Christian Civics 101
Romans 13:1-7

You may not redizeit, but thousands of people as| preach this message to you today,
who confess the name of Jesus, al across theworld, are being persecuted for thar faith.
And much of this persecutionis coming at the hands of thar own government.

Aswelookback at history, we see tha therdationship between the Christian church and
government hasn® alway's been awalk in the park. Christians down through the years
have either totally ignored government or they have tried to take it over.

1t almogt asif every follower of Jesus needsto take a Christian Civics 101 class on how
the government fundionsand what responsible citizenship isredly al about

But this Christian Civics 101 class wouldn®so much focus on how our government
works asit would focus on the Bible® teaching about how followers of Jesus are to live
in relationship to thar government.

Today as we continueour study in thebookof Romanson the theme of "The Good
News About God@ Community", we@e going to talk about" Christian Civics 101"

Today 1®n going to talk about themost important prindplein the Bible about our
reationship to government. First 1@ explain this principle, then 1@ give you some
reasons for this prindple, then some qudificationsfor the principle andfinally some very
specific and tangible ways we can live out the principle.

Are you confused yet? So first the principle, then thereasonsfor it, then the
qudificationsto the principle andfinaly theapplication.

And so if you have your Bibles with you this morming, please turn with me to Romans
13, starting at verse 1. The message this morning is entitled, GChristian Civics 1010

(Pray & Read Romans13:1-7)

Explaining the Principle (Romans 13:1-5)

Let me start by just giving you the basic prindplethat undelies everything e se that wel
talk about today: When we surrender our livesfully to following Jesusas living

saaifices, God wants usto live in active submission to our governmentGrule.

Now theway |@e phrased this principle remindsus of wha we looked a few weeks ago
in Romans12:1-2. There we learned that the only appropriate response to God®
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incredible mercy isto surrender oursalves fully to God. Only then does God begin
changing usby renewing our mindsso that we can then figure out what God wants us to
do, so tha we can figure out wha His good, pleasing and perfect will is.

Everything |®n going to say today assumes that you®e come to a point of total surrender
to Jesus, to following Him as aliving sacrifice. People who haven® yet donethat will find
themselves unable to do what 1®n going to talk about today.

Now let@ look at Romans 13:1-5 to explore this principle. The section beginswith a
universa commandfor every follower of Jesus, regardiess of their circumstances,
regardiess of where they live, to submit to thar governing authorities.

Now "thegoverning authorities" here are those people andingitutions that are part of the
government of thecounty tha the Christian findshim or hersdf livingin.

For the Roman Christians, Paul iswriting to the "governing authorities” which at that
time would have included the Roman Emperor Nero, theloca city governments, the
Roman army, theloca police force and the Roman tax collectors.

This principleis stated in universa terms, with no exemptions or loopholes.

However, it is significant tha Paul uses theword "submit" hereinstead of theword
"obey.OSubmissionis to recognize an authority over us [t acknowledging our
subordinate placein a hierarchy of authority, like asoldier to his commandng officer.

But theword submission doesn®imply complete obedience in every situaion, as wedl
seein afew minutes. Thereason for this submissionisgivenin the second half of verse 1,
because "no authority exists except tha which God has established.”

Here Paul is echoing aclear Old Testament teaching tha thecreator God is sovereign over
dl the nationsof theworld, not just Israel. And truly, "Theearth is the Lord®@ and
everythinginit,” includng al the nations on the earth.

And because of this, God is ultimately in control of whoisin power in every nation of
theworld. The prophet Danid put it this way: "God sets up kingsand he deposes them"
(Danid 2:21). Even kingsand politica leaders who were hodile to God, like the Persian
King Cyrus, were viewed in the Old Testament as put into power by God himsdf (Isaiah
45:1-5 & Jeremiah 27:5-6).
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And because of thisredlity, to rebd againg an authority that God has established is to
rebd aganst God himsdf. Paul acknowledgesin verse 3 that government authorities are a
source of fear for those who disobey thegovernment.

He admonishes us to live lives free from fear by doing whatG& right, by livingin active
subrrission rather than hogtile opposition to our government. In fact, if we dowha@®
right in following Jesus, thegovernment at times will even commend us even a
government that is hostile to God and the message about Jesus.

