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Focus
Does an evangelical Christian institution discriminate when it hires only evangelical Christians? Should the

matter of abortion be settled only by politicians and the courts? If a Christian’s citizenship is really in heaven, as the
Book of Hebrews tells us, does a Christian really owe any sort of allegiance to the state?

How does one operate as a Christian and as a member of the state? For someone belonging to the first century
the question may have been phrased: How do you get along in the Roman Empire? Though we may not have to
maneuver in an oppressive society, as the apostle Paul did, we still have to juggle commitments between God and
Caesar. With the increased plurality evidenced in today’s society, this tension grows ever stronger.

There are many cases involving Church-state relations pending in the courts. Many of these cases involve
issues which may radically affect churches and Church institutions for years to come.

With so much at stake, it is imperative that young adults become aware of the issues involving Christianity
and the state and begin constructing a Christian perspective that will help them deal with the issues at hand with-
out compromising their Christian faith.

In this lesson, we concentrate on a few key biblical passages pertinent to this issue. We will also include a few
remarks on the historical development between Church and state and on ways a Christian can be a good citizen to
the state while still being true to Scripture.

▼ COLLEGE CHAT: CONTEMPORARY ISSUES: LIFE AND DEATH

THE CHRISTIAN AS CITIZEN
by Bryon McLaughlin

IBLICAL FOUNDATIONS
Matthew 22:15-22; Acts 4:13-20; 5:27-32; Romans 13:1-7; 1 Timothy 2:1-4; 1 Peter 2:13-17

OMMENTARY
Use the Commentary as background information and discussion material as you prepare and facilitate this lesson.
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Historically, evangelical Christians have placed their
own limits on their political involvement. To many, the
attitude was that politics and religion were like oil and
water—they don’t mix. Through the first half of the 20th
century little was said or written about the relationship
between Church and state. For the most part, evangelical
Christians were content to restrict their thinking to matters
of vital piety: personal salvation, Bible reading, prayer, and
works of charity. However, within the last 20 years,
Christians have aggressively moved into the political arena
from all sides. This phenomenon has been evidenced not
only from the so-called Christian Right with organizations,
such as the Moral Majority, but also on the “Christian Left”
with the advent of liberation theology.

The Biblical Background
Part of what makes the tension between Church and

state somewhat problematic for the Christian is that nei-
ther Jesus nor the New Testament as a whole provides us
with a vision of the perfect state or world. Instead, Jesus
primarily concentrates on individuals and their relation-
ship to God. Yet Scripture does provide many glimpses of
truth from which we can derive a proper sense of what it
means to be both a good citizen of the state and a respon-
sible person of faith.

The Few Words about the Old Testament
1. Chaos vs. Order. The tension between chaos and

order is felt throughout much of the Old Testament. Chaos
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is first mentioned as the formless void in Genesis 1:2.
Later, chaos was expressed as a situation in which every-
one did what he or she pleased (Judges 17:6; 18:1; 19:1).
Judges 17—21 relates dramatic examples of social chaos.
Israel’s demand for a king was a recognition that some-
thing needed to be done to fix a crisis-ridden community.

The idea of order, the opposite of chaos, is very much
tied to the biblical concept of peace (in Hebrew, shalom).
Though it has many other nuances of meaning, shalom is
partly that attitude which is expressed by people who live
in a harmonious and joyous relationship with each other.
It refers to the well-being that comes when everything is
right within a community that is united toward a common
vision. Therefore, a proper political arrangement is neces-
sary to the achievement of shalom and the elimination of
chaos.

2. Injustice vs. Justice. Along with the idea of chaos
and order, injustice and justice are major concerns of the
Old Testament. Justice is achieved when the well-being,
freedom, and dignity of every person is actualized within a
community. Justice is not a privilege of only the strong,
but also the weak and the poor. Much of Scripture testifies
that God is on the side of justice; He wants to see justice at
work among His people. Justice is, in some way, integral to
God’s expression of order.

