
Civility
We are living in the midst of an epidemic of rudeness and
desperately need civility. Kerby Anderson looks at the rise of
incivility and documents its effects in society, education,
and politics. He concludes by providing a biblical framework
for civility.

The Rise of Incivility
We seem to be living in the midst of an epidemic of rudeness.
Articles in the newspaper document the number of incidents of
road rage. And if you doubt that, just try to merge onto a
busy freeway and see how many drivers honk their horn or try
to cut you off.

And  that’s  just  the  tip  of  the  iceberg.  A  1997  American
Automobile Association report documents a sharp rise in the
use of cars as weapons (people trying to run over other people
on  purpose).  A  Colorado  funeral  director  complains  about
impatient drivers darting in and out of funeral processions.
Instead of waiting for the procession to pass, they threaten
life and limb while ignoring both law and tradition in their
rush to get somewhere.

Rudeness seems to be at an all-time high in airports. There is
the  story  of  the  man  who  was  angry  at  missing  a  flight
connection and threw his suitcase at an eight-month pregnant
airline employee. Or there is the story of the woman who
learned  that  there  were  no  sandwiches  on  her  flight  and
punched the flight attendant and pushed her to the floor. And
there is the tragic story of the man who rushed the cockpit
and had to be restrained. In the process of stopping him, the
passengers apparently used too much force and killed him.

Cursing and vulgar language are on the increase. Character
assassination and negative political advertisements are up.
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Meanwhile, charitable giving seems to be on the decline along
with volunteerism.

No wonder so many are talking about the need for civility.
George  W.  Bush’s  inaugural  speech  talked  about  “a  new
commitment to live out our nation’s promise through civility,
courage,  compassion  and  character.  America,  at  its  best,
matches  a  commitment  to  principle  with  a  concern  for
civility.”

Commentators  are  wringing  their  hands  over  our  social
distress. Former education secretary and virtues guru William
Bennett  has  addressed  the  issue  of  civility.  Gertrude
Himmelfarb has written about The Demoralization of Society:
From Victorian Virtues to Modern Values. Scott Peck, author of
The Road Less Traveled, has devoted a book to the problem, as
has Yale Law professor Stephen Carter.

Newspapers are running stories asking, “Why are we so rude?”
U.S. News and World Report talks about “The American Uncivil
Wars.”{1}  They  conclude  that  “Crude,  Rude  and  Obnoxious
Behavior Has Replaced Good Manners.”

So in this article I will be addressing this very important
concept of civility. In a sense, it is a second installment on
a previous article I wrote on integrity. If integrity is the
standard  we  use  to  judge  our  own  moral  development,  then
civility is the standard we use to judge our moral interaction
with others.

As we will see, the rules of civility are ultimately the rules
of morality, which are rooted in biblical morality.

The Moral Basis of Civility
The word civilité shares the same etymology with words like
civilized and civilization. Quite simply, the root word means
to be “a member of the household.” Just as there are certain
rules that allow family members to live peacefully within a

https://www.probe.org/integrity/


household, so there are rules of civility that allow us to
live  peacefully  within  a  society.  We  have  certain  moral
responsibilities to one another.

While there have been many philosophical discussions on what
civility is and how it should be practiced, I believe Jesus
simply expressed the goal of civility when he taught that,
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). If
we truly love our neighbors, then we should be governed by
moral standards that express concern for others and limit our
own freedom.

Perhaps that is why civility is on the decline. More and more
people live for themselves and do not feel they are morally
accountable  to  anyone  (even  God)  for  their  actions  or
behavior. We are told to “Look Out for #1,” and not to let
anyone limit our freedom to be ourselves.

Civility  also  acknowledges  the  value  of  another  person.
Politeness and manners are not merely to make social life
easier. Stephen Carter, in his book on Civility, says that our
actions and sacrifice are a

. . .[S]ignal of respect for our fellow citizens, marking
them as full equals, both before the law and before God.
Rules of civility are thus also rules of morality; it is
morally proper to treat our fellow citizens with respect,
and morally improper not to. Our crisis of civility is part
of a larger crisis of morality.{2}

Again, this may help answer why civility is on the decline. An
increasing majority in our society no longer believes in moral
absolutes. These deny that absolutes of any kind exist, much
less moral absolutes. So as our crisis of morality unfolds, so
does barbarism and decadence. Civility is what is lost from
society.

If this is so, then the rise of rudeness and incivility cannot
be easily altered. Miss Manners and others have written books



about how our nation can regain its civility. But if the
crisis is greater than a lack of manners (and I believe that
it is), its solution must be found in a greater social change
than  merely  teaching  manners  or  character.  Ultimately,  an
increase in civility must flow out of a moral and religious
change. Spiritual revival and reformation are the ultimate
solutions to the current problem of incivility. And I believe
Christians  should  lead  the  way  by  exemplary  behavior.  In
essence, Christians must be the best citizens and the best
examples of civility in society.

Civility in the Schools
We have documented the rising incivility in our society. What
is so tragic is to find that our children are mimicking the
incivility  of  the  adult  world.  A  poll  conducted  by  the
National Association of Secondary School Principals found that
89 percent of grade school teachers and principals reported
that they “regularly” face abusive language from students.{3}

Contrast this situation with the nature of public education
just a few decades ago. It is likely that when you grew up,
you were instructed in manners and etiquette. The day began
with the pledge of allegiance to the flag, and throughout the
day you were instructed to show respect to your country and to
your teachers.

Today when schools try to teach manners, parents and civil
libertarians often thwart those plans. And when a school does
succeed in teaching civility, the story becomes headline news;
as it was when U.S. News and World Report opened its account
on “The American Uncivil Wars” with a story of a school that
was actually trying to teach manners.{4}

Consider what would have happened a few decades ago if you
misbehaved at school. Your teacher or your principal would
have disciplined you. And when you arrived home, your parents
would have assumed you were disciplined for good reason. They



probably would have punished you again. Now contrast that with
today’s parents who are quick to challenge the teacher or
principal and are often quick to threaten with a lawsuit.

When I was growing up there seemed to be a conspiracy of the
adults against the kids. Every parent and every teacher had
the same set of moral values. So if I misbehaved at Johnny’s
house, I knew that Johnny’s mother had the same set of rules
as my mother. If I misbehaved at school, I knew my teachers
had the same set of rules as my parents.

Today that moral consensus is gone. If anything, we have a
conspiracy of the kids against the adults. Most kids spend
lots of time telling their parents what other parents let
their kids do. We have sunk to the least common denominator in
our morality.

To rebuild civility in our society, we need to begin with the
next  generation.  Sadly  they  are  not  learning  to  respect
authority. They are learning to disrespect authority and to
play one set of parental values against another. And parents
must begin to trust a teacher’s authority. My parents trusted
the  teachers  and  the  school  to  enforce  the  rules
appropriately. Trust and respect are two essential ingredients
in rebuilding a foundation of civility.

Civility in Politics
Often when we talk about the need for civility, we focus on
the  political  arena.  Character  assassination  and  negative
political  advertisements  are  on  the  increase.  Many
commentators lament what they call the “politics of personal
destruction.” And savvy candidates have tried to tap into this
growing concern by calling for greater civility in our public
discourse.

At the outset, we should acknowledge that politics has always
been  a  dirty  business.  More  than  two  centuries  ago,  the



founders of this country often had harsh and critical things
to say about each other during political campaigns. Yet we
also have some very positive examples of civil discussions of
major social ills.

According to Stephen Carter in his book Civility, one shining
example of this is the Civil Rights Movement. “The leaders of
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) knew that
the protests would be met with violence, because they were
challenging a violently oppressive system. But they also knew
that  success  would  be  found  not  through  incivility,  but
through the display of moral courage.”

Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders trained
their protestors to remain civil and even loving in the face
of repression. He called this the “process of purification,”
and it “involved both prayer and repeated reminders that the
Biblical injunction to love our neighbors is not a command to
love only the nice ones.” It’s instructive to remember that
the  stated  purpose  of  the  Southern  Christian  Leadership
Conference was “to save the soul of the nation.”

Those of us involved in social action today should be mindful
of this as we fight against social ills in our society. I
firmly believe that Christians should be good citizens and
models  of  civility.  That  doesn’t  mean  we  shouldn’t  be
passionate about trying to rectify social problems. And we can
disagree with those who do not hold to a biblical view of
morality.  But  we  should  learn  to  disagree  without  being
disagreeable.  We  should  make  our  case  with  logic  and
compassion. And I believe we will be more successful if we do
so.

Consider the abortion debate. A majority of citizens have a
great deal of ambivalence about abortion. They do not feel
good about abortion on demand, but they also fear what might
happen if abortion was totally banned in this country. Will we
attract these millions of people by being angry, vociferous



Bible-thumpers? Or will we attract them by being thoughtful,
compassionate Christians who demonstrate our love for both
mother and child at crisis pregnancy centers? I think the
answer should be obvious, and that is the power of civility in
the public arena.

Civility: A Biblical Framework
At the heart of civility is the biblical command to love your
neighbor as yourself. While it is relatively easy to love
people who are your friends or people who are nice to you, the
real test of Christian love comes when we are with strangers
or  with  people  who  are  not  civil  to  you.  When  we  find
ourselves in the presence of strangers, we should treat them
with dignity and respect even if they are not civil to us.
Even if they are not gracious toward us, we should not repay
them with incivility. Romans 12:21 says, “Do not be overcome
by evil, but overcome evil with good.”

Our duty to be civil to others should not depend on whether we
like them or agree with their moral or political perspectives.
They may be disagreeable, and we are free to disagree with
them, but we should do so by giving grace. Often such a gentle
response can change a discussion or dialogue. Proverbs 15:1
reminds us that, “A gentle answer turns away wrath.”

Civility also requires humility. A civil person acknowledges
that he or she does not possess all wisdom and knowledge.
Therefore,  one  should  listen  to  others  and  consider  the
possibility that they might be right and that he is wrong.
Philippians 2:3 says, “Do nothing from selfishness or empty
conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one
another as more important than himself.”

