“The Christian as Citizen”

selected texts

According to common etiquette, one should not discuss politics or religion in mixed company. Linus, in the Peanuts cartoon strip, took it one step further: “There are three things I have learned never to discuss with people: religion, politics, and the Great Pumpkin.”


Halloween is now past, so I won’t discuss the Great Pumpkin this morning. Election Day, however, is two days away, and it is nearly impossible to escape the subject of politics…especially if you have a radio or television turned on.


But politics and religion? Isn’t that like oil and water? Can a Christian be involved in politics? Should a Christian be involved in politics? Answers to that seem to go from one extreme to the other—from trying to make America a Christian nation to complete withdrawal. What is the responsibility of the Christian as a citizen? 

The Christian’s Participation


I’d like to first consider the Christian’s participation as a citizen. While the nature of politics has changed from the ancient world to our own, the participation of God’s people in government and society is well documented in both Old and New Testaments. Joseph, Moses, Daniel, Nehemiah, Mordecai, and Esther all had active roles in government, while the prophets addressed social and political issues of their day. While Jesus had no intention of being a political ruler, He did not shy away from addressing matters of social and political life as they arose.


Time does not allow us to examine all of these examples of political involvement by God’s people, but I would like to look at two from the same book of the Bible: Queen Esther of Persia and her uncle Mordecai.


Esther was a Jewish exile in Persia who was selected to be queen of Persia by King Xerxes, but on the advice of her uncle Mordecai she kept her nationality a secret. King Xerxes’ closest advisor, Haman, bore a grudge against Jews in general and Mordecai in particular, and he convinced the king to pass a law to allow all Jews to be exterminated from the empire.


When Mordecai heard of this, he sent word to Esther and urged her to approach the king and beg for mercy. We pick up the story in Esther 4:9-11,

Hathach went back and reported to Esther what Mordecai had said. Then she instructed him to say to Mordecai, “All the king’s officials and the people of the royal provinces know that for any man or woman who approaches the king in the inner court without being summoned the king has but one law: that he be put to death. The only exception to this is for the king to extend the gold scepter to him and spare his life. But thirty days have passed since I was called to go to the king.” 

Even though she was the queen, hand-picked for the position by the king, Esther could not approach Xerxes uninvited without taking her life into her hands. Involvement in this matter was very risky—it could cost her everything! 

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?” 


Mordecai’s response was direct: “Esther, you have to get involved! To not speak up will mean the death of many people—including you! Who knows? Maybe God put you in your position for just this reason!”

Esther did get involved, as verses 15-16 describe,

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 approached the king, exposed Haman’s plot, and saved her people. Her uncle Mordecai was promoted to Haman’s position, and the book of Esther ends with these words: 

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 [Esther 10:3].


This brief passage tells us that Mordecai, unlike his predecessor Haman, used his office to serve the king and help the Jews. Sometimes when people are elevated to high office, they forget their roots and ignore the needs of the common people. Mordecai wasn’t that kind of man. Even though his political deeds are recorded in the official annals of the empire, what he did for his people has been recorded by the Lord and will be rewarded.
 

Mordecai knew the true meaning of “public service.” The classic British preacher C. H. Spurgeon wrote, “Mordecai was a true patriot.”
 Verse three says that he “spoke for the welfare of his whole nation.” Literally, the sentence reads, “He spoke shalom.” That’s the Hebrew word for “peace.” Mordecai “spoke peace.” Shalom is an ancient word for health and security and material plenty. He spread a wholesome message of hope and security to all the people, which certainly pleased the Lord.


What are we to “speak” in the public arena? We may not have expertise in economic issues or foreign affairs, but as believers we ought to have a sense of right and wrong. Over these past several weeks we have been examining the matter of ethics from a biblical perspective, which is simply distinguishing right from wrong from God’s point of view. 


Wayne Grudem writes,

If Christians do not speak publicly about moral and ethical issues facing a nation, who will? Where will people learn about ethics? Where will a nation learn how to tell right from wrong? Perhaps from Hollywood movies? From their friends at work or at the local bar? From their professional counselors? From their elementary school teachers? But where do these people learn about right and wrong? 
The simple fact is that if Christians do not speak publicly about what the Bible teaches regarding issues of right and wrong, there aren’t many other good sources for finding any transcendent source of ethics, any source outside of ourselves and our own subjective feelings and consciences. 

This is a matter of utmost importance for any nation: If Christians are silent about such moral and ethical issues, then where will moral standards come from? 
 


Not everybody is going to be a Mordecai, or even an Esther, who can wield political power or exert direct influence in the governing of society. But this does not mean that we do not have a role to play. In a democracy a significant portion of the ruling power of government is entrusted to the citizens generally, through the ballot box. To be able to vote is to have a share of ruling power. Therefore all citizens who are old enough to vote have a responsibility before God to know what God expects of civil government and what kind of moral and legal standards he wants government to follow. That at least means that Christians are responsible to learn enough about the important issues to be able to vote intelligently.

The Christian’s Prayer


Our participation does not end at the ballot box, however. After the votes have been counted and winners have been declared, we still have an obligation toward those elected into office. Paul writes concerning the Christian’s prayer in 1 Timothy 2:1-4,

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. This is good, and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.

Paul urged Christians to especially pray for those in authority. Remember that the godless Emperor Nero was on the throne at that time, and yet the believers were supposed to pray for him! As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “Even when we cannot respect men or women in authority, we must respect their offices and pray for them.”
 And that does not mean to pray for the removal from office of those with whom we disagree politically, either! 