Matthew 22:15-22
In this passage we find that the problem of the rela-

tionship between Christianity and the political process of
state has occupied the minds of Christ’s followers since the
time of Jesus Christ himself. Here the Jewish leaders want-
ed to trap Jesus by asking Him difficult questions in order
to discredit Him in front of the people. By asking whether
or not it was lawful to pay tax to Rome, they were seeking
to get Jesus in trouble with Roman authorities. The ques-
tion was a serious one. They believed that a Jew who paid
tax to an earthly king insulted God.

Jesus, by His response, went against expectations and
affirmed the need to render to Caesar the things which he
was due. Notice that Jesus lays down no rules regarding
responsibilities to Caesar; instead, He lays down a princi-
ple. To Jesus, everyone who follows Him has a double citi-
zenship: one to an earthly king and one to a Heavenly
King. Jesus realized the benefits and privileges that govern-
ment can provide; in return, the Christian has a duty to
the state.

It is interesting to note that elsewhere in the Gospels
Jesus is portrayed as being willing to submit himself to
state authority. Before Jesus is taken before Pilate to be cru-
cified, Peter draws a sword to protect Him. Jesus, however,
tells Peter to put it away saying that God’s will is not
accomplished with a sword. Jesus refused to fight with
military power. When Pilate asked Him if He was a king,
Jesus responded by saying that His kingdom was not of
this world. Jesus also told Pilate, “You would have no
power over me if it were not given to you from above”
(John 19:11a). Instead of overcoming the existing political

system of His day, Jesus worked within that system to
accomplish His heavenly mission.

Romans 13:1-7
Romans 13 is called by many the most significant dis-

cussion regarding Church-state relations that the Bible has to
offer. After dealing with a believer’s behavior in the Church in
chapter 12, Paul goes on to discuss the way a person with a
renewed mind is to conduct himself as a Christian citizen in
a secular society. Paul’s concern here is pastoral; he is not
constructing a detailed political model. However, Paul did
possess an understanding of the social order and its role in
the life of the people who live in that society. He was con-
cerned that Christians take their social role seriously and not
evade their responsibilities as good citizens.

From the beginning of the passage, Paul says the state
was ordained by God, although he would never admit that
the state was a reflection of the kingdom of God, no matter
what its policies. Christians are not meant to disregard
government, for Paul believed that the state has a role to
play. God has a purpose for governments. However, while
this passage does affirm the need to obey the government,
it also places limits on this requirement. Since governing
authorities are servants of God and His desire for civil
order, they cannot claim ultimate authority in our lives. If
a government claims for itself devotion which should only
be rendered to God, then it ceases to function as a servant
of God; hence, the Christian is no longer obligated to it.

Like Jesus, Paul also worked within the existing politi-
cal system of his day. Onesimus, the runaway slave men-
tioned in the Book of Philemon, is instructed by Paul to go
back to Philemon and be a good slave. Such a position
taken by Paul is not to say that he condoned slavery—in
all likelihood he was probably severely against it. Yet Paul
understood that he could do more for the gospel by work-
ing within the political system than against it.

Christians were never meant to sit quietly and
just wait for Christ’s return. Instead, they are to do
all they can to make society orderly and just; the
agenda of the kingdom of God must be taken seri-
ously. Christians must be responsible to their earthly
and heavenly citizenship. Yet too often politically
responsible Christians feel they are swimming up-
stream. And why not? Few non-Christians want to
have a biblical ethic imposed upon them. When
Christians feel alone in their cause for Christ, what
are they to do? Fortunately, it can be helpful to
remember that the kingdom of God is with them.
Though it is not with them in its fullness, neverthe-
less, the Kingdom has dawned and is in progress.
This means that God is still working to bring about
His kingdom in the lives of all people. While we are
involved in important political concerns, let’s be
reminded of God’s involvement in us and our world.
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The Book of Acts
Up to this point, we have looked at scriptures that

display a positive view of government and show the need
to be submissive to its wishes. However, two passages in
the Book of Acts, 4:13-20 and 5:27-32, point out a differ-
ent attitude toward government.

