Worthwhile Worship #6

“Our Pledge of Allegiance”

Philippians 3:20

Texas Christian Church differs from many congregations in that we begin each worship service with the pledge of allegiance to the American flag and to the Christian flag.  With daily recitations of the pledge to the American flag removed from our schools, this may be one of the few remaining places that regularly repeat it.


When I began my ministry here, America had just suffered the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.  Patriotism rose to a high level, and even the most skeptical among us rallied around the flag.  The pledge to the flag became a regular part of our service.  Whereas the spirit of patriotism seems to have ebbed in our society, I am glad that we continue to pledge our allegiance each week.


Sometime later, though the input of a new member, we added the pledge to the Christian flag to our worship service.  Since we had both the American and Christian flags on our platform, it seemed only right that we pledge our allegiance to both.  Now we begin each Sunday with our pledges to both flags.


But is this just a ritual, just meaningless words that roll of the tongue without any real meaning?  Is the pledge of allegiance appropriate in a worship service?  I believe it is.  Scripture teaches that the Christian has a dual citizenship, each bringing responsibility to the worshipper.

Our Earthly Citizenship


Webster’s defines allegiance as “devotion, loyalty, the duty of a subject to his sovereign, his rulers, or his country.”
  With regard to our citizenship as Americans, this idea is often called “patriotism.”  Our founding fathers exercised this allegiance, as recorded in the closing lines of the Declaration of Independence: “To this we dedicate our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.”  Some did indeed lose their lives; most lost their fortunes—all in allegiance to the liberty of their land.


Christians are called to be good citizens.  We ought to be examples of true patriotism and allegiance to our land.  Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:13-17,

Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right. For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men. Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God. Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king [niv].


I believe this can be demonstrated in three workable ways.


First, our earthly citizenship requires our personal contribution.  In other words, we ought to be involved in the affairs of our community and our country.  Our form of government offers us a unique opportunity to help shape the direction our nation takes—and we ought to be a part of that.


It is easy for us to become cynical, to succumb to what Robert F. Kennedy called “the danger of futility—the belief [that] there is nothing one man or one woman can do against the enormous array of the world’s ills—against misery, against ignorance, or injustice and violence.”  He went on to say, 

Yet many of the world’s great movements, of thought and action, have flowed from the work of a single man. A young monk began the Protestant reformation, a young general extended an empire from Macedonia to the borders of the earth, and a young woman reclaimed the territory of France. It was a young Italian explorer who discovered the New World, and 32-year-old Thomas Jefferson who proclaimed that all men are created equal…. Few will have the greatness to bend history; but each of us can work to change a small portion of the events, and in the total of all these acts will be written the history of this generation…. It is from numberless diverse acts of courage such as these that the belief that human history is thus shaped. Each time a man stands up for an ideal, or acts to improve the lot of others, or strikes out against injustice, he sends forth a tiny ripple of hope, and crossing each other from a million different centers of energy and daring those ripples build a current which can sweep down the mightiest walls of oppression and resistance.


Such involvement is seen often in the pages of Scripture.  Moses confronted Pharaoh to free the Hebrew slaves, and the prophets spoke out against the injustices of their day.  Others took places within the government of their time.  Joseph became second-in-command in Egypt, while Daniel became an important advisor to the king.  This did not mean they compromised their faith, as Warren Wiersbe points out, 

Like Daniel and Joseph, we live in an alien culture with people whose thinking, values, actions, and goals are totally different from and opposed to that of God’s people. And yet, just as Daniel and Joseph kept themselves pure and helped to transform people and circumstances, so we can become transformers in our world today.
 
Perhaps the greatest example of this involvement is seen in the life of Esther, a Jewish girl who became queen of Persia, and her uncle Mordecai.


In Esther 2:21-22, Mordecai overheard a plot to assassinate the king.  He could have decided not to get involved, but instead he alerted the palace and thwarted the plot.  Later in the book, the king’s advisor Haman convinced King Xerxes to exterminate the Jews from the land.  Mordecai pleaded with Esther to go to the king to end this threat, but Esther reminded her uncle that no one—not even the queen—could go into the presence of the king uninvited.  Esther 4:12-16 picks up the story:

When Esther’s words were reported to Mordecai, he sent back this answer: “Do not think that because you are in the king’s house you alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And who knows but that you have come to royal position for such a time as this?” 

Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecai: “Go, gather together all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat or drink for three days, night or day. I and my maids will fast as you do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it is against the law. And if I perish, I perish.” 


Esther took her life into her own hands and took a stand for her people.  Not only was her life spared, she saved the lives of thousands of Jews living in Persia.  After Haman’s plot was exposed and he was executed, Mordecai was promoted to take Haman’s place.  Esther 10:3 records, 

Mordecai the Jew was second in rank to King Xerxes, preeminent among the Jews, and held in high esteem by his many fellow Jews, because he worked for the good of his people and spoke up for the welfare of all the Jews. 


This is the epitaph of a true patriot: “he worked for the good of his people and spoke up for the welfare of all the Jews.”  (The same could be said of Esther, as well.)  


As Christians, we should all be involved in the affairs of our society.  When the opportunity arises, we should vote.  (I’m not telling you who to vote for—just vote!)  We should get involved in causes that reflect our Christian values to have an impact on our communities.


Two cautions arise in this regard, though.  No one can be personally involved in every cause, regardless of how noble or even biblical it may be.  There are simply too many.  We must be selective in our involvement.  Also, do not judge another Christian by their affiliation or involvement (or lack thereof).  There are good Christians in various political parties and civic organizations.  We should not make blanket generalities about the spiritual condition of a particular party or cause.


Second, our earthly citizenship requires our prayerful concern.  We are called to pray for our country and our leaders.  Paul writes in 1 Timothy 2:1-3,

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 godliness and holiness. 


He specifically names kings and all those in authority as the subject of our prayers.  “But I don’t agree with our leaders!” someone might object.  When Paul wrote these words, he was living under the Roman Empire when Nero was Caesar!  No matter how wrong you think our president, governor, or congressmen are, they don’t compare to the evil of Nero!  Yet Paul instructed Timothy to pray publicly for those in authority.


The importance of such prayer is seen in 1 Samuel 12:23, as Samuel says to the people of Israel and their new king, “As for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by failing to pray for you.”  Failure to pray for one’s nation and its leaders is nothing less than sin in the eyes of God.


Third, our earthly citizenship requires our practical compliance.  Society stands on the rule of law—otherwise chaos would reign.  As Christians and as citizens, we are to live in compliance to the laws of the land.  While there may be exceptional circumstances (we will see in a moment), the general rule is that we are to live under the law.  Paul writes in Romans 13:1-7,

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience. 

This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing. Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor. 


When Jesus was asked about paying taxes (a sore spot then as it is now!), He told the Jews of His day, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s” (Matt 22:21).  Even in such areas our earthly citizenship requires practical compliance.

Our Eternal Citizenship


Yet Christians have another allegiance.  Our dual citizenship is eternal as well as earthly. We pledge allegiance not only to the American flag—the symbol of our nation—but also to the Christian flag—the symbol of His kingdom.  The true worshipper responds to God in devotion and loyalty.  One commentator defines worship as “a concrete act of…expressing one’s devotion to the Lord.”
 Worship, then, involves our allegiance to the Lord.


Paul writes concerning the unsaved in Philippians 3:19, “Their mind is on earthly things.”  He goes on to write about the Christian in the following verse, “But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ…” [niv].  This idea of citizenship was very significant to the Philippians, as Philippi was a Roman colony.  Wiersbe notes,

The Greek word translated “conversation” [kjv] or “citizenship” [niv] is the word from which we get the English word “politics.” It has to do with one’s behavior as a citizen of a nation. Paul is encouraging us to have the spiritual mind, and he does this by pointing out the characteristics of the Christian whose citizenship is in heaven. Just as Philippi was a colony of Rome on foreign soil, so the church is a “colony of heaven” on earth.
 


This truth points to the unbending purpose of the Church.  The reason we as Christians are still on earth is to represent the kingdom of heaven here.  Using the imagery Paul uses in 2 Corinthians 5:20, we are Christ’s ambassadors, making the Church “Heaven’s Embassy on Earth.”


Just as our citizenship on earth requires our participation and our prayers, so our eternal citizenship obliges us to be involved and to intercede in the ministry of the church.  


While Christians have a dual citizenship, though, our eternal citizenship has an ultimate priority over all else.  Loyalty to country is important, but loyalty to Christ is even more important.  When these two collide and the Christian must choose between the two, our allegiance to Christ must always be held.