Our prayers are not to be limited to the supreme rulers but is to include all in public office. The actions and attitudes of these lower officials may often have a more direct bearing on the local congregations than that of the supreme rulers.
 

In my study this past week I came across a relevant passage in Exodus 22:28, “Do not blaspheme God or curse the ruler of your people.”  As followers of Christ we are to honor our leaders, regardless of whether or not we agree with their politics. God places leaders in their roles and calls us to pray for them, not revile them.
 

If the church today took the time and energy it spends on political maneuvering and lobbying (or even complaining!) and poured them into intercessory prayer, we might see a profound impact on our nation.
 We have all too often forgotten that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 6:12). The person in office is not the enemy! Furthermore, “though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds” (﻿2 Cor. 10:3-4﻿).


The phrase “prayer warrior” has become a common designation these days, and we need more prayer warriors lifting up our leaders on the local, state, and national levels. Sometimes people shrug their shoulders and say, “Well, I guess there’s nothing more to do than pray.” Folks, prayer should be our first response, not a last resort!

The Christian’s Perspective

Finally, I want to consider the Christian’s perspective when it comes to politics and civic duty. As with so many issues, I believe the truth is found in balance. We are to participate and pray, but we should not take it to an extreme. A certain amount of healthy and balanced concern with current trends in government and the community is acceptable, as long as we realize that such interest is not vital to our spiritual growth, our righteous testimony, or the advancement of the kingdom of Christ. Above all, the believer’s political involvement should never displace the priority of preaching and teaching the gospel.
 John MacArthur writes,

Some years ago a friend asked me a surprising question. He wondered if I’d like to be president of the United States some day. My answer was a resounding “No!”  I would never want to be president because the power to bring righteousness to this country does not now and will never reside in public office. The truth is, I try my best to avoid talking about partisan politics. It’s not that I don’t have opinions—I have very strong opinions. I avoid it simply because the political arena and its rhetoric have no power to bring about the spiritual transformation our society needs.
 


This is a balanced perspective on politics that is healthy for the church.


Jesus reflected this perspective. In John 18:33, as He was brought before Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor asked Jesus, “Are You the King of the Jews?” 
Jesus answered, ‘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.’ Pilate therefore said to Him, ‘Are You a king then?’ Jesus answered, ‘You say rightly that I am a king. For this cause I was born, and for this cause I have come into the world, that I should bear witness to the truth’” (John 18:36-37).


I have heard some preachers and teachers claim that Jesus came to offer a political kingdom to Israel, but the Jews rejected Him. Yet the New Testament records that Jesus refused every effort to make Him king, and before Pilate He plainly states that His kingdom was not of this world.


Paul reflects this same perspective in Philippians 3:20 when he writes, “Our citizenship is in heaven.” As Christians we have dual citizenship…on earth and in heaven. But our primary allegiance is to be to the kingdom of heaven. 


Charles Colson knew first-hand the political power in the American system, being a close advisor to President Richard Nixon. Following the Watergate scandal, which netted him a federal prison term, Colson committed his life to Christ. He remained active in social affairs, but he never lost his primary allegiance. He wrote,

Today it’s not unusual to see Christians on both the 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… The cause of America is crucially important. But it is not necessarily the cause of Christ.


Our priorities as Christians must not waver. Our task is not to save America but to save Americans by living the Gospel.
 Think of it this way: We could outlaw all of the sins of our society, but people would still be lost and headed for Hell. (Remember Prohibition?) We must be reminded that, in the words of Colson, “…no mere polit​ical action will ever usher in the kingdom of God on earth.”


We must also check our attitudes when it comes to politics and political leaders. I mentioned earlier the passage from Exodus 22:28, “Do not blaspheme God or curse the ruler of your people.”  While many Christians would not openly curse their elected leaders, I have heard many openly question whether the nation could survive certain people in office. We need to remember, though, that God can work through politi​cians even when their worldview appears hostile to Christian principles.


Furthermore, we must treat those whose political views or even whose lifestyle is in opposition to our own. Erwin Lutzer has written an excellent book entitled, Is God on America’s Side? In it he writes,

Many Americans have never met someone who is pro-life toward the unborn child, yet also loves women who have had abortions. Many believe they have never met anyone who is op​posed to the homosexual agenda, yet loves homosexuals. They do not know someone who is opposed to sex education and yet is willing to work with the school board to find an alternative. The average person will never be convinced of the credibil​ity of the cross until he becomes personally acquainted with someone who lives out the Christian faith, applying its impli​cations to every situation, even at great personal cost.

He goes on to add, “We do not take the cross that should humble us and turn it into a club that would make the world ‘shape up.’”
 Remember the greatest commandments: Love God and love one another. This applies to those who disagree with us as well as those who agree.

In conclusion, what is the responsibility of the Christian as citizen? 

· The Christian should participate in the political process from being an informed, intelligent voter, to working in campaigns for candidates or issues as the Lord leads.

· The Christian should pray for all those in government—local, state, and federal leaders—whether they agree with our political positions or not.

· The Christian should do all of this while maintaining the proper perspective. Our allegiance to Christ must supercede our allegiance to any nation, cause, or political party. We must always realize that political change will not in and of itself produce lasting results. The only way our society will be saved is when people commit their lives to Jesus Christ.

The bottom line is that we must seek God. More than elect​ing the right president, we need to have the right heart before God—this year and every year before Jesus returns.
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