Incredibly, in verse 4 Paul describes government leaders as God®@ "ministers.” Theword
OministersOhereis the same word used dsewhere in the Bible for ministers in the Church.
Whether agovernment official acknowledges God or not, heor she serves God®
purposes. They are God® OninistersOto do good and to punish evil.

1t& because of this part of the Bible that we use the phrase "civil servants.OAnd you
might beinterested in knowing that some governments cal thar variousdepartments
within their government "ministries.”

Paul calls thegovernment "an agent of wrath” in verse 4, which remindsus of what Paul
told usearlier back in chapter 12. Back in 1219, Paul told usnot to retaiate when people
doevil againg us, but to "leave room for God@wrath." Oneway God® wrath comes
agang those who do us evil is through thegovernment.

So even thowgh thefollower of Jesusisto restrain him or hersaf from retaliating, we can
look to thegovernment to bring judgment on the person who does evil agang us. Now
obvioudy no government does this pefectly and thewrath executed againg those who do
evil agang usis partiad andimperfect.

In asense, agovernment@ judgment against evil is an anticipation of God® perfect
judgment at the end of the age. The phrase "bear the sword" refers to thegovernment®
ability to use thedeath pendty, which Paul is assuming every government will employ in
certain circumstances.

In verse 5 Paul concludes by reiterating how important it isfor every follower of Jesus
Christ to live by this principle, not just out of fear, but aso because of "congience.” The
word "conscience” here refers to our knowledge of what God wants us to do and
remembering early in chapter 12, this knowledge of God@will only comes after we
surrender oursalves fully to God.

God renews our mind so that we can know what his will is-at least some of it. He doesn®
reved al of it to us. His will to usis on aneed-to-know basis. And part of God@will is
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for usto live lives of active submission to our government.
Reasonsfor the Principle

Now you might beasking yourselves, why would God want us to do this? Doesn® God
know what terrible evil some governments perpetrate againg ther own citizens? Well, we
findin these verses two reasons why this basic prindple of Christian civicsis so
important and founditiondl.

Thefirst reason isthis: The authority to govern ultimately comes from God.

From our perspective, governments come into power by force, by heredity, or by
popular choice. Whether it& a person bom into the royal family or ageneral who leads
his army into toppling the existing government or avote by the people-theways
governments comeinto power from ahuman perspective are varied aren® they?

But when our mindsare renewed by God, we redize that behind those circumstancesis
the unseen hand of God. This doesn® mean God approves of wha a person does to come
into power, but it does mean that God permitsit to happen.

Certainly God will ultimately judge those who use evil to gain politica power and God
will certainly hold governments who use ther authority wrongly accountable for thar
actions. But ultimately no onecomes into power without bang given theauthority to do
so by God himsdlf. We may never understand QvhyOon this side of heaven.

Now if you don® have abig view of God, you are going to have difficulty bdieving this
first reason. If the God you worship isn® the avesome, majestic, mysterious loving,
incredible Creator of thegaaxies described in the Bible, | will tdl you that as sure as the
day islong-you® have trouble buying into this first reason.

It takes an awesome God to do what this verseis telling usthe God of the Bible does. So
if you@e having trouble bdlieving that thisis true, perhaps it because your concept of
Godistoo smal.

Now there® aso a secondreason we findin thesefirst five verses. The second reason is
this: Because God hasentrusted human government to maintain social order. By

calling government leaders "God® ministers’ who are appointed by God "to do good"

and to "punish wrongdoers," Paul is telling ustha human government has auniquerolein
God@® plan.

Picture the power of sin andevil in human sodety as bang likearaging river runnng
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downhill. Thefaster thecurrentin theriver, themore evil people are to each other, the
more violence, the more the exploiting of people.

Imagine human government as bang like a dam built out of rocks in theriver. So agood
government creates a pool where the rushing current of lawlessness slows down. There(3
more stability in the pool, less chaos and anarchy, less people being destroyed by other
people, fewer ingances of violence and hatred.

Thedam dows down thecurrent. Even a poorly designed damis better than noreat all.
But make no mistake, no matter how goodthe dam is designed, thecurrent is still flowing
downhill. No government can stop theflow of sinin human sodety.

Theflow can only bereversed by what the Bible calls the Kingdom of God. The Christian
Church has been entrusted with the message of God®@kingdom, what the Bible cals the
"Gospd" or "Good News" tha God sent his Son Jesus into theworld to diefor our sins
andrise from the dead.