In these passages, Peter and the apostles were in trou-
ble with religious authorities for preaching the gospel.
When told to stop, they refused. In Acts 4:19, Peter and
John said to the religious leaders, “Judge for yourselves
whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than
God.” In 5:29, Peter responds to the same problem by
replying, “We must obey God rather than men.” To the
early apostles, human requirements could not be placed
above God’s requirements.

Church and State: A Historical Survey
The following is a brief sketch of important moments

in the development of the relationship between the Church
and the state.

1. Initially, Christianity was viewed as a Jewish sect by
the Roman Empire. This in itself was helpful, for it steered
early believers clear of Roman persecution. When the gulf
between Judaism and Christianity widened, this develop-
ment prompted the birth of the Christian Church.
Christians at this time had no political influence or even
the potential of acquiring any under the oppressive hand
of the Roman government. Few Christians were Roman
citizens and most found themselves at the lower end of the
socioeconomic scale.

Prior to Emperor Constantine, who came to power in
the fourth century, the Christian faith was illegal, and
Christians lived under periodic persecution. The only
politically significant things they could do were to pay
taxes (Matthew 17:24-27; 22:15-21; Romans 13:6-7), pray
for their rulers (1 Timothy 2:1-4), and keep the peace
(Romans 12:18; 1 Thessalonians 5:13-15).

2. The relationship between Church and state under-
went a radical change during the reign of the Roman
Emperor Constantine (306-337). During his reign
Constantine received the Christian faith as his own
(though it’s likely that much of Constantine’s decision to
embrace Christianity stemmed from his desire to unite his
empire). The persecution of Christianity ceased, and
Constantine supported it as the favored religion. By 381,
under the Emperor Theodosius, it became the empire’s
only legal religion. As a result, an entirely new set of
Church-state issues began to arise.

3. In the following centuries, the association of
Church and state became even closer and eventually nearly
inseparable. This was first evidenced in the creation of the
title Holy Roman Emperor in the year 800, a title that pur-
posely tied the authority of the emperor with the authority
of the Church. By 1000, most of the powers of the emper-
or had shifted to the office of the Pope. Under the authori-
ty of the papacy, the union of Church and state grew even
tighter.

4. Great change in Church-state relations came about
during the Reformation (early 16th century). At the time,
the Church still held sway over the common people.
When Luther publicly disobeyed the will of Emperor
Charles over matters of biblical interpretation, he brought
about a change. By challenging the authority of the Church
and the state, he initiated a measure of accountability
which influenced the attitude of all Christians toward the
powers that be.

5. In 1620, English separatists came to the New
World for the benefit of religious freedom and other free-
doms. They fled the harassment they had incurred for not
supporting the Church of England. Though their concerns
in religion had to do with the freedom to worship as they
saw fit, and not with the freedom to follow their con-
sciences in any fashion regarding religious belief, they nev-
ertheless eventually gave rise to the idea that the state has
more responsibility to protect religious expression than to
regulate it.

6. From the beginning, the United States was founded
upon the need to restrict the power of the state over the
Church. The diverse mix of religious orientations among
the founding fathers contributed to this concept. In the
early colonies, there were Christians, deists, and nonbe-
lievers. The founding fathers saw a great need to insure the
right of religious expression for all people. They wanted to
institute a system that insured a pattern different from the
one of Europe where the state had domination over the
Church, or vice versa.

