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Romans 1:17b (ESV) “The righteous shall live by faith.” 
 
“Unless I am convicted by Scripture and plain reason─I do not accept the authority of popes and councils, for they have 
contradicted each other─my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot, and I will not, recant anything, for to go against 
conscience is neither right nor safe. God help me. Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise.”                                        ─Martin Luther 
 
Ephesians 4:15 (ESV) “Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ.” 
 
“What if Christ in us actually compels us to counter our culture? Not to quietly sit and watch evolving cultural trends and not so 
subtly shift our views amid changing cultural tides, but to courageously share and show our convictions through what we say 
and how we live, even (or especially) when those convictions contradict the popular positions of our day. And to do all of this not 
with conceited minds or callused hearts, but with the humble compassion of Christ on constant display in everything we say and 
do. Isn’t this, after all, the essence of what it means to follow Christ in the first place? Luke 9:23 (ESV) ‘If anyone would come 
after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow Me.’ Talk about countercultural. In a world where everything 
revolves around yourself─protect yourself, promote yourself, comfort yourself, and take care of yourself─Jesus says, ‘Crucify 
yourself. Put aside all self-preservation in order to live for God’s glorification, no matter what that means for you in the culture 
around you.’”                                                                                                                                                                  ─David Platt 
 
I.       The Biblical Role of Government 
 

Romans 13:3-4 (ESV) “3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is 
in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, 4 for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do 
wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s 
wrath on the wrongdoer.” 
 
A. Protection 
 
 
B. Punishment 
 

Romans 12:19 (ESV) “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.’” 
 
Exodus 21:24-25 (ESV) “24 eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25 burn for burn, wound for wound, 
stripe for stripe.” 
 
Ecclesiastes 8:11 (ESV) “Because the sentence against an evil deed is not executed speedily, the heart of the 
children of man is fully set to do evil.” 

 
 
II.      The Christian’s Response to Government  
 

Romans 13:1-2 (ESV) “1 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. 2 Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has 
appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment.” 
 
1 Peter 2:13-14, 17 (ESV) “13 Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as 
supreme, 14 or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good…17 Honor 
everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor.” 



III.     How Christians Influence the Government  
 

Three Prominent Views Concerning Religion and Government 
 
A. Government Should Compel Religion 
 

Matthew 22:21b (ESV) “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are 
God’s.” 
 

 
B. Government Should Exclude Religion  
 
 
 
C. Religion Should Seek to Influence Government 

 
“Christians should seek to influence civil government according to God’s moral standards and God’s purposes for 
government as revealed in the Bible (when rightly understood).”                                                          ─Wayne Grudem 
 
 
Acts 24:24-25 (ESV) “24 After some days Felix came with his wife Drusilla, who was Jewish, and he sent for Paul and 
heard him speak about faith in Christ Jesus. 25 And as he reasoned about righteousness and self-control and the 
coming judgment, Felix was alarmed and said, ‘Go away for the present. When I get an opportunity I will summon 
you.’” 
 
 
1 Timothy 2:1-2 (ESV) “1 First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be 
made for all people, 2 for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and 
dignified in every way.” 
 
Proverbs 21:1 (ESV) “The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will.” 

 
 
 
 
IV.      When Civil Disobedience Is Proper 
 

Romans 13:6-7 (ESV) “6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this 
very thing. 7 Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to 
whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed.” 
 
Mark 16:15 (ESV) “And he said to them, ‘Go into all the world and proclaim the gospel to the whole creation.’” 

 
 
 
 
 
V.       The Priority of the Church  
 

The priority of the church is making disciples of Jesus Christ! Nothing must divert us from that. 
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   Martin Luther (1483-1546) was a tormented Catholic Monk who tried to do all that the church told him 

he needed to do, and yet had no assurance of salvation. It was while studying the book of Romans that 

God opened his spiritual eyes. The main verse that the Holy Spirit used to bring Luther to savingly 

believe in Christ was Romans 1:17b (ESV) “The righteous [‘just’ in some translations] shall live by 

faith.” Set free from the Roman church’s works righteousness, Luther began to proclaim what came to be 

known as the three great Reformation principles: 1) Man is justified by faith alone. 2) Every believer has 

direct access to God. 3) The Bible is the sole source of authority for faith and life. Needless to say, 

Luther’s teaching and tracts caused quite a stir in the Roman church. Luther was summonsed to appear 

before the Diet of Worms (pronounced “Vormz”). A “Diet” was not an eating plan that would result in 

weight loss. A Diet was a formal assembly of government and church leaders to call Luther into account 

and to mete out punishment. Luther was commanded to recant what he had written and taught, and then 

was given a few hours to think about it. When he was brought back in before his accusers, he gave them 

this answer: “Unless I am convicted by Scripture and plain reason – I do not accept the authority of Popes 

and councils, for they have contradicted each other – my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I 

cannot and I will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. God help me. 

