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The purpose of this article is to briefly examine the posture which Christians should adopt toward government and the political process, with a particular focus on Christians living in the United States of America. Because we are in a presidential election year I am especially concerned about the testimony – for good or evil – that Christians will portray in the context of political discussion and debate.

Democratic government is a relatively recent historical phenomenon, for all intents and purposes beginning with the American experiment of the eighteenth century. If, as a general principle, Christians are to be good political stewards in whatever governmental context they find themselves, then we must ask ourselves what that looks like in a democracy in which the franchise is universal. That is to say, if the Christian citizen is able to vote, then she should consider what it means to be a good steward of that vote. 

But foundational to the question of good stewardship of the vote is good stewardship of the process by which the vote is cast, and it is to that question of stewardship that I wish to address myself.

“I wrote to you in my epistle not to keep company with sexually immoral people. Yet I certainly did not mean of this world, or with the covetous, or extortioners, or idolaters, since then you would need to go out of the world. But now I have written to you not to keep company with anyone named a brother, who is a fornicator, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or an extortioner – not even to eat with such a person. For what have I to do with judging those also who are outside? Do you not judge those who are inside? But those who are outside God judges. Therefore, put away from yourselves that wicked person,” 1 Corinthians 5: 9 – 13.

The context of the above passage is sexual immorality in the Corinthian church, along with a host of other items. The moral – immoral chaos in the church requires that the Corinthian Christians judge between right and wrong, between the moral and the immoral, between truth and falsehood. In the midst of Paul’s exhortation to engage in this judgment, he pointedly asks, “For what have I to do with judging those also who are outside?” He then follows this question with the statement, “But those who are outside [the church] God judges.” 

The message is, “Take care of the business of moral judgment within the church and leave the judging of those outside the church to God.”


This does not mean that we do not discern between good and evil, but it does teach that we ought to take care of our own house and trust God to take care of those houses which are outside the church. 

Considering the fact that the American church lives pretty much as the rest of society, little wonder that we would rather focus on things and people outside the church; that relieves us of personal, familial and collective accountability. Better to look at others and not at ourselves. 


And yet, who knows what impact the church might have in the United States if we were indeed living as the church, the Bride of Christ, instead of living lives indiscernible from the rest of the culture. 


Our judgment of the world is not to be in our words, but in our deeds. “Do all things without grumbling and arguing, that you may become blameless and innocent, children of God without fault in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world,” Philippians 2:14 – 15.

If the American church would spend half as much time judging itself, the way it lives, its checkbook, its time spent, its materialism, its self-absorption, as it does judging those outside the church – who knows what changes we would see in our society? 


A sad characteristic of the American church, especially the public face of the American church which all too often trickles down to the pew, is its lack of respect for government and the men and women who hold public office. This attitude of disrespect toward authority manifests itself not only in the church’s attitude toward government, but also toward Biblical structures of authority in the church and toward the Bible as God’s authority. In short, the church and its people live in anarchy and this anarchy is expressed in the way many Christians and local churches relate to government and office holders. Little do these Christians and local churches realize that the source of their disrespect and anarchy lies in the enemy – for he is the fountainhead of all rebellion. 

“Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by God.” Romans 13:1.

“Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake, whether to the king as supreme, or to governors…Honor all people…Fear God. Honor the king.” 1 Peter 2:13, 14, 17.

When Peter and Jude write concerning false teachers, a characteristic that they both pinpoint is that they despise and reject authority. (2 Peter 2:10; Jude 8).

Paul teaches that we should pray for kings and for all who are in authority, “that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity,” 1 Timothy 2:1-2. The reason for this is that God “desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth,” 1 Timothy 2:4. That is, we are to pray for those in authority and we are live peaceable lives in order that others may come to know Jesus. 