Civility also requires that we watch what we say. The Bible
clearly warns us of the danger of the tongue (James 3:5-8). We
should work to cleanse our language of harsh, critical, and
condemning words. We should rid ourselves of nasty and vulgar



language.  Ephesians  4:29  says,  “Let  no  unwholesome  word
proceed from your mouth, but only such a word as is good for
edification according to the need of the moment, that it may
give grace to those who hear.”

If Christians want to reform society and return to civility,
one excellent model is William Wilberforce (1759-1833). Most
people know Wilberforce as the man who brought an end to the
British slave trade. He served for half a century in the House
of Commons. And led by his Christian faith, he tirelessly
worked for the abolition of slavery. But that was only one of
the “two great objects” of his life. The other, even more
daunting was his attempt to transform the civil and moral
climate of his times. Although he is known as an abolitionist,
the  other  great  accomplishment  of  his  life  was  in  the
reformation  of  manners.

I believe he provides a positive example of how Christians
should  engage  the  world.  We  should  do  so  with  courage,
compassion, character, and civility.
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Church and State

Introduction
Soon  after  assuming  office  as  president,  Thomas  Jefferson
received a letter from the Danbury Baptist Association of
Connecticut containing warm congratulations for his victory.
In  January  of  1802  Jefferson  drafted  a  response  of
unpredictable  importance.  The  contents  of  the  letter  have
influenced the shape of the American debate over the place of
religion  in  public  affairs  ever  since.  Addressing  the
Baptists,  Jefferson  wrote:

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies
solely between man and his God, that he owes account to none
other for his faith or his worship, that the legislative
powers of government reach actions only, and not opinion, I
contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole
American people which declared that their legislature should
“make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” thus building a wall
of separation between Church and State. {1} (emphasis added)

The idea of a “high wall of separation” first entered into our
nation’s judicial conscience in the 1947 Everson v. Board of
Education case. Although the court decided to allow public
funding for the transportation of Catholic school students, it
invoked the “high wall” doctrine as a rule for determining the
future use of public funds. Justice Hugo Black appealed to
Supreme Court precedent as well as the intent of the Founding
Fathers in winning his 5-4 decision which included the “high
wall” language. Justice Black wrote that our founders “reached
the  conviction  that  individual  religious  liberty  could  be
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achieved best under a government which was stripped of all
power to tax, to support, or otherwise to assist any or all
religions, or to interfere with the beliefs of any religious
individual  or  group.”{2}  This  1947  decision  became  the
catalyst for a growing debate in the last half of the 20th
century  regarding  the  relationship  between  faith  and
government  in  America.

The phrase high wall of separation has divided Americans into
a number of different groups depending upon their theological
and  political  leanings.  Some  feel  that  the  high  court
drastically overstepped the original meaning of Jefferson’s
words, going far beyond his original intent. Others applaud
the  Court’s  attempt  to  separate  once  and  for  all  this
country’s bias towards Christianity, especially its Protestant
wing. Since the question often revolves around the original
intent of the Founding Fathers, many seek to determine whether
or not the Founders supported a Christian state, a secular
state, or something in between.

All of this points to a few important questions faced by
Christians. How should individual believers and the church as
a whole relate to the state and its various institutions? What
about the role individuals should take in politics, efforts to
reform government, and attempts to pass laws that make our
society behave more “biblically”? In this article we will look
at three different responses to these questions and examine
some of the pros and cons of each. Since every believer is
limited in both their time and resources, it is important to
think carefully about where we focus our efforts in furthering
God’s  kingdom.  The  purpose  of  this  discussion  is  not  to
question anyone’s commitment to Christ, but to merely step
back and look at some of the underlying assumptions held by
each of these three positions.



Anti-Religious Separatists
Americans support the notion of separation of church and state
by a small majority.{3} Just what we mean by separate seems to
be the real issue. Some go as far as to argue that any
position on public policy that is motivated by a religious
belief is out of bounds and should not receive a hearing. This
group,  who  might  be  called  “anti-religious  separatists,”
argues that religion is fine as long as it does not invade the
public sphere. Religion must impact only private morality; if
it leaks into the public square where policy making actually
occurs, it is inappropriate at best. There are many examples
of  such  anti-religious  bias.  Writing  about  a  speech  that
Ronald Reagan made that included religious overtones, a New
York Times article said, “You don’t have to be a secular
humanist to take offense at that display of what, in America,
should  be  private  piety.  .  .  .  Americans  ask  piety  in
Presidents, not displays of religious preference. Mr. Reagan
uttered not just an ecumenical summons to the spirit. He was
pandering to the Christian right that helped to propel his
national political career.”{4} Another presidential candidate
wrote,  “No  president  should  attempt  to  transform  policy
debates  into  theological  disputes.”{5}  Some  believe  the
separation of church and state to mean a complete separation
of religious values from public policy debates.

It’s one thing to complain of inappropriate public piety, it
is quite another to apply an anti-religious bias to court
decisions  and  other  actions  that  affect  all  Americans,
religious or not. In one of the most important Supreme Court
decisions on the separation of church and state in regards to
education, Justices William Douglas and Hugo Black concurred
that  religious  schools  are  by  nature  harmful.  Writing
specifically  about  Catholics  schools  they  said:

The whole education of the child is filled with propaganda.
That, of course, is the very purpose of such schools, the



very reason for going to all of the work and expense of
maintaining a dual school system. Their purpose is not so
much to educate, but to indoctrinate and train, not to teach
Scripture truths and Americanism, but to make loyal Roman
Catholics. The children are regimented, and are told what to
wear, what to do, and what to think.{6}

Although this quote refers specifically to Catholic schools,
its description could apply to many types of private religious
schools. This caricature of private Christian schools, that
they do not teach but indoctrinate, that they fail to convey
Americanism (whatever that is), is still a concern of many who
have  observed  and  objected  to  the  recent  rapid  growth  in
private schooling.

Those who hold an “anti-religious separatist” viewpoint often
talk positively of an American civil religion. The idea is
that some religion might be better than no religion at all,
but it must never actually enter into policy decisions. A thin
veneer of religion is all that is needed. An example might be
President  Dwight  Eisenhower  urging  Americans  to  spend  the
first Fourth of July holiday of his administration in prayer
and penance. He then proceeded to fish in the morning, go
golfing in the afternoon, and play cards all evening.{7}

When Christians advocate such a vague form of public religion,
they do great harm to the faith. A lukewarm civil religion
does  not  address  the  redeeming  sacrifice  that  makes
Christianity  what  it  is.  Nor  does  it  value  the  revealed
knowledge found in the Bible. The idea of providing America
with a non- preferential treatment of religion is legitimate.
The danger lies in the promotion or religious activity that
waters down the beliefs of the various faiths, both Christian
and non-Christian.



Christian America
It  is  a  popular  notion  among  Christians  that  America  was
founded as a Christian nation, and that the goal of believers
everywhere should be to place our government back into the
hands of committed Christians who hold acceptable views on
theological and moral issues. As a corollary to this position,
it  follows  that  our  nation’s  institutions,  its  schools,
courts, regulatory commissions, etc, should be established on
Christian principles. Various Christian groups use language
that supports this view. The Christian Coalition, Eagle Forum,
Concerned Women for America, and others often present this
perspective. Jerry Falwell has stated, “Any diligent student
of American history finds that our great nation was founded by
godly men upon godly principles to be a Christian nation.”{8}
John Whitehead, in his 1977 book The Separation Illusion,
wrote, “In recent years Christians and non-Christians alike
have been questioning whether America was ever a Christian
nation. Without doubt it was, but secular historians have
eradicated  as  much  Christian  influence  as  possible  from
history.”{9}

Pat Robertson began the Christian Coalition in response to
this perceived conspiracy to purge our history and government
from Christianity. Stating its goals, its executive director
said,  “What  Christians  have  got  to  do  is  take  back  this
country, one precinct at a time, one neighborhood at a time,
and  one  state  at  a  time,  I  honestly  believe  that  in  my
lifetime  we  will  see  a  country  once  again  governed  by
Christians  .  .  .  and  Christian  values.”{10}

This view has much to commend itself in the actual words used
by  our  Founding  Fathers.  John  Eidsmoe,  Peter  Marshall,
Marshall Foster, and David Barton have provided a wealth of
examples in their writings of how the Founders used Christian
ideas and terminology to describe their efforts to create a
new nation.



Those  who  hold  to  this  view  are  comfortable  with  making
Christianity  the  semi-  established  religion  of  America.
Everywhere the government is involved in our lives would take
on a Christian flavor. Every citizen, regardless of religious
affiliation,  would  be  responsible  for  understanding  and
adjusting to this ubiquitous Christian culture.

To  many,  this  would  be  doing  to  those  of  other  faiths,
including atheists, just what we have been accusing them of
doing to Christians. Forcing people to separate their public
lives from their beliefs and thus denying them their first
amendment freedom of religion. Another question that arises
is, What are Christians going to do if they fail to muster the
necessary votes to put into place the people and legislation
that they desire?

This line of thinking can easily lead to a “whatever it takes”
mentality  to  return  the  nation  to  its  Christian  roots,
including armed revolt if necessary. This form of Christian
ethnocentricity  discounts  the  importance  of  Christians  in
other countries and the possibility that God might use other
nations as well as the U.S. to accomplish His purposes.

There is no question that we have been blessed as a nation
because our Founding Fathers built our government on Christian
principles  regarding  human  nature  and  a  theistic  view  of
reality. We enjoy common grace as a people when our laws
conform to God’s standard of justice. The question that we
must  ask  is,  Can  we  as  Christians  can  impose  a  biblical
culture on a majority who no longer acknowledge the authority
of Scripture? Since only 32 percent of Americans agree that
“The  government  should  take  special  steps  to  protect  the
Judeo-Christian  heritage,”  this  question  is  more  than
theoretical.{11} Perhaps a better goal would be to work for a
government based on the concepts of freedom and neutrality
with regards to religion.