When agovernment is fundioning theway God intended, it ows down therushing
current of lawlessness, which enables the Church to live outits mission fredy and
withou hindrance. But when government alows chaosand lawlessness to rule, then the
Church can®live out its mission.

Even a bad government is preferable to no government at al. Y ou see, the Bible teaches
that both Church and government have distinct and urique rolesin God® plan and that
though these roles are interdependent on each other, they are distinct and different. In this
sense, the Bibleitself teaches akind of separation of Church and state, though it@ not a
separation of influence but a separation of roles.

Whenever the Church tries to do what God has called thegovernment to do or the
government tries to do what God has caled the Church to do, evil ultimately results. As
we look at thelow points of church history, we find that whenever evil was done by
people claiming the name of Jesus or in the name of Jesus, it& because they had lost this
distinction.

Examples of this are the crusades of the Middle Ages and the Salem Witch Tridsin
Puritan New England. We mug condantly remind ourselves of this distinction-tha God
has not entrusted the Church with maintaining soda order, but he@ entrusted that role to
the government.

Imagine human government existing ona scae, with thetop of thescae being a
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government that has values that accurately reflect God@®@ values. Now thetop of thescae
isanided andtheonly government that will do this completely is the Kingdom of God,
which will be established when Jesus comes again at theend of the age.

So no human government has ever been at the top of the scae and no human government
ever will be at thetop of thescae. Welearned in Romans 1 tha every human sodety
existsin a state of rebdlionagang God, which is theroot cause of many of the sodal
problems we experience in sodety.

Only the Good News of Jesus can address theroot problem and thegovernment is
powerless to do this. At thebottom of the scae would be total anarchy, complete
lawlessness, agroup with no government at al.

Now imagine Puritan New England being up relatively high onthe scale. Now some
people would question whether the Puritanswere redly this high on the scale because we
have a strong tendency to idedlize Puritan New England.

|@n sure the Native Americans and the African Americanswouldn®put Puritan New
England this high on the scale and certainly the Baptists and Quakers who were
persecuted by the Puritans might argue that they belong lower onthe scae.

But despite thar imperfections theintent of the Puritanswas to set up a government
that accurately reflected God@® val ues and so because of that intent, let® put them higher
onthescae. Thisis pat of our heritage, pat of our story as Americans

Now let@ put present day Americalower onthescale. Now again, some people would
disagree. Many people would argue that weQe falen much further down the scale.

Certainly weQre seen aterriblerise in thingslike violent crime, divorce and hatred and But
on the other hand, weQe seen strides forward in civil rights since Puritan New England.
Savery has been abdished and women are now alowed to vote.

But dl indl, | think welre fallen lower on the scale, with our government( values less
and less reflecting God®@ vaues and persondly | don®see any indication that this
dropping on the scale will endany time soon.

But our problem as American Christiansis this: Many American Christiansfed like
theyQre been robked. They fed asif aline has been crossed because our culture nolonger
reflects the values of Puritan New England, because it seems to be diding further and
further down the scale.
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"Surdy,"” we think, "there comes a time when agovernment crosses theline andis no
longer worthy of our active submission.” Thisiswhy so many Christiansare angry at our
government and our nation in generd, fedling like victims of agovernment tha®
increasingly secular.

Wefed like weQrelogt our rights, especialy since Christiansreceived specia treatment in
Puritan New England. So lots of Christian tak about taking back America, they talk about
reclaiming America@® soul.

But thegovernment at the time Paul wrote these wordsin Romanswas surely much
lower onthe scalethan welive today. Paul wrote to followers of Jesus livingin Imperid
Rome. Theaverage tax burden of afirst century Jewish person was between 30-50% of
hisor he total income.

These taxes funded the police, they paid for upkeep of the Roman roadsand water from
the aqueducts. But the taxes aso went to fund the Emperor® extravagant lifestyle, as well
as pagan Roman temples, gymnasiums, public baths and of course certain Roman sports.

Theemperor at thetime Paul wrote this was Nero, ironicdly theemperor who would
ultimately execute Paul. Nero succeeded the Emperor Claudius who was poisoned when
someonre dipped poisonows mushroonsin hisfood.

