called “The Hanging of Absalom.”  The banner applied the story of David and Absalom to the cause of the American Revolution.  But on the banner, Absalom is portrayed as a colonial patriot persecuted by King George.  King David is portrayed as the evil tyrant.  Absalom, the rebel, was considered the hero in the story.   But what does Scripture teach?

Therefore, whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God, and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves.  (Romans 13:2) 

At issue is the sin of rebellion, and this goes far beyond political theory. Locke is considered the father of classical liberalism.  Even Wikipedia claims that Locke’s writings influenced the secular atheists of the day, including Voltaire and Rousseau. When Locke came out with his Social Contract theory, he was hailed as a genius. Because in that day, with the secular enlightenment challenging the reformation, any theory that someone could come up with that gave an alternate explanation for some aspect of life that contradicted the Bible was considered a hero.  To provide an alternate explanation for sin, there was Freud; for origins, there was Darwin; for Economics, there was Adam Smith; and for politics, there was  John Locke.  This was liberalism in its inception.  There was an acknowledgment of God (Deism), but rationalism began to take precedence over Biblical authority.

It is interesting to note that Locke was from a Puritan Family.  He wrote a defense for Christianity called The Reasonableness of Christianity, as Delivered in the Scriptures.  But the error of Locke is a common error that in every age many professing evangelicals fall into – drifting away from the Biblical text and resorting to rationalism superimposed on the Bible.  

Rather than wrestling with the text of Romans 13 itself, in his treatise, Locke superficially concluded the text could not mean submission to all governing authority.  He assumed the plain reading would mean Christians would have no recourse against tyrants. Therefore, Locke’s explanation of Romans 13 was that Paul was only addressing good government, what he called “lawful authority,” not evil government.   And furthermore, Locke concluded Paul was silent about evil government because Paul did not want Christians to be seen by the Romans as being subversives. So, as far as dealing with an evil Government, such as the Roman Empire, Locke concluded that Christians must fill the silence of Scripture with their own wisdom.

Objections to Romans 13 – Established by God 

The objections to Romans 13, both then and now, are two-fold:

The first objection is that the text cannot mean God establishes all authority and all authority must be obeyed because that would substantiate the unpopular medieval teaching called the divine right of kings – that the king’s actions are not to be questioned or opposed, for everything he does is ordained of God

Second, the text cannot mean that God establishes all authority, because it would teach that evil Governments can never be lawfully overthrown, and if that is the case, then evil will triumph.  Good people would have to live submissively under a totalitarian state, and the people could not better themselves or free themselves.  For the undiscerning, Romans 13 appears to create a situation in which people become doormats for evil rulers.

Such hopelessness would be true, but for the fact that there is a God in heaven who punishes and removes corrupt human rulers and governments.   To understand and appreciate Romans 13, one must believe in Christ’s mediatorial rule over the nations

For not from the east, nor from the west, nor from the desert comes exaltation; But God is the Judge; He puts down one and exalts another. (Psalm 75:6–7)  

The Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind and bestows it on whomever He wishes. (Daniel 4:25)
Now, in this process of God removing evil rulers, that is, shortening their rule, God will often use human agency, both people working in obedience to God and people working in disobedience to God.   There are some Biblical allowances for righteous people to depose evil kings, as we see in the book of Judges.  We will discuss that subject in a later session, but the main point of this discussion is that God is the one calling the shots, not man.

A primary Biblical example of obeying God’s established government is King David's decision not to assassinate the evil King Saul.   Saul had ordered the execution of all the priests of Nob (1 Samuel 22:19), and anyone with a sense of justice knew King Saul should be removed. But notice what David says to his commander, who advised that David assassinate King Saul.

But David said to Abishai, “Do not destroy him, for who can stretch out his hand against the Lord’s anointed and be without guilt?” David also said, “As the Lord lives, surely the Lord will strike him, or his day will come that he dies, or he will go down into battle and perish. “The Lord forbid that I should stretch out my hand against the Lord’s anointed.  (1 Samuel 26:9–11) 

The point is that the removal of the king is God’s prerogative, and God could use many different agencies, but it is not to be by the hand of God’s people.  Because, as we are instructed in Romans 13, governing authorities are established by God.  “Therefore, whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves.” 

One of the ways political activists have tried to get around the meaning of Romans 13 (as did John Locke) is by taking the words “those which exist are established by God,” as if it is qualified or limited by the words in verse 4 – “it is a minister of God to you for good.”  Therefore, it is concluded that only those governments that are ministers for “good” are ordained by God.  And hence, we can disobey and overthrow the governments that we believe are not ministers to us for good.  This is a widespread misinterpretation, but textually, Romans 13:4 does not qualify or limit the ruling authorities mentioned in verse 1. The qualifier of “governing authorities” is found in verse 1 – “all governments that exist are ordained of God.”  Does it exist?  Then it is established by God and is to be overthrown! 

Romans 13:4 teaches that all governments, even evil ones, are still for our good.  Note the Presbyterian, Westminster Confession of Faith (1646) – Article 23 

“Infidelity [by the state], or difference in religion [in the state], does not make void the magistrates’ just and legal authority, nor free the people from their due obedience to them: from which ecclesiastical [church] persons are not exempt.  

We might reasonably question the teaching in Romans 13 regarding God ordaining evil government if it were a standalone text.  But one thing is for certain: the doctrine of Romans 13 is taught throughout the entire Bible.   God establishes both evil and good government

For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, for this very purpose I raised you up to demonstrate My power in you. (Romans 9:17, quoting Exodus 9:16)

God raised up the evil Pharaoh of the Exodus and the foreign governments that invaded and occupied Israel.  

God sold them into the hands of Cushan-rishathaim king of Mesopotamia. (Judges 3:8) 

So the Lord strengthened Eglon the king of Moab against Israel. (Judges 3:12) 

The Lord gave them into the hands of Midian seven years. (Judges 7:1) 

The Lord sold them into the hands of the Philistines.  (Judges 10:7)
Consider also Proverbs 21:1.

The king’s heart is like channels of water in the hand of the Lord; He turns it wherever He wishes.  (Proverbs 21:1) 

King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon was no saint, but the prophet Jeremiah told the people,

Now I have given all these lands into the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, My servant, and I have given him also the wild animals of the field to serve him. All the nations shall serve him and his son and his grandson until the time of his own land comes; then many nations and great kings will make him their servant.  (Jeremiah 27:6–7) 

The Assyrian Government was cruel, but the prophet Isaiah explains,

Woe to Assyria, the rod of My anger and the staff in whose hands is My indignation, I send it against a godless nation and commission it against the people of My fury to capture booty and to seize plunder, and to trample them down like mud in the streets. (Isaiah 10:5–6)  

God says to the prophet Zechariah that He is raising up a foolish shepherd to punish Israel.  The “shepherd” is a reference to a governmental leader.

The Lord said to me, “Take again for yourself the equipment of a foolish shepherd. “For behold, I am going to raise up a shepherd in the land who will not care for the perishing, seek the scattered, heal the broken, or sustain the one standing, but will devour the flesh of the fat sheep and tear off their hoofs. (Zechariah 11:15–16)  

Did God raise up Pilate?  Pilate certainly thought he was operating independently of God. He thought he had in his hand the power of life and death, but Jesus corrected him.

So Pilate said to Him, “You do not speak to me? Do You not know that I have authority to release You, and I have authority to crucify You?” Jesus answered, “You would have no authority over Me, unless it had been given you from above; for this reason he who delivered Me to you has the greater sin.” (John 19:10–11)  

Pilate only had authority to act by God’s allowance, and notice that the book of Acts states God anointed Pilate and Herod

For truly in this city there were gathered together against Your holy servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel.  (Acts 4:27) 

It is clear that Romans 13 follows the rest of Scripture in teaching that God establishes all governments, even evil ones, to which we must submit. However, we are certainly not to participate in the evil done by such governments but only bear the punishment, and at times hide for a little while until indignation runs its course (Isaiah 26:20). 

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) 

Did God raise up Hitler and Stalin?  Of course!  Civil leaders can only come to power by the providence of God.  And this is where many struggle with the Biblical Doctrine of Civil government.  People have a hard time rationally accepting what Romans 13 is teaching, but that should be no surprise because people can’t even understand the mystery of God allowing evil in the first place.  

Even the prophet Habakkuk could not understand how God could use the wicked King Nebuchadnezzar and Babylon to judge Israel.  Consider Habakkuk’s question, Yes, Lord, you have established them to judge us, but “Why do You look with favor on those who deal treacherously?” (Habakkuk 1:13), or rather, how can you ordain and use wicked people?

The answer is partially found in the truth that God uses evil people to judge other evil people.  Evil people must drink of their own medicine.  If a nation will not serve God and righteousness, it must learn by serving the devil.  Thereby, the people will learn the difference between living under God versus living under the devil 

But they will become his slaves so that they may learn the difference between My service and the service of the kingdoms of the countries.  (2 Chronicles 12:8) 

Notice that the Romans 13 text does not say “all governments” are morally good, but rather that all governments are for our good. That might sound like a distinction without a difference, but it is a well-attested Biblical distinction.  It harkens back to Genesis 50:20, where Joseph said to his brothers, “You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good.”  Joseph’s brothers committed a terrible evil in selling him into slavery, but God was using that evil for the good of His people.  The evil was not good, but the purpose was. 
As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve many people alive. (Genesis 50:20)
In the end, even an evil government serves to help God’s people by judging unbelievers, by bringing down evil people, and by driving an evil nation off the cliff.   Evil rulers will also sanctify the saints by testing their faith and obedience, moving them to rearrange their priorities, and providing a platform to testify to Christ. As Paul writes in Philippians 1:12, by being arrested, Paul was able to bear witness to the entire praetorian guard.

Now I want you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned out for the greater progress of the gospel, so that my imprisonment in the cause of Christ has become well known throughout the whole praetorian guard and to everyone else, (Philippians 1:12–13)  

Even the Christians' martyrdom in the Roman arena were able to proclaimed the glories of Christ to the Roman people.  “The blood of the saints is the seed of the church” (Tertullian, AD160-240).  

Romans 13 is not received correctly because people fail to understand what people truly need, this, what is the “good.” To receive the teaching of Romans 13, one must first have a genuine belief that God rules over the nations and that all things will work together for the good of those who love God.  

May Jesus Christ reign

Discussion Questions - Session #6 – Established by God

Part 1 (0-15:58)
1. Why is Romans 13 a controversial text?

2.  Who were the Zealots, and why did they see themselves as following the legacy of the Judges?

3.  What are the two truths implicit in God’s establishment of Government

A.  God establishes the institution of Government

B.  God establishes the (______________________)____

4.  Explain how God establishes government but uses many secondary causes to bring it about.  

5. What was the philosophy of Locke and Jefferson regarding the origin of government?

6. If man establishes government, it is assumed that man can ____________________ government

7.  If God establishes government, does God permit the vote of the citizens?

8.  How did Locke justify his position that evil government can be disobeyed and overthrown in view of the teaching in Romans 13 that “There is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God. Therefore, whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves.”

Part 2 (15:58 – 28:00)
9. People object to the teaching of Romans 13 because they assume such submission would result in

A. The medieval teaching of the divine right of ___________

B.  Citizens would have no recourse against __________________

10. What was David’s response to the counsel of his men to assassinate King Saul?

11. Is the command to submit to magistrates in Romans 13:1 limited to good governments described in Romans13:4?

12.  List some of the many Scriptures that teach God establishes government, both good and evil.

13. What was Habakkuk’s question?

14. Does Romans 13 teach “all governments are good,” or “all governments are for our good”?

15. What good purpose might evil governments serve, as in the case of Paul’s imprisonment described in Philippians 1:12-13?

Additional Studies and Questions for Session #6

(1) A Google AI overview states the following about Romans 13.  

Romans chapter 13 in the New Testament is considered a politically contentious passage because it instructs Christians to submit to governing authorities, which has been interpreted in various ways, leading to extensive debates and discussions about the limits of political obedience, especially when governments enact laws that are considered unjust or oppressive, sparking questions about when civil disobedience is justified.

Notice that AI  reflects a summation of content posted on the internet.  Discuss the many ways the Romans 13 doctrine can be politically contentious.

(2) Locke wrote, Two Treatises of Government.  The Second Treatise focuses on his social contract theory.  Every educated Christian statesman and activist should read Locke’s treatises.  Ask a volunteer in the class to read Locke’s Second Treatise and present a summation.

Doctrines of Civil Government

Session #7

Civil Obedience 

Welcome to session 7 in the Biblical Doctrines of Civil Government.  In this session, we will cover civil obedience; in the next session, we will cover what most people expect to discuss: civil disobedience.  But first we must address the New Testament emphasis, and the emphasis throughout church history, that Christians ought to be model, obedient citizens.  

In the early church, Justin Martyr wrote the following in a defense of the Christian faith (The Apologia) to the Emperor of Rome, Antonius Pius (AD 156):  

And more than all other men are we your helpers and allies in promoting peace (Chapter 12)

And concerning our being patient of injuries, and ready to serve all, and free from anger (Chapter 16)

And everywhere we, more readily than all men, endeavor to pay to those appointed by you the taxes both ordinary and extraordinary, as we have been taught by Him;  . . .Whence to God alone we render worship, but in other things we gladly serve you, acknowledging you as kings and rulers of men, and praying that with your kingly power you be found to possess also sound judgment.” (Chapter 17)

This Christian testimony speaks volumes to a culture.  Christians are not the ones rioting in the streets, breaking laws, screaming profanities, looting, and vandalizing.  We follow Jesus's teaching that we are to overcome evil by doing good.

Justin also explains in his Apologia that if you find anyone who claims to be a Christian who is unlawful, first, he is probably not a true Christian; and second, punish him, or turn him over to us, and we will punish him.  There is a vast moral difference between the way of Christ and the way of political activists who justify their lawlessness and seek confirmation.

Romans 13:1 begins with the overarching principle: “Every person is to be in subjection to the governing authorities.”  A common question regarding this text is “Why didn’t Paul provide instruction concerning civil disobedience?”  After all, there are plenty of examples in Scripture where Christians are called to disobey the state when the state requires the Christian to go against God’s commands.  A prime example of civil disobedience would be Daniel refusing the Babylonian requirement to bow down to an idol, and Daniel's ignoring the Persians outlawing of prayer. However, in Romans 13, the Apostle Paul makes an unqualified blanket statement that the Christian should to obey the state.

But we should not consider this emphasis unusual; whenever Paul dealt with a subject, he would speak in absolute terms – as in the case of submission in marriage, submission to masters and employers, or submission to church authorities.  It is to be assumed by the reader that when there is a conflict between God’s law and Man’s law, God’s law trumps man’s authority. The apostle doesn’t need to mention that qualification in every subject. And indeed, given the rebellious tendencies of the flesh, the emphasis in this letter to the church of Rome (the capital of the empire) needs to be on civil obedience.  Civil disobedience is the exception to the rule, not the rule.

Let’s pick up where we left off in our last session on Romans 13and examine some points that address our obedience to the state. Romans 13:3 states, “For rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is good and you will have praise from the same.”  Yet we know that throughout history, there have been civil authorities that have persecuted the church.  But notice that the text does not teach that the state will never persecute; it says that if we do what is right, we should not have to fear the state's persecution.  Jesus and the apostles did not fear the Roman authorities, but if a Christian is doing evil, he ought to have a well-founded fear of the state 

The apostle Peter dealt extensively with this issue of living right so as not to deserve of punishment.

Make sure that none of you suffers as a murderer, or thief, or evildoer, or a troublesome meddler; but if anyone suffers as a Christian, he is not to be ashamed, but is to glorify God in this name. (1 Peter 4:15–16) 

Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether to a king as the one in authority, or to governors as sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and the praise of those who do right. For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of foolish men. (1 Peter 2:13–15)
Peter’s teaching is identical to Paul’s teaching in Romans 13.  By doing what is right, the state will be compelled to praise us, not persecute us. And this is what generally happens. The early church was known for caring for the sick and taking in abandoned children.  The state could not easily fault the Christians without shame coming upon the state. 

There is an Old Testament example of this admonition in Jeremiah’s counsel to the Jews in exile.

Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon, build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease. Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare. (Jeremiah 29:4–7) 

Jeremiah’s injunction illustrates well the will of God for the New Testament. Christian, who is also living as an exile and pilgrim in the Kingdoms of this world. It was the false prophets in Jeremiah’s day who were instead telling the Jews to resist, oppose, and retaliate against their captors.  Their moral argument was that the Jews should either be subversive or check out, because they shouldn’t contribute to the success of an evil nation.  God said, the way to change the world, and win people to righteousness, is to seek the welfare of the city, even a pagan city.

Romans 13:4 goes on to state, “For it [the state, the civil authority] is a minister of God to you for good.” In the last session, it was pointed out that the text does not say that all government is good, but that all government is for our good.  But notice that the phrase “It is a minister of God” is repeated twice in verse 4.  We recognize that pastors are ministers of God, but we often fail to realize that civil authorities, kings, legislators, and police officers are also ministers of God.  As a pastor has an ordination service when he enters ministry, magistrates have their ordination service at their inauguration or swearing-in.  Even though civil magistrates may not recognize their responsibility and calling, they should come to recognize it, and we should also acknowledge this in them. 