Positive Neutrality
The idea of positive neutrality begins with the assumption
that both religious structures and the state possess a certain
degree  of  sovereignty  over  their  respective  domains.  Each
possess certain rights and responsibilities and should be free
to operate without interference from the other. As the Dutch
Protestant Abraham Kuyper stated it: “The sovereignty of the
State and the sovereignty of the Church exist side by side,
and they mutually limit each other.”{12} Christians can find
support for this view in biblical passages that describe both
the church and the state as divinely ordained realities (1
Peter 2 and Romans 13).

Positive neutrality argues that religious organizations have
both rights and responsibilities. According to Stephen Monsma,
author of Positive Neutrality, religious groups have the right
to  develop  and  teach  their  core  beliefs,  to  shape  their
member’s behavior and attitudes, to provide a wide range of
services to members and non-members, and to participate in the
policy making process of our republic. On the responsibility
side, religious organizations must both accept and seek to
enhance  the  authority  and  legitimacy  of  the  state  and
encourage its members to obey its lawful decisions. Religious
groups should also seek to develop civic virtue that enhances
public life and not attempt to take over those things given to
the state to perform. This does not mean that religious groups
do not have the right to criticize the state; it means that
they may not work to remove its legitimacy.

According to the notion of positive neutrality, the state also
has certain rights and responsibilities. The government should
make  decisions  that  coordinate,  protect,  encourage,  and
empower society’s various spheres of influence (including the
religious sphere) with the goal of promoting justice, the
public interest, the common good, or some other similar goal.
The state is not to transgress the sovereignty of the other



spheres although there are times when it is appropriate for
the  state  to  give  material  aid,  in  a  neutral  manner,  to
organizations in another sphere.

The immediate impact of moving towards a system of positive
neutrality  would  be  reflected  in  three  areas.  First,  our
political system would have to tolerate and accommodate a
wider range of religious practices. Second, the state would
have to protect the right of religious groups to influence
public policies. And finally, rather than working only through
secularly based groups and programs, the government would fund
the activities of both religious and secular groups for the
purpose of providing needed social programs. These changes may
be possible only by dropping the “secular purpose” part of
what  is  known  as  the  Lemon  test,  a  three  part  test  for
appropriate government spending resulting from the Lemon v.
Kurtzman Supreme Court case in 1971.

What this means, in effect, is that when the government gives
financial aid to schools, homeless shelters, day care, or
other  agencies,  it  cannot  discriminate  against  religiously
based organizations. To continue to do so shows a bias towards
secular organizations, motivations, and ideals.

Conclusion
We have considered three views of how the church and the state
should relate to each other. The first was the anti-religious
separatists. This group included those who desire what could
be  called  a  naked  public  square,  naked  of  any  religious
influence. The second was the Christian America perspective;
it advocates a sacred public square and the semi-establishment
of the Christian religion. The third view is called positive
neutrality, which argues for an open public square. The first
two positions discriminate against the religious rights of
Christians or non-Christians, the last treats all religious
groups equally and does not favor secular organizations over
religious ones.



Let’s look at the specific issue of religion in our schools
and see how the notion of positive neutrality might change
what  we  consider  to  be  constitutional  and  what  isn’t.
Currently  the  Court  uses  a  three  part  test  to  determine
constitutionality.  First,  a  program  must  have  a  secular
purpose. Second, it cannot further a religious effect, and
finally,  it  may  not  cause  excessive  entanglement  between
religion  and  the  state.  In  its  attempt  at  applying  these
rules, the Court has created a very unclear line of what is
permissible and what isn’t. It has forbidden state-composed
prayers, Bible reading, reading of the Lord’s Prayer, posting
the Ten Commandments, a minute of silence for meditation and
prayer, mandating the teaching of evidence for creationism,
and  certain  types  of  prayers  at  graduation  ceremonies.
However,  it  has  permitted  release  time  programs  held  off
campus  for  religious  instruction,  teaching  about  religion,
transportation  for  private  school  children,  a  minute  of
silence  for  meditation,  and  voluntary,  student-led  and  -
initiated religious clubs.

The obvious result of the Lemon test has been a bias against
the religious and for the secular, not neutrality. In trying
to account for local religious practices, some justices have
argued that prayer and religious celebrations are actually
secular  and  traditional  activities  rather  than  acts  of
worship. This tactic satisfies no one. Positive neutrality
argues for a full and free play of all religious groups and of
both religion and secularism. True neutrality is achieved by
welcoming  and  encouraging  all  religions  and  secular
philosophies to participate in the open marketplace of ideas
on campus.

True neutrality could be accomplished in our public schools by
applying the equal access principle the Court used in Westside
Community  Schools  v.  Mergen.  This  decision  treated  all
extracurricular  clubs,  both  religious  and  secular,  with
neutrality. This principle could be applied to prayer, the



study of origins, and the posting of the Ten Commandments. In
effect, this would remove some of the anti-religious bias that
pervades public schools.

Neutrality is also enhanced when the government encourages
educational choice by funding private schools regardless of
their religious or non-religious nature. By allowing vouchers
for parents to use to send their children to religious schools
of their choice, the government would be treating religious
and non-religious schools in a neutral manner.

Positive neutrality insists that religious ideas should never
be forced to hide themselves behind secular ones in order to
participate in the public square. The government is not being
neutral when it endorses a secular idea over a religious one
in  our  schools  or  in  other  social  programs.  While  many
Americans  are  unhappy  with  the  government’s  current  bias
against religious beliefs, it remains to be seen if they are
ready  for  real  religious  freedom  that  would  allow  full
participation  in  the  public  realm  by  all  faiths  and
philosophies.
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The Moral Fallout of the ’98
Elections
Now that the November elections have passed, it is time to
apply a little 20/20 hindsight to the results. An initial
observation is that even the experts were surprised by the
outcome, as Democrats gained five seats against the Republican
majority in the House, while drawing even in the Senate. Less
than a month before the elections, the political director of
the Democratic National Committee stated that losing less than
twenty-six House seats and less than six Senate seats would be
a  victory  for  Democrats.  Even  moderate  political  analysts
believed that Republicans would secure net gains of eight
House seats, three Senate seats, and three governorships. Yet,
this election was the first one since the presidency of FDR in
which the party of the president did not lose seats in a
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congressional election. It would seem that these elections
deserve special consideration.

The reason why so many had expected poor election results for
the Democrats was obviously the scandal that has enveloped the
Clinton presidency in the last year. Many Republican leaders
seemed  to  regard  the  election  as  a  referendum  on  the
President, discounting polls which suggested otherwise. The
question is, How could so many “experts” have so misread this
election?

Perhaps one of the most significant aspects of this year’s
results has to do with the vote of religious conservatives. By
comparing this year’s vote with the elections of 1994, when
Republicans regained control of the House after years of a
Democratic majority, we notice a major shift in the voting
activity  of  the  so-called  “religious  right.”  In  1994,  67
percent  of  self-described  religious  conservatives  voted
Republican  for  Congress,  while  only  20  percent  voted  for
Democrats.  In  the  1998  elections,  however,  54  percent  of
religious conservatives voted Republican, and 31 percent voted
for Democrats, a significant 24 percent swing.

This,  in  itself,  helps  explain  the  strong  showing  of
Democrats,  but  prompts  the  question,  Why  did  religious
conservatives have such a dramatic shift in voting patterns?
Several attempts will be made here to answer this question.

Earlier this year, James Dobson of Focus on the Family issued
a  kind  of  ultimatum  to  the  Republican  Party  leadership.
Expressing frustration at the failure of Republicans to pass
significant  legislation  in  areas  such  as  abortion,  he
threatened to take as many of his radio listeners as he could
away from the Republican Party if they did not make more of an
effort to focus on social issues important to evangelicals.
Immediately after that threat, there was a sudden emphasis by
Republican leaders on abortion and homosexuality, and once
again the ban on partial-birth abortions was brought to a



vote. However, it was again vetoed by President Clinton. Even
though, in that respect, Republicans have made an effort to
reflect the social concerns of evangelical Christians, their
failure to make any progress even with a majority may have
left many supporters alienated.

Another factor may have been the failure of Republicans to
stand  up  to  President  Clinton  in  the  last-minute  budget
negotiations in October. Instead of pressing for their own
agenda months earlier, when Mr. Clinton was at his weakest,
Republicans  were  pressed  into  a  corner  by  the  threat  of
another government shutdown. Their failure to acknowledge that
their  constituents  were  concerned  with  more  than  just
President  Clinton’s  behavior  ultimately  seems  to  have
backfired. The main message this year was that conservatives
themselves sent a message to Republicans that they can no
longer be counted on to simply vote anti-Democrat. As Steve
Forbes has said, “A party that loses sight of its values and
principles loses its base.”

Presidential  Scandal  and  the  ’98
Elections
Republicans and Democrats alike had anticipated major gains
for  the  Republicans  in  the  House,  mainly  because  of  the
scandal  involving  President  Clinton.  House  Speaker  Newt
Gingrich had predicted a gain of as many as thirty seats. Yet
when the votes were tallied, Democrats had actually gained
five seats, and Newt Gingrich has now resigned his position as
Speaker of the House. Does this mean that voters rejected an
agenda favorable to religious conservatives?

Many Christians have been dismayed by the apparent lack of
voters who were willing to punish Mr. Clinton for his actions.
Of course, Mr. Clinton himself was not running for office, but
it was thought that, by voting against Democrats, voters would
signal  their  disapproval  of  President  Clinton’s  behavior.



Instead, it appears that voters voted for candidates on their
own merits; it would seem that voters were in most respects
voting  for  candidates  and  issues,  not  just  against  Mr.
Clinton.

Some,  associating  the  Democratic  Party  with  the  Lewinski
scandal, have suggested that the positive gains of Democrats
indicates that Americans are less and less concerned about the
morality of their political leaders. Several factors have to
be considered before making that judgment. In the first place,
no  single  party  has  a  monopoly  on  morality.  This  became
especially evident when it was revealed in recent months that
several  prominent  Republicans  had  been  involved  in  sexual
affairs in the past. And even though the current legal issue
against  Mr.  Clinton  is  all  about  perjury  under  oath  and
suborning  of  perjury,  as  well  as  possible  obstruction  of
justice,  it  is  impossible  to  separate  these  issues  from
President  Clinton’s  involvement  with  Ms.  Lewinski.
Consequently, the emphasis in the press on the sexual nature
of the scandal has led many to conclude that Mr. Clinton’s
behavior is not unique.

