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Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that 
exist have been instituted by God (Romans 13:1). 

Lesson Goal: To reflect on issues regarding government, state and politics, and what are the                             
responsibilities of Christians politically. 

Old Testament Background 

1. Israel was God's nation, his covenant people. God gave them a law; brought them into the                               
Promised Land as an independent nation. They chose their leaders, even political leaders. 

2. Not pluralistic. Idolatry was forbidden, punishable by death. Blessings for obedience. 

3. Today, there is no nation with a special covenant relationship with God. No nation has a                               
special law given to them by God. All nations today are pluralistic, with all kinds of false                                 
religions. The New Testament says we are not to put idolaters to death, but to love them, to                                   
live with them in peace, and to bring the gospel to them. 

4. We live under very different circumstances from Israel. 

New Testament Background 

No details about public policy. But gives a framework for what government should do and                             
how we should relate to them. 

Four Characteristics of Civil Governments 

It will be helpful to begin by identifying and defending a few basic ideas that provide an                                 
overview of a biblically grounded political theology. The ideas are these: God has ordained                           
civil government—as the ruling authority of political communities—to be ​legitimate​, but                     
provisional​, and to be ​common​, but ​accountable. 

A. Civil Governments are Legitimate (10:10-23:27) 
1. Romans 13:1-7; 1 Peter 2:13-17; 1 Timothy 2:2 

a. Civil government has a right and even an obligation to carry out its proper work: to                               
promote justice. 

b. Although they may come to power by different routes, God is the ultimate source of                             
their legitimacy (v 1). 

c. God establishes authorities for beneficial purposes: to approve those who do good and                         
to “bear the sword” (vv 3-4). 

d. They are God’s “servants and ministers” (vv 4, 6). 

e. Good authorities enable Christians to “lead a peaceful and quiet life” (1 Tim 2:2). 
f. Christians ought to submit to them, honor them, pay taxes (Matt 22:16–21; Rom 13:1–2,                           

5–7; Tit 3:1; 1 Pet 2:13–17), and pray for them (1 Tim 2:1-2). 



Question: How do we respond to our authorities’ restrictions on churches because of Covid-19? 

2. Book of Acts 
a. Though Paul was mistreated by the Roman and Jewish authorities, he submitted to them. 

b. But he asserted his rights as a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37; 22:25; 25:11). He defended                             
himself in court (1 Cor 18:14-15; 24:10-21; 26:2-23). 

c. He addressed the governor with respect (Acts 24:10). The civil magistrates recognized                       
what is just ((Acts 16:38–39; 18:14–16; 19:35–41; 22:25–29; 23:16–35; 27:42–43). 

d. Christians can participate in the civil government and hold public offices even after they                           
were converted: ​Zaccheus (Luke 19:2); Cornelius (Acts 10); Sergius Paulus (Acts                     
13:6-12). 

Question: Can a pastor hold a civil office at the same time he’s a pastor? Give examples. 

3. Gentile Civil Governments in the Old Testament Helped God’s People 
God used unbelieving civil governments to accomplish his good purposes. 

a. Pharaoh protected God’s family during a famine (Gen 47). 
b. The king of Moab sheltered David and his family from Saul’s tyranny (1 Sam 22:3-4). 

c. Israel enjoyed some prosperity under Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon (Jer 29:5-7). 
d. King Cyrus of Persia and his successors allowed the Israelites to return to their land (2                               

Chr 36:22-23; Ezra 1; Isa 45:1-13; Ezra 6;1-5; Neh 2:1-8). 
Question: Why does God allow Islamic and other pagan nations to persecute Christians? 

4. God’s People Had Relationships with or Participated in Gentile Civil Governments 
a. They made covenants with foreign nations: Abraham (Gen 21:22-32); Kings David and                       

Solomon (2 Sam 10:1-2; 1 Kgs 5:12, 26; 10:1-13). 
b. Some Old Testament saints held high political office under Gentile governments: Joseph                       

(Gen 41:38-44); Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego (Dan 1; 6:1-3); Nehemiah (Neh                     
1-2); Esther was queen of Persia (Est 2); Mordecai (Est 10:3). 

Question: Should Christians aspire for civil office to protect Christians and the church? 

B. Civil Governments are Legitimate but Provisional (23:27-37:35) 
“Provisional” refers to something set in place for a limited time and purpose until something                             
greater arrives. Civil government is important, but it will not endure forever, because only                           
the kingdom of Christ, manifest now in the church, is of ultimate value and importance. 

1. Daniel 2 
King Nebuchadnezzar dreamed of a great statue. But a great stone struck and destroyed it                             
(31-35). This statue represented all the great kingdoms of the world (Babylon, Medo-Persia,                         
Greece, Rome), but they will all be destroyed by a kingdom ​“that shall never be destroyed… It                                 
shall break in pieces all these kingdoms and bring them to an end, and it shall stand forever” (2:36-45; Rev                                       
19:15). 