At first Nero was excited about bringing about some tax reforms, but ultimately helost
interest in politics and foundchariot racing, musc, dramaand sex far more interesting.
Nero was actively bisexua, even going so far as marrying hismale lover in aroyal,
imperid wedd ng.

He had hismother killed in 59 AD, divorced his wife Octaviaand had her put to death in
63 AD. Nero findly committed suicidein Juneof 68 AD. When over haf of the

city of Rome bumed to theground Nero blamed the Christiansand he persecuted
followers of Jesus Christ ruthlessly.

|@ subnit to you that Imperia Rome was much lower on this scale than America has
ever been and probably ever will be. So for Paul, even agovernment aslow in thescaeas
Imperia Rome qualified for the submission commanded here.

Still lower onthe scaewoud be Nazi Germany. Now Nazi Germany still did many of
the thingsagovernment is supposed to do, but theanti-Jewish hatred tha was led to the
daughter of 6 million Jews placesit lower onthe scae. And of course we coud find other
examples besides Nazi Germany of terrible evil doneby thegovernment.
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This scale helps us gain perspective, to redize that though we®e not Puritan New
England, we don®have it nearly as bad as some radio hogs and authors would like usto
bdieve. God calls usto active submission because our nation® authority to govern comes
from God and because God is using owr government to fulfill his purpose of maintaining
soda order.

Qualificationsto the Principle

Now there are two important qudifications to this prindple tha areimportant to
mention. Thefirst qualification isthis: In our submission to our gover nment, we
don® obey laws that command usto something that God clearly forbids.

This qudificationisn® stated here, though | think Paul @ use of the term "subrrit" instead
of "obey" implies these qudifications We aso find these qudificationselsewhere in the
rest of theBible.

For example, in the Old Testament book of Exodus the Egyptian government required all
the Jewish midwives to kill dl mae Jewish babies. But some of those midwives refused
to obey that law because murder was something God clearly forbids

Thisiswhy Christiansin thecity of Rome refused to offer incense as a sacrifice to the
Roman gods, even thowgh this was viewed as treason. Thisiswhy Christiansof the
Confessing Church in Germany during World War 11 refused to tell authorities where
Jews were hiding. Thisiswhy Christiansin Chinarefuse to abort ther children-even
though Chinese law commandsabortion after one child is bom.

So active submission does not mean obeying alaw that commandsus to do something
God clearly forbids | make that very clear to you this morming.

The other qualification isthis: In our active submission, we don@® obey laws that
forbid usfrom doing something that God clearly commands.

We find an example of thisin the New Testament book of Acts. Theapostles Peter and
Johnweretold by aloca court to stop telling people about Jesus Christ. Peter and John
refused to obey tha command because it violated the command Jesus had given them to
share the Good News with al people everywhere.

If agovernment passes alaw that forbids Christiansfrom assembling for worship,
submission does not require obedience to that law. If Christianswere forbidden from
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praying or sharing ther faith or raising thar kidsin a Christian home, we would not be
boundto obey those laws. But once again, we even disobey these rare, unjust lawsin an
attitudeof active obedience.

Application of the Principle (Romans 13:6-7)

That bringsus to the question of how in verses 6-7. Many people here believe Paul is
echaing JesusOwords about giving to Caesar what bdongsto Caesar and giving to God
what bdongs to God.

Paul focusesin on paying taxes here because taxationis themog universa expression of
government submission. But | think the principle here is broader than taxation.

How do we express active submission? We express it by giving what our
government asks of responsible citizens.

Taxation symbolizes giving what the government asks from responsible members of the
community. Although Rome demanded taxes, in our situaion, our government demands
more than paying taxes.

Our government asks us to fulfill civic duties like serving on jury duty and giving
testimony when subpoenaed. Our government asks us to beinvaved in the politica
process by casting an informed vote that expresses our convictions.

Failing to do these thingswithholdswhat our government asks fromus jus asrefusng to
pay our taxes expresses disobedience to God® command.

Because of our uniqueness as a representative democaracy, our government asks us to be
part of our government process. And athowh | persondly bdieve the Bible teaches tha
the Christian Church should steer clear of political invdvement, | think indvidua
Christiansare perfectly free to beinvadved in political service and action.

Althouwh the Church should focusonits mission of sharing the Good News with those
who don®know Christ and helping Christiansgrow into fully devoted followers of Jesus,
indvidual Christianscan and should express thar devotion to Jesusin public service and
invadvement.