Another key factor in how the American people have reacted to
the Lewinski scandal is a simple psychological response to the
long period between President Clinton’s denial of an affair
and his eventual admission of an “inappropriate relationship.”
In the eight months between those two speeches, most Americans
had gradually become convinced that the President lied in his
initial denial. Consequently, when President Clinton admitted
he had misled the public, the shock factor was absent–many
people had already concluded that he wasn’t telling the truth.
And  the  constant  emphasis  in  the  news  about  the  story
eventually led many to conclude that our elected officials
were obsessed with the scandal. Though it has been suggested
that  the  reluctance  to  condemn  Mr.  Clinton’s  actions  is
indicative of a nation that has lost its moral compass, it
could be that it also points to a sense of morality that is



repulsed by publicly discussing private matters.

Exit polls indicate that over half of all voters did not
consider President Clinton an issue in the election. Some
candidates and issues which he supported won, and some lost.
It seems what was most significant was that Republicans in
this session of Congress failed to establish an agenda of
their own that emphasized traditional conservatism. As we will
see in the next section, it is evident that voters did not
reject the social and moral concerns of Christians, but rather
the failure of some Republicans to make a principled stand on
the issues.

Major  Victories  for  Christian
Conservatives
The mainstream press has attempted to portray the lack-luster
performance of Republicans at the national level as a major
blow to the religious right, yet exit polls indicate that the
major difference this year was that it was the religious right
itself that shifted its allegiance away from the Republican
Party. The clear message is that Republicans cannot expect
religious  conservatives  to  slavishly  vote  Republican  every
time. Voters seem much more willing to look at each individual
candidate  on  his  or  her  own  merit,  rather  than  simply
following a party line. It would appear that some of its
strongest supporters are attempting to send Republican Party
leaders a message.

Christians and other religious conservatives who are concerned
that  the  elections  indicate  a  major  shift  away  from
traditional morality may be focusing too strongly on their
reaction to the Clinton scandal. Whereas 20 percent of voters
went to the voting booth with the clear intent of voting
against Mr. Clinton, another 20 percent voted with support of
the President in mind. Those two groups thus canceled each
other out. The other 60 percent of voters maintained that they



voted with no thought of President Clinton. And since many
Democrats  attempted  to  distance  themselves  from  President
Clinton  during  their  campaigns,  it  would  be  a  stretch  to
suggest that those who voted Democrat were voting for the
President. And when we consider the issues which were voted on
this  past  November,  we  can’t  help  but  notice  that  major
victories were won in areas important to Christians.

Perhaps one of the most defining moments of these elections
was  the  banning  of  same-sex  marriage  in  both  Hawaii  and
Alaska. Of course, the silence from the major media has been
deafening, especially when it had been suggested just two
years  ago  by  gay  activists  that  Hawaii  would  open  the
floodgates  for  same-sex  marriage.  Even  though  homosexual
activists poured considerable amounts of money and energy into
their  campaigns,  nearly  70  percent  of  both  Alaskan  and
Hawaiian voters affirmed marriage as being between one man and
one woman. In a related issue, Republicans had high hopes that
Matt  Fong  would  defeat  liberal  Senator  Barbara  Boxer  in
California, but Fong shocked many conservative supporters late
in the campaign by making concessions to the gay and lesbian
community.  Needless  to  say,  Fong  lost,  mainly  due  to  his
failure to take a principled stand.

Also, another major issue for Christians has been the emphasis
on the sanctity of life. In the home state of Jack Kevorkian,
Michigan voters defeated doctor-assisted suicide by a wide
margin. Colorado voters also placed a limitation on abortion
by requiring parental consent for teenagers seeking abortion.
Unfortunately, Colorado and Washington both refused to outlaw
partial-birth abortions, although the votes were very close.

In sum, while conservatives seem to be laying all their bets
on the Republican Party, and because Republicans didn’t do as
well  as  expected,  there  has  been  a  tendency  to  say
conservatism, and especially religious conservatism, was a big
loser on election day. But when we look at the results of
particular  races,  we  see  that  only  a  handful  of  true



conservatives lost at the national level, and many referendums
were won. Any attempt to view the elections as an outright
rejection  of  a  conservative  religious  worldview  cannot  be
supported by the facts.

Moral Judgment and the Sexual Revolution
As we have examined the November elections, we have concluded
that the attitude of most Americans toward President Clinton
was left out of the ballot box. President Clinton was not
running for office, and the major shift in voting patterns was
demonstrated by religious conservatives, who appear to have
punished Republicans for failing to act like the majority in
Congress. Probably the best way to gauge how Americans view
the President is to recall the polls that have been taken
since the Lewinski matter erupted in January of 1998.

Certainly one of the most curious aspects of this political
year has been the consistently high job approval ratings the
President has enjoyed, while at the same time he is considered
a poor role model by a majority. The very fact that people
have made a moral judgment of the President is once again a
positive  indication  that  American  society  is  not  simply
concerned with pragmatism. But on the other hand, the majority
of Americans seem to be willing to forgive Mr. Clinton and
simply want the issue to go away. In this respect, Americans
seem perfectly content to ignore the scandal as long as there
is peace abroad and economic prosperity at home. Besides, it
is the opinion of many that the scandal is “just about sex.”
If  anything,  it  is  that  small  phrase  which  should  be  of
concern for society, since it seems to imply that sexuality is
of little importance. A biblical worldview is entirely opposed
to such a notion.

According to Genesis 2, God’s desire is that one man and one
women  should  become  “one  flesh”  in  the  act  of  marriage–a
euphemism for sexual union. But since the beginning of time,
humanity has rejected God’s plan, and the consequences have



been  devastating.  In  the  United  States,  there  has  been  a
concerted  effort  since  the  1960’s  to  overcome  any  social
restrictions against sex outside of marriage, all in the name
of  personal  freedom.  But  in  fact,  many  of  the  social
pathologies in this country can be traced to a distorted view
of sexuality. When men and women reject the sacredness of
sexuality and view sex as simply recreational, the natural
results are obvious: unwanted pregnancies, abortion, sexually
transmitted  diseases,  AIDS,  divorce,  single-motherhood,  and
poverty. Not so obvious is another related issue. When young
men grow up without fathers, they typically learn conceptions
of manhood from other youth, rather than learning from their
fathers. Violent gangs are often the only families that some
young men ever identify with. Thus, to speak of sexuality as
though it is of little import is a tragic mistake.

Of  course,  because  the  sexual  revolution  has  had  such  a
powerful grip on society, it is easy to see why so many are
able to separate President Clinton’s personal life from his
public duties. When any society loosens its attitude toward a
particular activity, the members of that society will feel
less ashamed for engaging in that activity. As a consequence,
those who engage in that activity will be much less likely to
condemn anyone who does the same thing, since to do so would
necessarily be a condemnation of themselves. More than likely,
the willingness for many to simply ignore the Lewinski matter
is a residue of a casual view of sexuality. However, the
American people must remember that the issue before them is
not only a sexual scandal, but a question of the rule of law.
That issue has broader implications for us all.

The Case for the Common Good
As we have been considering the recent national elections and
the  suprising  results,  we  have  considered  the  possible
connection between the results and the public’s reaction to
President Clinton and the Lewinski scandal. We have noted that



exit polls indicate that candidates were typically judged on
their own merits. Thus, overall results cannot be said to
reflect favorably or negatively on Mr. Clinton. We also noted
that  the  sexual  revolution  has  lessened  the  tendency  of
Americans to judge anyone for sexual indiscretions. But, what
must now be emphasized is that the President’s impeachment
hearings are based on allegations of perjury and obstruction
of justice. That many Americans are willing to dismiss such an
offense should be of concern to all of us.

Perhaps the first thing that should be acknowledged by all is
that  President  Clinton  is  well-liked  by  many  Americans.
Consequently, this case is similar to the O.J. Simpson trial,
where a well-known and well-liked celebrity won a trial of
public opinion. In this situation, millions of Americans are
sympathetic  toward  the  President.  Unfortunately,  many
Americans have construed their affection for the President as
being admissible as evidence in a court of law. In reality,
juries are not simply allowed to determine a person’s fate by
majority rule. And contrary to what has been stated recently
by media friends of President Clinton such as Geraldo Rivera,
perjury  is  a  criminal  offense.  To  simply  ignore  its
possibility in this case would be devastating for our legal
system.

When we consider that this country’s government is founded on
an intricate system of checks and balances, we must ultimately
recognize that the rule of law is essential to a just society.
When  people  are  discriminated  against,  or  granted  special
favors in the legal system, the result is injustice. President
Clinton  himself  recognizes  this,  as  he  is  the  top  law
enforcement officer in the land. In addition, the following
statement is found in the Justice Department’s manual for
federal prosecutors: “Because false declarations affect the
integrity of the judicial fact-finding process, all offenders
should be vigorously prosecuted.”

Unfortunately, contemporary society tends to denigrate public



service, and place a premium on the comforts of private and
family life. Consequently, many people are willing to ignore
the legal case against President Clinton since they assume it
does not directly concern them. But, as Alexis de Tocqueville
reminded us over 150 years ago in his great work Democracy in
America,  one  of  the  dangers  of  democracy  is  that  it  can
flatten people’s personalities, making them “creatures of mass
opinion and enslaving them to the drive for material security,
comfort and equality.” But if the American people are willing
to forfeit the integrity of the law out of a desire for
convenience or prosperity, it demonstrates not so much the
lack of a moral compass as it indicates that many Americans no
longer recognize the concept of the common good.

