TEXT: Romans 13:1-7PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Civil Government


My talk today is on "Civil Government" and the Christian's duty to it.  By "Civil Government", I mean our political rulers, be they great or small, conservative or liberal, democratic or totalitarian.  


In looking at this subject, the first thing we ought to notice is its origin, "where did government come from?"  On this the Bible gives a one-word answer: God.  God is the Creator and Sustainer of civil government.  Our text is plain: "the authorities that exist are appointed by God" (v.1); "Whoever resists the authority resists the ordinance of God" (v.2); "He is God's minister for good" (v.4); and "They are God's ministers" (v.6).  


This was certainly true in the history of Israel.  There we find men--not elected by their fellows--but chosen by God to lead His people.  Moses was called to shepherd Israel through the wilderness; Joshua was chosen to lead the conquest; the Judges were raised up to command deliverance; and David, of course, was anointed to occupy Israel's throne.  In each of these cases, you should note, authority to rule did not come from the people below, but from God above.  Thus, we can be sure of this much: the government of Israel originated with God.  


This must also be true of those godly governments which have occasionally come to power in the world and ruled so well.  If "Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation nor shadow of turning", then we must assume that those few Christian statesmen who have led their nations so justly, must have been appointed by God.  On this short list are Oliver Cromwell, John Winthrop, Paul Kruger, Abraham Kuyper, and a handful of others.  


But what about other governments, headed by evil men and carrying out depraved policies?  Are they too "appointed by God"?  


Our text seems to say so.  Paul urges the Roman Christians to "Be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except from God, the authorities that exist are appointed by God".  Now, who were these "governing authorities"?  Obviously, they were Roman authorities.  And who stood at the head of the Roman authorities?  The Emperor.  And who was the Emperor at the time?  Nero.  He was one of the vilest men to occupy the Imperial throne.  He (like his predecessors) demanded worship.  And he (unlike those before him) persecuted the church and beheaded its chief spokesman, Paul the Apostle.  Thus, Paul is saying that "the powers that be" (including unjust Nero) are "appointed by God".  


This interpretation is consistent with the general teaching of the Bible.  


1.
King Saul was wholly forsaken of God and given over to devils, yet even in that state, he remained "the LORD's anointed".  


2.
Nebuchadnezzar set up a great idol, threw innocent men into an oven, and dashed children against stones, yet he too is called by God "My servant".  


3.
Cyrus was a worshipper of Marduk and collected wives by the score, yet he too is "The anointed of the LORD". 


4.
Finally, Daniel 4:17 generalizes the examples: "This decision is by the decree of the watchers, and the sentence by the word of the holy ones, in order that the living may know that the Most High rules in the kingdom of men, gives it to whomever He will, and sets over it the lowest of men".  


Therefore, even tyrannical governments are "appointed by God".


But why would God do such a thing?  Here, the Book of Habakkuk is helpful.  It informs us that God sets up evil governments to sanctify His people and glorify His justice in their eventual overthrow.  


But although God stands behind every government and sustains it, He does not thereby give it "carte blanche", i.e., the right to do whatever it pleases.   For civil government (like everything else) is answerable to the Word of God.  What then does God want the government to do?  Basically, one thing:


1.
Maintain justice.  "For he is God's minister to you for good.  But if you do evil, be afraid; for he does not bear the sword in vain; for he is God's minister, an avenger to execute wrath on him who practices evil"(v.4).  



a.
Civil government, in short, is called to protect the innocent by punishing the criminal.  When this policy is pursued, three results will follow:




1.
Decent people won't be afraid to walk down the street.  "...if you do evil be afraid".




2.
Criminal activity will be restrained by fear.  "...rulers are a terror to evil works".  




3.
But most importantly, God will be glorified.  This last point is central to the argument on the death penalty, but never mentioned.  Does the death penalty deter?  Is it cost effective?  Who knows?  Who cares?  The reason to execute murderers has nothing to do with deterrence or with money.  It has everything to do with glorifying God.  When murderers are executed, justice is maintained and the God of justice vindicated.  



b.
This justice, though, is not restricted to domestic policy.  When necessary, the state is authorized to wage a just war.  But a "just" war is carefully defined.  




1.
It must be fought by the right agent: the state.




2.
It must be fought for the right reason: legitimate self-defense.




3.
It must be fought at the right time: only after other alternatives have been exhausted.




4.
It must be fought in the right way: a limited warfare against military targets is permissible; the wholesale slaughter of civilians is murder. 