Paul aso speaks here of giving respect and honor. Thisisthe second way we express
adive submission: By respecting those in authority over us.
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Some of you might think, "Well some of our leaders aren® very respectable people.” All |
can say isthat theworst of ourleaderslooklike saints next to the Roman Emperor Nero,
theguy these Roman Christians were stuck with honoing.

Far too often followers of Jesus fed free to mock and express contempt for those who
serve our government. | Qe seen Christians express contempt and rudeness to police
officerswho arejud trying to do ther jobs

Followers of Jesus are to honorand respect those who serve in government regardless of
who those people are, regardless of how immora or mord, regardless of how honoible or
dishonomble.

That indudes our supreme court, our state, county, local and federd officids, it includes
our president and his administration, it includes the police department and our military
andit evenincludesthel.R.S.

That doesn® mean we dways have to agree with them or tha we can®voice
disagreement, but it does mean that we owe them a debt of honor, so when we disagree
we doit in an attitude of respect and honor.

This principleiswhat aclassin Christian Civics 101 would be based on. This basic
prindpleisthefoundiion of everything el seimportant to living as followers of Jesusin
our sodety as we relate to our government.

As | think about thisissue, 1®n afraid themgjority of Christiansin Americatoday aren®
daing this. | find myself in agreement with Pastor John MacArthur, who says,

"Rather than demandng our rights and creating aworld where we fedl safe and accepted,
we need to see the deep spiritud needsof theworld and concern oursaves with offering
people hope through Jesus Christ.O

You see, if weredly bdieve what the Bible says, the solution to the soda and mordl
problemsin our sodety isnot better legidation or new supreme court justices, but people
being reconciled to God through the Good News of Jesus Christ. Alienation from Godis
theroot problem and only the Good News of Jesus can address this root problem.

Our government hd ps us by providing a stable soda environment for usto dowha God
wants the Church to do, to prodam this message and help Christians grow.

When Hitler cameinto power in Germany, many Christians supported him at first. But
as his agenda became more apparent, many Christians began to have secondthoughts.
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Two of those Christians were German pastors named Deitrich Bonhcaeffer and Martin
Niemoller.

Bonhodfer and Niemoller were both deeply involved in organizing the Confessing Church
movement and they both signed the Barman Declarationin 1934that voiced public
criticism of Hitler@ agenda.

Both spoke out againg the heresy of what Hitler called "positive Christianity” that was
based onraceinstead of God® grace and both were actively invdved in hiding Jews and
hdping Jewish people escape thecourtry.

But Bonhoédfer and Niemoller parted company when Bonhaeffer felt that this principle
of active obedience nolorger applied to him. You see Bonhceffer gotinvaved in an
assassination plot to kill Hitler.

Ultimately that plot was exposed and Bonhaeffer was imprisoned. Whilein prison,
Bonhodfer@® theology became very confused and bizarre, as hewrestled with his decision
to cross theline and nolonger live under this principle.

When Bonhasffer was executed, it wasn®for being afollower of Jesus, or for speaking
out againgt Hitler, or for hiding Jews, it was for treason because he tried to assassinate

his nation®leader. In contrast to Bonhodfer, Niemoller refused to cross that line. Few
people have ever heard of Niemoller, but perhaps you®e heard his poem:

"First they camefor thecommunists and | didn® speak up because | wasn®a communist.
Then they came for the Jews and | didn® speak up because | wasn®a Jew. Then they
camefor the Catholics, but | didn® speak up because | was a Protestant. Then they came
for me and by tha time there was no oneto speak up for me."

But Niemoller did speak up. And he continued speaking out publicly againg Hitler, he
continued hiding Jews and hel ping them escape. But herefused to attempt to use evil to
ovearcome evil and ultimately he was imprisoned in the Concentration camp Dachau. It
was from there that he spent thelast years of thewar, until ultimately the Allied forces
defeated the Axis powers.

When thedug of WW I findly settled it was Niemoller who was there with the spiritud
credibility to hdp the naion of Germany recover from theevil it had experienced.

It was Niemoller who led Germany @ Protestant Churches in formally accepting ther guilt
for alowing Hitler® agenda. As much as | admire Deitrich Bonhoeffer in many ways,
may God hdp the Church in Americabe more like Martin Niemoller in our generation.
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Amen.