In Romans 13:4, the civil magistrate is also called “an avenger, one who brings wrath [judgment] on the one who practices evil.”  If we fail to see the context, it is easy to miss the whole meaning.  In the original manuscripts, there were no chapter divisions.  What is written in Romans 12 is part of Romans 13.   Chapter 12 concludes by instructing Christians never to take their own revenge.

Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord. “But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 1Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. (Romans 12:17–21) 

The Greek word translated revenge, (ἐκδικέω ekdikéōis) in Romans 12:19 is the exact same word used in Romans 13:4.  The text is teaching that the individual Christians should not be avengers (one who punishes evil); however, six verses later, the state is told that it has that responsibility, a responsibility not given to the individual.

Romans chapters 12-13 explain the often misunderstood statement Jesus gave in His sermon on the mount,  “But I say to you, do not resist an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also” (Matthew 5:39). But what if the police followed this principle?  Evil people would rule the world.  However, in the context of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was addressing the individual's response, not the state's responsibility.  How do we know this for sure? Romans 12-13 explain the distinction between the individual and the state and their different roles.  While the individual is called never to punish evildoers, the state is called by God to use the sword against evil doers.

Senator, Barack Obama, in a speech to Sojourners (a religious social justice organization), tried to make the argument that the Bible cannot be used as an authority for government policy because, quote from Senator Obama, 

“Which passages of Scripture should guide our public policy? Or should we just stick to the Sermon on the Mount - a passage that is so radical that it's doubtful that our own Defense Department would survive its application? So before we get carried away, let's read our Bibles. Folks haven't been reading their Bibles.”  

Senator Obama, unaware of the context of the Sermon on the Mount and the teaching of Romans 13, assumed that the Sermon on the Mount applied to the state's duty.  This argument, used to discredit the Bible's role in public policy, is often advanced by those who “don’t know their Bibles.”  Senator Obama was right about one point: “People haven’t been reading their Bibles.”  The individual is to repay evil with good.  That is who Jesus is referring to in Matthew 5 – “I say to you.”  However, the state is called of God to repay evil with wrath and judgment.

So, regarding civil obedience, the Christian community should know that Christians are never to practice vigilantism, because God calls the state to take revenge on our behalf.  This is also confirmed by two other passages.

Put your sword back into its place; for all those who take up the sword shall perish by the sword. (Matthew 26:52)

  Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting so that I would not be handed over to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm.”  (John 18:36)

The Kingdom of God (the church) does not do its work by the power of the sword. This is much different from the theology of Islam, which teaches the use of the sword to compel conversion.  In Islam, there is no clear distinction between the individual, the church, and the state, as there is in Christianity. The teachings of Jesus regarding individual nonretaliation have made all the difference in the Christian faith. Christians do not use force to spread the Gospel; however, Christians do believe the state is to use force to promote righteousness.

A question always arises about the passage in which Jesus tells his disciples to take a sword. 

 And Jesus said to them, “But now, whoever has a money belt is to take it along, likewise also a bag, and whoever has no sword is to sell his coat and buy one. (Luke 22:36) 

The context of that command is personal protection while traveling.  Because of this text, in Christian theology and in Christian civil law, there has always been an allowance for self-defense, as in our Second Amendment, the right to bear arms.  The right to self-defense is implicit.  Acting in self-defense differs from premeditated revenge or punishment of evil doers.  Personal vengeance against evil doers is prohibited in Matthew 5 and Romans 12. 

Taxes and Honor – Romans 13:5-7

Moving on to Romans 13:5  

Therefore, it is necessary to be in subjection, not only because of wrath, but also for conscience’ sake. (Romans 13:5) 

The point here is that Christians should obey the state, not simply out of fear of punishment. Our moral behavior is not to be based on mere pragmatism or self-preservation, but out of a conscience wanting to obey God 

Finally, in Romans 13:6, Paul addresses the issue of taxes.  For many, submission to government is tolerable until it affects their pocketbook.  The central conflict between the Jews and the Roman Empire was over Roman taxes and the tax collectors.  It should be noted that Paul concludes his teaching on civil government with what is probably the most controversial aspect of government: taxation.  Even the American Revolution was fueled by opposition to taxation - “no taxation without representation.”

For because of this you also pay taxes, for rulers are servants of God, devoting themselves to this very thing. Render to all what is due them: tax to whom tax is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honor to whom honor. (Romans 13:6–7)  

But what if the government is corrupt and uses our taxes for unjust wars, an evil agenda, or the support of a bureaucratic leisure class?  Our duty is to pay taxes, but we are not responsible before God for how civil authorities use the funds. However, the authorities will undoubtedly be accountable to God!  

Many try to get around this command, “tax to whom tax is due,” by claiming it is not due to the current government.  One excuse I have heard often is that our government is the Constitution, not the elected officials; therefore, we can disobey anything we believe is unconstitutional. Since the 16th Amendment, which grants the federal government the power to impose an income tax, was not in the original Constitution, we don’t have to pay it.  However, the authority of magistrates is not bound by time. They do have the authority to pass new laws, even if they overturn old laws. When Paul and Peter wrote about obeying the government, Rome was an empire, and Nero was on the throne.  One hundred years earlier, Julius Caesar helped change Rome from a representative republic into a dictatorship.  Peter and Paul did not use this change of polity as a justification for disobeying the state. Whether the Government is ideal or flawed, we are called to obey 

Servants, be submissive to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and gentle, but also to those who are unreasonable. (1 Peter 2:18) 

Relief from civil injustice will come by the hand of God as we do the work of the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19-20).  Our means of effecting social change is by the Word of God, the sword of the Spirit.

Here are some other key texts to consider regarding taxation.  Each of these texts could be the basis for a lengthy Bible study.  First, Matthew 22:17, the Pharisees plan to indict Jesus with the question, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?”

‘Tell us then, what do you think? Is it lawful to give a poll-tax to Caesar, or not?’ But Jesus perceived their malice, and said, ‘Why are you testing Me, you hypocrites? Show Me the coin used for the poll-tax.’ And they brought Him a denarius. And He said to them, ‘Whose likeness and inscription is this?’ They said to Him, ‘Caesar’s.’ Then He said to them, ‘Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s; and to God the things that are God’s.’ (Matthew 22:17–21)
Jesus’ answer, “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s,” implies that God has given authority to the state. Specific duties and responsibilities belong to the state.  But nevertheless, Jesus turned the whole thing around to focus on a more important truth.  Since we are made in God’s image, we bear the image of God, and since men belong to God, men ought to give their lives to God

Another text about taxation is Matthew 17:24, where tax collectors came to the disciples to collect the two-drachma tax. Bible commentators believe this was a Jewish temple tax.

When they came to Capernaum, those who collected the two-drachma tax came to Peter and said, ‘Does your teacher not pay the two-drachma tax? ‘He said, ‘Yes.’ And when he came into the house, Jesus spoke to him first, saying, ‘What do you think, Simon? From whom do the kings of the earth collect customs or poll-tax, from their sons or from strangers?’ When Peter said, ‘From strangers,’ Jesus said to him, ‘Then the sons are exempt. However, so that we do not offend them, go to the sea and throw in a hook, and take the first fish that comes up; and when you open its mouth, you will find a shekel. Take that and give it to them for you and Me.’ (Matthew 17:24–27) 

Jesus points out that the kings of the earth collect taxes from strangers; however, their sons are exempt. Regardless of whether this was a Jewish temple tax or a Roman tax.  Jesus seems to be teaching the general truth that, as ambassadors of Christ, as citizens of heaven, and as sons of the King of kings, God’s people should be legally exempt from earthly taxes.  

But then Jesus said, lest we offend them, pay the tax.  This is a reminder that, even if we have spiritual authority to be exempt from taxes, our greater objective is to win people to the Kingdom of Christ.  The financial expense isn’t as crucial as our testimony and our need to remove any pretext for rejecting The Faith.

In that Jesus tells Peter that he will miraculously find the money for the tax in a fish’s mouth, we see the principle that God can provide for us supernaturally when the world places obligations upon us

A third reference to taxes is the story of Joseph and Mary going to Bethlehem to pay the census tax – and here we learn that God can use unjust and oppressive taxation to direct us into His perfect will. 

Now in those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census be taken of all the inhabited earth. . . And everyone was on his way to register for the census, each to his own city. Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and family of David, (Luke 2:1) 

Now, as far as paying taxes that result in supporting an evil government, consider the following. When governments become extremely evil, the moral question of paying taxes may take care of itself.  The state ends up persecuting the Christian community. Hence, Christians are fleeing and hiding.  This forces Christians to withdraw from the economy.  This is seen in the rule of the anti-Christ (Revelation 13:17).  Christians are prohibited from buying or selling.  We also read in Hebrews 10:34 that the early Christians in Judea had had their goods confiscated by the state.  In the face of evil government, God prevents His people from paying taxes, not out of any disobedience to the state on their part, but this becomes the natural consequence of the state persecuting the church. 

Paul concludes Romans 13:7 with the injunction, “Honor to whom honor is due.”   Peter would also write in his epistle, “Honor all people, love the brotherhood, fear God, honor the king” (1 Peter 2:17).  There are at least three levels of submission to the state.

1 - Non-violence

2 - Obedience

3 - Honor

In this, we all need to examine our own hearts. There are many Christians who would never do violence against the state, and they would never disobey the laws of the land, however, they fail in this command to honor governing authorities, especially the ones they don’t like.  We have all probably seen the bumper sticker, “Pray for our president, and the president’s name is posted. And then Psalm 109:8 is quoted. 

 
Let his days be few; Let another take his office. (Psalm 109:8) 

The intended humor is that rather than praying for a blessing for the President, pray that he is removed.  I am sure that is not what Paul meant when He wrote to Timothy,  “I urge that entreaties and prayers, petitions and thanksgivings, be made on behalf of all men” (1 Timothy 2:2 ).

Consider how Daniel responded to King Nebuchadnezzar, “My lord, if only the dream applied to those who hate you and its interpretation to your adversaries” (Daniel 4:19); and to King Darius, “O king, live forever” (Daniel 6:21).  Did Daniel truly mean this, or was he saying this to be politically polite?   In that Daniel was God’s prophet, what he said is a timeless example for God’s people. Our desire is for all public officials to literally “live forever.”  This is a prayer for personal conversion.  The reason Paul gives in 1 Timothy 2, as to why we should pray and give thanks for kings and all who are in authority, is because “God desires all men to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:4).
The apostle Peter also instructs Christians to pray that God would bless all people, even as we pray that God would bless our enemies.

To sum up, all of you be harmonious, sympathetic, brotherly, kindhearted, and humble in spirit; not returning evil for evil or insult for insult, but giving a blessing instead; for you were called for the very purpose that you might inherit a blessing. (1 Peter 3:8-9)

In this New Testament age, just as we have received God’s grace, we are called to be messengers and dispensers of God’s Grace.

Another key text, regarding honoring civil authorities, is Exodus 22:28 

You shall not curse God, nor curse a ruler of your people.( Exodus 22:28)
This command would prohibit all name-calling, foolish jesting, insults, and derogatory comments, which are very common in political discourse.   Christians should never be political loudmouths and hotheads.  

Now, of course, blessing or honoring those in authority does not mean the Christian is to neglect critiques and counsel.  For example, the prophet John pointed out that it was unlawful for Herod to take and marry his brother’s wife. Because of this, Herod imprisoned John and eventually put him to death.

For when Herod had John arrested, he bound him and put him in prison because of Herodias, the wife of his brother Philip. For John had been saying to him, “It is not lawful for you to have her.” (Matthew 14:3–4 )
All of the O.T. prophets corrected ungodly kings, and hence, they were persecuted. But the Biblical pattern is that such criticism is to be constructive, a critique that flows out of a desire to help rather than destroy. A prime example would be the counsel Daniel gave to the wicked 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) 

Daniel was genuinely interested in the king’s prosperity, and therefore, the appropriate counsel was to repent.  There is a place for sharp, pungent commentary to point out the seriousness of a matter, even Jesus called Herod a fox (Luke 13:32). The Biblical standard for Christian speech is not that we are prohibited from hurting anyone’s feelings. Nevertheless, we need to be very careful to be respectful. We must learn all of the Scriptures on this subject and be led by the Holy Spirit to apply them correctly. One thing is for sure: we are to be different from the world in our political discourse and dissent.

Do all things without grumbling or disputing; so that you will prove yourselves to be blameless and innocent, children of God above reproach in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, among whom you appear as lights in the world, (Philippians 2:14-16) 

Sound in speech which is beyond reproach, so that the opponent will be put to shame, having nothing bad to say about us. (Titus 2:8)
We understand the human logic of patriots who believe that the way to change government is through resistance and rebellion, even by mocking and ridiculing bad government.  In practice, this may seem to work in the short term.  The argument to support such resistance is “The only thing necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing” (Edmund Burke), and if everyone would descend on bad government with lanterns and pitchforks, there would be change, and we would have more freedom.  

But we should never operate on human reason; we must live by Scriptural authority. We must never put the teachings of Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, or Edmund Burke above the Word of God. God says obedience and respect are the best ways to change a nation for good. We may not see it immediately, but in the long run, obedience and honor accomplish God's perfect will.

 Honor all people, love the brotherhood, fear God, honor the king. (1 Peter 2:17) 

May Jesus Christ Reign

Discussion Questions - Session #7 – Civil Obedience 

Part 1 (0 – 14:45)
1. What was the Christian testimony that Justin Martyr was able to share with the Roman emperor?

2. In Romans 13, why didn’t Paul provide any instruction concerning civil disobedience, but instead focused exclusively on civil obedience?

3. If we do what is right, what will the state be compelled to do? (Romans 13:3)

4. What is Jeremiah’s instruction to the Jews in exile regarding not checking out or retaliating against evil government?  (Jeremiah 29)

5. What is the distinction between the role of the individual (Romans 12:19) and the role of the State (Romans 13:4)?

6. How are we to understand Jesus’ words, “do not resist an evil person”?  (Matthew 5:39)

7. How is Islam different than Christianity in the use of the sword?

8.  How are we to understand Jesus’ command for the disciples to buy a sword? (Luke 22:36)

Part 2 (14:45 – 28:00)
9.  How might a Christian fail by only submitting to government for “wrath's sake”?  (Romans 13:5)

10. Should we pay taxes to a corrupt government?

11. What are the spiritual lessons contained in the following passages about taxation

A.  Matthew 22:17-21 – Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?

B.  Matthew 17:24-27 – Does your teacher not pay the two-drachma tax?

C.  Luke 2:1 – A decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be taxed   

12. What are the three levels of the Christian’s response toward government

A.  Non-violence

B.  Obedience

C.  _________

13.  How did Daniel respond to King Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 4:19), Nehemiah to Artaxerxes (Nehemiah 2:3), and Paul to Festus (Acts 26:25)?

14. How did Daniel correct King Nebuchadnezzar? (Daniel 4:27)?  How did John the prophet correct Herod? (Matthew 14:3-4)?

15. What faulty human logic is often used to justify violence against the state? 

Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #7

(1)  Out of the 68 short chapters in Justin Martyr’s Apologia, the first 17 chapters address the Christian’s relationship with the Roman Empire (See appendix).  Ask a volunteer in the class to read this portion of the Apologia and present a summation.

(2) The Biblical injunction to treat civil magistrates with honor is so emphasized in Scripture that John Calvin covers this topic at length in at least ten sections of his Treatise on civil government.  Read and discuss sections 22- 25.

We should not cloak folly, or cowardice, or cruelty or wickedness in a ruler – praising vice like virtue, but the office itself, the station, is deserving of honor and reverence, and that those who rule should, in respect of their office, be held by us in esteem and veneration.  (Calvin, Section 22)

“The natural feeling of the human mind has always been not less (than) to assail tyrants with hatred and execration (Calvin, Section 24)

But even an individual of the worst character, one most unworthy of all honor, if invested with public authority, receives that illustrious divine power . . . so in so far as public obedience is concerned, he is to be held in the same honor and reverence as the best of kings. (Calvin, Section 25)

(3) When the apostle Paul is rebuked for calling the High Priest a “Whitewashed wall.” Paul responds by quoting Exodus 22:28.  Did Paul believe he violated Exodus 22:28?  If so, why? 

The high priest Ananias commanded those standing beside [Paul] to strike him on the mouth. Then Paul said to him, “God is going to strike you, you whitewashed wall! Do you sit to try me according to the Law, and in violation of the Law order me to be struck?” But the bystanders said, “Do you revile God’s high priest?” And Paul said, “I was not aware, brethren, that he was high priest; for it is written, ‘You shall not speak evil of a ruler of your people.’”  (Acts 23:2–5)
(4) In 1 Peter 2:13-16, after Peter instructs Christians to submit to kings and governors, he includes the injunction to “act as freemen.”  Discuss the meaning of this statement.

Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether to a king as the one in authority, or to governors as sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and the praise of those who do right. For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of foolish men. Act as free men, and do not use your freedom as a covering for evil, but use it as bondslaves of God. (1 Peter 2:13–16)
In the Roman Empire, there were slaves and freemen. Slaves could not, and would not, exercise citizen rights.  The slave would keep quiet. He would not engage in public discussion or offer opinions.  However, a free man held his head high and engaged in public comment and discourse.  A free man could demand his Roman rights.  A free man did not consider himself an enemy of the polis but part of the city.  Peter is likely teaching that, just because Christians are to submit to governing authorities, they ought not cower, but exercise Christian liberty.  But notice that Peter adds, "Don’t use that freedom as a covering for evil."  This is precisely what some citizens do: they hide their pride and their rebellion against authority under the guise of patriotism.

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?
Doctrines of Civil Government

Session #9

The Doctrine of the Lesser Magistrates

Welcome to Session #9 in the Biblical Doctrines of Civil Government.  The year was 1550, and the city of Magdeburg, Germany, was under military siege by Emperor Charles V of Germany and the Holy Roman Empire.  The emperor had signed the Augsburg Interim, requiring all German cities to adopt Roman Catholic theology and practices. The Protestant pastors in Magdeburg wrote a treatise explaining their moral justification for defying the Emperor's orders.  Their argument was that the Bible teaches that lower magistrates, city officials, have the right and duty to oppose with force any unjust or immoral law passed by a higher authority. Furthermore, God calls lower magistrates (who are also given the Romans 13 power of the sword) to serve as a check on unjust higher magistrates (Kings and Emperors).  This became known as the Magdeburg Confession and the Doctrine of Lesser, or Lower, Magistrates.  As the confession explains, this is not some new teaching but has been implicitly understood in Scripture throughout church history.

Thirty years earlier, even Martin Luther had been saved from death by the Doctrine of the Lesser Magistrates, when the Saxon princes, Frederick the Wise and John the Constant, protected him from the authorities of the Holy Roman Empire and Charles V. 

In our previous session, we discussed Civil disobedience regarding private citizens. And according to Romans 13, citizens must  subject themselves to governing authorities 

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. Therefore, whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves. (Romans 13:1–2) 

The only exception to Romans 13 would be if the state requires the citizen to violate God’s law. In such cases, God’s law trumps man’s law.  As the apostles responded in Acts 5:29, after the Sanhedrin commanded them not to teach in the name of Christ, “We must obey God rather than men.”  Lesser magistrates (mayors, governors, police officers) also have the same responsibility to personally disobey orders that conflict with the law of God.  However, being called into the position of a Romans 13 governing authority, and given the power of the sword to be an avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil, lower magistrates can, and must, do what private citizens are not called to do: use the force of the sword to resist or overthrow unjust higher rulers. This is the Doctrine of the Lesser or Lower Magistrates. 

John Calvin, in his treatise on Civil government, also addressed this doctrine in section 31.  

“Let us . . .  guard most carefully against spurning or violating the venerable and majestic authority of rulers, an authority which God has sanctioned by the surest edicts, although those invested with [authority] should be most unworthy of it . . .  Although the Lord takes vengeance on unbridled domination, let us not therefore suppose that that vengeance is committed to us, to whom no command has been given but to obey and suffer.  But I speak only of private men . . . “

Here, Calvin is speaking about the citizen, but then continues by addressing the responsibility of other government officials  

“Popular magistrates [meaning other magistrates or lower magistrates] have been appointed to curb the tyranny of kings.  I do not forbid these officially to check the undue license of kings, that if they plot to oppose kings when they tyrannize and insult over the humbler of the people.” 

This is why Dietrich Bonhoeffer considered it morally permissible to be involved in a plot to assassinate Hitler, because it was being led by German army officers.  These men could be considered the true German government in exile.  Because of the Doctrine of the Lesser Magistrates, Christians in 1776 America did not oppose the Revolutionary War, even though it was a rebellion against King George.  It was being undertaken by the authority of lower magistrates, that is, colonial governors.   

In the United States, we have had at least two major instances where the doctrine of lesser magistrates was put into practice – the Revolutionary War and the Civil War. National civic leaders can be called by God to fight against other nations in just wars. This is God’s check on evil nations.  Furthermore, civic leaders within a country can be called by God to fight against other civic leaders and states for a righteous cause.  A key Scripture in this regard is Ecclesiastes 5:8

If you see oppression of the poor and denial of justice and righteousness in the province, do not be shocked at the sight; for one official watches over another official, and there are higher officials over them. (Ecclesiastes 5:8)
To “watch over” means to “hold accountable.”   The point of this text is that we should not feel frustrated or despondent about an evil government, because God will bring it down.  And, as we see so often in Scripture, one means God uses is competing officials.  Let’s look at some Scriptural examples where the doctrine of lesser magistrates is practiced.

The Civil Disobedience of the Kings 

In 2 Kings 11, King Ahaziah, of Southern Israel, died in battle.  His mother, the wicked queen Athaliah, then puts to death all of the heirs to the throne and makes herself the ruler of Southern Israel.  But after a six-year reign, a group of Israeli army captains, led by the priest Jehoiada, organized a coup against her. 

Now in the seventh year, Jehoiada sent and brought the captains of hundreds of the Carites and of the guard, and brought them to him in the house of the LORD. Then he made a covenant with them and put them under oath in the house of the LORD, and showed them the king’s son. (2 Kings 11:4)
The entire chapter explains how Jehoiada organized this overthrow so that the supporters of Athaliah could not respond with a civil war.  Of course, when Athaliah saw what was happening, she cried, “Treason, treason.”  Was she right?  Was this treason? From all indications, she was the treasonous one.  She was the illegitimate authority, and God had decreed her demise by the hands of lower magistrates.  

In Northern Israel, there were at least nine changes in government by the actions of lower magistrates, and most of these overthrows were sanctioned by God.  The first government was that of Jeroboam, where God himself called Jeroboam to rebel against King Rehoboam and split Israel into two countries. The prophet Ahijah took Jeroboam’s coat and ripped it into 12 pieces.  He gave 10 to Jeroboam.

He said to Jeroboam, “Take for yourself ten pieces; for thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘Behold, I will tear the kingdom out of the hand of Solomon and give you ten tribes (1 Kings 11:31) 

Jeroboam, who was a former commander in Solomon’s army, was called by God to rebel against established authority. But soon the dynasty of Jeroboam became corrupt and was overthrown in a bloody insurrection by Baasha of the tribe of Issachar.  This, too, was of God

Moreover, the Lord will raise up for Himself a king over Israel who will cut off the house of Jeroboam this day and from now on. (1 Kings 14:14) 

We may question whether Baasha was personally acting in righteousness in overthrowing the house of Jeroboam, or was this one of those cases where God uses evil to punish evil?  According to 1 Kings 16:2, God eventually judges Baasha, but not for taking down the house of Jeroboam, but for continuing to walk in the sins of Jeroboam.

Inasmuch as I exalted you from the dust and made you leader over My people Israel, and you have walked in the way of Jeroboam and have made My people Israel sin, provoking Me to anger with their sins, (1 Kings 16:2) 

God then raised up Zimri, a commander of the chariots, to remove the house of Baasha. But Zimri did not have the people's support.  They instead chose another commander, Omri, to be king.  Omri’s son would be King Ahab, who married Jezebel

His servant Zimri, commander of half his chariots, conspired against him . . . Thus, Zimri destroyed all the household of Baasha, according to the word of the LORD, which He spoke against Baasha through Jehu the prophet . . .The people who were camped heard it said, “Zimri has conspired and has also struck down the king.” Therefore, all Israel made Omri, the commander of the army, king over Israel that day in the camp.  (1 Kings 16:9, 12, 16)
The house of Omri would soon become wicked, and God sent the prophet Elijah to anoint Jehu, a commander in the army, to overthrow the house of Omri, the administration of Ahab.  Notice again, Ahab was an authority previously established by God, but God overthrew that authority with a new authority.

He arose and went into the house, and he poured the oil on his head and said to him, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, ‘I have anointed you king over the people of the LORD, even over Israel. ‘You shall strike the house of Ahab your master, that I may avenge the blood of My servants the prophets, and the blood of all the servants of the LORD, at the hand of Jezebel. (2 Kings 9:6–7)
There are many more examples in the books of the Kings regarding civil leaders being removed by lower magistrates, that is, by God’s calling.  Additionally, there are also examples in the book of Judges, Israel’s earlier history.  These Judges were not lower magistrates but private citizens; nevertheless, they were directly called by God into the office of governing authority to overthrow the current governing authorities.

The Civil Disobedience of the Judges 

The book of Judges is about God raising up civil leaders to challenge the authority of foreign governments ruling over the Jewish people, leaders such as Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah and Barak, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson. They all worked to overthrow the rule of invading foreign nations - the Canaanites, the Midianites, the Moabites, the Philistines, etc.  But some might say, of course, that kind of government overthrow is justified, since these governments were foreign invaders.  Certainly, one would imagine that any Israeli would have the right to overthrow these governments. However, these foreign rulers were authorities established by God to rule over the Jewish people. In the book of Judges, we read constantly that God raised up these foreign kings, and it was God who sold them into the hands of these nations.  Just as God would someday raise up the foreign nation of Babylon to rule over the Jews for 70 years.  Therefore, woe be to anyone who tries to overthrow the rule of these foreign invaders prematurely.

The anger of the LORD burned against Israel, and He gave them into the hands of plunderers who plundered them; and He sold them into the hands of their enemies around them, so that they could no longer stand before their enemies. (Judges 2:14)
All the nations shall serve him [King Nebuchadnezzar] . . . It will be, that the nation or the kingdom which will not serve him, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, and which will not put its neck under the yoke of the king of Babylon, I will punish that nation with the sword, with famine and with pestilence,” declares the Lord, “until I have destroyed it by his hand. (Jeremiah 27:7–8) 

Nebuchadnezzar was certainly a foreign invader, yet God would not allow him to be overthrown.  It was the false prophets in Jeremiah’s day who taught the Jews that they must rebel and fight against Nebuchadnezzar. As in the book of Judges, it was God who placed upon Israel these foreign rulers, and the Israelites were to submit to them until God raised up a deliverer.

Now the sons of Israel again did evil in the sight of the Lord, so that the Lord gave them into the hands of the Philistines forty years. (Judges 13:1)
In all likelihood, there were some Jews who tried to overthrow the Philistines during that 40-year period, as the Zealots in Jesus’ day thought it was their duty to overthrow the Roman occupation.  But only the Judges who were called of God could legitimately overthrow these foreign rulers without incurring the condemnation of God.  All the Jews at that time were called to do was repent, pray, and wait upon God to raise up a deliverer.   God expects the people to have the spiritual aptitude to recognize those called of God when the time comes.

The truth conveyed in all of these Scriptures is that God raises up lower magistrates, even private citizens to whom God grants special civil authority, to take down evil rulers.  We are not seeing a world in which evil authority may never be touched, as if God wills only take them down by natural death. God does call certain righteous men to physically fight against evil rulers.  And through this, God tests the faith of both the people and the judges.  Notice the spiritual commendation of the judges in Hebrews 11, the Hall of Faith

And what more shall I say? For time will fail me if I tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets, who by faith conquered kingdoms, performed acts of righteousness, obtained promises, shut the mouths of lions, quenched the power of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, from weakness were made strong, became mighty in war, put foreign armies to flight. (Hebrews 11:32–34)
In that these Judges are described as “performing acts of righteousness,” they were not unjust in their overthrow of governments.  But notice that, as the text continues, these righteous men were not always successful in their opposition, as far as worldly success is judged. The text reads, “Some became mighty in war, putting foreign armies to flight,” but others were persecuted. 

And others experienced mockings and scourgings, yes, also chains and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were tempted, they were put to death with the sword; they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated (men of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground. (Hebrews 11:36–38)
The judges weren’t able to accomplish all they could have because of the unbelief of the people, As also in the case of Jesus, “He did not do many miracles there because of their unbelief” (Matthew 13:58).  The calling of God on these lower magistrates, and the righteousness of their endeavors, are never to be judged merely based on their earthly success, as if only the winner is the hero and gets to write the history. On the contrary, God sometimes allows His righteous deliverer be rejected by the people, even as in the case of the Messiah Himself.

The lesson in all this is that when it comes to lower magistrates overturning evil civil authority, the sanction comes only by the calling of God.  The question we all have is: how do we know who is called of God, and when is the right time to overturn?  Anyone could claim he is called of God, and there have been many false civic leaders throughout history who made false claims to authority.

In these Old Testament examples, discerning the leader called by God seemed much easier.  There was often the anointing of the next ruler by a recognized prophet of Jehovah, or, as in the case of some Biblical judges, the judge would hear the voice of God confirming their calling.  But in most cases throughout history, God expected the people to use spiritual wisdom and righteous discernment to identify the deliverer.  God then expects the people to support the man God raised up to bring in a righteous government.   

I can’t emphasize enough that political activists better make sure they are called of God, involved in a righteous endeavor, before ever working to overthrow an established governing authority.   This applies even to running for office to take out an incumbent. Most resistance and overthrow is motivated by self-centered ambition and a false sense of superior virtue.  The rebel may even win, but not for his blessing, but to bring condemnation on him and the people.

King David would not overthrow King Saul because he knew Saul was still the king established by God.  

But David said to Abishai, “Do not destroy him, for who can stretch out his hand against the Lord’s anointed and be without guilt?” (1 Samuel 26:9) 

But notice on the contrary, in Judges chapter 3, Ehud had the sanction of God, and confidence from God, to assassinate Eglon king of Moab. There are very few hard-and-fast rules that apply to every circumstance.  As each circumstance arises, God expects us to walk with Him and be led by the Word and the Holy Spirit. But in this, we'd better get it right! For as we read in Romans 13, “whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves.” 

To maintain the institution of slavery, the American southern state rose up against the authority of the Federal government.  Many Southerners supported the war merely to defend the principle of states’ rights.  Since states opted into the Constitution and the Federal Government, it seems reasonable that they should also have the authority to opt out.  Otherwise, there would be no check on Federal Tyranny.  Not being allowed to secede from the union sets a bad precedent.  But regardless of the political rationale, is maintaining antebellum slavery (an institution that clearly violates even the Old Testament’s seven-year limitation on indentured servanthood), the sword the people should fall on in defending state rights?

Were Jefferson Davis and the Southern governors fulfilling the role of the Old Testament judges in going to war against the Northern states? Certainly, Jefferson Davis could have been called by God, like the evil nation of Assyria was called by God to punish Israel for her sins. God does use men with unrighteous ambition to judge a nation.  But the question I am asking is, was the Southern leadership in the perfect will of God for their blessing?  The only way we can discern this is by looking to the moral law of God itself.  The standard for determining the legitimacy of those overthrowing government is not the degree of personal faith or confidence, or the chances of success, but whether the moral law of God is being followed. 

In the book of Judges, there are many more lessons to consider regarding the doctrine of lesser magistrates.  For example, Gideon put out the fleece to make sure he was called by God. This is a timeless precedent reminding us that civic leaders should sincerely seek God’s guidance.  Also, before going into battle, Gideon was first called by God to take down the altar of Baal that the Midianites had set up.  A timeless lesson here is that false beliefs within a nation must be addressed before removing evil leadership.  I will leave you to search out the many practical lessons contained in the book of Judges. 

In conclusion, one universal lesson is that when Gideon destroyed the altar of Baal, Gideon’s fellow Jews wanted to kill Gideon because they feared the response of the Midianites. 

When the men of the city arose early in the morning, behold, the altar of Baal was torn down, and the Asherah which was beside it was cut down, and the second bull was offered on the altar which had been built. They said to one another, “Who did this thing?” And when they searched about and inquired, they said, “Gideon the son of Joash did this thing.” Then the men of the city said to Joash, “Bring out your son, that he may die, for he has torn down the altar of Baal, and indeed, he has cut down the Asherah which was beside it.” (Judges 6:28–30) 

There are many people, often the majority, who lack the courage, the faith, the longing for a righteous government; and therefore, they fail to recognize and support the leader God raises up for deliverance.  Moses is the prime example.  Moses killed an Egyptian who was abusing a Hebrew slave.  As a lower magistrate, he had that authority from God to arrest an Egyptian committing assault and battery.  But Moses’ own people, the Jews, weren’t spiritually minded enough to recognize that Moses was called of God to be their deliverer. This was Stephen’s point in his sermon to the Sanhedrin

And he [Moses] supposed that his brethren understood that God was granting them deliverance through him, but they did not understand. Acts 7:25   

This Moses whom they disowned, saying, “’Who made you a ruler and a judge?’ is the one whom God sent to be both a ruler and a deliverer. ( Acts 7:35) 
Stephen’s point is that the same lack of discernment and righteousness was being repeated in the nation’s rejection of the Messiah.

In the doctrine of lower magistrates, first, the people are responsible for recognizing and supporting righteous leadership.  Second, lower magistrates must recognize they have a duty to oppose the evil of higher magistrates. It is not an option.  Lower magistrates will be judged by God if they fail in their duty to use their civil authority to stop the evil of higher authorities. 