When a government becomes too powerful, de Toqueville warns,
its citizens are willing to sacrifice freedom for comfort.
Should  contemporary  society  assume  that  President  Clinton
should not have to be held accountable for perjury, it would
establish a legal precedent that would call into question the
rule  of  law  in  our  society.  To  that  extent  our  elected
congressional  leaders  must  remember  that  their  first
responsibility is to the laws which they as a body have sworn
to defend. While the spectacle of impeachment hearings is a
sad prospect, even more tragic would be the cynicism that
would be the result of ignoring this case for reasons of
political expediency.
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and Law
Kerby Anderson helps us develop a biblically based, Christian
view  of  both  government  and  the  laws  it  enforces.  
Understanding  that  the  New  Testament  does  not  direct  a
particular type of government, Kerby leads us to understand
how the principles of the New Testament will help us select
governmental models that a conducive to Christian life and
witness.

Christian View of Government
Government affects our lives daily. It tells us how fast to
drive. It regulates our commerce. It protects us from foreign
and domestic strife. Yet we rarely take time to consider its
basic function. What is a biblical view of government? Why do
we have government? What kind of government does the Bible
allow?

Developing a Christian view of government is difficult since
the  Bible  does  not  provide  an  exhaustive  treatment  of
government. This itself is perhaps instructive and provides
some latitude for these institutions to reflect the needs and
demands of particular cultural situations. Because the Bible
does not speak directly to every area of political discussion,
Christians often hold different views on particular political
issues. However, Christians are not free to believe whatever
they want. Christians should not abandon the Bible when they
begin to think about these issues because there is a great
deal of biblical material that can be used to judge particular
political options.

The  Old  Testament  teaches  that  God  established  government
after the flood (Gen. 9:6). And the Old Testament provides
clear guidelines for the development of a theocracy in which
God was the head of government. These guidelines, however,
were written for particular circumstances involving a covenant
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people chosen by God. These guidelines do not apply today
because our modern governments are not the direct inheritors
of the promises God made to the nation of Israel.

Apart from that unique situation, the Bible does not propose
nor endorse any specific political system. The Bible, however,
does  provide  a  basis  for  evaluating  various  political
philosophies because it clearly delineates a view of human
nature. And every political theory rests on a particular view
of human nature.

The  Bible  describes  two  elements  of  human  nature.  This
viewpoint is helpful in judging government systems. Because
humans are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–27), they
are able to exercise judgment and rationality. However, humans
are also fallen creatures (Gen. 3). This human sinfulness
(Rom. 3:23) has therefore created a need to control evil and
sinful human behavior through civil government.

Many theologians have suggested that the only reason we have
government today is to control sinful behavior because of the
Fall. But there is every indication that government would have
existed even if we lived in a sinless world. For example,
there seems to be some structuring of authority in the Garden
(Gen. 1–2). The Bible also speaks of the angelic host as being
organized into levels of authority and function.

In the creation, God ordained government as the means by which
human beings and angelic hosts are ruled. The rest of the
created order is governed by instinct (Prov. 30:24–28) and
God’s providence. Insect colonies, for example, may show a
level  of  order,  but  this  is  due  merely  to  genetically
controlled  instinct.

Human beings, on the other hand, are created in the image of
God and thus are responsible to the commands of God. We are
created by a God of order (1 Cor. 14:33); therefore we also
seek order through governmental structures.



A  Christian  view  of  government  differs  significantly  from
views proposed by many political theorists. The basis for
civil  government  is  rooted  in  our  created  nature.  We  are
rational and volitional beings. We are not determined by fate,
as the Greeks would have said, nor are we determined by our
environment as modern behaviorists say. We have the power of
choice. Therefore we can exercise delegated power over the
created order. Thus a biblical view of human nature requires a
governmental system that acknowledges human responsibility.

While  the  source  of  civil  government  is  rooted  in  human
responsibility,  the  need  for  government  derives  from  the
necessity of controlling human sinfulness. God ordained civil
government  to  restrain  evil  (cf.  Gen.  9).  Anarchy,  for
example, is not a viable option because all have sinned (Rom.
3:23) and are in need of external control.

Notice how a Christian view of human nature provides a basis
to  judge  various  political  philosophies.  For  example,
Christians  must  reject  political  philosophies  which  ignore
human sinfulness. Many utopian political theories are based
upon this flawed assumption. In The Republic, Plato proposed
an ideal government where the enlightened philosopher-kings
would lead the country. The Bible, however, teaches that all
are sinful (Rom. 3:23). Plato’s proposed leaders would also be
affected by the sinful effects of the Fall (Gen. 3). They
would  not  always  have  the  benevolent  and  enlightened
disposition  necessary  to  lead  the  republic.

Christians should also reject a marxist view of government.
Karl  Marx  believed  that  human  nature  was  conditioned  by
society,  and  in  particular,  the  capitalist  economy.  His
solution was to change the economy so that you would change
human nature. Why do we have greed? Because we live in a
greedy capitalist society. Marx taught that if society changed
the economy from capitalism to socialism and then communism,
greed would cease.



Christians should reject the utopian vision of marxism because
it is based upon an inaccurate view of human nature. The Bible
teaches that believers can become new creatures (2 Cor. 5:17)
through spiritual conversion, but that does not mean that the
effects of sin are completely overcome in this life. The Bible
also teaches that we will continue to live in a world tainted
by sin. The view of Karl Marx contradicts biblical teaching by
proposing a new man in a new society perfected by man’s own
efforts.

Since civil government is necessary and divinely ordained by
God (Rom. 13:1–7), it is ultimately under God’s control. It
has been given three political responsibilities: the sword of
justice (to punish criminals), the sword of order (to thwart
rebellion), and the sword of war (to defend the state).

As  citizens,  Christians  have  been  given  a  number  of
responsibilities.  They  are  called  to  render  service  and
obedience to the government (Matt. 22:21). Because it is a
God-ordained  institution,  they  are  to  submit  to  civil
authority (1 Pet. 2:13–17) as they would to other institutions
of God. As will be discussed later, Christians are not to give
total and final allegiance to the secular state. Other God-
ordained institutions exist in society alongside the state.
Christians’ final allegiance must be to God. They are to obey
civil authorities (Rom.13:5) in order to avoid anarchy and
chaos, but there may be times when they may be forced to
disobey (Acts 5:29).

Because  government  is  a  divinely  ordained  institution,
Christians have a responsibility to work within governmental
structures to bring about change. Government is part of the
order  of  creation  and  a  minister  of  God  (Rom.  13:4).
Christians are to obey governmental authorities (Rom. 13:1–4,
1 Peter 2:13-14). Christians are also to be the salt of the
earth and the light of the world (Matt. 5:13–16) in the midst
of the political context.



Although governments may be guilty of injustice, Christians
should not stop working for justice or cease to be concerned
about human rights. We do not give up on marriage as an
institution simply because there are so many divorces, and we
do  not  give  up  on  the  church  because  of  many  internal
problems.  Each  God-ordained  institution  manifests  human
sinfulness and disobedience. Our responsibility as Christians
is to call political leaders back to this God-ordained task.
Government is a legitimate sphere of Christian service, and so
we should not look to government only when our rights are
being abused. We are to be concerned with social justice and
should see governmental action as a legitimate instrument to
achieve just ends.

A Christian view of government should also be concerned with
human rights. Human rights in a Christian system are based on
a biblical view of human dignity. A bill of rights, therefore,
does not grant rights to individuals, but instead acknowledges
these rights as already existing. The writings of John Locke
along with the Declaration of Independence capture this idea
by stating that government is based on the inalienable rights
of individuals. Government based on humanism, however, would
not see rights as inalienable, and thus opens the possibility
for the state to redefine what rights its citizens may enjoy.
The  rights  of  citizens  in  a  republic,  for  example,  are
articulated in terms of what the government is forbidden to
do.  But  in  totalitarian  governments,  while  the  rights  of
citizens may also be spelled out, power ultimately resides in
the government not the people.

A Christian view of government also recognizes the need to
limit the influence of sin in society. This is best achieved
by  placing  certain  checks  on  governmental  authority.  This
protects citizens from the abuse or misuse of governmental
power which results when sinful individuals are given too much
governmental control.

The greatest threat to liberty comes from the exercise of



power. History has shown that power is a corrupting force when
placed in human hands. In the Old Testament theocracy there
was less danger of abuse because the head of state was God.
The Bible amply documents the dangers that ensued when power
was transferred to a single king. Even David, a man after
God’s own heart (1 Sam. 13:14; Acts 13:22), abused his power
and Israel experienced great calamity (2 Sam. 11–21).

Governmental Authority
A key question in political theory is how to determine the
limits of governmental authority. With the remarkable growth
in the size and scope of government in the 20th century, it is
necessary  to  define  clearly  the  lines  of  governmental
authority.  The  Bible  provides  some  guidelines.

However, it is often difficult to set limits or draw lines on
governmental authority. As already noted, the Old Testament
theocracy  differed  from  our  modern  democratic  government.
Although human nature is the same, drawing biblical principles
from an agrarian, monolithic culture and applying them to a
technological, pluralistic culture requires discernment.

Part of this difficulty can be eased by separating two issues.
First, should government legislate morality? We will discuss
this in the section on social action. Second, what are the
limits of governmental sovereignty? The following are a few
general  principles  helpful  in  determining  the  limits  of
governmental authority.

As  Christians,  we  recognize  that  God  has  ordained  other
institutions besides civil government which exercise authority
in their particular sphere of influence. This is in contrast
to other political systems that see the state as the sovereign
agent over human affairs, exercising sovereignty over every
other human institution. A Christian view is different.

The first institution is the church (Heb. 12:18–24; 1 Pet.



2:9–10).  Jesus  taught  that  the  government  should  work  in
harmony with the church and should recognize its sovereignty
in spiritual matters (Matt. 22:21).

The second institution is the family (Eph. 5:22–32, 1 Pet.
3:1–7).  The  family  is  an  institution  under  God  and  His
authority (Gen.1:26–28, 2:20–25). When the family breaks down,
the government often has to step in to protect the rights of
the wife (in cases of wife abuse) or children (in cases of
child abuse or adoption). The biblical emphasis, however, is
not so much on rights as it is on responsibilities and mutual
submission (Eph. 5:21).