The early Christians faced such choices, and not from the Roman government.  From the beginning of the Church, the Jewish authorities did all they could to silence the followers of Jesus. A number of times the apostles were dragged into court and threatened with legal prosecution if they did not stop their witnessing.  The first instance of this is recorded in Acts 4:18-20,

Then they called them in again and commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. But Peter and John replied, “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” 

Just one chapter later, the apostles were back before the Sanhedrin.  Luke writes in Acts 5:28-30,

“We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name,” he said. “Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man’s blood.” 

Peter and the other apostles replied: “We must obey God rather than men!” 


The apostles took their stand on the side of Christ against the opposition of the Jewish and Roman governments, even to the point of laying down their lives.  When given the choice to pledge their allegiance by claiming either, “Caesar is Lord” or “Christ is Lord,” they remained loyal to their Savior.  There is no question that their faith held the ultimate priority in their lives.


We must be careful, though, not to take this concept too far.  Some Christians try to invoke this principle to defy civilian laws they don’t like.  Allegiance to Christ does not nullify our responsibility to pay taxes, observe speed limits, or obey local laws.  We must be very certain that complying with earthly law is in direct opposition with eternal law.  Furthermore, we must be willing to accept whatever consequences await us for defying the law of the land.  True civil disobedience will not complain when it faces the hardship such activity incurs.


On the other extreme, we must also avoid identifying our earthly allegiance too closely with our eternal loyalty.  Chuck Colson, who has been deeply involved in both civic and Christian movements, cautions against this mistake:

Contemporary Christians have much to learn from our own history. Today it’s not unusual to see Christians on both the [political] left and the right identifying their pet political causes with Christ. Now, of course, we ought to be fighting moral causes in the political arena. And we need to approach all issues informed by what Scripture teaches. But we have to guard against triumphal​istic, political rhetoric or wrapping the cross in the flag. We must recognize always the supremacy of Christ and His kingdom, to whom we pledge our first and foremost loyalty. Politics is a legitimate endeavor, but you and I must never forget that the spiritual battles of Christ’s kingdom cannot be waged with the political weapons of this world. The cause of America is crucially important. But it is not necessarily the cause of Christ.


We should neither measure nor determine one’s spirituality by their political affiliation or activism.  In our society, there are positions in every political party that agree with biblical truth and there are other positions in every political party that defy biblical truth.  I dare say there are good Christian Democrats, good Christian Republicans, and good Christians in smaller political parties as well.  Satan would love to divide Christians along political party lines.  Let us not allow that to happen, but rather keep our eternal citizenship as our ultimate priority.


Finally, our eternal citizenship is marked by a unilateral practice.  In other words, Christianity affects every aspect of our lives, across the board.  Our allegiance to Christ does not only affect our lives at church, but in every area of existence.  We practice our faith at home, at work, in the community—whereever we find ourselves.  As Paul writes in Colossians 3:23, “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men.”  


Every week we begin the worship service with the pledge of allegiance to the American and Christian flags.  Publicly proclaiming our devotion and loyalty to both our earthly and our eternal citizenships is very appropriate in a worship setting, for the Bible calls the Christian to be a good citizen in both realms.


The true test of our allegiance, though, is not in our words but in our actions.  Do we live what we claim to believe?  Are we good citizens of earth and heaven only when it is convenient, or will be remain loyal when the road gets tough?


May the pledges we repeat each week be reflected in our practice every day.

I Pledge Allegiance to the Lamb

by Ray Boltz

I have heard how Christians long ago

Were brought before a tyrant’s throne;

They were told that he would spare their lives

If they would renounce the name of Christ.

But one by one they chose to die—

The Son of God they would not deny—

Like a great angelic choir sings,

I can almost hear their voices ring,

I pledge allegiance to the Lamb,

With all my strength, with all I am

I will seek to honor His commands,

I pledge allegiance to the Lamb.

Now the years have come, and the years have gone

But the cause of Jesus still goes on;

Now the time has come to count the cost,

To reject this world, to embrace the cross.

And one by one let us live our lives

For the One who died to give us life;

Til the trumpet sounds on the final day,

Let us proudly stand and boldly say,

I pledge allegiance to the Lamb,

With all my strength, with all I am

I will seek to honor His commands,

I pledge allegiance to the Lamb.

To the Lamb of God who bore my pain,

Who took my place, who bore my shame,

I will seek to honor His commands,

I pledge allegiance to the Lamb.
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