The Balance: Social Action and Scriptural Truth
As a result of the many democratic governments

around the world, many contemporary Christians have a
potential for a large impact upon society and the political
arena that the first-century believers did not. Though
Christians cannot expect (nor even demand) fallen people
to fully embrace biblical norms, our democratic system
deems it appropriate for every citizen to contribute to the
development of the state. Because of these freedoms,
Christians are under a greater obligation to make a respon-
sible commitment to their society than ever before. This
raises a question. What are ways in which the Christian
can change society for the better and still remain true to
Scripture? Theologian J. I. Packer has listed five ways in
which Christians in a representative democracy can influ-
ence society:*

1. Keep informed. Issues cannot be judged correctly
unless one is attentive to them. This can be accomplished
through familiarity with a variety of periodicals, newspa-
pers, magazines, documentaries, and other television news
programs. It is important that Scripture be studied on a
regular basis to provide a framework from which to view
the events and issues that impact society.

2. Pray. First Timothy 2:1-4 directs us to pray for

*From “How to Recognize a Christian Citizen,” Christianity Today, April
19, 1985.
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those in leadership positions within our society. The bene-
fits of prayer are immense: I urge, then, first of all, that
requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for
everyone—for kings and all those in authority, that we may live
peaceful and quiet lives in all goodness and holiness (vv. 1-2).
Prayer leads to peace (shalom), order, balance, and positive
relations within the community.

3. Vote. By exercising their power to vote, Christians
are able to exert influence in the world. Jesus reminds His
followers that they are influences with His comments
about salt and light in Matthew 5:13-16. Learn to be a
conscientious voter by differentiating important issues
from lesser concerns. Know the issues. During election
years, make it a point to watch a debate.

4. Seek political influence. This can be accomplished
by debating, writing, and working within the political sys-
tem. Christians can influence each other and even non-
Christians by writing letters to newspaper editors and
elected officials, thereby presenting a Christian perspective
on relevant issues.

5. Accept a political vocation. Not every Christian
will feel comfortable with a career in public office, but
there is a great opportunity of service to those who
demonstrate the interest and willingness to work hard to
further public decency, improve livelihood, and shape soci-
ety. Being a professional politician is not the only route to a
political vocation. School boards, community committees,
social action groups provide arenas of influence in society.

N-SESSION COMMUNITY BUILDING OPTIONS
Select one or more of these activities to begin building bridges between students as you introduce today’s subject.

II
1. Class Disclosure

One way to begin the session is by asking the class if
anyone has ever been involved in a protest march or
demonstration or if they have ever done anything that con-
flicted with the laws of the state for the benefit of a higher
cause. These disclosures may be shared in groups or with
the class as a whole.

If you feel none have ever been involved in such activ-
ities, invite a visitor you know who has had such an expe-
rience and have him or her relate it to the class, or read a
selection from a book that would speak of such a happen-
ing. Afterward, ask the class for their impressions of what
has been said or read.

2. Would You?
Introduce today’s topic by asking your class a series of

questions which will help them begin to think about their
responsibilities to the state and to their faith. You may
either direct these questions to the whole group or divide
the class into groups and give each group one or more of
the questions.

1. If our country declared war on a foreign country
and you were immediately drafted to fight or serve in
some other military-related capacity, would you go? If you
would, what would be going through your mind? Would it
be easy for you to leave your present involvements? Does
the state have the right to draft you unwillingly?

2. You are serving on a jury to decide a case involving a
woman and her 10-year-old daughter. The daughter, after
contracting a serious ailment, went without medical treat-
ment because her mother’s religious convictions affirmed
that healing is actually a result of faith and not medical tech-
nology. Later the daughter died because of the lack of proper
treatment. Would you find the mother guilty of manslaugh-
ter or not? If you find her guilty, does this mean the state
has the authority to interfere with our religious beliefs?

3. It is a local election year. During the Sunday morn-

ing service the pastor, after reminding everyone to vote,
begins saying things which indicate a slant against one of
the two candidates. Though you feel the pastor’s assess-
ment is correct, does he have the right to air his views
about the election from the pulpit, even if doing so may
benefit the civic community? If you do not feel he has this
right, how do you come to this conclusion?