This not only specifies the government's role in society, but also limits it.  The civil rulers are not called to: provide jobs, educate children, redistribute wealth, get the races together, or distribute condoms to third-graders.  


Hence we find the reason for state's failure to maintain justice.  In trying to do the work of the individual, the family, and the church, it has little left over to do the work of the state.  


1.
The conscience can do more to stop AIDS than billions in federal funding.  


2.
The family can do more to make its children employable than the utopian's every policy.


3.
The church can bring people of different races together without quotas.    


Paul's counsel to the busybodies apply equally to intrusive state: "Study to be quiet, mind your own business, and work with your own hands".


The state, therefore, is called by God to uphold His honor by maintaining justice.  But here a critical question arises:  What do we mean by "justice"?    Well, "justice" is defined by the Word of God.  The state, therefore, cannot create its own "justice" but must abide by God's system.  


Therefore, the state is faced with a very difficult question: how does it maintain justice without becoming a theocracy?  Or, to put it more practically, how can a state do its job without an official religion?  


God condemns murder and the state is obliged to implement his verdict by executing the murderer.  No problem....


But God also condemns heresy.  Should the state, then, punish heretics?  Most Americans would say "No!  We believe in religious liberty".  But is their position consistent?  Is it proper for the state to follow God in some ways but not in others? 


1.
The original Westminster Confession of Faith says "No".  "Yet he hath authority and it is his duty, to take order, that unity and peace be preserved in the church, that the truth of God be kept pure and entire, that all blasphemies and heresies be suppressed, all corruptions and abuses in worship prevented or reformed, and all of the ordinances of God duly settled, administered, and observed".  


2.
The American counterpart answers in just the opposite way.  "The civil magistrate may not...in the least interfere in matters of faith."


Who's right?  


It seems to me that the American side is correct.  And here's why.  Although God wants His every law enforced, He does not authorize any single agent to enforce it all.  He wants the various segments of society to each do its own part and--in that way--implement the whole law of God.


Take Proverbs 22:15 as an example: "Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child; but the rod of correction will drive it far from him".  Is this a Divine command?  Yes.  Should it be enforced?  Yes.  But in saying this much, do I now have the right to spank your children without permission?  No.  But why not.  God wants your foolish child spanked.  And I know that.  But why shouldn't I--knowing his sin and God's will--spank your child?  Very simple.  God has delegated that authority to you, his parents. 


In the like manner, although heretics ought to be punished, God does not call the state to do the punishing.  He has appointed the church to do that by refutation and excommunication  When she does her job, the heretic will be punished and his error suppressed.  


The state, therefore, is to only maintain "civil righteousness".  It must suppress murder, theft, lying, fornication, and so on.  It is not called or equipped to oversee "true religion".  


But is it possible to separate true religion from good behavior?  Ultimately, no.  But happily, in the exercise of common grace, God often restrains men from turning their depraved thoughts into criminal acts.  


But having explained the origin and role of the state, let us move on to discuss the Christian's duty to his government.  And here, once again, the Bible is clear.  The duties are:


1.
To "subject himself to the governing authorities" (v.1).  This does not demand unquestioned obedience.  At times, "We ought to obey God rather than man".  But it does require a submissive spirit, a desire to obey whenever possible.  It is the opposite of the militancy, the belligerence, and the disrespect we see so often today.  When Paul mistakingly harangued the high priest, he apologized, with this word, "It is written, You shall nor curse the ruler of your people". 



a.
"Honor the king" wrote Peter.  And Solomon went further, "Curse not the king, no not in your thought; and curse not the rich, not even in your bedchamber: for a bird of the air shall carry the voice, and that which has wings shall tell the matter". 



b.
If this is true, then the "Revolutionary Spirit", whether in Fidel Castro, Nelson Mandela, or George Washington, is sinful.  There is no right to revolt against government; if it is unjust, we are to await God's judgments and not to take things into our own hands.


2.
To "pay taxes" (v.7).  But what if the taxes are exorbitant?  Or what if they're used to fund ungodly policies?  The context answers the questions.  Rome bled its people dry with high taxes and used a large part of their receipts to promote Emperor worship.  Yet Paul still urges his brethren to "pay their taxes".  


3.
To pray for our leaders.  "I exhort therefore, first of all, that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and the giving of thanks be made for all men, for kings and all who are in authority, that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness" (I Timothy 2:1-2).