Here I stand; I cannot do otherwise.”  

   Every Christian and every church must determine if they are going to stand on the Word of God or stand 

with the world system. If we do not stand on what the Bible says about issues and doctrines, we will find 

that the culture around us (called “the world” in Scripture) will conform us to its views and values. God 

has called His people to be counter cultural. In recent days since the Supreme Court’s decision on 

homosexual marriage, some pastors and churches that I respected have been very, very vague on where 

they stand on homosexuality. When pressed, they say that they believe what the Bible says, but they don’t 

want to turn lost people off with an unpopular counter cultural position that is interpreted as not caring. 

That sounds noble, but it shows a flawed view about how lost people are drawn to the Lord. It is the Spirit 

of God who opens blinded eyes and draws people to Himself. Let me be clear that when I talk about 

taking a stand on “hot button” doctrines and cultural issues, I am not talking about a harsh, unloving, “in 

your face” approach to those who are bound up in sin and captives of the devil. I am talking about sharing 

truth as is described in Ephesians 4:15 (ESV) “speaking the truth in love…” I am talking about always 

proclaiming the Gospel to those we proclaim the counter cultural truth of what the Bible says about 

important cultural issues and doctrines.   

   David Platt, the President of our denomination’s International Mission Board says this in his book, 

Counter Culture: “What if Christ in us actually compels us to counter our culture? Not to quietly sit and 

watch evolving cultural trends and not so subtly shift our views amid changing cultural tides, but to 

courageously share and show our convictions through what we say and how we live, even (or especially) 

when those convictions contradict the popular positions of our day. And to do all of this not with 

conceited minds or callused hearts, but with the humble compassion of Christ on constant display in 

everything we say and do. Isn’t this, after all, the essence of what it means to follow Christ in the first 

place? Luke 9:23 (ESV) ‘If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross 

daily and follow me.’ Talk about countercultural. In a world where everything revolves around yourself – 

protect yourself, promote yourself, comfort yourself, and take care of yourself – Jesus says, ‘Crucify 

yourself. Put aside all self preservation in order to live for God’s glorification, no matter what that means 

for you in the culture around you.’” [David Platt, Counter Culture, page xix].  

   The series that we are now beginning lays before us what the Bible says about some difficult, often 

controversial topics related to doctrine and ethical stands. Since so many of the topics we will be looking 



at involve our government (homosexual marriage, transgender issues, and many more), it seems that a 

good place to start this series is “Here We Stand on Christians and Government.”  

 

I.       The Biblical Role of Government  

   The role of government is clearly spelled out in Romans 13:3-4 (ESV) “
3 

For rulers are not a terror to 

good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, 

and you will receive his approval, 
4 

for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, 

for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s 

wrath on the wrongdoer.” In a sentence, God instituted government for protection of the populace. God 

instituted government because the world is full of sinners. There are two words that describe the role of 

Government. 

A.   Protection 

   The government is to provide protection for its residents in several ways. First, there is protection from 

aggressive countries who would seek to conquer from the outside. A strong military protects us from 

nations who would do us evil. Second, the government protects us from fellow residents who would do 

evil from the inside. This protection is through a police force. Third, the government is to protect us from 

injustice through a legal system. In addition, I think regulating agencies, fire departments, and vital 

services are means that the government protects its citizens. The service of government is to restrain and 

protect the populace from evil without and within. 

B.   Punishment 

   Follow the scriptural logic here. All responsibility for vengeance belongs to God. Romans 12:19 (ESV) 

“Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is mine, 

I will repay, says the Lord.’” God has the authority to take vengeance on evildoers. He has chosen to 

delegate authority to human governments to punish evil deeds. Look again at Romans 13:4b (ESV) “For 

he [the context shows that he is referring to government] is the servant of God, an avenger who carries 

out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” The government that God has ordained and allowed to be in power is 

God’s agent to carry out God’s wrath, God’s vengeance, and God’s punishment on wrongdoers. 

Christians are to submit to the government’s delegated from God authority. The government is a servant 

of God, but the government is not God! Romans 13:3-4 lays out God’s ideal for government, but corrupt 

governments do not always follow God’s ideal. The principle is that if a Christian suffers at the hand of 

any government, it is to be because the government is unjust and not fulfilling its true purpose and never 

because the Christian did evil.  

   What is the “sword” the government bears? The sword speaks generally of punishment and the use of 

force. It may also have reference to capital punishment since the common method of capital punishment 

was being beheaded with a sword. It is ironic that Paul defended the right of the government to render the 

sword and tradition tells us that he himself was decapitated by the Roman government for preaching the 

gospel. 