If conservative states had sent an amicus brief to the Supreme Court threatening legal proceedings to secede from the Union, it is likely the Court would have backed down on those rulings. In the 1860s, eleven governors were willing to secede over the dubious right to maintain slavery.  However, in 1973, no governor was willing to risk his position to prevent the murder of the innocent unborn.  In 2003, no governor or state legislature was willing to stand against the legalization of homosexuality, and in 2015, no state was willing to stand against same-sex marriage.  Either these magistrates were morally indifferent or biblically illiterate regarding their responsibility to serve as a check on higher magistrates.  It was likely both.

God will hold lower magistrates accountable for failing to resist and oppose the unjust laws of higher authorities. Following World War II, in the Nuremberg trials, the defendants (German military officers and officials) could not use the excuse, "I was just obeying the orders of my superiors."  Even the judges at that time recognized that the lower magistrates were morally obligated to follow God’s higher law in practicing civil disobedience toward high magistrates.  Being called of God to be a Romans 13 governing authority is a great privilege, but it also comes with great accountability before God.  

Now therefore, O kings, show discernment; Take warning, O judges of the earth.  Psalm 2:10 5)

May Jesus Christ Reign

Discussion Questions - Session #9 – The Doctrine of Lesser Magistrates

Part 1(0 – 9:58)

1. How did the pastors of Magdeburg justify picking up arms against Charles V of the Holy Roman Empire?

2. How was Martin Luther saved by the civil disobedience of lesser magistrates?

3. Who does John Calvin say has the authority to curb the tyranny of kings?

4. What two major incidents in the United States put into practiced the doctrine of lesser magistrates?

5.  Ecclesiastes 5:8 states that we should not be overly worried concerning injustice in the land because who does God ordain to hold officials accountable?

6.   Did the military commanders of Judah have a God-given responsibility to overthrow Queen Athaliah?  Why? (2 Kings 11)

7.  How do we know Jeroboam had God’s authority to lead Northern Israel in seceding from the union? (1 Kings 11)

Part 2 (9:58-25.06) 

8. What was the difference between the civil disobedience of the lower magistrates in the book of Kings and the civil disobedience of the Judges?

9.  Where the nations that invaded Israel legitimate civil authority set up by God?  Consider the case of Babylon and Nebuchadnezzar.

10. What New Testament text in the book of Hebrews sanctions and commends the actions of the Judges?

11. Even though the Judges were called of God to deliver the people, were they always victorious as far as this world is concerned?

12.  How were the people to know if a Judge was legitimately called of God to overthrow corrupt civil government?

13.  Why wasn’t King David was sanctioned by God to kill King Saul (1 Samuel 26), but Ehud was sanctioned to kill Eglon (Judges 3)? 

14.  How did the Jews react when Gideon challenged the Midian occupation, and why? 

15.  In Acts 7, Stephen recounts that the Jewish people disowned which deliver sent from God?  Why does God expect the citizens to discern and support the deliverer?

16. Do lower magistrates have the option to obey or disobey evil higher magistrates?

17.  Why do American legislators fail to challenge immoral Federal law? 

18.  What excuse did magistrates use at the Nuremberg trials?

Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #9 – The Doctrine of Lesser Magistrates

(1) The sin of being too willing to obey the King

In John Calvin’s final section in his treatise on Civil government, he writes the following.

We are subject to the men who rule over us, but subject only in the Lord. If they command anything against Him let us not pay the least regard to it, nor be moved by all the dignity which they possess as magistrates—a dignity to which no injury is done when it is subordinated to the special and truly supreme power of God. On this ground Daniel denies that he had sinned in any respect against the king when he refused to obey his impious decree (Dan. 6:22), because the king had exceeded his limits, and not only been injurious to men, but, by raising his horn against God, had virtually abrogated his own power. On the other hand, the Israelites are condemned for having too readily obeyed the impious edict of the king. For, when Jeroboam made the golden calf, they forsook the temple of God, and, in submissiveness to him, revolted to new superstitions (1 Kings 12:28). With the same facility, posterity had bowed before the decrees of their kings. For this they are severely upbraided by the Prophet (Hosea 5:11). So far is the praise of modesty from being due to that pretense by which flattering courtiers cloak themselves, and deceive the simple, when they deny the lawfulness of declining anything imposed by their kings, as if the Lord had resigned his own rights to mortals by appointing them to rule over their fellows, or as if earthly power were diminished when it is subjected to its author, before whom even the principalities of heaven tremble as suppliants. I know the imminent peril to which subjects expose themselves by this firmness, kings being most indignant when they are contemned. As Solomon says, “The wrath of a king is as messengers of death” (Prov. 16:14). But since Peter, one of heaven’s heralds, has published the edict, “We ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29), let us console ourselves with the thought, that we are rendering the obedience which the Lord requires, when we endure anything rather than turn aside from piety. And that our courage may not fail, Paul stimulates us by the additional consideration (1 Cor. 7:23), that we were redeemed by Christ at the great price which our redemption cost him, in order that we might not yield a slavish obedience to the depraved wishes of men, far less do homage to their impiety.

Calvin reminds Christians that some use the excuse of submission to authority to justify their failure to stand for righteousness.  Discuss how this is evident in our world today.
(2) In the United States, there have been many rebellious political hotheads and secession movements that claim to have the authority of God to overthrow a corrupt government. What would be the criteria used to judge the legitimacy of any overthrow?
Doctrines of Civil Government

Session #10

The Law
This week's topic is the Law.  Magistrates (Civil rulers) are to be ministers of God, an avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil (Romans 13:4).  But “evil” needs to be defined, and what “wrath” or “judgment” should be applied?   Are judges and legislators left to their own devices, or is there some Word from God on this issue?  Almost all political discussions involve debating and defining the law.

To begin with, we must understand that man is by nature lawless, not only criminals but also the civic leaders who make the laws. They will also fail to enact justice because of their inherent lawlessness. The prophet Isaiah wrote about the governance of Israel, “Justice is turned back, and righteousness stands far away; for truth has stumbled in the street, and uprightness cannot enter” (Isaiah 59:14).  

Who justify the wicked for a bribe, and take away the rights of the ones who are in the right. (Isaiah 5:23) 

Woe to those who enact evil statutes and to those who constantly record unjust decisions.  (Isaiah 10:1)
Throughout Scripture, this failure of civil authorities to rule according to the law of God is addressed.  Even as Jesus spoke of the unjust Judge who “did not fear God or respect man” (Luke 18:2), and the Pharisees who transgress the commandments of God for the sake of their traditions (Matthew 15:3). Lawless magistrates reverse the Romans 13:4 mandate and become avengers who bring wrath on those who practice righteousness, rather than upon those who practice evil.  This inevitable result is the social situation described in Isaiah 59:15 

Yes, truth is lacking; And he who turns aside from evil makes himself a prey. Now the LORD saw, and it was displeasing in His sight that there was no justice. (Isaiah 59:15) 

The French political philosopher Frédéric Bastiat explained in his famous work The Law that unprincipled rulers will pervert the law, turning it into legal plunder.  The law is used to deprive one group of citizens of their rights for the benefit of an evil group. And rather than law being guided by the higher principle of divine justice, the law is guided by brute political force for the benefit of the ruling class and their constituency.  

The 20th-century Christian philosopher Francis Schaeffer continually pointed out that, since Communism is anti-God, and anti-God’s natural law, law in communist countries (even in Western Secular Democracies) becomes arbitrary. It is whatever the civil rulers believe is utilitarian. The ends justify the means. And the foundation for all morals becomes whatever benefits the state.  ((How Should We Then Live – 1976, Chapter 11 – Our Society)

Then, additionally, there is the eschatological dimension – the lawlessness of the last days.  In the Olivet discourse, Jesus said lawlessness will increase (Matthew 24:12). Daniel prophesied that the coming anti-Christ world ruler will “intend to make alterations in times and in law” (Daniel 7:25).  The apostle Paul referred to the anti-Christ as the man of lawlessness (2 Thessalonians 2:3,8).  Not that he won’t have laws, but whatever law is not according to God’s law is lawless.  “An unjust law is no law at all” (Augustine).  

In the final days of the church age, during the great rebellion prophesied in 2 Thessalonians 2, Christians should be prepared for the state to pervert and disregard the law.  There will be no bail, no jail.  The inmates will run the asylum due to a disbelief in crime and punishment.

The mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God.  (Romans 8:7) 

The Source of Law

God is the source of all law, and he reveals His law to mankind in two ways: natural and written revelation.  Natural revelation includes that which is written on the conscience of every man.  As birds intuitively know to fly south in the winter, mankind knew the Ten Commandments, even before they were given on Mount Sinai.  In Romans, the apostle Paul affirms the existence of natural revelation.

For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them. (Romans 2:14–15) 

Now, there are those who argue against natural revelation, claiming that nature is cruel, or that no natural law is written on a blade of grass or in the stars.   Furthermore, people’s consciences may differ.  But regardless, the Scriptures teach that, despite people searing their conscience and hardening their heart, there is the natural revelation of God’s law written on everyman’s conscience. But to confirm and reinforce natural law, which men try to suppress, God has given us written revelation.  If our conscience becomes confused, we can always turn to the Scriptures for clarification.

The law of God doesn’t begin with the ten commandments given on Mount Sinai; it begins in Genesis, where God laid down moral patterns and examples.  In the creation, God made them male and female (Genesis 1:27); and He laid down the command, “For this cause a man shall leave his father and his mother and shall cleave to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24).  In Genesis, God established gender and the institution of the family.  Implicit in the Genesis account are prohibitions against adultery, polygamy, homosexuality, and transgenderism. Lest anyone doubt, these transgressions are specifically listed in the Mosaic law (Leviticus 18).  God expects mankind to abide by the pattern He established at the beginning.  Even as Jesus said to the people in his day, “Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning made them male and female?” (Matthew 19:4)

I am sure you are aware that the latest secular argument to discredit the law of nature and nature’s God.  It is to depict moral law as a human construct, made up by the powerful to oppress the weak.  This is the religion of Wokism and cultural Marxism.  However, the Christian faith defends the origin and authority of God’s natural law.

Another important theological point is that these Genesis regulations are not just for the church but for all the descendants of Adam and Eve.  For example, some claim that the state should get out of the marriage licensing business since marriage is a Christian institution.  But that is not the historic Christian position.  The state is obligated to enforce God’s natural law on everyone, Christian or non-Christian.

Capital Punishment

After the Noahic flood, God established a new covenant with mankind, and He instituted a new command.   

Surely, I will require your lifeblood; from every beast I will require it. And from every man, from every man’s brother, I will require the life of man. Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man his blood shall be shed, for in the image of God He made man. (Genesis 9:5-6) 

Within the Noahic covenant, God emphatically prescribed capital punishment for murderers. This covenant has never been abrogated. As Paul argues in Galatians, the Mosaic law does nullify previous covenants.

Brethren, I speak in terms of human relations: even though it is only a man’s covenant, yet when it has been ratified, no one sets it aside or adds conditions to it. . . What I am saying is this: the Law, which came four hundred and thirty years later, does not invalidate a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to nullify the promise. (Galatians 3:15, 17)  

It is odd that some religious people oppose capital punishment, since it is one of God’s most clear and defined requirements. To not practice capital punishment and to preserve the life of the murderer is to curse a nation with blood guilt.

So you shall not pollute the land in which you are; for blood pollutes the land and no expiation can be made for the land for the blood that is shed on it, except by the blood of him who shed it. (Numbers 35:33)
In the apocalypse of Isaiah (Isaiah 24-26), which is the first full prophecy of the coming apocalypse described in the book of Revelation, the earth is finally judged for unpaid bloodguilt.

The earth is also polluted by its inhabitants, for they transgressed laws, violated statutes, broke the everlasting covenant. Therefore, a curse devours the earth, and those who live in it are held guilty. Therefore, the inhabitants of the earth are burned, and few men are left. (Isaiah 24:5–6) 

The pollution that calls for judgment is not carbon dioxide, but moral guilt for violating God’s law.  The whole earth is guilty, not just Israel.  The “everlasting covenant” is most likely the Noahic covenant requiring capital punishment.  In Genesis, the Noahic Covenant is specifically called the “everlasting covenant.”

When the bow is in the cloud, then I will look upon it, to remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth. (Genesis 9:16) 

If there is any confusion concerning the reason for judgment.  Isaiah goes on to prophesy that the coming apocalypse is punishment for  unrequited bloodguilt: 

For behold, the Lord is about to come out from His place To punish the inhabitants of the earth for their iniquity; And the earth will reveal her bloodshed And will no longer cover her slain. (Isaiah 26:21)
In the book of Revelation, one of the major themes is that the world is being punished for its unpaid blood guilt

And they cried out with a loud voice, saying, ‘How long, O Lord, holy and true, will You refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who dwell on the earth?’ (Revelation 6:10) 

And in her was found the blood of prophets and of saints and of all who have been slain on the earth.  (Revelation 18:24) 

For they poured out the blood of saints and prophets, and You have given them blood to drink. They deserve it. (Revelation 16:6) 

When the prophet Joel prophecies about the apocalypse and Armageddon, God says,  “I will avenge their blood which I have not avenged” (Joel 3:21).  Throughout the Bible, unpaid blood guilt brought the wrath of God upon a nation. 

And the Lord said to him, ‘Name him Jezreel; for yet a little while, and I will punish the house of Jehu for the bloodshed of Jezreel, and I will put an end to the kingdom of the house of Israel.’ (Hosea 1:4) 

“You shall not pity [The murderer], but you shall purge the blood of the innocent from Israel, that it may go well with you. (Deuteronomy 19:13)
Even in the New Testament age, God still requires the blood of murderers, and unpaid for blood guilt brings judgment on the land.

Objections to capital punishment usually involve claims of compassion or that capital punishment is cruel and unusual punishment.  But these claims certainly ignore the justice due to the victim.  The main principle is justice, regardless of whether or not capital punishment is a deterrent.  Since earthly judges can provide no adequate recompense or compensation for murder, the murderer is sent to stand before the judgment bar of God.  Capital punishment is both justice and compassion.  Most of the objections to capital punishment simply flow out of a subconscious animus toward God’s assessment of sin

For you hate discipline, and you cast My words behind you. When you see a thief, you are pleased with him, and you associate with adulterers. (Psalm 50:17–18) 

The subject of capital punishment is quite extensive and, hence, cannot be fully covered in this session.  However, there is one more issue to address.  Under the law of Moses, capital punishment was required for crimes that weren’t directly shedding innocent blood, crimes such as rape, kidnapping, striking certain persons, armed robbery, etc. 

He who kidnaps a man, whether he sells him or he is found in his possession, shall surely be put to death. (Exodus 21:16) 

The principle is that holding someone against their will is both denying and threatening life.  Since the selling of addictive drugs destroys life, drug dealing could also fall under the penalty of capital punishment. In the law of Moses, we don’t see much allowance for jail.  Cases were either crimes for which the criminal could compensate the victims for their loss (in some sort of work-release program) or crimes that required capital punishment.   There was little need to send people to jail to be idle.  A truly Christian legal system would not stress the sedentary, unproductive institution of prison.  

The Role of the Mosaic Law Today

Civil rulers in every age must legislate according to God’s natural law, placed on the conscience and delineated in Scripture.  The big question concerns the current application of the Mosaic Law given to national Israel (the Old Covenant, the Law of Moses). The Mosaic law required capital punishment for adultery, witchcraft, and homosexuality.  It also specifies that the thief must pay back double and that debts are to be canceled in the seventh year. 

There is a teaching and a movement called Reconstructionism, Dominionism, or Theonomy.  This theology teaches that Gentile nations must keep the Mosaic law.  Once the nations become obedient to the Mosaic law, they will be blessed, and Christ’s Kingdom will come.  This movement is totally opposed to Gentile nations operating on natural law because how can a nation obey God’s moral law apart from following the Mosaic case law?  And besides, God’s law is God’s law!  Why would God have any nation do anything different than the requirements He laid down for Israel?  To fully cover all of the arguments could take an entire semester. 

First, be aware that the historic Reform position has been that Gentile nations must rule according to God’s moral law, but not specifically according to the prescribed case law given to the Jews.  The Westminster Confession of Faith states, 

To them also [To national Israel], as a body politick, God gave sundry judicial laws, which expired together with the state of that people, not obliging any other now, further than the general equity thereof may require.  (Chapter 19 section 4)

This also appeared to be the position of the early church fathers and the reformers.  John Calvin explains this position in his treatise on civil government (Section 14-16). Calvin points out that in his day, some espoused the error that the law of Moses is to be the common law for the nations.  However, according to Scripture, both the ceremonial law and the judicial case law were specifically given only Israel.  This was a temporary covenant for the Jews until Christ came.   

The Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith. Galatians 3:24 

But before faith came, we were kept in custody under the law, being shut up to the faith which was later to be revealed. (Galatians 3:23) 

So also we, while we were children, were held in bondage under the elemental things of the world. But when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law, (Galatians 4:3–4) 

When He said, ‘A new covenant,’ He has made the first obsolete. But whatever is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear. (Hebrews 8:13) 

Consider also the Jerusalem Council, where the apostles did not support the position that the Law of Moses was obligatory for the Gentiles.

