GOD AND COUNTRY
Scriptures: Romans 13:1-10; Acts 5:17-29

In his bookAmerican Gospel, Jon Meacham tells about Abraham Lincoln runnorglie
House of Representatives from lllinois. His oppuneas a Methodist evangelist named Peter
Cartwright. During the campaign Lincoln attendeskamon delivered by Cartwright during
which Cartwright said to the audience, “All who nlat wish to go to hell will stand.” Everyone
stood except Lincoln. Glowering at him, Cartwrighid, “May | inquire of you, Mr. Lincoln,
where you are going?” Lincoln replied, “I am goitogCongress” (p. 13).

In America there has always been a certain terisbneen hell and Congress—between
God and government. Meacham tells another stavytahe 1800 election between John Adams
and Thomas Jefferson. A newspaper of the timersedalohn Adams with this headline:
“GOD—AND A RELIGIOUS PRESIDENT or ... JEFFERSON—ANDONGOD” (p. 104).

People have often tried to use God to influeneegibvernment, but notice what a strange
reverse of that Paul describes in our second scepeésson. In Romans 13:1 Paul does not tell
the Christians to organize in order to take overgbvernment; he says, “Let every person be
subject to the governing authorities; for theraasauthority except from God, and those
authorities that exist have been instituted by God.

The governing authority at the time Paul wrote ¢haesrds was the Emperor Nero. Nero
was the Adolph Hitler of the ancient world. Accimglancient sources outside the Bible, he
arrested Christians and then, for the amusemédms@uests, he covered them with pitch and lit
them as torches to light his palace gardens at.nighat is the governing authority about which
Paul says, “Let every person be subject to the mpavg authorities; for there is no authority
except from God ....” Are you kidding?

Our first scripture lesson gives us a much moadistic view of governing authorities.
The disciples of Jesus are arrested by the Samhedrich was the governing counsel for the
Jewish people of Jerusalem. They order the degijg quit preaching about Jesus, but Peter
says, “We must obey God rather than any human atyhio

That sounds more American. This country was fodrmepeople who did not trust the
government, who wanted to get away from some déws that they considered wrong,
especially when it came to religion. Even todayat did a survey of all the preachers who have
shows on talk radio or television | bet you woulttfmore preachers saying that God is opposed
to something the government did than would saystgect to the governing authorities
because they were put there by God.”

So why does Paul say we should be subject todherging authorities? What does that
mean?

Take a pew Bible and turn to | Corinthians 16:83 (p. 178). In this verse Paul talks
about a man named Stephanas and his family whoameoag the first Christian converts in



Greece. Now look at verse 16. Paul says, “| yaeto put yourselves at the service of such
people, and of everyone who works and toils wigniti That phrase: “put yourselves at the
service” of such people translates the same Gree#t used in Romans 13:1 where it says “be
subject” to the governing authorities. (This isythey make us learn Greek in seminary.) To
be subject means to put yourselves at the servisenseone.

Is that the same as going along with anythinggtheerning authorities want to do? Not
necessarily. In Romans 13:3 Paul says, “For radsgsot a terror to good conduct but to bad.
Do you wish to have no fear of the authority? THerwhat is good, and you will receive its
approval.” Notice: Paul does not say, “Do you wislnave no fear of the authority? Then do
whatever it tells you.” Paul would have certaiatyreed with Peter in our first scripture lesson:
“We must obey God rather than any human authori@ur first allegiance is always to God.

But part of our allegiance to God is to put oursslat the service of our community and nation.
And that is why Paul says, “Then do what is gooll.we do what is good, we need not be afraid
of the governing authorities, no matter what theyalus, because in the end the governing
authorities are under an even higher authorityctvie God.

In all of the sermons we have had this winter sprihg, we keep coming back to the
same point. Serving Jesus does not mean turnimgback on your family or your job or your
community. It means serving Jesus precisely isd@lmaces. We serve Jesus by serving others
in our families, in our jobs, in our community, agen in our country.

You will notice that one of the examples Paul usgsying taxes. | was not thinking of
that three months ago when | chose this parti@dapture passage for this Sunday, but maybe
that is God’s ironic sense of timing. But her&isd’'s word, friends: As followers of Jesus we
should be the most faithful of all people in paymg taxes. | am sure you did not come to hear
that, but hey, | didn’t write this stuff. As Chtiens we of all people should be the most faithful
about paying our taxes. As Christians we of atigte should be the most faithful about not
cheating on tests or being dishonest in our busipesctices. As Christians we of all people
should be the most faithful about obeying traffié or copyright laws or laws against underage
drinking or smoking. As Christians we of all pe@ghould be the most faithful about observing
the laws of our community and nation, not becausexe afraid of being fined or punished but
because we want to serve Jesus the best we canwodd.

As Christians we should be loyal to our countrggisely because we have a higher
loyalty. Our higher loyalty is to God. Jesus wase asked whether people should pay taxes to
Caesar, the Roman Emperor. He replied, “Give ¢cetinperor the things that are the emperor’s,
and to God the things that are God’s.” Paul echiogtsstatement of Jesus in verse 7 when he
says, “Pay to all what is due them—taxes to whoregare due, revenue to whom revenue is
due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to winamor is due.” We pay taxes and respect our
government, but our ultimately loyalty, our ultireatuty, is always to God.

It is like playing in a basketball game. | hawed this analogy before, but | can’'t help
bringing it out again during March Madness. Beinigllower of Jesus is like a coach putting
you into the game with instructions to score asyr@oints as possible for both teams. Now
think about that for a minute. Would a player ltkat be a good person to have on your team?



In some ways, yes. No one would work harder t@espoints for you team. No one would
practice harder to make free throws. No one wbeldnore selfless about passing the ball and
looking for the open player. No one would hus#istér down the court or crash the boards with
more determination. No one would work harder tip lyeur team score points.

That's how it should be for a follower of Chrigtlo one should work harder to help our
community and our country be a good and safe place.

But there might be a question about team loyaltgnwve are discovered scoring points
for the other team. That is where Christians somext get into trouble. We are loyal citizens of
our country, but that is not our only loyalty. Qutimate loyalty is to the God who sent us into
the game to play for the whole world, to help eveayion be a good and safe place for its
people. So when followers of Christ look at issliles globalization, we cannot ask only about
what is good for us. We have to ask what is g@odiod’'s world, especially the people in it
who are the most vulnerable. And when we loolssués like taxes, we have to ask not only
about what is good for us, but what is good fopalbple, especially those most vulnerable. And
when we ask about government spending, we havektaoat only about what is good for us but
what is good for everyone, especially those mobterable.

You have been sent into the game to score as pw@nis as possible for both teams.
That is what the Bible means in verse 8 when is s&ywe no one anything except to love one
another.” Our job in the world is to help peopfeb nations have the life God intended for us
through Jesus Christ. When we do that, we ard&iog disloyal to our country. We are
fulfilling the purpose for which God put us in tlisuntry and in the world.
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