Paul writes to Titus concerning the Christians in Crete, “Remind them to be subject to rulers and authorities, to obey, to be ready for every good work, to speak evil of no one, to be peaceable, gentle, showing all humility to all men.” Titus 3:1-2

None of the above means that we must agree with those in authority, nor does it mean that we must obey those in authority when our obedience to their authority would conflict with our obedience to God. As Peter said to the Jewish authorities, “Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you more than to God, you judge,” Acts 4:19. “We ought to obey God rather than man,” Acts 5:29

However, it does mean that any disagreement or disobedience must be respectful and not rebellious. Jesus was not disrespectful during His trial. Paul was not disrespectful during the many times he had to give an account for his words and deeds. Peter and the other apostles were not disrespectful in their disobedience to the Jewish authorities. Furthermore, they were all willing to submit to the judgment of the authorities – they did not rebel. 

Consider again these words of Paul to Titus, “to speak evil of no one, to be peaceable, gentle, showing all humility to all men.” Is this the public face of Christianity in the United States? Is this the way of Christians in the United States? How many “Christian” public personalities engage in on-going and relentless bashing of public figures with whom they disagree? How many “Christian” public figures fail to heed Paul’s words to judge the church but to let God judge those who are outside the church? How many Christians buy into this attitude of attack and disrespect? How many of us have bought into this spirit of rebellion, a spirit which is of the enemy?

American Christians conveniently forget that the Early Church lived in a hostile culture, with rampant paganism, sexual chaos and the like – and yet the Early Church flourished without engaging in vitriolic debate with its neighbors or the political authorities. Its neighbors and governmental authorities knew where the church stood with respect to issues such as abortion, sexual promiscuity and confusion, and a host of other matters, including the care of the sick, the poor, widows, and orphans – as well as the duty of masters and employers to slaves and employees. 

Perhaps the Early Church understood that Jesus is Lord and that government can only do what it is allowed to do by God? Perhaps the Early Church understood that its Old Testament forbearers functioned under governments as diverse as Egyptian Pharaohs, Babylonian and Persian Emperors, and just and unjust kings of Israel and Judah? Perhaps the Early Church knew that their “rights” were not what mattered, but rather God’s glory and bringing people to know Christ? Perhaps the Early Church saw suffering as something to be embraced in fellowship with Christ rather than repudiated as something that interferes with our pursuit of happiness?


Does this mean that we are precluded from legal processes to protect ourselves and others? No. Paul utilized his right of appeal as a Roman citizen and we are called to defend those who have no defense. But it does mean that we engage in legal processes in humility under the Lordship of Jesus Christ – that we do it not to assert our “rights” but rather to protect others.


Paul wrote, “For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ…” Philippians 3:20. Peter wrote, “Beloved, I beg you as strangers and pilgrims…”1 Peter 2:11. In Hebrews 11:13 we see that our spiritual forefathers and mothers, “…confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.”


Jesus speaks to Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would fight, so that I should not be delivered to the Jews, but now my kingdom is not from here,” John 18:36.


Could it be that American Christians confuse the United States with the Kingdom of God? Could it be that we have forgotten that we are strangers and pilgrims and that our citizenship is first and foremost in heaven? 

This does not mean that we do not engage in the political process. It does not mean that we do not advocate strongly and intelligently for righteousness in our society. But it does mean that as generations of Christians before us, we are citizens of the Kingdom of God first and citizens of our country second. We can be far more effective citizens of our nation if we are first and foremost citizens of the Kingdom of God. Why?

As citizens of the Kingdom of God we will be challenged to think Biblically concerning political and social issues. As citizens of the Kingdom we will be less likely to support any political party or agenda uncritically. As citizens of the Kingdom we will (hopefully) introduce truth and compassion and self-sacrifice into political and social dialogue. As citizens of the Kingdom we will model a higher quality of life to those around us. Perhaps also, as citizens of the Kingdom, we will be able to cross socio-economic, racial and ethnic barriers – something which the Early Church did as part and parcel of its Divine nature in Christ, but in which we have failed miserably. 

During this election year, will we, the Church of Jesus Christ in the United States, be salt and light to those around us…or bitter herbs?
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