   From the Old Testament we learn the principle that the punishment of evildoers by the government is to 

be proportionate to the wrong done. Exodus 21 is speaking of the governing of Israel. Exodus 21:24-25 

(ESV) “
24 

eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 
25 

burn for burn, wound for wound, 

stripe for stripe.” I believe that this principle is still valid today for government (not individuals). The 

principle is that the punishment is to be in proportion to the crime. Not only is the punishment to be 

proportionate, it is also to be swift. Ecclesiastes 8:11 (ESV) “Because the sentence against an evil deed is 

not executed speedily, the heart of the children of man is fully set to do evil.” In other words, when justice 

is not carried out swiftly, it encourages more evil.  

   This is the role of government whether it is a bad or a good government.  

 

II.      The Christian’s Response to Government  

   The Christian’s response to government is found in Romans 13:1-2 (ESV) “
1 

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. 
2 

Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and 

those who resist will incur judgment.” This basic command for Christians regarding their relationship 

with government is hard to misinterpret. We are to submit to the government that we are under. This 

submission goes beyond just obeying the laws. It also involves giving honor and respect to governing 

authorities. This principle is not limited to this one passage. Peter tells us in 1 Peter 2:13-14, 17 (ESV) 

“
13 

Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, 
14 

or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good. 
17 

Honor 

everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor.” 

   The word “subject” is a military term that means to line up under the one who has authority over you. 

Just as the Private is under the Sergeant and the Sergeant is under the Major and the Major is under the 

General, we are under the governing authorities. This command has nothing to do with whether or not the 

governing authorities are “worthy”. There are no qualifications given here. We will see exceptions to this 

command in a moment, but there are not many. Let me make sure that you understand how radical this 

command really is. Consider the following facts about the government that Paul was under when he was 

inspired by the Holy Spirit to write this passage. First, it was a government that condoned and facilitated 

slavery. It was not racial slavery as was the shameful slavery in the early days of our nation. It was mostly 

people from lands that the Romans had conquered. Some estimate that 60% of the population of the 

Roman Empire was slaves. Yet we are told, “Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities”. 

Second, it was a government of absolute rulers. Nero, the Emperor was a vile, perverted despot who ruled 

with almost absolute unchecked authority. Yet the Scripture says, “Let every soul be subject to the 

governing authorities”. Third, it was a government that was characterized by high and extremely unfair 

taxes. People bought the privilege of collecting taxes and corruption was the norm. They had a quota and 

everything they collected above their quota, they could keep. Yet the Scripture says, “Let every soul be 

subject to the governing authorities”. Fourth, this was a government that in just a few years after Paul 

wrote this that would begin a wholesale persecution and execution of Christians. Yet the Scripture says, 

“Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities”. 

   Because sinful human beings run the government, government is inherently dangerous. George 

Washington said, “Government is a dangerous servant and a fearful master.” How true that is!  

 

III.     How Christians Influence the Government 

   Wayne Grudem in his book, Politics According to the Bible says that there are six views concerning 

religion and government. I will only mention the three most prominent of those views.  

A.   Government Should Compel Religion.  

   When we hear this one, we think of Islam and governments compelling and allowing this one religion. 

If you go back in history, Christians also tried to control governments. For example, the Thirty Years’ 

War (1618-1648) began as a conflict between Protestants and Catholics over various territories. Today, I 

am unaware of any major Christian group that believes the government should compel people to follow 

Christianity. Jesus Himself distinguished the realms of God and the realm of Caesar when He said in 

Matthew 22:21b (ESV) “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things 

that are God’s.”  

B.   Government Should Exclude Religion.  

   This is basically the view of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). This view basically says that 

religious views should be kept at home and kept quiet. You see this view when people object to pastors or 

others giving a prayer at government meetings, graduation ceremonies, or even ball games. This is 

quickly becoming the view of many in places of power and influence in our government. It manifests 

itself in the refusing to allow nativity scenes and crosses on public property. Many times people show 

their ignorance of history in saying that our constitution says there must be a separation of church and 

state. That phrase “separation of church and state” is not in the constitution! It was pulled out of context 

from a letter Thomas Jefferson sent to a group of Baptists in Connecticut. Jefferson’s comment was aimed 



at protecting the churches from government designating certain denominations as the state church. Our 

founding fathers would be shocked and appalled at how that phrase is being used today.  

 C.   Christians Should Seek to Influence Government   

   This third view is the one that I believe is biblically correct. This approach is called “the significant 

influence view”. Grudem states this view as, “Christians should seek to influence civil government 

according to God’s moral standards and God’s purposes for government as revealed in the Bible (when 

rightly understood).” That parenthesis is added to avoid inaccurate interpretations of the Bible. I believe 

that this view has much to commend it from the Bible. Two primary examples are Joseph and Daniel. 

