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Scripture:  Romans 13.





Many Christians are disturbed by the discrepancies and tensions between Christian insight and civil life --- between Sunday religion and weekday work.  Some are particularly conscious of tensions between political life and church membership.  It may be that the practical politician, the office holder and the office seeker, are less disturbed than the non-participant in political life.





Be that as it may, the question comes up frequently and it deserves a thoughtful answer and an orderly reply.  And the role of responsible Christian citizenship is a concern, not only to the professional politician, but to voters and taxpayers.





Someone has observed that there is not to much scriptural guidance for the Christian in his role as citizen.  The gospels contain only passing comments by Jesus suggesting the nature of the Christian position.  You are familiar, of course, with the discussion in which a lawyer asked Jesus about paying the tribute money.  Jesus’ reply to the lawyer’s inquiry took the form of a question:  “Whose is the image and superscription” on this coin?  When the lawyer replied that it was Caesar’s, Jesus simply said:  “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s.”





Ever since then, Christians have recognized that they are citizens both of the civil state wherein they reside and of the kingdom of God wherein, as “born again,” they belong.  This is consistent with Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom and with his own attitude toward it and toward the state.  He recognized the right of taxation.  It may be well to remember even that he was born in Bethlehem because Joseph and Mary had gone there to enroll for the census and the tax.





When Jesus was asked to name which is the Great Commandment, he identified all of the Jewish law and the prophets as being summarized in, and based upon, two great fundamental principles: first, love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind; and the second, he said is like it, love your neighbor as yourself.





Certainly our Christian concern for our fellow man is made explicit by this teaching.  In Luke’s account of it, the lawyer who asked about it and received Jesus’ answer, the asked a further question: “And who is my neighbor?”  It was in response to this question that Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan to point out that the world “neighbor” in this sense, transcends religious, cultural, racial and national boundaries.





It might have been illuminating had the lawyer persisted further by asking: “And how shall I love myself?”  It would seem helpful to know Jesus’ own exposition of the true Christian meaning of self love.  For it is this standard that we are asked to apply in our love for neighbor.  “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.”





We apparently have to assume from other Christian teachings what Jesus’ reply might have been to such a third question.  Apart from these brief questions and answers, we find very little in Scripture about the sayings of Christ which are relevant to Christian citizenship.





Paul, a lawyer who was sensitive to legal concepts, was more explicit.  When writing to the Romans who had a highly developed legal sense, he is especially perceptive on this point.





In the 12th chapter of his letter to the Romans, Paul spells out some responsibilities of Christian citizenship within the spiritual realm, along with the general principles of neighborliness.   His readers are to be thoroughly dedicated, transformed in spirit; serving according to ability; abhorring what is evil and sticking to what is good; kindly affectioned to one another; sharing according to necessity; living, as far as possible, peaceably with all men; even supplying food and drink to one’s enemy if these be really needed; overcoming evil with good.





Then, in chapter 13, Paul turns more precisely to the responsibilities of Christian citizenship in the temporal realm.  He even reminds his readers that rulers are to be ministers of God for good.  And “for this cause pay ye tribute also.”  He stresses that law is a deterrent to evil, not a deterrent to good works.  He says, “Render therefore to all their dues; tribute to whom tribute is due, custom to whom custom, fear to whom fear, honor to whom honor.”





He restates certain commandments of Moses -- the basis of much of the criminal code in law to this day.  He summarizes the law, as Jesus summarized it, by saying, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.”  Thus he restates Christian teaching as embracing two basic elements:  to be law-abiding, and to live by the law of love.





Paul appears not to have suggested that this responsibility extended to taking part in law making, or law enforcement, but merely to obedience.  One reason for this may be found in verses 11 to 14 of that same 13th chapter: “for our salvation is nearer to us now than when we believed.  The night is far spent, and the day is at hand.”





This belief in the immanence of Christ’s second coming supports the doctrine of the early church of withdrawal from active participation in the state.  The role of the Christian citizenship then was largely influenced by the principles stated by Paul in the expectation that temporal citizenship would not long endure, anyway.  This concept may correlate with their experience of Roman rule.  The Roman Empire seemed to envelop most of the world that the early Christians knew anything about -- Italy, Greece, Asia Minor and the Eastern Mediterranean lands.  Later, Christendom moved into the whole of Europe; the roman Empire dissolved; and there developed during the Middle Ages, temporal rulers who at least preserved the appearance of obeisance to the spiritual ruler who was recognized as head of the Christian Church.  Christian citizenship was reinforced by the philosophy that the states themselves were under divine control through the superior power of the church.  Still later there appeared the theory of the “Divine Right of Kings.”





But with that break represented by the Protestant effort to Re Form the true church, and with the gradual development of secular states removed from spiritual supervision of the church, it became necessary to develop a new dimension in responsible Christian citizenship.





A premise of the Protestant Reformation was the recognition that every person is a child of God and is directly responsible to God for every aspect of his life and action.  Here in this new land in America, it became evident that the state itself is a creation of responsible Christians, acting as responsible citizens, in an effort to create a tool of their common will.





The natural rights of man were set forth in the Declaration of Independence, and were restated in the United States Constitution.  Its preamble reads: “We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquillity, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish this constitution for the United States of America.”





Our forebears in this nation appear to have felt it as their responsible Christian duty as citizens, to modify the structure of the state for these purposes.  And in their statement, they translated the obligation to “love your neighbor” into such terms as “promote the general welfare.”





It is possible to conclude that the responsibilities of a Christian citizen may vary from age to age, and even from place to place.  It may very well be that the doctrine of withdrawal is applicable not only to citizenship in Caesar’s autocratic Roman Empire but also to Christian living in autocratic and dictatorial lands today.  Many have felt that this is necessary, in order to preserve Christian integrity in Soviet lands under communist rule.  This is brilliantly illustrated in the motion picture which I mentioned among the announcements today.  A Lutheran pastor and his family live under conditions in Eastern Germany that are almost intolerable, trying to withdraw from the positions and maneuverings of the state, while the state there is equally resolved to sweep all its people into the required mold.  Most of us sympathized with the portrayal of the pastor.  And this appears to be a necessary solution so long as the hope of freedom remains remote.





On the other hand, it seems apparent that we Christians in the United States have inherited a structure of government which was designed by God-worshipping statesmen to be a “Minister of God for good.”  Under this assumption, we must examine our hearts and minds to see whether or not we are acting, in our time and place, as responsible Christian citizens.
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