2. New Testament 
a. Civil magistrates promote justice, peace and order, but nothing more. 



b. Magistrates do not have the keys of the kingdom of God, do not forgive sins, reconcile                               
people with God, or usher in the new creation. 

c. Civil governments are weak and fleeting. Pharaoh’s firstborn son was killed and his                         
nation destroyed (Exod 7-12). Sennacherib’s army was destroyed in one night (2 Kgs                         
18-19). Nebuchadnezzar became like a beast in the wilderness for years because of his                           
great pride (Dan 4). Belshazzar was overthrown during his great feast (Dan 5). Herod                           
was eaten by worms (Acts 12). 

d. Isaiah 40:15, 20-24: Behold, the nations are like a drop from a bucket, and are accounted                               
as dust on the scales… [God] brings princes to nothing and makes the rulers of the earth                                 
as emptiness.” 

e. Civil magistrates are among the greatest perpetrators of evil. They abuse the power of the                             
sword. 
(1) Polygamist kings who take every woman they please (Gen 6:1-4) 

(2) Pharaoh enslaved Israel and ordered mass murder of Hebrew babies (Exo 1:8-22). 
(3) Nebuchadnezzar demanded worship of himself under the threat of death (Dan 3). 

(4) Darius ordered his people to pray to him (Dan 6). Haman, second in command to                             
the king, planned Jewish genocide (Est 3). 

(5) Herod beheaded James, imprisoned Peter (Acts 12:1-5). 
Question: In what ways can Christians disobey their evil civil government? 

3. Christians Should not Stake a Whole Lot on Our Civil Government 
a. We may appeal to our authorities for justice, vote, seek political office. But we should                             

not put our whole confidence in princes (Psa 146), and in the rise and fall of political                                 
rulers and parties. 

b. Love for our own country is good, but this love should pale in comparison to our love                                 
for Christ and his kingdom. 

c. Our citizenship is in heaven (Phil 3:20). Christians should seek heavenly things (Col                         
3:1-3; Heb 13:12). Abraham looked forward to the heavenly city (Heb 11:10), a                         
“homeland,” “a better country” (Heb 11:14, 16). We are pilgrims and exiles on earth (1                             
Pet 2:11; Heb 11:13). 

d. Christians should not be consumed by the affairs of the world such as marriage or                             
commerce, for they are passing away (1 Cor 7:29-31). 

C. Civil Governments are Common (37:35-47:00) 
God has ordained civil government to wield authority in political communities for the                         
benefit of the whole human race in common. Government is not for some sorts of people                               
rather than other sorts. One type of government is not to serve those of one ethnic or                                 
religious identity and an essentially different type of government to serve those of a different                             
identity. 



1. Old Testament 

a. Israel’s civil government was only for Israel, while Gentile civil governments were                       
common to the human race. 

b. Joseph and Daniel and his friends [and Esther and Mordecai] participated in Gentile                         
governments. They knew that the civil governments they were subject to were for the                           
good of all people under them, not just their own people, but the Jews under their rule.   

c. These Jews who were appointed to high offices did not try to turn Egypt, Babylon and                               
Persia into a new Jerusalem, a new kingdom of God, a new holy land. 

d. Implications: 

(1) Christians are pilgrims and aliens in this world, even if we are citizens of our earthly                                 
nations. 

(2) Christians are not called to turn our nations into new holy lands, or Washington,                           
D.C. into a new Jerusalem. 

(3) Civil governments are ordained to serve all people within their midst. Whether they                         
profess the true Christian religion or not, all people must receive justice. 

(4) Christians must not seek special privileges from the government. We want the gospel                         
to advance, but we do not use political means or the civil “sword” to achieve our                               
goal. We merely want to be treated in the same manner as all others to live in peace.                                   
This was the mistake of the medieval church [the Crusades, Inquisition, etc.] 

2. Romans 13 
a. “Every person” must be subject to the government (v 1). 

b. All people have identical responsibilities toward their civil officials. 

Question: In what ways does our civil government promote justice for all people under its rule? 

D. Civil Governments are Common, but Accountable (47:00-56:19) 
1. Civil governments are to serve all people, not on the basis of ethnicity or religion,                             

because they were appointed by God to do justice for all. 

2. They must do justice according to God’s justice, not according to their own justice. 
3. Unbelieving rulers know God’s law; they are without excuse; the law has been written on                             

every man’s heart (Rom 1:19-21, 32; 2:14-15). 
4. God brought down the wicked Sodom and Gomorrah and their rulers. 

5. Through his prophets, God warned the pagan kings around Israel that he would destroy                           
them for gross injustice against their own peoples. God also punished these pagan                         
nations for mistreating his own people Israel. 

Conclusion: When our civil government mistreats us Christians, God knows. We are the apple                           
of God’s eye, and therefore, those who persecute his people will be held accountable and                             
punished. 