A third institution is education. Children are not the wards
of the state, but belong to God (Ps. 127:3) and are given to
parents  as  a  gift  from  God.  Parents  are  to  teach  their
children (Deut. 4:9) and may also entrust them to tutors (Gal.
4:2).

In a humanistic system of government, the institutions of
church and family are usually subordinated to the state. In an
atheistic system, ultimately the state becomes a substitute
god and is given additional power to adjudicate disputes and
bring  order  to  a  society.  Since  institutions  exist  by
permission of the state, there is always the possibility that
a new social contract will allow government to intervene in
the areas of church and family.

A Christian view of government recognizes the sovereignty of
these spheres. Governmental intervention into the spheres of
church and family is necessary in certain cases where there is
threat  to  life,  liberty,  or  property.  Otherwise  civil
government  should  recognize  the  sovereignty  of  other  God-
ordained institutions.

Moral Basis of Law
Law should be the foundation of any government. Whether law is



based  upon  moral  absolutes,  changing  consensus,  or
totalitarian  whim  is  of  crucial  importance.  Until  fairly
recently, Western culture held to a notion that common law was
founded upon God’s revealed moral absolutes.

In a Christian view of government, law is based upon God’s
revealed commandments. Law is not based upon human opinion or
sociological convention. Law is rooted in God’s unchangeable
character and derived from biblical principles of morality.

In humanism, humanity is the source of law. Law is merely the
expression of human will or mind. Since ethics and morality
are man-made, so also is law. Humanists’ law is rooted in
human opinion, and thus is relative and arbitrary.

Two  important  figures  in  the  history  of  law  are  Samuel
Rutherford  (1600-1661)  and  William  Blackstone  (1723-1780).
Rutherford’s Lex Rex (written in 1644) had profound effect on
British  and  American  law.  His  treatise  challenged  the
foundations of 17th century politics by proclaiming that law
must be based upon the Bible, rather than upon the word of any
man.

Up until that time, the king had been the law. The book
created a great controversy because it attacked the idea of
the divine right of kings. This doctrine had held that the
king or the state ruled as God’s appointed regent. Thus, the
king’s word had been law. Rutherford properly argued from
passages such as Romans 13 that the king, as well as anyone
else, was under God’s law and not above it.

Sir  William  Blackstone  was  an  English  jurist  in  the  18th
century and is famous for his Commentaries on the Law of
England which embodied the tenets of Judeo-Christian theism.
Published  in  1765,  the  Commentaries  became  the  definitive
treatise  on  the  common  law  in  England  and  in  America.
According  to  Blackstone,  the  two  foundations  for  law  are
nature  and  revelation  through  the  Scriptures.  Blackstone



believed  that  the  fear  of  the  Lord  was  the  beginning  of
wisdom, and thus taught that God was the source of all laws.
It is interesting that even the humanist Rousseau noted in his
Social  Contract  that  one  needs  someone  outside  the  world
system to provide a moral basis for law. He said, “It would
take gods to give men laws.”

Unfortunately, our modern legal structure has been influenced
by relativism and utilitarianism, instead of moral absolutes
revealed in Scripture. Relativism provides no secure basis for
moral judgments. There are no firm moral absolutes upon which
to build a secure legal foundation.

Utilitarianism looks merely at consequences and ignores moral
principles. This legal foundation has been further eroded by
the relatively recent phenomenon of sociological law. In this
view,  law  should  be  based  upon  relative  sociological
standards. No discipline is more helpless without a moral
foundation  than  law.  Law  is  a  tool,  and  it  needs  a
jurisprudential foundation. Just as contractors and builders
need the architect’s blueprint in order to build, so also
lawyers need theologians and moral philosophers to make good
laws.  Yet,  most  lawyers  today  are  extensively  trained  in
technique, but little in moral and legal philosophy.

Legal justice in the Western world has been based upon a
proper,  biblical  understanding  of  human  nature  and  human
choice. We hold criminals accountable for their crimes, rather
than  excuse  their  behavior  as  part  of  environmental
conditioning. We also acknowledge differences between willful,
premeditated acts (such as murder) and so-called crimes of
passion (i.e., manslaughter) or accidents.

One of the problems in our society today is that we do not
operate from assumptions of human choice. The influence of the
behaviorist,  the  evolutionist,  and  the  sociobiologist  are
quite profound. The evolutionist and sociobiologist say that
human behavior is genetically determined. The behaviorist says



that human behavior is environmentally determined. Where do we
find free choice in a system that argues that actions are a
result of heredity and environment? Free choice and personal
responsibility have been diminished in the criminal justice
system, due to the influence of these secular perspectives.

It is, therefore, not by accident that we have seen a dramatic
change in our view of criminal justice. The emphasis has moved
from  a  view  of  punishment  and  restitution  to  one  of
rehabilitation.  If  our  actions  are  governed  by  something
external, and human choice is denied, then we cannot punish
someone for something they cannot control. However, we must
rehabilitate them if the influences are merely heredity and
environmental. But such a view of human actions diminishes
human dignity. If a person cannot choose, then he is merely a
victim of circumstances and must become a ward of the state.

As Christians, we must take the criminal act seriously and
punish  human  choices.  While  we  recognize  the  value  of
rehabilitation (especially through spiritual conversion, John
3:3), we also recognize the need for punishing wrong-doing.
The Old Testament provisions for punishment and restitution
make more sense in light of the biblical view of human nature.
Yet today, we have a justice system which promotes no-fault
divorce, no-fault insurance, and continues to erode away the
notion of human responsibility.

© 1999 Probe Ministries International

The Sinfulness of Humanity
Over  the  last  couple  of  years  we  have  witnessed  some
incredible  events  in  our  world.  In  Europe,  communism  has
become a thing of the past. In South Africa, apartheid finally
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appears to be on the way out. The former Soviet Union is in
the throes of reorganization as it moves toward democracy and
free enterprise.

Such events, coupled with recent successes on the battlefield,
have caused many Americans to feel tremendously optimistic
about the future. It has become fashionable to appeal to a new
world order in which nations will cooperate with one another
in a spirit of peace, and some have even suggested that we are
on the edge of the millennial kingdom.

Don’t get your hopes up.

It’s easy to be optimistic when looking at the trend of world
events, but it’s a little more difficult when one takes human
nature into consideration. The sinfulness of humanity may be
an uncomfortable subject, but it is absolutely necessary to
understand sin in order to understand both ourselves and the
world in which we live.

Many people like to focus on our tremendous potential as a
society, maintaining that the only thing preventing us from
fulfilling  that  potential  is  inadequate  education.  For
example,  consider  the  following  statement  from  the  second
Humanist Manifesto:

Using technology wisely, we can control our environment,
conquer poverty, markedly reduce disease, extend our life-
span, significantly modify our behavior, alter the course of
human evolution and cultural development, unlock vast new
powers, and provide humankind with unparalleled opportunity
for achieving an abundant and meaningful life.

Humanists recognize the fact that such utopian dreams are not
guaranteed, but they believe our potential for progress is
essentially  unlimited.  If  we  as  a  society  decide  that  we
really want to achieve something, we are capable of achieving
it.



The Bible presents a very different view of humankind and our
future. From a biblical perspective, we have all violated
God’s laws, and our continuing tendency is not to seek the
well-being  of  others  but  to  seek  our  own  satisfaction.
Consider the following words from Romans chapter 3:

There is none righteous, not even one; There is none who
understands, there is none who seeks for God; All have turned
aside, together they have become useless; There is none who
does good, there is not even one.

These  words  may  sound  pretty  pessimistic,  especially  when
compared with modern humanism, but they are true. We all know
our own failings. God says that we are to be holy just as He
is holy (1 Peter 1:15, 16), and we cannot honestly say that we
meet that standard. You and I recognize that we have selfish
desires, that we rebel against God, that we often find it
easier to cheat people than to love them. The Bible tells us
that everyone else has the same problem. As Paul put it, All
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23).

Forgiveness for Sin
Thinking about the sinfulness of humanity is unpleasant at
best, but we must first understand that all humankind has
sinned if we are to realize that, even so, all is not lost.
The most important thing to realize about human sinfulness is
that forgiveness is available!

The Bible says that we have all broken God’s laws, and we all
deserve punishment as a result. Jesus Christ, however, came to
take that punishment on our behalf. Let me explain it this
way. We have been sentenced to death because of our sin. God’s
justice demands that the sentence be carried out. If He were
to simply lay the sentence aside, then He wouldn’t be a very
fair judge, and He is always fair.

At the same time, God’s love demanded that He provide a way of



forgiveness.  He  provided  that  forgiveness  through  Jesus
Christ. By dying on the cross for our sins, Jesus paid the
penalty that we should have had to pay. He took the punishment
for our sins.

Since God’s justice has been satisfied in the person of Jesus
Christ, we are able to have peace with God through Jesus (Rom.
5:1). All we have to do to experience that peace is to place
our  trust  in  Jesus,  believing  that  He  died  to  take  the
punishment that we deserved (John 3:16). When we trust in
Christ, our sins are forgiven. We no longer need to be afraid
of death or of God’s future judgment. We have been declared
righteous in Christ, and we are at peace with God.

The idea that someone would or could take our punishment seems
very strange to many in today’s culture. The film Flatliners
provides an excellent illustration of the way our world thinks
about sin and life after death. In the film, several medical
students take turns killing and then reviving one another,
hoping to learn something about life after death. In their
near-death experiences, they are confronted with past sins, in
which they have offended not God but other human beings. They
themselves must atone for their sins by making peace with the
people they have wronged. There is no mediator to take their
place. In addition, the sins for which they suffer are much
less grievous than one might expect. What could a person do to
obtain forgiveness for actions much worse than teasing another
child  or  even  causing  another  person’s  accidental  death?
Apparently nothing. Reflecting the perspective of many in our
culture, Flatliners seems to say that there is no God to
offend, no Christ to bear our punishment, and no hope for
those who have committed grievous sin. What a sad perspective!