Joseph exercised “significant influence” over the king of Egypt and Daniel exerted influence over Kings 

from two empires (Babylon and Persia). In the New Testament we see Paul while in prison in Caesarea 

taking an opportunity to seek to “significantly influence” a government official by sharing biblical truth 

with him. Acts 24:24-25 (ESV) “
24 

After some days Felix came with his wife Drusilla, who was Jewish, 

and he sent for Paul and heard him speak about faith in Christ Jesus. 
25 

And as he reasoned about 

righteousness and self-control and the coming judgment, Felix was alarmed and said, ‘Go away for the 

present. When I get an opportunity I will summon you.’” We also see John the Baptist seeking to 

“significantly influence” Herod.  

   Today, there are numerous ways that this “significant influence” can be carried out. Here are a few 

ideas. Christians should be encouraged to run for political office to be able to influence from the inside. 

Christians should examine the views of all candidates at every level running for office and vote based on 

how they line up with biblical principles. Christians should pray diligently for those in government – from 

the President of the United States to the school board representative. 1 Timothy 2:1-2 (ESV) “
1 

First of 

all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all people, 
2 

for 

kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in 

every way.” The verse I most often pray for our president is Proverbs 21:1 (ESV) “The king’s heart is a 

stream of water in the hand of the Lord; He turns it wherever He will.” 

 

IV.      When Civil Disobedience Is Proper  

   When I speak of civil disobedience, I am talking about refusing to obey or follow a directive of the 

government. Let me say right up front that simply disagreeing with something in government does not 

give the right to civil disobedience. For instance, disagreement with some of the things tax money is used 

for is not a ground to quit paying taxes. The Roman government in the first century was unspeakably 

corrupt. Yet Paul said in Romans 13:6-7 (ESV) “
6 

For because of this you also pay taxes, for the 

authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. 
7 

Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to 

whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to 

whom honor is owed.”  

   What are justifiable reasons to refuse to obey the government? I believe that the key passage in making 

this determination is what Jesus said in Matthew 22:21b (ESV) “Therefore render to Caesar the things 

that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” This was a very radical statement in the context 

of the Roman Empire in the first century. What belongs to Caesar is taxes and obedience to all 

government directives except those that contradict the directives of God. For instance, the early Christians 

paid their taxes, but when the Roman Government required Christians to bow before a bust of Caesar and 

offer incense (a form of worship) and confess “Caesar is Lord”, they disobeyed. Why? Because worship 

belongs to God alone and only Jesus is Lord! Christians by the thousands were martyred because they 

refused to bow the knee to Caesar. The authority of human rulers is always subject to the ultimate 

authority of God.  

   The clearest example of civil disobedience in the Old Testament is Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego 

when they refused to bow to a statute of the King, and Daniel when he refused to stop praying and was 

thrown into the lion’s den.  

   What about today? The Bible is not an American only book! In much of the world, just becoming a 

Christian is illegal. Certainly it is justified civil disobedience to receive Christ. In many places in the 



world, it is against the law to share the Gospel and invite a person to receive Christ. We have a command 

in Scripture that is best summarized in Mark 16:15 (ESV) “And he said to them, ‘Go into all the world 

and proclaim the gospel to the whole creation.’” We will obey God rather than men. If it ever becomes 

law (and it almost certainly will) that we as a church must hire a person who is living in what the Bible 

calls sin, we will disobey. If it becomes law that certain parts of the Bible cannot be taught, we will 

disobey the governing authorities. It our Pastors are required to perform marriages that the Bible forbids 

or our facilities are ever required to be used for weddings that are ungodly, we will disobey. If we are ever 

required to accept as a member anyone that we are aware of who is living a sinful lifestyle, we will 

disobey the government. Let me also say that I believe that those who practice civil disobedience must be 

willing to pay the penalty for disobeying the law. That may mean fines or imprisonment. Daniel nor his 

three friends gathered armies to fight when they were sentenced to death. They went compliantly to the 

fiery furnace and the lion’s den.  

   The summary point is that what belongs to God must not be given to Caesar – whatever the cost. 

 

V.       The Priority of the Church 

   The church (pastors and teachers in the church) must preach the Word – however countercultural and 

however opposed to government its truths may be. But the church must never be lured into a time 

consuming crusade against bad laws and bad government. The devil is elated to get the church involved in 

the fight for reforming government and getting the “right” people in office and in so doing neglect the 

reason that God put us here. If we succeed in reforming laws and getting moral people into office and in 

doing so we neglect the great commission given to us by our Lord to make disciples, we will have 

succeeded in sending people to hell more moral that they would have been. The priority of the church is 

making disciples of Jesus Christ! Nothing must divert us from that.  

CONCLUSION 

   No matter how bleak things look in our nation. No matter how hopeless if it seems that we will 

never see America turn to God in repentance and revival, there is something that we must remember. 

In the end, Jesus wins! The government has delegated authority, but Jesus has all authority. 