For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials: that you abstain from things sacrificed to idols and from blood and from things strangled and from fornication; if you keep yourselves free from such things, you will do well. Farewell. (Acts 15:28–29) 

In the Old Testament Oracles against the nations, found in the prophets, the foreign nations around Israel were never condemned as Israel for failing to keep the specific in the Mosaic code, but for violating the general moral law of God 

Calvin explains the basis for law in Gentile nations.

But if it is true that each nation has been left at liberty to enact the laws which it judges to be beneficial, still these are always to be tested by the rule of charity, so that while they vary in form, they must proceed on the same principle.  (Section 15)

Calvin goes on to refute any claim that he is promoting lawlessness, as if every man can do what is right in his own eyes.  The rule of charity to which he refers is the high standard of God’s moral laws.  

Those barbarous and savage laws, for instance, which conferred honor on thieves, allowed the promiscuous intercourse of the sexes, and other things even fouler and more absurd, I do not think entitled to be considered as laws, since they are not only altogether abhorrent to justice, but to humanity and civilized life.  (Section 15) 

Calvin, like all the reformers, believed the state should have laws against sexual immorality, as found in Leviticus 18.  These same sins are also mentioned and condemned in the New Testament.  But the difference between the Mosaic Law and the Law for the nations is the proscription for punishment. Critics often try to discredit the use of the Bible in public policy because the Mosaic law requires the death penalty for adultery, witchcraft, and false teaching.   But that is a misrepresentation of Christian truth. The New Testament clearly teaches that the Mosaic law was only for Israel and was temporary.  

Gentile nations should have penalties for certain marital violations, for sexual deviance, or even for laws against teaching false ideology. For example, in German it is illegal to teach Nazism.  As is often said, the U.S. Constitution is not a suicide pact.  Citizens don’t have the freedom of speech to teach insurrection.  False teaching, such as Marxism, can and is prohibited in public education.  However, the penalty for such crimes is no longer capital punishment.  The Gentile nations are to follow the Everlasting Covenant of Genesis 9 where only the unjust shedding of blood requires the death penalty  

Calvin goes on in Section 16 to explain how nations following natural law is to work in practice.  

Now, as it is evident that the law of God which we call moral, is nothing else than the testimony of natural law, and of that conscience which God has engraved on the minds of men, the whole of this equity of which we now speak is prescribed in it. Hence it alone ought to be the aim, the rule, and the end of all laws. Wherever laws are formed after this rule, directed to this aim, and restricted to this end, there is no reason why they should be disapproved by us, however much they may differ from the Jewish law, or from each other (August. de Civit. Dei, Lib. 19 c. 17). 

The law of God forbids to steal. The punishment appointed for theft in the civil polity of the Jews may be seen in Exodus 22. Very ancient laws of other nations punished theft by exacting the double of what was stolen, while subsequent laws made a distinction between theft manifest and not manifest. Other laws went the length of punishing with exile, or with branding, while others made the punishment capital. Among the Jews, the punishment of the false witness was to “do unto him as he had thought to have done with his brother” (Deut. 19:19). In some countries, the punishment is infamy, in others hanging, in others crucifixion. All laws alike avenge murder with blood, but the kinds of death are different. In some countries, adultery was punished more severely, in others more leniently. Yet we see that amidst this diversity they all tend to the same end. For they all with one mouth declare against those crimes which are condemned by the eternal law of God—viz. murder, theft, adultery, and false witness; though they agree not as to the mode of punishment. This is not necessary, nor even expedient.

There may be a country which, if murder were not visited with fearful punishments, would instantly become a prey to robbery and slaughter. There may be an age requiring that the severity of punishments should be increased. If the state is in troubled condition, those things from which disturbances usually arise must be corrected by new edicts. In time of war, civilization would disappear amid the noise of arms, were not men overawed by an unwonted severity of punishment. In sterility, in pestilence, were not stricter discipline employed, all things would grow worse. One nation might be more prone to a particular vice, were it not most severely repressed. 

How malignant were it, and invidious of the public good, to be offended at this diversity, which is admirably adapted to retain the observance of the divine law. The allegation, that insult is offered to the law of God enacted by Moses, where it is abrogated, and other new laws are preferred to it, is most absurd. Others are not preferred when they are more approved, not absolutely, but from regard to time and place, and the condition of the people, or when those things are abrogated which were never enacted for us.

The Lord did not deliver it by the hand of Moses to be promulgated in all countries, and to be everywhere enforced; but having taken the Jewish nation under his special care, patronage, and guardianship, he was pleased to be specially its legislator, and as became a wise legislator, he had special regard to it in enacting laws. 

Closing thoughts

Even though the Mosaic law is not enforced, the nations can still learn from the general moral principles embodied in the Mosaic case law.  For example, when building a house, railings ought to be installed to protect people from falling (Deuteronomy 22:8).  There can also be limitations on how much debt can be placed on debtors, along with time limits.   Principles derived from the Mosaic law were included in the development of English common law, and the Mosaic Law was referenced in the classic legal text, William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England, 1765. 

Nations must return to the natural and written law of God in administering justice and law.  Yes, there would be heated debates over which penalties to apply to which crimes.  However, it is far better to live in a country that debates the application of Biblical principles than to live in a country that looks to humanism.  

A common foolish and evil motto is “You can’t legislate morality.”  However, all laws legislate morality, and it is the duty of legislators to legislate morality. 

Woe to those who enact evil statutes and to those who constantly record unjust decisions. (Isaiah 10:1)  

May Jesus Christ reign.

Discussion Questions - Session #10 – The Law

Part 1 (0-15:52)
1. Why is lawlessness the human default position?

2. What did Frederic Bastiat write regarding how unprincipled leaders use the law?  (Micah 7:3) 

3.  How is the rule of the Anti-Christ described in Scripture? 

4. Define natural revelation and written revelation (Romans 2:14-15)

5.  When did God establish capital punishment?  

6. Has the Noahic covenant ever been set aside?  What is the Noahic covenant called in Genesis 9:16 and Isaiah 24:5?

7. What is one of the main reasons for the apocalypse coming upon the earth? 

8. Is it permissible for nations to require capital punishment for crimes that threaten life?

Part 2 (15:52-26:12)

9. What are some of the names associated with the movement that teaches Mosaic law should be enforced by all Gentile nations?

10.  What is the historic Christian position on the role of the Mosaic law, as explained in the Westminster Confession of Faith and Calvin’s treatise on civil government?

11.  List some Biblical texts that teach the Mosaic case law belonged only to National Israel

12. Given the Romans 13:4 mandate, should Gentile nations have laws against sexual immorality and false ideology?

13. According to Calvin, why shouldn’t we disapprove of laws that differ from the Jewish law, or differ between nations?

14. According to Calvin, why might some nations need differing penalties?

15. Give some examples of how the Mosaic Case can still be applied in principle

Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #10 – The Law

(1) Discuss additional New Testament support for capital punishment.  Such as Paul’s role for magistrates in Romans 13:4, “It does not bear the sword for nothing,” and Paul’s defense in Acts 25:11, “If then, I am a wrongdoer and have committed anything worthy of death, I do not refuse to die.” 

(2) Discuss why John chapter 8, the woman caught in adultery, is an insufficient argument for the abolition of capital punishment?

(3) In 1 Timothy 1:8, Paul instructs Timothy, “The law is good, if one uses it lawfully.”  What are some misuses of the law?

(4) Given human corruption, the power of the state must certainly be held in check.  However, there is a very deceptive argument that claims that if magistrates are given the power of the sword to stop evil, this will set a precedent for evil magistrates to use that power against the good. Discuss how this is an unjust and irrational fear.   

(5) Discuss also how false verdicts against the innocent defendants are not an argument against capital punishment but an argument for requiring adequate first-hand proof (Deuteronomy 19:15).
Doctrines of Civil Government

Session #11

The New Birth

In this series, we have covered the role of government, God’s providence in establishing governments, the different forms of government, how God raises up and uses evil government to punish a nation, civil obedience and civil disobedience, the doctrine of lower magistrates, and the law.  This session is the most important teaching in the series.  The subject is the new birth, which is also called in Scripture, salvation or conversion.  What is the new birth?  It is the supernatural work of God changing the soul and the nature of the individual who believes the Gospel, granted to those who confess Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.  Jesus said, “Verily, verily, I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3). Not only will unbelievers not enter the Kingdom of God, they won’t even have the opportunity to see it.

What does this Christian teaching have to do with politics and the doctrine of civil government?  Everything, because no political system can work well without a Christian citizenship; that is, individuals possessing personal salvation.  Every political effort is ultimately in vain if it is not supported by Christian conversion.

John Adams (signer of the Declaration of Independence and second president of the United States), in a  letter to the Massachusetts Militia (October 1798) wrote, 

We have no government armed with power capable of contending with human passions unbridled by morality and religion. Avarice, ambition, revenge, or gallantry would break the strongest cords of our Constitution as a whale goes through a net. Our Constitution is designed only for a moral and religious people.
What worldview was Adams imparting to his posterity? He certainly wasn’t trusting the American system of government to preserve and maintain the country.  The Constitution is not being regarded as the source of our peace and prosperity, because the sinful human condition is such that no piece of paper is going to make a citizen productive and law-abiding.  The Constitution (our system of laws, the republican form of popular sovereignty, and the checks and balances) is powerless to keep the citizenship right. Adams strongly disparages the power of the Constitution, likening it to a net stopping a whale. In short, an unrighteous citizenship will pay no attention to the Constitution; in fact, they will apply and reinterpret it in whatever way they choose.

Adam’s quote is venerated but hardly believed in American academia.  The Constitution is considered the main source of America’s peace and prosperity over the last 250 years.  But has it really been the work of the Constitution?  Adams explains that the true source of blessing is a moral and religious people.  He is speaking of the Christian religion.  The Constitution is the caboose; the Christian faith is the engine.  However, unbelievers falsely credit the Constitution for the success of America.  This idolization of the Constitution is a twenty-first-century, secular invention that would have been dismissed by Americans in 1798.

In his letter to the Massachusetts Militia, John Adams reflected on a basic Christian doctrine: for people to be right, the law of God has to be written on the heart.  On Mount Sinai, the law of God was given on tablets of stone, but that never made the people righteous, individually or nationally.  Even with the Mosaic law, the nation of Israel fell into gross sin and collapsed. Through the prophets, God promised a better way.  There would be a new covenant where the law of God would not merely be written on tablets of stone, but on the heart.  This refers to mankind’s need for a supernatural change in nature.

‘Behold, days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,’ declares the Lord. ‘But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,’ declares the Lord, ‘I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people.’ (Jeremiah 31:31–33) 

The Christian community in America is up against political false teaching, coming both from the conservative Right and the liberal Left, that to fix the nation, all we need is better laws, a better polity, and a return to the Constitution.  The prevailing belief is that America doesn’t need to be uniquely Christian or undergo some kind of supernatural conversion through Jesus Christ; all will be well if Americans simply follow the law, believe in freedom, and hold to America’s founding principles, as defined. 

This is a deception that has even duped many evangelicals. We easily forget that the law had been tried in the nation of Israel and had failed miserably.  It is not as if some Gentile nation will succeed where Israel failed.  Jesus issued a radical statement, Unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.  It takes an understanding of the context to get the full meaning of this statement.

Expositing John Chapter 3 
Nicodemus was a ruler of the Jews, a member of the Sanhedrin, the political arm of the Jewish state.  He came to Jesus by night to examine this teacher from Nazareth who claimed to be the Messiah.  It is evident that Nicodemus was a true believer in Jehovah God and that he at least recognized that Jesus had God's authority behind him.

Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews; this man came to Jesus by night and said to Him, ‘Rabbi, we know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him.’ (John 3:1–3) 

We will never know the details of what Nicodemus wanted to discuss with Jesus because Jesus cuts to the chase and tells Nicodemus exactly what he needs to know.

Jesus answered and said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.” (John 3:3) 

This wasn’t a random theological declaration; Jesus was addressing a deficiency in Nicodemus’ religious/political worldview.   As the text goes on to explain, Nicodemus wasn’t thinking in terms of a supernatural conversion.  As a Pharisee, the conservative party of the Jews, he was most likely thinking in terms of the efficacy of Mosaic law.  

Nicodemus said to Him, “How can a man be born when he is old? He cannot enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born, can he?” (John 3:4) 

Nicodemus thought Jesus was referring to a physical second birth.  This suggests an interesting solution to human sin.

Imagine if we could live life all over again and fix all the mistakes we made the first time – like some sort of Groundhog Day scenario?  But we all know that if we had to live life all over again, we would mess it up in some new way.  Jesus explains that he is referring to a new birth in the inner nature, not the body.

Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be amazed that I said to you, ‘You must be born again. The wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it comes from and where it is going; so is everyone who is born of the Spirit.’ (John 3:5–8)  

Students of the Bible debate what Jesus meant by being “born of the water.”  The answer is quite simple.  As is often the case. Jesus is referencing an Old Testament teaching, specifically, a previous prophecy given to Ezekiel.  This is a prophecy that Nicodemus would likely have been familiar with.  In the fifth century BC, when Israel was destroyed and the Jews were going into exile, God promised a solution to Israel's constant problem, which was the people’s persistent corruption and their inability to realize a righteous nation.

For I will take you from the nations, gather you from all the lands and bring you into your own land. Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all your idols. Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances. You will live in the land that I gave to your forefathers; so you will be My people, and I will be your God. Moreover, I will save you from all your uncleanness; and I will call for the grain and multiply it, and I will not bring a famine on you. (Ezekiel 36:24–29)

When Jesus said “unless one is born of water,” he was referring to this prophecy. “I will sprinkle clean water on you.”  This is a metaphor for forgiveness, the washing away of sin.  According to the prophecy in Ezekiel 36, two things must happen for salvation.  First, sins must to be forgiven. Second, we need a new spirit or heart; otherwise, we will continue to commit sin.  In John 3:5, Jesus was addressing both aspects of salvation: (1) born of the water – cleansed, and (2) born of the Spirit – regeneration in nature

The great surprise, with profound theological implications, is Jesus’ response to Nicodemus, “You are a teacher of Israel and do not understand these things?”  Nicodemus, like all the leadership of his day, missed the primary message God communicated to Israel throughout her history.  Man is by nature evil; external law is powerless to change the nature; and therefore, God must effect a miraculous change in the soul.  Failure to grasp these truths is not because the Scriptures are obscure, but the spiritual dullness and biases of man.

The current application of Jesus’ words to Nicodemus would be, “You are a conservative political activist, a political scientist, a political commentator, a writer, a podcaster, or even a pastor, and you don’t realize the necessity of the New Birth?  Instead, you are trying to save America merely by politics, by law, by the Constitution.  Notice how the book of Hebrews addresses this same issue.

For the Law made nothing perfect, and on the other hand, there is a bringing in of a better hope, through which we draw near to God. (Hebrews 7:19) 

These Biblical doctrines of salvation not only apply to the life to come, but to the life that now is.  However, political pundits rarely think in these terms because they relegate conversion to religion. But the sphere of personal faith is the key to governance and national success.

Consider the Biblical record of national Israel, the history that Nicodemus, of all people, should have known. God delivered the Jewish people from slavery in Egypt to form a nation that would represent God to the world. During the Exodus, Moses ascended Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments for the people. Upon hearing the law, the people enthusiastically agreed to obey it

Then he took the book of the covenant and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient!”  (Exodus 24:7) 

God calls Moses back up the mountain, and before the ink is even dry on the tablets (figuratively speaking), the people build an idol for themselves and worship it, breaking the first commandment.  Recognize that the Law of Moses was broken when it was given.  And it wasn’t as if God was saying, “Well, you can try again,” or “perhaps the next generation will be able to keep the law.”   On the contrary, the people’s failure to be made righteous by the law was settled right from the beginning.  God would later tell Moses that Israel would not keep the law throughout her generations. 

The LORD said to Moses, ‘Behold, you are about to lie down with your fathers; and this people will arise and play the harlot with the strange gods of the land, into the midst of which they are going, and will forsake Me and break My covenant which I have made with them.’ (Deuteronomy 31:16)

Moses would also foretell the fate of the nation.

For I know that after my death you will act corruptly and turn from the way which I have commanded you; and evil will befall you in the latter days, for you will do that which is evil in the sight of the LORD, provoking Him to anger with the work of your hands.  (Deuteronomy 31:29) 

And Moses would explain that there is an inherent flaw in the people, and that they are destitute of the condition necessary for righteousness.  

Yet to this day the LORD has not given you a heart to know, nor eyes to see, nor ears to hear. (Deuteronomy 29:4)

They have acted corruptly toward Him, they are not His children, because of their defect; but are a perverse and crooked generation. (Deuteronomy 32:5) 

However, a promise is given that at some future date, God will supernaturally change their hearst.  This is a germinal prophecy of the coming New Covenant, the new birth, and conversion. 

Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, so that you may live. (Deuteronomy 30:6) 

The truth established at the conclusion of the Pentateuch is that there must be a work of God apart from the law because natural, unsaved man is at enmity with God.  “Those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Romans 8:8).

At the end of the Exodus wanderings, the Israelites went into the promised land under the command of Joshua.  There, they made a promise to Joshua, which is pathetically humorous.