The Continuing Presence of Sin
When  we  accept  God’s  forgiveness  by  placing  our  trust  in
Christ, we are completely freed from the penalty of sin. At
the same time, however, we continue to experience the presence



of sin. We still have the capacity, even the tendency, to
rebel  against  God  and  to  act  independently  of  Him  (Gal.
5:16-17). God’s goal for us as Christians is that we would
consistently obey Him, and the indwelling Holy Spirit works to
change  us  from  the  inside  out,  but  the  process  won’t  be
completed until we are in the presence of God in heaven (Rom.
8:12-25; 2 Cor. 3:18; 4:7-18). In the meantime, we continue to
struggle with the fact that we are sinful people.

As fallen creatures, we will always want to say no when God
says yes and yes when He says no. All too often, we seek to
please ourselves rather than to please God.

This thought doesn’t sound very encouraging, and some have
maintained that talking about the sinfulness (or depravity) of
humanity  causes  Christians  to  have  a  pessimistic  attitude
about life. I disagree. Understanding that everyone is sinful
gives us a realistic appraisal of life, one that explains the
headlines  we  see  in  each  morning’s  paper.  If  our  natural
tendency as sinful people is to seek power and control for
ourselves or to lie, cheat, and steal, then we should expect
people to act that way. Expecting these actions doesn’t make
them right, but it makes them understandable. Recognizing the
sinfulness  of  humanity  doesn’t  excuse  crime,  but  it  does
protect us from the disillusionment that so many experience
when their optimistic ideals eventually fall apart.

The belief that all persons are sinful can actually be a very
liberating  concept.  We  no  longer  place  expectations  on
ourselves or others that no one could fulfill. We no longer
demand perfection, for we expect a degree of failure. With
regard to current events, we do not join those who continually
hope for some kind of global transformation apart from divine
intervention. We recognize that sinful people will continue to
govern every nation, even our own, and that they will always
seek their own interests.

The founders of this country believed in the sinfulness of



humanity; indeed, this view of human sinfulness is central to
the United States Constitution. We do not believe in giving
any single individual limitless power, because we do not trust
anyone enough to put him or her in that position. We regard a
system of checks and balances, through which each person’s
decisions must ultimately be approved by others, as safer than
a government in which unlimited power is entrusted to one
individual.

I am not saying that humanity should simply accept its lot; we
must  certainly  work  to  improve  our  society.  A  proper
understanding  of  human  nature,  however,  prevents  us  from
seeking to fulfill impossible goals through unrealistic means
and keeps us from placing too much faith in humanity. We need
to be involved in the political and social arenas, but we
should  not  place  too  much  hope  in  our  involvement.  Human
sinfulness will keep us from doing all that we would like, but
we must continue to do all that we can.

The Politics of Sin
Many people believe that humanity is basically good and that
all we need to do to improve our society is provide a healthy
psychological  and  physical  environment.  This  belief  is
appealing because it makes us feel like we are in control of
our own destiny, but unfortunately it isn’t true. Humans are
not good creatures in a bad environment. If anything, we are
sinful creatures in a relatively good environment.

In this country we elect representatives who promise to uphold
our interests in the public realm. Yet year after year we are
disappointed  when  they  break  their  promises.  They  may
institute some helpful programs and make a few choices that we
agree with, but often the entire exercise seems futile. One
reason behind this sense of futility is that politics is built
upon compromise, but another reason is that political programs
are unable to deal with humanity’s real problem–sin. Barry
Goldwater, who served many years in the United States Senate,



said it this way:

We have conjured up all manner of devils responsible for our
present  discontent.  It  is  the  unchecked  bureaucracy  in
government, it is the selfishness of multinational corporate
giants, it is the failure of the schools to teach and the
students  to  learn,  it  is  overpopulation,  it  is  wasteful
extravagance, it is squandering our national resources, it is
racism, it is capitalism, it is our material affluence, or if
we  want  a  convenient  foreign  devil,  we  can  say  it  is
communism. But when we scrape away the varnish of wealth,
education,  class,  ethnic  origin,  parochial  loyalties,  we
discover that however much we’ve changed the shape of man’s
physical environment, man himself is still sinful, vain,
greedy, ambitious, lustful, self-centered, unrepentant, and
requiring of restraint.

That is a pretty profound statement, and it is one with which
the Bible would agree. Political programs have no effect on
society’s real problem, the fact that we are all sinful and
self-centered.

When we look at the seeming hopelessness of the situation, it
is easy to see why some Christians have grown apathetic. They
say, We try as hard as we can and it doesn’t do any good. Why
bother  to  keep  trying?  Theirs  is  a  good  question.  Many
Christian activists felt the same way at the end of the 1980s.
Christians had been more involved in this country’s politics
than ever before, and there were several events in which they
seemed to pull out all the stops. Many Christians lobbied
intensively for the confirmation of Robert Bork to the U.S.
Supreme Court, seeing him as a vital tool in their aim to
bring an end to the abortion industry in this country. Their
efforts failed. The troops were marshalled several more times
during legislative battles on Capitol Hill, but they fell
short more times than they succeeded. Many grew weary in the
fight. I know I did.



Looking back on that decade, we have to ask, What did we
expect? Did we expect our politicians to abandon the appeal of
special- interest groups in favor of altruistic ideals and
biblical  ethics?  We  should  not  have  been  so  naive.  The
sinfulness of humanity means that people will always tend to
enhance their own power and seek their own interests. When
they do otherwise, we take their actions as grace, but we do
not expect them to act in accordance with anything but their
own interests.

That’s why we as believers must continue to be active in
political and social causes. True, we do struggle with our own
sinfulness, but we are being transformed by the person of
Jesus Christ, transformed to the extent that we should no
longer fit comfortably into our culture (Rom. 12:1-2). Jesus
said that we are the salt of the earth and the light of the
world,  and  what  He  meant  by  that  is  that  we  are  to  be
distinctive representatives of God in a world that is trying
to forget Him (Matt. 5:13-16; cf. Phil. 2:15). If we abandon
our culture, we abandon that duty. We realize that we won’t
necessarily win the day, but we might. In any case, we’ll have
done the right thing.

©1991 Probe Ministries.

Politics and Religion
Nearly everywhere you go, it seems, you hear statements like,
“You can’t legislate morality,” or “Christians shouldn’t try
to legislate their morality.” Like dandelions, they pop up out
of nowhere and sow seeds of deception in the fertile, secular
soil of our society.

Unfortunately, I have also heard these cliches repeated in
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many churches. Even Christians seem confused about how they
are to communicate a biblical view of issues to a secular
world.

Part of the confusion stems from blurring the distinctions
between law and human behavior. When a person says, “You can’t
legislate morality,” he or she might mean simply that you
can’t make people good through legislation. In that instance,
Christians can agree.

The law (whether biblical law or civil law) does not by itself
transform human behavior. The apostle Paul makes that clear in
his epistle to the Romans. English jurists for the last few
centuries have also agreed that the function of the law is not
to make humans good but to control criminal behavior.

But if you understand the question in its normal formulation,
then Christians can and should legislate morality. At the more
basic level, law and public policy is an attempt to legislate
morality. The more relevant question is not whether we should
legislate  morality  but  what  kind  of  morality  we  should
legislate.

Much  of  the  confusion  stems  from  our  country’s
misunderstanding of democratic pluralism. Our founders wisely
established  a  country  that  protected  individual  personal
beliefs with constitutional guarantees of speech, assembly,
and religion. But undergirding this pluralism was a legal
foundation  that  presupposed  a  Judeo-Christian  system  of
ethics.

Thus, in the area of personal ethics, people are free to think
and believe anything they want. Moreover, they are free to
practice a high degree of ethical pluralism in their personal
life. To use a common phrase, they are free “to do their own
thing.” But that doesn’t imply total ethical anarchy. Not
everyone can “do his own thing” in every arena of life, so
government must set some limits to human behavior.



This is the domain of social ethics. To use an oft-repeated
phrase, “a person’s right to freely swing his or her arms,
stops at the end of your nose.” When one person’s actions
begin to affect another person, we have moved from personal
ethics to social ethics and often have to place some limits on
human behavior.

Government is to bear the sword (Rom. 13:4) and thus must
legislate  some  minimum  level  of  morality  when  there  is  a
threat to life, liberty, or property. An arsonist is not free
“to do his own thing” nor is a rapist or a murderer. At that
point,  government  must  step  in  to  protect  the  rights  of
citizens.

Perhaps the most visible clash between different perceptions
of ethics can be seen in the abortion controversy. Pro-choice
groups generally see the abortion issue as an area of personal
morality. On the other hand, pro-life advocates respond that
the fetus is human life, so something else is involved besides
just personal choice. Thus, government should protect the life
of the unborn child.

Promoting Christian Values
Christians must consider how to communicate biblical morality
effectively to a secular culture. Here are a few principles.

First,  we  must  interpret  Scripture  properly.  Too  often,
Christians have passed off their sociological preferences (on
issues like abortion or homosexual behavior) instead of doing
proper biblical exegesis. The result has often been a priori
conclusions buttressed with improper proof-texting.

In areas where the Bible clearly speaks, we should exercise
our prophetic voice as we seek to be salt and light (Matt.
5:13-16). In other areas, concessions should be allowed.

The  apostle  Paul  recognized  that  the  first  priority  of
Christians  is  to  preach  the  gospel.  He  refused  to  allow



various distinctions to hamper his effectiveness and tried to
“become all things to all men” that he might save some (1 Cor.
9:22). Christians must stand firm for biblical truth, yet also
recognize the greater need for the unsaved person to hear a
loving presentation of the gospel.

Second,  Christians  should  carefully  develop  biblical
principles which can be applied to contemporary social and
medical  issues.  Christians  often  jump  immediately  from
biblical passages into political and social programs. They
wrongly neglect the important intermediate step of applying
biblical principles within a particular social and cultural
situation.

In  recent  years,  there  has  been  a  dangerous  tendency  for
certain Christians to identify their message with a particular
political party or philosophy of government. Christians must
be more careful to articulate the connection between biblical
principles and specific programs. While Christians may agree
about  the  goal,  they  may  reasonably  disagree  about  which
program  might  best  achieve  that  goal.  In  these  non-moral
areas, a spirit of freedom may be necessary.

