
“We’re Not Romans 13 Absolutists”  

(April 17) 
  
In my last blog I said that the gospel has political implications, and therefore pastors should not avoid 

teaching on politics. The God of the gospel, our Creator-Redeemer knows what’s best for human 

flourishing and has some things he wants to say to us about our civic life. It’s not always easy to know 

how biblical principles for social and economic life apply in our culture, but we’re supposed to try. 
  
Let me try to apply one key text on government, Romans 13:1-7, to the situation in which we currently 

find ourselves. I urge you to read the whole paragraph on your own; here’s just the first line: “Everyone 

must submit himself to the governing authorities.” 
  
God has established government for the maintenance of justice, the restraint of evil, the protection of 

citizens from both domestic crime and foreign aggression. In this broken world, God knows that even 

incompetent or autocratic government is preferable to anarchy, where “everyone does what is right in his 

own eyes” (the verdict of Judges 21:25 on some of the darkest days in Israel’s history). And so God 

expects his people to honor this institution; government is his idea. Our default posture is one of 

submission to governmental authority, even when we disagree with its governance. 
  
But Paul, the author of Romans, like Peter, who wrote something similar in 1 Peter 2, did not always obey 

the government. When authorities forbid the church to do something the Master commanded, the apostles 

insisted “We must obey God rather than men (Acts 4:19-20; 5:29.” And when government treated Paul 

unjustly, he did not roll over and take it; he insisted on his rights as a citizen (Acts 16:37-40; 22:25-29). 

In other words, Paul was not a “Romans 13 absolutist.” And neither are we. There may be times when it 

is necessary for the church to humbly, reluctantly, yet firmly disregard government edicts. 
  
How might this posture of default submission within limits apply to the COVID-19 situation? Well, see if 

what follows makes sense and commends itself to your conscience. I’ll begin with a different scenario: 

suppose a sheriff interrupts a worship service with an announcement, “Folks, there’s a fire in the 

basement; we have to evacuate the building immediately.” No sensible pastor would say “You can’t tell 

the church what to do!” We would clear the building and be grateful for this arm of government charged 

with public safety. But suppose the sheriff wanted to shut down every church in the county – indefinitely 

– on the grounds that basement fellowship halls sometimes catch fire and we must, at all costs, make sure 

that no one is ever injured by attending a church service. Well, then, we’d have a problem, wouldn’t we? 
  
When the government said several weeks ago, “Folks, there’s a deadly scourge upon us; we have to limit 

large gatherings and interrupt business as usual or our health care system will be overwhelmed and 

millions of us are going to needlessly die,” churches were right to stop meeting. A clear, present, and 

serious danger (at least that’s how it seemed; time will tell) called for submission to government. But 

suppose government now tells churches, “We’ll let you distribute food because that’s essential but you 

can’t meet for prayer because that’s not,” or “You can park at Walmart and listen to the radio but you 

can’t park at your church and listen to your pastor’s sermon on the radio,” or “We forbid all church 

meetings for the next year and a half because our confusing, incomplete, ever-changing models lead us to 

think that maybe, possibly a lot of people will get sick if we don’t,”  Well, then, we’d have a problem, 

wouldn’t we? We might have to respond, “With all due respect, you are overstepping your God-given and 

constitutional authority and encroaching onto territory where you have no business. We might say, as a 

current lawsuit against California Governor Newsome says, “The state does not get to dictate the method 

of worship to the faithful. If a Californian is able to go to Costco or the local marijuana shop or liquor 

store and buy goods in a responsible, socially distanced manner, then he or she must be allowed to 

practice their faith using the same precautions.” 
  



Did you notice that word “might” in those two sentences? I am not saying what I think CCC should do, 

much less announcing a decision by our Board. I am inviting you to consider what it might look like, in 

our current situation, to honor Romans 13 without being a Romans 13 absolutist. More next time. 

 

~Pastor Ken Langley 

Christ Community Church, Zion IL  
 

 

“Honor the King” 

(April 20) 
  
The apostle Peter agreed with Paul, the writer of my last blog’s Scripture text, Romans 13:1-7: the 

Christian’s default posture is one of submission to government. Here’s how Peter put it: “Submit 

yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human authority: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or 

to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right. For 

it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish people . . .  Show proper 

respect to everyone . . . honor the king” (1 Peter 2:13-17, NIV 1984). 
  
God wants his people to represent him well by being law-abiding citizens; we are not anarchists. We are 

not scofflaws. Insofar as we can do so without disobeying God, we are to obey the “king.” 
  
Does the United States of America have a king? Yes! Our Constitution is king. Every legislator, 

executive, and jurist swears to uphold the supreme law of the land, a document that includes these words: 

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 

thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to 

assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances” (the first article of the Bill of 

Rights). These fundamental, non-negotiable rights cannot be taken away by Congress or any other 

governmental authority. 
  
Which makes the COVID-19 policies of some governors very troubling. When asked by a reporter how 

his edict restricting churches and synagogues could be reconciled with the Bill of Rights, New Jersey 

Governor Phil Murphy replied, "That's above my pay grade, Tucker. I wasn't thinking about the Bill of 

Rights when we did this." Excuse me? Above your pay grade? You took a solemn oath to defend and uphold 

the Constitution. You may recommend that churches and synagogues suspend public meetings and practice 

social distancing; you can argue that they’d be foolish to continue business as usual; but you do not have the 

authority to force compliance by edict. The king – the Constitution – limits your authority. 
  
This is why sheriffs in some states have stated that they will not enforce executive orders by their governors. In 

Michigan, for example, law enforcement officials issued a public statement resisting Governor Whitmer’s 

arbitrary, heavy-handed exercise of power: “Each of us took an oath to uphold and defend the Michigan 

Constitution, as well as the US Constitution, and to ensure that your God given rights are not violated,” 

the statement reads. “We believe that we are the last line of defense in protecting your civil liberties.” 
  
Are these and like-minded sheriffs on solid biblical ground? They may well be. The church has long held 

a “doctrine of the lesser magistrate,” which means that when the superior or higher civil authority makes 

an unjust/immoral law or decree, the lesser or lower ranking civil authority has both the right and duty to 

refuse obedience to that superior authority. In other words, the sheriff “honors the king” by ignoring the 

governor. 
  



Should churches curtail their meetings? Should we stay away from our friends? Should we all wear masks 

and avoid handshakes? Was “flattening the curve” the best way to combat an unknown virus? These are 

worthwhile questions, none of which I’m trying to answer here. I just want God’s people to ask another 

question I don’t think has been asked forcefully enough: BY WHAT AUTHORITY? 

  
Phil Murphy: “I wasn't thinking about the Bill of Rights when we did this … we looked at all the data and 

the science and it says people have to stay away from each other.” William Pitt: “Necessity is the plea for 

every infringement of human freedom. It is the argument of tyrants; it is the creed of slaves.” 
 

~Pastor Ken Langley 
Christ Community Church, Zion IL  