They answered Joshua, saying, ‘All that you have commanded us we will do, and wherever you send us we will go. Just as we obeyed Moses in all things.’ (Joshua 1:16–17)

The people did not remember or acknowledge they had rebelled against Moses.  Notice how common it is for people not to acknowledge their own sin and inability.  Hence, people today also ignore Adams’ warning that the strongest cords of our Constitution will be broken as a whale goes through a net.

 After much of the land had been secured by conquest, Joshua concludes his ministry by urging the people again to serve God in this new land.  The people responded: 

The people answered and said, ‘Far be it from us that we should forsake the Lord to serve other gods.’ (Joshua 24:16) 

Notice the self-righteous overconfidence in their claim, “Far be it from us.”  Joshua, who had the right worldview concerning human corruption, answered the people, “You will not be able to serve the Lord” (Joshua 24:19).  Many Bible commentators see this as hyperbole, but no, Joshua was stating a theological truth.  And, by the way, God doesn’t grade on a curve. 

God has looked down from heaven upon the sons of men to see if there is anyone who understands, who seeks after God. Every one of them has turned aside; together they have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one. (Psalm 53:2–3)   

The Historic Failure of Israel 

As Israel's history continued during the period of the judges, God would chasten the nation for its corruption. In times of trouble, people would turn back to God, but once life was good, they would turn back to sin.  During the period of the Kings, it was one corrupt king after another.  There were a few righteous kings who were exceptions to the norm, but even the most righteous kings failed at some point. After 400 years under the kings, the nation became so debauched that God exiled Israel to Babylon.  After seventy years, God returned the Jews to Jerusalem.  The priest Ezra went on a campaign to teach the people the law of God.  Ezra was going to make sure that any national sins wouldn’t be due to a lack of information

For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the LORD and to practice it, and to teach His statutes and ordinances in Israel. (Ezra 7:10)

In the nation’s rebirth, Nehemiah had the people again ratify the Mosaic covenant, but this time it wouldn’t be mere verbal assent as in the days of Moses; Nehemiah would have all of the elders sign a commitment to keep the law.

Now because of all this [the pattern of corruption in Israel’s past], we are making an agreement in writing; and on the sealed document are the names of our leaders, our Levites and our priests.  (Nehemiah 9:38) 

Maybe signing a copy of the law will finally prevent the perpetual slide into corruption. However, the final chapter of Nehemiah records the rise of religious apostasy.   The lesson of human failure and the Law’s inability can’t be missed.  At the end of it all, Nehemiah throws up his hands in despair and hopes that at least God will remember him for good.

Remember me, O my God, for good. (Nehemiah 13:31)

The Old Covenant, the Law, the Constitution of Israel, could never keep the people right and make for a righteous nation. The apostle Paul even calls the Old Covenant the ministry of death.  The Law cannot give life; it can only condemn.

Who also made us adequate as servants of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. But if the ministry of death, in letters engraved on stones, came with glory, so that the sons of Israel could not look intently at the face of Moses because of the glory of his face, fading as it was, how will the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even more with glory? (2 Corinthians 3:6–8) 

It is not that we shouldn’t have laws and constitutions, but the desire for, and power to do, justice and righteousness do not come from these things.  You are a teacher in Israel and do not understand that the only solution is the new birth?

The Solution Advanced by Modern Humanism

The secular solution to human corruption is to look to man’s own goodness and ability to create the perfect society.  It is found as far back as Plato’s writings (375 BC), and the solution is education. Plato was a student of Socrates and the teacher of Aristotle; he founded the Academy in Athens.  In his work The Republic, Plato wrestled with the same problem that has plagued every generation: societies always move toward corruption and collapse.  Plato was not a believer in Democracy because politicians, elected by the masses, ruled by flattery and selfish interests. Plato instead taught that, since most men do not act rationally, a society must be ruled by the wise few, an oligarchy.   

In Plato’s worldview, the reason for human sin is a lack of knowledge.  What else would Plato conclude since he was operating on the assumption that man is basically good?  Part of mankind’s sinful nature includes an unwillingness to admit the depth of man’s sin.

In short, Plato believed, as many do today, that people will do the good if they have proper knowledge. Bad choices are merely mistakes in judgment.  In the Republic (375 BC), he explains that people make bad choices because they have a bad perspective.  In our visual perception, small objects look big up close, while big objects look small from a distance. So also, with ethical discernment. The immediate gratification of a crime is judged to be more satisfying than its long-term consequences. Therefore, to choose evil appears to be the better choice because men lack the right perspective. Plato wrote that men err in their choice of good and evil from a defect of knowledge. No man voluntarily pursues evil . . . to prefer evil to good is not in human nature.

In Plato’s humanist worldview, an adulterer, because of a lack of knowledge, believes the short-term pleasure is worth more than any long-term consequences.  The tax cheat thinks only of himself in the short term, but he doesn’t realize that by stealing from the government, he is hurting himself more in the long term. The drunkard doesn’t foresee cirrhosis of the liver.  The sinner continues to sin out of ignorance. It is all due to mistakes in calculations.  Consequently, Plato’s path to the perfect society is education.  Plato represents the pinnacle of human reason. And like Plato, rationalists and intellectuals today operate on the Platonic view that sin and error arise from a lack of knowledge.   Hence, if everyone in a nation acted according to their rational, fully informed, self-interest, everyone would do the right thing and there would be utopia.

At the beginning of the 20th century, academic leaders turned away from the Gospel.  Rather than looking to Christian conversion, the answer was education.  In effect, this is a belief in man’s ability to keep the law.  However, what made America great was not the law or the Constitution but the great religious revivals, where preachers like Edwards, Whitfield, and Moody preached the necessity of faith and repentance, the New birth.  It is only through the converting power of the Holy Spirit that Americans can become the moral and religious people that Adams spoke about. 

But as we would expect, the great sin of the world is unbelief. Social leaders will credit  the wrong source of deliverance.  And when a physician diagnoses the wrong disease, he prescribes the wrong cure.

C.S. Lewis in his classic work, Mere Christianity, concludes with the radical truth of the new birth. Lewis writes,

The key to history is terrific energy is expended-- civilizations are built up-- excellent institutions devised, but each time something goes wrong.  Some fatal flaw always brings the selfish and cruel people to the top and it all slides back to misery and ruin.  In fact, the machine conks.  It seems to start up all right, and runs a few yards, and then it breaks down.  (Mere Christianity, Book 2, chapter 3) 

Lewis then explains that what we need is not improvement but transformation, because improvement is not redemption.  We don’t need new methods; we first need new men.

The church, Christians, are not called to primarily fix the world through the law and politics.  In fact, an important part of the message we preach is that the world cannot be fixed by law or politics alone. We engage in the civil process only secondarily to support the work of the Gospel.  The law can be our tutor that leads us to Christ (Galatians 3:24). But we never put our hopes in, or make our primary message, the law, the Constitution, or whatever human institutions or programs arise.  Our primary task is to recruit people for another Kingdom, the Kingdom of Christ.   We lead them to be qualified citizens of that new coming kingdom through the new birth. We preach a supernatural Gospel.

May Jesus Christ reign

Discussion Questions - Session #11 – The New Birth

Part 1 (0-13:11)

1. What was John Adams’ philosophy concerning the efficacy of the Constitution?

2. Explain Nicodemus’s worldview and why Jesus emphasized to Nicodemus the need for the new birth.
3.  According to the prophecy of the New Covenant (Jeremiah 31), where must the law of God be written?  What is being described in this metaphor?

4. How is Jesus’ statement “born of water” a reference back to the prophecy in Ezekiel 36:25?

5.  Even though Nicodemus was a teacher of Israel, what basic truth did he fail to understand about the Law of Moses and the history of Israel?

6. Why did the Israelites have such an optimistic view of their ability to keep the Law of Moses?

7.  What reason does Moses give for the Jews’ inability to keep the Law (Deuteronomy 32:5)?

8.  Even though the generation coming out of Egypt could not keep the law, could subsequent generations succeed?

9.  What was Joshua's response to the people’s confidence that they would be able to keep the Law? (Joshua 24:19) 

Part 2 (13:11-25:44)

10.  Explain the lessons of the laws’ inability as seen in the story of Nehemiah

11. The Apostle Paul called the Old Covenant the ministry of _____________  (2 Corinthians 3)

12. There is a false religious confidence in man’s ability to keep the law.  In the same way, what do secular humanists look to as the means of preserving the state from corruption?

13. What form of government did Plato believe was best, and why?

14. According to Plato, why do citizens make wrong choices?  Plato’s reason for human failure was true, but only as a secondary causation. Biblically, what is the primary reason for human failure (Psalm 53:1-3)

15. C.S. Lewis concludes Mere Christianity with the unique message that the Gospel is not about improvement but transformation.  “We don’t need new methods, but new ___________.”

16. If the world cannot be fixed by law and Politics, why must we still engage in law and politics? 

Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #11 – The New Birth

The Christians worldview, that Christian conversion is the source of a nation’s greatness, is not only seen in John Adams’ letter, but also is George Washington’s farewell address.  Discuss George Washington’s warning against those who suppose America can succeed by the Constitution and Law alone.    

George Washington’s farewell address (1796)

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens. The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A volume could not trace all their connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be asked: Where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths which are the instruments of investigation in courts of justice? And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle.
Doctrines of Civil Government

Session #12

Healing the Land
Christians naturally desire righteousness in a nation.  They are the ones who hunger and thirst for righteousness (Matthew 6:33); they look for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells (2 Peter 3:13).  And Jesus taught us to pray, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10); and we know that righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a reproach to any people (Proverbs 14:34).  There is a God who blesses righteousness and judges sin.  Accordingly, it is understandable why the Christian community has great concerned over the moral condition of America.  And hence, the Christian community evangelizes, disciples, and supports righteous laws.  

The atheist assumes the success of a nation is based on political systems, natural resources, education, and various freedoms.  However, Christians recognize from Scripture that national prosperity is a function of the people’s fidelity to God.  No man is an island unto himself.  “For not one of us lives for himself, and not one dies for himself” (Romans 14:7).  The sin of a few may curse the entire nation.  As in the case of the Old Testament character Achan, the entire nation lost the battle due to the sin of one family.  Achan’s sin was Israel’s sin. There is corporate responsibility.

Israel has sinned, and they have also transgressed My covenant which I commanded them. And they have even taken some of the things under the ban and have both stolen and deceived. Moreover, they have also put them among their own things. (Joshua 7:11) 

National outcomes are not solely a matter of built-in consequences for behavior, but the hand of God supernaturally blesses or curses a nation according to the spiritual condition of the people.  This is basic Christianity 101, and a well-known text in this regard is 2 Chronicles 7:14.  At every Christian political gathering, this text is often quoted.

If My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin and will heal their land. (2 Chronicles 7:14) 

Both times Ronald Reagan was sworn into office, he had his hand on the Bible opened to 2 Chronicles 7:14. It is good for the president to know the Bible and to appreciate the truth that the nation's success is based on obedience to God.  The subject of this session is what this text truly means and how it should be applied. The basic point of this text is obvious and ought to be taken seriously.  Nations need to repent!  Just as the Assyrian Empire repented under the preaching of Jonah (Jonah 3:5,10). 

The men of Nineveh will stand up with this generation at the judgment, and will condemn it because they repented at the preaching of Jonah; and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. (Matthew 12:41)

In any examination of 2 Chronicles 7:14, we don’t want to be hardened to truth by pride and intellectual wranglings.  God is commanding all men everywhere to repent, and there is no blessing without turning from sin (Acts 17:30).  Notwithstanding, we must recognize that there are many misinterpretations of this text that must be exposed and corrected.  One popular error claims that if “Christians” in America get right with God, America will be healed. After all, the text says, “If my people.”

A prominent evangelical leader, in addressing his denominational convention, said the following.  (I will not share the name because the point is not the individual but the prevalence of the error)

"What 2 Chronicles 7:14 tells me is that the future of America doesn't depend on what the lost people do; the future of America depends on what the saved people do.  So, Southern Baptists need to get revived. They need to have revival in churches all across this country, in the hearts of believers.” 

Certainly, if Southern Baptist members are dead spiritually, they need to be revived. Nevertheless, we see in this statement the questionable theology that by their faithfulness and obedience, Christians are promised that the country will be saved from decline and judgment. This is an all-too-common conclusion drawn from 2 Chronicles 7:14, but is it such a serious blunder? After all, the main point being made is that Christians ought to live holy lives, and that is a good thing.  Nevertheless, we should be concerned about certain false hopes and expectations that inevitably arise from this misinterpretation of the text.  The Christian community might be better served by learning that Christian faithfulness may not save America, and that saving America may not be the primary goal. At the very least, we should understand from prophecy that at the end of this age, God will allow the wicked to take over the institutions of government so that the world may be judged (2 Thessalonians 2:12).  This will happen despite the faithfulness of the saints (Revelation 12:11)

In the days preceding Israel’s judgment, the prophet Jeremiah faced many false prophets who claimed that Israel would be saved. At this point in Israel’s history, God told Jeremiah to act in a way that, on the surface, appeared to contradict 2 Chronicles 7:14.  God told Jeremiah not to pray for the people!

As for you, do not pray for this people, and do not lift up cry or prayer for them, and do not intercede with Me; for I do not hear you. (Jeremiah 7:16)

Therefore, do not pray for this people, nor lift up a cry or prayer for them; for I will not listen when they call to Me because of their disaster. (Jeremiah 11:14)

So the Lord said to me, ‘Do not pray for the welfare of this people. When they fast, I am not going to listen to their cry; and when they offer burnt offering and grain offering, I am not going to accept them. Rather I am going to make an end of them by the sword, famine and pestilence.’ (Jeremiah 14:11–12)

Three times God had to tell Jeremiah not to pray for the national deliverance.  Most likely because this was so contradictory to Jeremiah’s theological understanding, even his awareness of the 2 Chronicles 7:14 command to pray.   It is likely that Jeremiah did not understand how the coming judgment would result in the healing of the land. 

God also instructed the prophet Ezekiel, a contemporary of Jeremiah, that intercession by the righteous will not save a nation overrun with unbelievers.

Even though these three men, Noah, Daniel and Job were in its midst, by their own righteousness they could only deliver themselves,” declares the Lord God. (Ezekiel 14:14)

2 Chronicles 7:14 must be balanced with these other texts in the prophets.  Given the Christian revival and Christian influence interpretation of 2 Chronicles 7:14, here are a few questions:

1) What if the 5000 souls that were saved at Pentecost (those that made up the early church in Jerusalem) humbled themselves, prayed, and turned from their wicked ways?  Would Israel be healed?  Would God have stopped the Romans from burning Jerusalem to the ground? Was the destruction of Israel in AD 70 the fault of an unspiritual church in Jerusalem?

2) What if Noah and his family, the only believers in the pre-flood world, humbled themselves and prayed and sought the face of God and turned from their wicked ways? Would the flood have been averted?

3) Could Elijah and the 7000 that did not bow the knee to Baal, by their prayers and righteousness, save Northern Israel?   Elijah became despondent because he could not effect revival in Northern Israel. He said to God, “Take my life, I am not better than my fathers” (2 Kings 19:4). God then corrected Elijah’s expectations for the nation. Evidently, God’s purpose was not to save the entire nation, but to protect the 7000 who did not bow the knee to Baal.  This certainly sheds light on God's plan and purposes as they relate to 2 Chronicles 7:14.

4) What if prophet Jeremiah and the true believers living in Israel in 600 BC – those called the good figs in Jeremiah 24,  people like Daniel and his three friends – humbled themselves and prayed and sought the face of God and turned from their wicked ways? Would Israel have been saved from the Babylonian invasion in 586 BC?

5) Jesus Christ was the perfect teacher in Israel – He was the perfect man of prayer and holy living – but by his righteousness, the entire nation was not saved, only his sheep were saved. And they were saved for heaven, not for some earthly national prosperity.
Charles Finney, a 19th-century fiery evangelist in North America, is known by Christian patriots for the following quote:

Brethren, our preaching will bear its legitimate fruits.

If immorality prevails in the land, the fault is ours in a great degree.

If there is a decay of conscience, the pulpit is responsible for it.

If the public press lacks moral discrimination, the pulpit is responsible for it.

If the church is degenerated and worldly, the pulpit is responsible for it.

If the world loses its interest in religion, the pulpit is responsible for it.

If Satan rules in our halls of legislation, the pulpit is responsible for it.

If our politics become so corrupt that the very foundations of our government are ready to fall away, the pulpit is responsible for it.

Let us not ignore this fact, my dear brethren; but let us lay it to heart, and be thoroughly awake to our responsibility in respect to the morals of this nation.