Third, Christians should articulate the moral teachings of
Scripture  in  ways  that  are  meaningful  in  a  pluralistic
society. Philosophical principles like the “right to life” or
“the dangers of promiscuity” can be appealed to as part of
common  grace.  Scientific,  social,  legal,  and  ethical
considerations  can  be  useful  in  arguing  for  biblical
principles  in  a  secular  culture.

Christians can argue in a public arena against abortion on the
basis of scientific and legal evidence. Medical advances in
embryology and fetology show that human life exists in the
womb. A legal analysis of the Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade
decision shows the justices violated a standard principle of
jurisprudence. The burden of proof is placed on the life-taker
and the benefit of the doubt is given to the life-saver. Since



the Court never determined when life begins, they erroneously
ruled  that  states  could  not  prohibit  first  trimester
abortions.

Likewise,  Christians  can  argue  against  the  depravity  of
homosexuality  on  the  basis  of  the  dangers  of  sexual
promiscuity  in  an  age  of  AIDS.  Epidemiological  and
sociological data can provide a convincing case for public
health measures that will prevent the spread of AIDS.

This does not mean we should sublimate the biblical message.
But our effectiveness in the public arena will be improved if
we  elaborate  the  scientific,  social,  legal,  and  ethical
aspects of a particular issue instead of trying to articulate
our case on Scripture alone.

In conclusion, Christians should develop effective ways to
communicate biblical morality to our secular culture. Law and
public policy should be based upon biblical morality which
results from an accurate interpretation of Scripture and a
careful application to society.

Role of Religion in Politics
What should be the role of religion in politics? A number of
years ago I participated in a panel representing a Baskin-
Robbins  variety  of  religious  opinion  that  considered  this
controversial question. The scenario we were to consider was
that of “a candidate running for office who comes from the far
religious right and uses his religious beliefs as a major part
of his political credentials.”

I  was  intrigued  by  the  addition  of  the  adjective  “far,”
especially since the moderator, Hodding Carter, served in the
administration  of  an  evangelical  president.  Jimmy
Carter–hardly  considered  a  member  of  the  “far”  religious
right–became the only Democrat to win a presidential election
in the last twenty years because he successfully used his



“born-again” beliefs to influence voters.

Moreover,  how  plausible  is  the  scenario?  Pat  Robertson
withdrew  from  the  1988  presidential  primaries  with  few
delegates.  Jerry  Falwell  has  withdrawn  from  his  previous
active role in the Moral Majority. And many surveys suggest
that American voters still have some misgivings about mixing
politics and evangelical Christianity.

The Williamsburg Charter Survey on Religion and Public Life
(taken a number of years ago) showed that while only 8 percent
of Americans would refuse to vote for a Roman Catholic on the
basis of religion, 13 percent would refuse to vote for a
“born-again  Baptist”  and  21  percent  wouldn’t  vote  for  a
candidate who has been a minister of a church.

Nevertheless, two ministerial candidates did campaign for the
presidency in 1988, perhaps hoping that voters who shared
their convictions would overlook their lack of experience in
public office. Although they both achieved some minor success,
the delegate counts confirmed American voters’ wariness of
ministers in public office.

Is it possible too much is being made of the religious factor
in elections? While it may make great copy for ACLU or PAW
fund raising letters warning of “religious ayatollahs” taking
over  the  government,  the  reality  is  that  the  American
electorate  may  be  looking  more  for  competence  than
convictions.

Two notable evangelicals in Congress in the last few years
have been Senator Bill Armstrong and Senator Mark Hatfield.
Both come from states geographically removed from the Bible
Belt, suggesting that they are elected for more than just
their religious convictions.

Certainly the evangelical vote has played a factor in past
presidential elections. Jimmy Carter won one of the closest
elections in American history because of the “born-again” vote



and  lost  it  four  years  later  when  many  of  those  voters
abandoned  him  for  Ronald  Reagan.  American  voters,  perhaps
because of the Carter experience, seem less inclined to use
religious conviction as the litmus test for public office.

If anything, the Williamsburg Charter Survey seems to show
that Americans are applying an inverse religious test. The
Constitution prohibits a religious test for public office, but
the  voters  may  be  reversing  that  idea  and  really  wanting
someone who doesn’t take his faith too seriously.

This is indeed unfortunate because religious ideals should
undergird this republic. Yet voters seem willing to settle for
a president with nothing more than a lukewarm Christian faith.

Thirty years ago, President Eisenhower declared a national day
of  prayer  and  then  used  the  day  to  go  golfing.  Later
revelations from the Reagan White House suggest the president
spent  more  time  consulting  the  stars  than  praying  to  the
Creator of those stars. Perhaps nothing has changed. If so,
then the hypothetical scenario we were asked to consider on
the panel will remain hypothetical.

Pluralism in this Country
This country was founded on the idea of a tempered pluralism
that allowed for a civil debate among the citizens. Although
we  take  this  pluralism  for  granted,  it  is  instructive  to
remember  how  radical  this  concept  was  in  the  history  of
political  philosophy.  In  the  past,  secular  political
philosophers argued that a legitimate state could not tolerate
much freedom and diversity. After all, how would the dictator
or monarch rule effectively if that much dissent were allowed?

Foundational to this idea is the belief that government should
not  be  the  final  arbiter  of  truth.  It  should  not  be  an
institution  that  settles  by  force  the  truthfulness  of  an
issue.  This  is  why  the  framers  of  the  Constitution



specifically provided freedom of speech, freedom of the press,
and freedom of religion. Government should not have power to
impose its version of truth by force.

Christians  should  be  strong  supporters  of  this  idea.  We
believe that God governs this world by His grace. His final
judgment awaits, and we should not take His judgment into our
hands. Overly anxious Christians often want to pull up the
tares in the field instead of allowing the wheat and the tares
to grow together.

Tyranny results when an authoritarian leader comes along who
wants to impose his brand of truth on others. It is wrong for
secularists to try to remove religion from the public sphere,
and  it  is  equally  wrong  for  religious  leaders  to  impose
religion on others by force. In either case the political
arena becomes a religious battleground.

What we should develop is a civil debate where Christians are
allowed to promote biblical morality without imposing it. This
has been made more difficult by the current anti-religious
climate in our society.

Richard John Neuhaus talks of the “naked public square,” where
religious values have been stripped from the public arenas of
discourse. In this case, the tempered pluralism of the framers
has been replaced by a radical pluralism which assumes that
all values are relative. Public moral judgments, therefore,
seem out of place. In recent years, we have seen a great deal
of prejudice against such pronouncements simply because they
are rooted in biblical morality.

So, the “naked public square,” where religious values are
excluded,  is  wrong.  Likewise,  the  “sacred  public  square,”
which seeks to impose religious values, is also wrong. What
Christians should be arguing for is a “civil public square”
that allows an open, civil debate to take place. In such an
arena, controversial ideas can be discussed and debated in a



civil manner.

This form of pluralism must be more than just window dressing.
Christians  and  non-Christians  alike  must  be  dedicated  to
maintaining a pluralism that allows vigorous interchange and
debate. Unfortunately, there is some indication that many in
our society see pluralism as merely a means to an end. English
historian E. R. Norman believed that “pluralism is a name
society gives itself when it is in the process of changing
from one orthodoxy to another.”

If this is what secularists really want, then pluralism is in
trouble. When religion is excluded in the name of pluralism,
then pluralism no longer exists.

Biblical Principles
Christians should first develop a comprehensive program of
social involvement. The Lordship of Jesus Christ is not a
temporary, issue-oriented crusade. Christians are not merely
to march against injustice and then cease their involvement.
They  have  an  on-going  responsibility  to  build  positive
alternatives to existing evil.

Second, social and political involvement based upon biblical
absolutes  must  be  realistic.  We  should  not  fall  prey  to
utopian political philosophies but squarely face the sinful
nature of man and the important place government has in God’s
creation. Because of a general cynicism about the role of
government, Christians are often guilty of neglecting their
role in society.

As Christians we must remember that although the times are
evil, God’s common grace restrains sin. Even though perfect
justice  cannot  be  achieved  until  Christ  returns,  we  are
nevertheless responsible for doing what we can. If we co-labor
with God, we can have a measure of success in achieving a
better society.



Third,  Christians  should  focus  attention  not  only  on
individual change but on societal change. Changing lives is
fundamental but not completely sufficient to change society.
Revival must lead to reformation. Christians should not merely
be  content  with  Christians  thinking  biblically  about  the
issues  of  life.  They  must  also  be  acting  biblically  and
building institutions with a Christian framework. A Christian
world view implies a Christian world order.

Christian obedience goes beyond calling for spiritual renewal.
We have often failed to ask the question, What do we do if
hearts are not changed? Because government is ordained of God,
we need to consider ways to legitimately use governmental
power. Christians have a high stake in making sure government
acts justly and makes decisions that provide maximum freedom
for the furtherance of the gospel.

In situations in which governmental redress is not available,
civil disobedience becomes an option. When such conditions
exist, Christians might have to suffer the consequences as did
their first-century counterparts in a hostile Roman culture.

We are to obey God rather than man (Acts 5:29) when civil
government  and  civil  law  violate  God’s  commands  and  law.
Christians therefore were correct when they hid Jews from the
Nazis during World War II. Hitler’s Germany did not have the
right to take innocent life or persecute the Jews.

Finally,  the  major  focus  of  social  involvement  should  be
through the local church. Social action in the church is best
called social service, since it attempts to move from the
theoretical area of social ethics to the practical level of
serving others in need. While evangelicals are to be commended
for giving to the poor and others faced with adversity, our
duty does not stop there. A much neglected area is personal
involvement with people who need help.

The local church is the best place to begin to meet many



social needs of a society. In the New Testament, the local
church was the training ground for social involvement and
provided a context by which the needy were shown compassion.
Christians, therefore, should begin their outreach to society
from the church and work together to be the salt of the earth
and the light of the world.

©1991 Probe Ministries