4. It is 1944, and you are now living in Nazi
Germany. The mass slaying of Jews has begun. You are
hiding a Jewish family in your attic. Authorities have come
to your house asking if you know the location of any Jews.
What will you tell them? If you tell them no, are you say-
ing it is morally allowable to lie to the authorities when
asked such a question? Will your deception encourage fur-
ther deception?

5. Motivated by the good you think you can do for
society and others, you begin contemplating running for
public office. When discussing this option with your
Christian friends, they respond by saying that Christians
should stay clear of public office because it is not proper
for disciples of Jesus to use the force of the state to push
people into alignment with what is right. Who is right,
you or your Christian friends?

3. Bandwagon
This is a role-play activity in which the teacher plays

the role. Begin the class session with an announcement
similar to this: “The young adults from First Baptist
Church have asked us to join them Saturday in a protest
march on the County Courthouse steps against the pro-
posed bill in the state legislature to legalize gambling.” You
will need to use the name of a church in your community
and an issue which is currently under discussion. (The
protest could also take place in front of a liquor store, a
pornographic theatre, an abortion clinic, etc.)

Continue with the role play by asking your students
to indicate who will participate in the march, who will
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provide transportation, who will help make signs, etc. In
other words, make it as convincing as possible. If members
of your class seem hesitant to participate, challenge them
about their “sense of Christian responsibility.” Be as per-

suasive as you can without abusing anyone.
After several minutes of this, explain to your class that

the exercise was just a test. Ask several for their reactions,
especially those who seemed hesitant to get involved.

RESENTATION OPTIONS
Select one or more of the following activities to present today’s topic.

PP
1. Minilecture

You may wish to use this presentation option as a way
of introducing some or all of the material listed in the
Commentary above. Keep the lecture to a maximum of 15
minutes in order to allow time for other activities. Also, be
careful not to reveal your own views during the lecture so
that you don’t inhibit your students from developing their
own ideas. During this minilecture you may want to dupli-
cate or display for the class Duplication/Transparency Master
No. 1A, which lists ways Christians can be involved in
influencing their society.

2. Discussion Questions
Duplication/Transparency Master No. 1B lists several

questions to help facilitate discussion. You may use them
in a minilecture or split the class into groups after a
minilecture and have each group discuss some or all of the
questions listed.

Use the Commentary to supplement your discussion
of these questions.

3. Guest Speaker
You probably have a Christian politician in your city,

county, or state government. These men and women are
usually anxious to accept speaking invitations, both to have
a platform to express their views and to garner a few more
votes. When you invite such a guest, be sure to inform him
or her of the focus of this lesson and ask that the remarks be
directed toward this focus. Also be sure to clarify the time
limitations. You might wish to give the speaker a few ques-
tions to address during the session, such as the following:

1. Was the fact that you are a Christian part of your
decision to become involved in politics?

2. When an issue is up for a vote, do you consider bib-
lical and theological concerns in deciding your position?

3. In what ways has the increased political activity of
the conservative wing of the Church in the last few years
helped Christian politicians? In what ways has it hurt?

4. Would you encourage Christian young people to
consider politics as a career?

5. What can Christians do, short of entering politics
as a career, to influence their government?

4. Group Study
Divide your class members into three groups. Explain to

them that each group will study a particular aspect of today’s
issue and prepare a presentation to the rest of the class.

The first group should investigate the biblical materi-
al. Ask them to quickly look over Matthew 22:15-22, Acts
4:13-20, 5:27-32, Romans 13:1-7, 1 Timothy 2:1-4, and 1
Peter 2:13-17. Also give them a copy of the Commentary
section dealing with these scriptures and with the Old
Testament.

The second group should investigate the history of
Church/state relationships. Give them a copy of the
Commentary section dealing with this as well as any addi-
tional material you can gather.