Rev. Charles Finney (1792 - 1875)

But the question is, “How should 'the pulpit' be defined?    Jesus said wolves will come in sheep’s clothing. Unrighteous pulpits are not part of the true church.  But the main issue here is whether the minority of true Christians in any country has some sort of promise or power of God to convert the entire population or save the nation.  We must be careful not to blame the people of God for the lostness of the lost or the judgment of God on a nation.  In the Revelation, we do not see that the rise of the anti-Christ, the world's embrace of the anti-Christ, and the ensuing apocalypse are due to any failure on the part of the true church.  America can go into apostasy while the true church is 100% faithful to Christ.  Certainly, Christians can always do better, and Christians are never fully sanctified, but ultimately, the lostness of the lost is the fault of the lost.
We must be careful not to blame the evils of the nation, even the lostness of the world, upon the people of

God. In these last days, the Christian Community might be better served by learning that our faithfulness may not save the nation, and saving America may not be our primary goal. At the end of this age, God has a special plan to remove his restraint upon the wicked, so that the wicked take over the institutions of government, so that the world may be judged 
Interpreting correctly 2 Chronicles 7:14

The misinterpretation of 2 Chronicles is three fold:

1. Its place in the context of the Old Covenant

2. The meaning of the phrase “My People”

3. The meaning of the word “heal” and “land

First, the place of 2 Chronicles 7:14 in the context of the Old Covenant:  The year was about 960 BC.  King Solomon had just finished building the Temple of the Lord in Jerusalem.  Previously, the worship of God took place in a tent called the Tabernacle.  At the ceremony dedicating the new temple, King Solomon makes a public prayer dedicating the Temple.  The main point of Solomon’s prayer is to ask God to acknowledge the temple as His house and to hear the people's prayers offered there. God answers by assuring Solomon that He will hear their prayers.  If the people sin, and judgment comes, God will restore the nation from judgment if the people repent and turn from their wicked ways.

Thus Solomon finished the house of the LORD and the king’s palace, and successfully completed all that he had planned on doing in the house of the LORD and in his palace. Then the LORD appeared to Solomon at night and said to him, ‘I have heard your prayer and have chosen this place for Myself as a house of sacrifice. If I shut up the heavens so that there is no rain, or if I command the locust to devour the land, or if I send pestilence among My people, and My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin and will heal their land. Now My eyes will be open and My ears attentive to the prayer offered in this place.’ (2 Chronicles 7:11–15)

Solomon prayer, and God’s answer, were nothing new.  It was a reiteration of the terms of the Mosaic covenant.  Obedience to the law would bring blessing, disobedience would bring cursing and judgment. Five hundred years earlier, in the book of Deuteronomy, God promises restoration if there is repentance.

And you return to the Lord your God and obey Him with all your heart and soul according to all that I command you today, you and your sons, 3then the Lord your God will restore you from captivity, and have compassion on you, and will gather you again from all the peoples where the Lord your God has scattered you. (Deuteronomy 30:2–3)

Shortly after the temple was built, Solomon himself broke the covenant by building temples to foreign gods, turning Jerusalem into an ecumenical city. The remaining 350 years of the nation was a continual downward slide into apostasy. The terms of the Covenant were broken, and just as our first parents, Adam and Eve, sin brings death.  All their descendants, having the same nature, followed the same path.  The Mosaic covenant was the ministry of death and condemnation (2 Corinthians 3:9).  “By the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law comes the knowledge of sin” (Romans 3:20).  The promise of 2 Chronicles 7:14 could never be realized because obedience to the law required perfect obedience.  This is Paul’s point in Galatians 3.  God does not grade on a curve.  

For as many as are of the works of the Law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who does not abide by all things written in the book of the Law, to perform them.” (Galatians 3:10)

Second, “My people” refers to all citizens of Israel.  As pointed out earlier, God demonstrated Israel’s corporate responsibility in the case of Achan.  The sin of one man was enough to curse the entire nation.  Moses also explained in Deuteronomy 29:18 that the rebellion of one man, woman, family, or tribe would be enough to curse the land.  We are to understand that God’s grace, not the terms of the law as expressed in 2 Chronicles 7:14, was the operating principle preserving the Jewish nation. The law works wrath (Romans 4:15).  Therefore, even with the promises of 2 Chronicles 7:14, every nation can only expect cursing,

The operation of God’s grace vs. law in the Old Covenant is hard to comprehend, but it is simply this:  Any blessing that comes upon a nation, that may appear to come about because of a few righteous individuals, still has to be by God’s Grace.  Because even the righteousness of the few does not measure up.  All our righteousness is as filthy rages in God’s sight (Isaiah 64:6).  And even the righteousness of the few is generated by the Grace of God working through the Holy Spirit.  What we see in the history of Israel under the Old Covenant is God’s unmerited grace sustaining the people despite the terms of the Mosaic covenant.  If it were strictly a matter of the Mosaic covenant, the people would have been destroyed at Mount Sinai.

The operation of Grace for the salvation of God’s chosen, explains why God would give the wicked King Ahab and his wife Jezebel victory of the Aramean army, and how King David could commit heinous crimes and God would take away his sin, And how the prophet Haggai, after pronouncing that all of Israel is unclean, then declare that from this moment on God would bless them.

Then Haggai said, ‘So is this people. And so is this nation before Me,’ declares the LORD, ‘and so is every work of their hands; and what they offer there is unclean. . . Is the seed still in the barn? Even including the vine, the fig tree, the pomegranate and the olive tree, it has not borne fruit. Yet from this day on I will bless you.’   (Haggai 2:14, 19)

God was preserving the nation by grace so that Christ would have a nation to come to, and there would be a people to save

Now, as far as “the Land” is concerned, we must differentiate between the Old and New Covenants. The Old Covenant emphasizes the promise of earthly blessings. The New Covenant emphasizes the promise of the real, permanent, heavenly blessings, with persecutions in this life.  Even before the Mosaic Covenant, Abraham understood that the land he was ultimately seeking was a heavenly city, not real-estate in the Middle-East. 

For he was looking for the city which has foundations, whose architect and builder is God. (Hebrews 11:10)

But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called their God; for He has prepared a city for them. (Hebrews 11:16)

In the New Testament, the Apostle Paul does not encourage the Church with the promise of earthly prosperity; instead, spiritual blessings and a heavenly citizenship.

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ. (Ephesians 1:3)

For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ; (Philippians 3:20)

In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. (John 14:2)

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal; (Matthew 6:19–20)

For the people of God, even during the Old Covenant, they would have tribulation, not necessarily earthly prosperity, because this world is at enmity with God.  The inheritance for the people of God is future.  And this explains why, even though righteous prophets in the Old Testament wandered in deserts, mountains, caves, and holes in the ground (Hebrews 11:38), they were still recipients of God’s land promise.

John Calvin’s commentary is a good example of evangelical theology on this issue. 

God does not appear, as of old, as the rewarder of His people by earthly blessings; and this because we “are dead, and our life is hid with Christ in God;” because it becomes us to be conformed to our Head, and through many tribulations to enter the kingdom of heaven. . . 

In short, let us no more wonder that the Israelites were only attracted and alarmed by temporal rewards and punishments, than that the land of Canaan was to them a symbol of their eternal inheritance, in which, nevertheless, they confessed themselves strangers and pilgrims; from whence the Apostle correctly concludes, that they desired a better country.  (John Calvin commentary on Leviticus 26)

This is the message in the book of Hebrews.  The Mosaic covenant was only a copy or shadow of the heavenly things and symbols for the present time. Today, we preach the real inheritance.

Who serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly things . . .  (Hebrews 8:5)

But now He has obtained a more excellent ministry, by as much as He is also the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted on better promises. (Hebrews 8:6)

Which is a symbol for the present time. . . (Hebrews 9:9)

2 Chronicles 7:14 is not a promise that a minority of Christians in a nation can, by repentance and prayer, save a wicked nation from judgment. Nevertheless, this text still needs to be preached to the unsaved world.  An erroneous interpretation should not diminish the importance of national repentance.  “If people humble themselves and pray and seek God’s face and turn from their wicked ways, then God will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” But as messengers of the New Covenant, the land that ought to be emphasized is not America, but the greater heavenly inheritance.  That is where the true prosperity and blessing will be found.  

For what is a man profited if he gains the whole world, and loses or forfeits himself?  (Luke 9:25)

In this life, God certainly provides His people with many temporal earthly blessings, and He may bless a nation's relative righteousness as a sign that His ways are good, but the promise of the Gospel is not heaven on earth. Christians are rescuing people from this present evil age (Galatians 1:4).  The New Testament church does not preach earthly prosperity.

What God does with America, or any nation, is no longer directly correlated to the obedience of His people. God’s works according to the redemption of His people. God will bring upon a nation that which will best accomplish the great commission and salvation of souls for the Kingdom of heaven.   

Let’s preach 2 Chronicles 7:14 in the light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  May Jesus Christ reign.

Discussion Questions - Session #12 – Healing the Land

Part 1 (0-13:27)
1. Why are Christians greatly concerned about the morality of the nation?

2. To what does the secular worldview attribute national peace and prosperity in comparison to the Christian worldview?

3. What is the promise that some Evangelicals mistakenly find in 2 Chronicles 7:14?

4. In contrast to 2 Chronicles 7:14, why were Jeremiah and Ezekiel told not to pray for the people?  What specific request were the prophets not to pray for?

5. In AD 70, could the Jerusalem Church save the nation of Israel by their prayers and repentance? 

6. In 850 BC, could Elijah save Northern Israel by his prayers and repentance?

7. In 605 BC, could Jeremiah save Judah from the Babylonian invasion by his prayers and repentance?

8. In AD 30, could Christ and His disciples save all of Israel by their righteousness?  

9. Who is ultimately to blame for the lostness of the lost?

10. In Charles Finny’s thesis which blames the pulpits for national corruption, Are the true pulpits and true church to blame? 

Part 2 (13:27-25:26)
11. Was God’s answer to Solomon in 2 Chronicles 7:14 any different than the terms of the Mosaic Covenant?

12.  Did Israel ever keep the terms of the Mosaic Covenant so as to deserve the blessing promised in 2 Chronicles 7:14?

13.  Are “My people” all the citizens of Israel or the true believers?

14. What principle was operating during the Old Covenant that allowed for the nation’s peace and prosperity? (Romans 3:25)

15.  Why did God tell Haggai that the nation was unclean, but from here on I will bless you? (Haggai 2:14, 19)

16.  What “land” was Abraham ultimately looking for?

17.  What is the difference between the Leviticus 26:3-4 Old Covenant promise and the Ephesians 1:3 New Covenant promise?

18. Although God may bless relative righteousness, to demonstrate the blessing of obedience, what is God’s higher purpose in either prospering or judging a nation?

Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #12 – Healing the Land

(1) It was likely a surprise for the ancient Israelite to hear the message from the prophets that the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile would be the healing of the land.  The prayer of the righteous for deliverance was answered in the judgment.  (Isaiah 4:4; Ezekiel 22:15; Zechariah 13:9).  Discuss this truth and how God answers our prayers in ways we do not imagine.

(2) In the days of the church, Father Augustine, Roman, was sacked by the Visigoths (AD 410).  This occasioned much scorn toward Christianity because, after Christianity was declared the state religion (AD 381), the Roman Empire continued to experience decline. Augustine wrote his great work, The City of God, as a response to this complaint. He explained that the Roman public wasn’t truly Christian and that the Gospel promises heavenly blessings.  Augustine was, in effect, wrestling with the application of 2 Chronicles 7:14.  Discuss how the breakup of the Roman Empire would result in the deliverance of God’s people.  Consider how this would also be the prophetic fulfillment of Daniel 2:41.

* Discuss how the earthly promises of the Old Covenant differ from the heavenly promises of the New Covenant 

You shall keep My sabbaths and reverence My sanctuary; I am the LORD. If you walk in My statutes and keep My commandments so as to carry them out, then I shall give you rains in their season, so that the land will yield its produce and the trees of the field will bear their fruit. (Leviticus 26:2–4)

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, (Ephesians 1:3)

(3) Confusion over the Old Testament versus the New Testament promise is behind the error of the Prosperity Gospel.  This error also leads to unbiblical conclusions about the causes and effects of national prosperity.  Discuss how earthly prosperity is not always a sign of righteousness, and earthly loss is not always a sign of cursing.  For additional study, consider Calvin’s commentary on Leviticus 26:3-4

God for the most part shewed forth by external proofs that He was favorably disposed to His people or offended with them. Because now-a-days God does not openly take vengeance on sins as of old. Fanatics infer that He has almost changed His nature; nay, on this pretense, the Manicheans imagined that the God of Israel was different from ours. But this error springs from gross and disgraceful ignorance; for, by not distinguishing His different modes of dealing, they do not hesitate impiously to cut God Himself in two. 

The earth does not now cleave asunder to swallow up the rebellious: God does not now thunder from heaven as against Sodom: He does not now send fire upon wicked cities as He did in the Israelitish camp: fiery serpents are not sent forth to inflict deadly bites: in a word, such manifest instances of punishment are not daily presented before our eyes to make God terrible to us; and for this reason, because the voice of the Gospel sounds much more clearly in our ears, like the sound of a trumpet, whereby we are summoned to the heavenly tribunal of Christ.  

Let us then learn to tremble at that sentence, which banishes all the wicked from the kingdom of God. So, on the other hand, God does not appear, as of old, as the rewarder of His people by earthly blessings; and this because we “are dead, and our life is hid with Christ in God;” because it becomes us to be conformed to our Head, and through many tribulations to enter the kingdom of heaven. Thus, the greater are the adversities that oppress us, the more cheerfully it behooves us to lift up our heads, until Christ shall gather us into the fellowship of His glory, and to pursue the course of our calling for the hope which is set before us in heaven; in a word,

I admit, indeed, the truth of what Paul teaches, that “godliness” even now has “the promise of the life that now is, as well as of that which is to come,” (1 Timothy 4:8;) and assuredly believers already taste on earth of that blessedness which they shall hereafter enjoy in its fullness. God also inflicts His judgments on the ungodly in order to remind us of the last judgment; but still the distinction to which I have adverted is obvious, that since God has opened to us the heavenly life in the Gospel, He now calls us directly to it, whereas He led the Fathers to it as it were by steps. For this reason Paul elsewhere teaches, that believers are afflicted in this world as

“a manifest token of the righteous judgment of God, that they may be counted worthy of the kingdom of God for which they also suffer, seeing it is a righteous thing with God to recompense,” etc. (2 Thessalonians 1:5.)

In short, let us no more wonder that the Israelites were only attracted and alarmed by temporal rewards and punishments, than that the land of Canaan was to them a symbol of their eternal inheritance, in which, nevertheless, they confessed themselves strangers and pilgrims; from whence the Apostle correctly concludes, that they desired a better country.

 (Calvin’s commentary on Leviticus 26:3-4) 

Doctrines of Civil Government

Session #13

The Beast

In this final session, I would like to focus on the relationship of the church and state in regard to Biblical prophecy - how this age will end and the role of civil government. In the Old Testament prophetic book of Daniel, the pagan King Nebuchadnezzar is given a prophetic vision of four empires arising on earth, and he sees them as a glorious statue of man.

· The head of gold - Babylon

· The breastplate of silver – Persia

· The belly and thighs of bronze – Greece

· The legs of iron – Rome

Years later, Daniel also sees a vision of these empires, but as the man of God, Daniel sees them for what they truly are, Beasts

· The winged lion – Babylon

· The bear – Persia

· The leopard – Greece

· The dreadful and terrible beast with 10 horns – Rome 

This final beast is described as extremely strong and having large iron teeth.  It devoured and crushed and trampled down the remainder with its feet.  

Then there will be a fourth kingdom as strong as iron; inasmuch as iron crushes and shatters all things, so, like iron that breaks in pieces, it will crush and break all these in pieces. In that you saw the feet and toes, partly of potter’s clay and partly of iron, it will be a divided kingdom; but it will have in it the toughness of iron, inasmuch as you saw the iron mixed with common clay. As the toes of the feet were partly of iron and partly of pottery, so some of the kingdom will be strong and part of it will be brittle. And in that you saw the iron mixed with common clay, they will combine with one another in the seed of men; but they will not adhere to one another, even as iron does not combine with pottery.  (Daniel 2:40–43)

This prophecy doesn’t end with the ancient Roman Empire. As the Statue of Nebuchadnezzar was divided into two legs, the Roman Empire was split into the Western and Eastern Empires. The Western Empire fell in AD 476; the Eastern Empire fell in AD 1453.  As a man's legs are divided into ten toes, the Roman Empire was eventually divided into at least ten main European countries.  Corresponding to this, the fourth beast is also seen as having ten horns. Students of Scripture have tried to identify these ten nations.  Even the 17th-century French physicist, Blaise Pascal, wrote an extensive treatise on this subject.  Prophetic Bible teachers today often identify the ten-nation confederacy with the European Union. Given that this is Biblical content, these ten people groups are likely ten nations from among the seventy family divisions described in Genesis 10.  Only God knows the labels they operate under today.  

The message in the book of Revelation is that this “Beast” comes back to life – possibly some type of revived Roman Empire.  There seems to be an ethnic connection between the ancient Roman Empire and this future empire. By the way, the “Beast,” as described in the prophecies, can refer to both the empire and the anti-leader.

I saw a beast coming up out of the sea having ten horns and seven heads, and on his horns were ten diadems, and on his heads were blasphemous names.  (Revelation 13:1)

The beast that you saw was, and is not, and is about to come up out of the abyss and go to destruction. And those who dwell on the earth, whose name has not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world, will wonder when they see the beast, that he was and is not and will come. (Revelation 17:8)

What we are seeing in Biblical prophecy is the rise of an anti-god global empire, embraced and worshipped by people around the world.  This will be an empire and a world leader empowered by Satan himself.

And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. (Revelation 12:9)

And the beast which I saw was like a leopard, and his feet were like those of a bear, and his mouth like the mouth of a lion. And the dragon gave him his power and his throne and great authority.  (Revelation 13:2) 

At the end of this age, human government, which is the combined power and the will of man, will be taken over by the realm of the demonic.  Satan is the god of this world (2 Corinthians 4:4).  Jesus called him the ruler of this world (John 12:31).  In the Temptation of Christ, Satan said, all these kingdoms have been handed over to me (Luke 4:6).  Satan’s goal is to get humanity on his side, and he facilitates this through the power of government. 

Although this topic may seem to belong strictly to the doctrine of eschatology, it is part of the doctrine of civil government. Christians must be aware that a day is coming when, in our allegiance to Christ, we must resist, oppose, and disobey human government.

Given the nature and ideology of this prophesied global empire, our opposition should be obvious; but in case there is any doubt, God clearly communicates how His people must respond.  Christians are not to identify with this empire; hence, they must refuse to take the mark or the insignia of the empire

If anyone honors the beast, and receives the mark of the beast, he will drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is mixed in full strength in the cup of God’s anger. (Revelation 14:9-10)

Failing to practice civil disobedience is not an option.  Our stand for Christ will be demonstrated by our opposition to this humanist, global empire.

Undoubtedly, even though these prophetic texts refer to the future, there is a timeless application for the church in every century.  In every age, Satan has infiltrated and used government for evil, and Christians have had to stand against such states.  As the apostle John writes, “You have heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have appeared” (1 John 2:18).  Throughout the church age, rather than Kings and magistrates being righteous ministers of God, avengers who bring wrath on the ones who practice evil (Romans 13:4), many, in their rebellion to God, they have gone over to the side of the evil one (to various degrees).  We are certainly experiencing this currently in many governments pursuing a secular humanistic, immoral agenda.  The prophecy is that all this will reach its climax at the end of this age.   This age will end in a great outbreak of evil.

Now, this view of Biblical prophecy is not without detractors, especially during the Protestant Reformation, when post-millennialism was popular.   The prevailing view was that by the power of the Gospel, the church would Christianize the world, then Christ would come to receive His kingdom.  

As one example, the American Theologian Jonathan Edwards (1702-1758) taught that the church was about to experience a latter-day glory. With the decline of Roman Catholicism, many believed the age of the Antichrist had ended.  Hence, Christ’s millennial kingdom of peace would soon be realized through church evangelism.  Edward based this eschatology on texts such as 

· The Gates of Hell would not prevail against the church (Matthew 16:18)

· God will not bring to birth and fail to deliver (Isaiah 66:9)

· No weapon formed against you will prosper (Isaiah 54:17)

But even with his post-millennial view, Edwards had to admit, from His reading of Revelation chapter 20, that at the end of a realized millennium on earth, Satan would be released for a little while and the world would rebel against Christ’s rule. 

When the thousand years are completed, Satan will be released from his prison and will come out to deceive the nations which are in the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them together for the war; the number of them is like the sand of the seashore. And they came up on the broad plain of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city, and fire came down from heaven and devoured them.  (Revelation 20:7–9)

Edward writes in a piece entitled, A History of the Work of Redemption

I now come to speak of the great apostasy there should be toward the close of this period, and how the church should, for a short time be threatened by her enemies . . . it shall again be a dark time.  Satan shall again begin to set up his dominion again in the world; and this world shall again become a scene of darkness and wickedness.  (Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 1, p. 611)

It is instructive that almost every eschatological system (pre-millennial, amillennial, and even post-millennial) agrees that preceding the second coming of Christ, there will be an outbreak of evil at the end of this age.  The only debate is the texts referenced and the degree of evil.  Certainly, Jonathan Edwards did not anticipate the sudden ascendancy of Secular Humanism in the 20th century. It is as if the progressive dominion of Christianity in the first three centuries has been completely reversed.

Exposition of 2 Thessalonians 2

To understand this reversal, we must turn to Paul’s prophetic word in 2 Thessalonians chapter 2

Now we request you, brethren, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him, that you not be quickly shaken from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come. 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 2:1–3)

The church at Thessalonica mistakenly believed that the Day of the Lord (the apocalypse) had arrived.  Paul corrects them, stating that the Day of the Lord has not come, as it will not until two events occur: the apostasy and the arrival of the man of lawlessness.

The Apostasy First

The text states, “the apostasy comes first” (πρῶτον prṓton), which suggests a chronological order.  A very common, but unfounded prophetic assumption is that the apostasy (and anti-Christ) appear on day one of the apocalypse - the seven-year tribulation. Given what we know about the historical rise of lesser anti-Christ figures such as Antiochus, Nero, Stalin, and Hitler, it is more reasonable to assume the anti-Christ will be a recognizable world leader long before the apocalyptic judgments unfold.  I am not specifically teaching a Pre-, Mid-, or Post-tribulation rapture of the church, but merely pointing out that the church will likely see some signs and troubles before the actual apocalyptic timetable.  As Jesus taught in the Olivet discourse, “When you see all these things, recognize that He is near, right at the door” (Matthew 24:3), and as Paul taught in 2 Thessalonians, two signs precede the Day of the Lord – the apostasy and the man of lawlessness.

The main point to note is that the apostasy precedes the anti-Christ; and hence, the apostasy is likely the catalyst that ushers in the anti-Christ.  There must first be a dramatic, worldwide, ideological/theological shift before the world is ready to embrace this demonic empire.  Rather than assuming this social change is immediate, it may be a gradual process that begins decades before the apocalypse begins.  The prophesied apostasy may explain the explosive growth of atheistic secularism over the last century. 

The Apostasy Involves All Humanity

It is unfortunate that the word “apostasy” (the Greek word ἀποστασία - apostasía), has taken on a strictly religious meaning.  Hence, the text is interpreted to solely mean that there will be a great doctrinal falling away in the visible church.  Certainly, that is true; the Great Harlot in the book of Revelation looks like false religion – an impostor Bride of Christ (Revelation 17:1).   However, in the Roman world, the word “apostasía,” meant a rebellion, usually in the context of a civil uprising. The prophecy refers to a worldwide rebellion against God.

But we may ask, “Hasn’t the world always been in rebellion against God?”  True, there is always sin, but generally, the nations have abided by the law of nature and nature’s God.  God was not explicitly regarded as the enemy.   God was the good guy; Satan was the bad guy. But over the last generation, there has been a paradigm shift.  Social leaders are depicting God’s natural law as an oppressive human construct. And if mankind is to be free, every value associated with God must be overthrown. The public is even rebelling against the biological reality of Gender.  There used to be an unspoken respect for natural law – a standard of righteousness outside of ourselves to which we must conform, but that belief is being called oppression. But now, honesty, virtue, and authenticity are about you being you.  Don’t let anyone tell you what to do. 

This ideology is a revival of first-century Gnosticism, which is the undisguised creed of Satan.  Gnosticism teaches that in the garden, Satan was the good god who sought to give man knowledge, freedom, and exaltation; Jehovah God was the bad god who wanted to oppress and control mankind.  From the very beginning, this was Satan’s argument against God, and now, through the doctrines of demons, Lucifer is getting mankind to side with him in overt Satanism.

This is what the world is being awakened, or “becoming woke” to.  Don’t miss the significance that the ideology in the last days is a return to the original lie of Satan in the garden.  God’s authority and laws are deemed oppressive.  The apostle Paul's prophecy in 2 Thessalonians concerning the apostasy has been given to prepare the church for what is to come, and it is incumbent upon the church to identify and expose the error.  The ungodly policies of governments are prophetic signs of the time.  The world must be put on notice, and thereby, a few souls, seeing the evil, may turn to Christ.

The Man of Lawlessness

According to 2 Thessalonians 2:3, two signs precede the coming of Christ.  The first sign to look for is an ideological shift, a great rebellion against the Law of Nature and Nature’s God.   Satan has been working toward this goal, having planted many seeds which have taken root and are now bearing fruit.  The second sign is physical – a coming individual called the Man of Lawlessness.  He is the personal embodiment of the apostasy, what might be considered an impostor incarnation, where Satan possesses a human body in order to connect with the human race.  The text goes on to explain in verse 9, “He is the one whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan.”  Revelation 13:4 states that the serpent gave his authority to the beast.  The Man of Lawlessness certainly looks like a demonically possessed individual

In 2 Thessalonians 2:4, we discover that the Man of Lawlessness displays himself as being God.  

Who opposes and exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying himself as being God. (2 Thessalonians 2:4)

Here, we have to understand the subtleties of Satanic worship; it isn’t limited to Satanic rituals.  Exalting oneself above God includes an adoration of humanism, a faith in man’s perfectibility and advancement, a trust in a statist humanistic utopian vision, and a belief in man’s autonomy from His creator.

Now the prophecy continues with the apostle providing two crucial points Christians need to apprehend  (1) How this will happen (2:5-9), and (2) Why does this happen (2:10-12).  In many ways, Christians may err in these two points.

How Will This happen? 

The Christians will naturally ask the question, “How can evil take over the world?”  Don’t we have the promise of the Holy Spirit to convict the world (John 16:8)?  Don’t we have the power of the Gospel (Romans 1:20)?  Hasn’t all authority been given to Christ, and the gates of Hell will not prevail against the church? (Matthew 16:18)?   Has the church failed?

To clear up any misconception, the apostasy specifies that the Man of Lawless is only be able to come on the scene because God removes his restrain.

And you know what restrains him now, so that in his time he will be revealed. For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work; only he who now restrains will do so until he is taken out of the way. Then that lawless one will be revealed . . . (2 Thessalonians 2:6–8)

There has been much debate over the identity of the restrainer.  Paul considers it so obvious that he doesn’t feel compelled to mention who it is.  The early church fathers, Tertullian, Irenaeus, Jerome, and Augustine, believed it was the Roman Empire – a reference to the restraint of government. That conclusion does fully account for God’s restraint.  The Roman Empire was hardly the means by which God was preventing the rise of the Antichrist; in fact, the empires of men will facilitate it.  This we do know, regardless of whatever secondary means God uses, God is the only one who can restrain evil.

The main point in the text is that the only reason unregenerate men have generally submitted to the law of God throughout the church age is not that mankind is intrinsically good.  God's spirit has been restraining mankind’s natural proclivities. The unsaved world has submitted to the Christian worldview not because Christians were so numerous and convincing, but by the restraint of the Holy Spirit.  The true church has always been a small minority, maybe only one or two percent.  Christians are not going to outvote the unsaved.  Any outward submission to moral law had to be by the Spirit of God.  But with the removal of the Spirit’s restraint, unbelievers will wake up and wonder, why have we been following these Christian values?  This is not in us!

A common mistake is in assuming that the early church Christianized the Roman Empire because those early Christians were super spiritual.  On the contrary, the early church was a mess. The salt and light influence the church was by the restraining power of the Holy Spirit. However, in the final days before the coming of Christ, the world will reject Christianity and return to paganism, not because of the failure of the true church; God simply removes His restraint.  That is the whole point being made in the 2 Thessalonians 2:6-7 prophecy.

The prophecy also points out that, with the removal of God’s restraint, the anti-Christ will bring upon the world a deceptive lie – a false ideology.

That is, the one whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan, with all power and signs and false wonders, and with all the deception of wickedness for those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth so as to be saved. For this reason God will send upon them a deluding influence so that they will believe what is false.  (2 Thessalonians 2:9–11)

Why Does This Happen?

If God desires all men to be saved, why would he allow the Anti-Christ to deceive?  This is the doctrine of Judicial Blindness.  As the prophecy points out, these are people who already do not love the truth so as to be saved.  They have already rejected God's authority, and therefore, God gives them a venue through which they can display their rebellion.  The lie is in looking to the anti-Christ and his government for deliverance. They believe what is false despite rational thinking because their love for their godless ideology blinds them to natural, common-sense survival instincts.  Common sense is already on loan from God.  All God needs to do is remove common grace from unbelievers, and they will believe anything.

Paul concludes by explaining why this world will end with a great outbreak of evil.  

In order that they all may be judged who did not believe the truth, but took pleasure in wickedness. (2 Thessalonians 2:12)

Recognize that all the delusions and ensuing wickedness which will break out in the world are not their victory but their judgment.  We must include this message in our evangelism. Their temporary success is not a sign that history will be on their side, but a sign of their coming judgment.

Although Biblical prophecy teaches that the institution of human government will eventually be taken over by Satan, we certainly should not surrender or check out. The church can thrive, and there can be a great harvest of souls for Christ right up until the end.  God will crush all of the Kingdoms of men, but until then, God will be recruiting citizens for His Kingdom.

In the days of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which will never be destroyed, and that kingdom will not be left for another people; it will crush and put an end to all these kingdoms, but it will itself endure forever. (Daniel 2:44)  

And I end on this final verse of the Bible, which is both a prayer and an encouraging promise.

He who testifies to these things says, ‘Yes, I am coming quickly.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all. Amen. (Revelation 22:20–21)  

Discussion Questions - Session #13 – The Beast

Part 1- How this age will end  (0-10:30)
1. Why does King Nebuchadnezzar see world empires as a glorious statute of man while Daniel sees them as beasts?

2. According to the prophecy, the fourth Empire is divided into how many nations?

3. Who empowers the anti-Christ and his globalist empire?

4. Why does Satan work to take control of human government?

5. How are Christians to respond to the anti-Christ government?  (Revelation 14:9-10)

6. What timeless applications can be drawn from the prophetic warnings concerning the future anti-Christ government?

7. How will the current age end?   Do all theologians agree?

8. What was Jonathan Edward eschatology concerning the future of America?

Part 2 – Exposition of 2 Thessalonians 2 (10:30-24:25)

9. What was the eschatological mistake within the church of Thessalonica?

10. Which two signs precede and foreshadow the coming Day of the Lord? 

11. Why must the apostasy come before the Man of Lawlessness arrives?

12. What is the meaning of the word “apostasy”?  Is it a reference solely to the church?

13. Is the Man of Lawlessness, Satan?

14. The rise of the anti-Christ is attributed to who or what?   What does this say about the human condition?

15. Who is the restrainer mentioned in 2 Thessalonians 2:6-7?

16. Why was the early church so successful in Christianizing the known world?

17. If God wants all to be saved (1 Timothy 2:4), why does He allow the Antichrist to deceive unbelievers? 

18. How should the church respond to the prophesied outbreak of evil?

Additional Studies and Discussion Questions for Session #13 – The Beast

(1) It is fascinating to read Jonathan Edwards’ Post-millennial views in his piece, A History of the Work of Redemption, Period III, Part VIII.  After speaking about the glories of the earthly millennial, Edward writes, “I now come to speak of the great apostasy there will be toward the close of this period . . .”  Reading and discussing this piece from Edwards is helpful.  

Another piece would be Jonathan Edwards’ Thoughts on Revival of Religion in New England, Part II, Section I, part 2 – The probability that the latter-day glory will begin in America.  Edwards writes, “The beginning of this great work of God must be near. And there are many things that make it probable that this work will begin in America.”  Edward’s conclusions are a reminder that our interpretation of prophecy is often influenced by the times in which we live.  Both articles from Edwards can easily be found online. 

(2) Consider the writings of Irenaeus, an early church father (c. AD 130). In his work Against Heresies, he believed the church will be put to flight by the future Kingdom of the Beast 
In a still clearer light has John, in the Apocalypse, indicated to the Lord’s disciples what shall happen in the last times, and concerning the ten kings who shall then arise, among whom the empire which now rules [the earth] shall be partitioned. He teaches us what the ten horns shall be which were seen by Daniel, telling us that thus it had been said to him: “And the ten horns which thou sawest are ten kings, who have received no kingdom as yet, but shall receive power as if kings one hour with the beast. These have one mind, and give their strength and power to the beast. These shall make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb shall overcome them, because He is the Lord of lords and the King of kings.” It is manifest, therefore, that of these [potentates], he who is to come shall slay three, and subject the remainder to his power, and that he shall be himself the eighth among them. And they shall lay Babylon waste, and burn her with fire, and shall give their kingdom to the beast, and put the Church to flight. After that they shall be destroyed by the coming of our Lord.

Irenaeus of Lyons. (1885). Irenæus against Heresies. In A. Roberts, J. Donaldson, & A. C. Coxe (Eds.), The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus (Vol. 1, pp. 554–555). Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Company.

(3) The social elites of our day believe the problems of the world can be solved by globalism.  Without God, they see no other solution but the combined power of man.   Their love for globalism also stems from a disbelief in human corruption.  Not believing that “power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (Lord Acton), they reject the Tower of Babel mandate for a separation of powers among the nations.  Discuss how this political, theological, and moral ignorance will usher in the anti-Christ.

(4) The Gnosticism attacking the early church came in various forms, but the basic premise reflected Satan’s original cosmology and arguments against God.  A short presentation on Gnostic beliefs would help Christians refute modern, end-of-days ideology.
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