The third group should explore how a Christian can
get involved in state issues. Give this group the last section
of the Commentary.

After the groups have had 15-20 minutes to work,
they should report on their work to the entire class. Allow
time for the other class members to ask questions.

An alternate way to do this activity would be to divide the
scripture references listed above among your students and
have them read and offer a perspective of involvement in soci-
ety based solely on their assigned scripture. Supplement their
responses with material from the Commentary as appropriate.

UMMARY OPTIONS
Select one or more of these activities to summarize and give opportunity for students to apply the truth learned through this lesson.

SS
1. Case Studies

Divide your class into groups and give each group one
of the case studies below. (If you have time, you can let the
entire class deal with each case.)

1. The Human Rights Commission of your state has
charged an in-state Christian university with discrimina-
tion because of their policy of only hiring evangelical

Christians to work on the campus. The university main-
tains that they should be exempt from such a charge and
allowed a religious preference in hiring because the univer-
sity is a religious institution. In response the commission
asks how employees of the university, such as maintenance
workers, janitors, accountants, and cafeteria employees are
seen as performing a religious job.



● Are the jobs that the Commission specifically men-
tions to be regarded as religious jobs?

● Does the Commission have the right to call into ques-
tion the hiring policies of the Christian university?

2. Fred is a Christian who is strongly pro-life. To him,
the destruction of a fetus is murder; nothing in his mind can
justify abortion. He decides to form a group that will protest
at an abortion clinic and prevent anyone from entering it to
have an abortion. Though Fred knows that such a demon-
stration is against the law and that it may cause much social
unrest and police involvement, he is determined to prevent
what he sees as a preventable loss of life.

● Should Fred protest? If Fred does protest, can he
say he is doing so in the name of God?

● If you have disagreed with Fred’s idea to protest,
what alternatives can you suggest?

3. Dietrich Bonhoeffer served in Germany as a
Lutheran pastor and teacher before and during World War
II. As he watched Adolf Hitler come to power, he saw his
country unknowingly succumb and fall entangled into a
political system gone bad. The unhealthy spirit of national-
ism which pervaded the country even infected the Church;
some Church leaders gave biblical support for the destruc-
tion of the Jews. Knowing that the Nazi war machine was
running counter to God’s purposes and leading to mam-
moth destruction on all sides, Bonhoeffer was convinced of
the need to offer strong resistance to the Nazi cause.
Seeing no other way to stop Nazism, he and others plotted
an assassination attempt on Hitler that later failed.

● Should Bonhoeffer be condemned for such an action?
● If not, then is it right for Christians to kill someone

whom they feel jeopardizes the health and security
of the state and the Church?

● Is it right for a Christian to try to overthrow or
undermine the government or state?

● Can you think of other ways in which Bonhoeffer
could have reacted to this problem?

2. Now for the Issues
Have your class think about a current local, state, or

national issue on which they feel their voice needs to be
heard. Discuss several possible issue options. You may
want to bring in a newspaper to use for ideas. After you
have decided upon an issue as a class, decide what steps
you will take to let your opinion be known.

3. What Do You Think?
The Church must be reminded that it is not the master

or servant of the state, but rather the conscience of the state.
—Martin Luther King Jr.
Use this quote by Martin Luther King Jr. as a way to

bring the lesson to a close. Is this observation by King cor-
rect? Why do you agree or disagree with this statement?
How can the Church serve as the conscience of the state?
Try to list several possibilities.

4. Make a List
Divide your class into two teams. Based on today’s les-

son and on their own ideas, have the first team generate a
list of all the responsibilities of being a citizen within your
society. The second team should make a list of all the bene-
fits of being a citizen within your society.

Have each group share the results of their work with
the other group.

Use INTERSECT: College Chat Discussion Starters to continue discussion on this lesson in a weekday Bible
study session, as a take-home resource for further thought after today’s lesson, or to supplement your in-
session teaching of this lesson.
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