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With this 4th of July coming on a Sunday we have a great opportunity to talk about God, the Church and our country.  Many misconceptions abound about how they inter-relate.  Some feel the Church needs to do more for the country and others that the country needs to do more for the Church.  Some feel the Church and country should have no inter-action under a complete separation of Church and State.  Today as we study 1 Peter, we will skip forward a few verses (we will come back to them next Sunday) to consider the relationship between followers of Jesus and the civil government.
1 Peter 2:13-25
13Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, 14or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right.  15For it is God's will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men.  16Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as servants of God.  17Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king. 

18Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.  19For it is commendable if a man bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because he is conscious of God.  20But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it?  But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.  21To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in His steps.  22"He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in His mouth."  23When they hurled their insults at Him, He did not retaliate; when He suffered, He made no threats.  Instead, He entrusted Himself to Him who judges justly.  24He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed.  25For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.

Peter clearly states the Biblical truth about government in verse 14.  God created the institution of government to punish the wrong and commend the right, and thus to bring order and peace.  God did this because humanity needs accountability due to our fallen and broken human condition.  We need boundaries to keep us safely alive within our capabilities.  We erect highway dividers so we don’t drive our cars head on into oncoming traffic.  We need laws to delineate healthy versus destructive activities.  We need protection against thieves, assailants and murderers.  We need those with the power of force for good to overcome those with the power of force for evil.  We so appreciate our police officers and safety officials who put themselves in harm’s way for our security.  We give thanks for our brave military who sacrifice to put down terrorists.
We need just government to help bring order and peace to our world.  Paul in Romans 13:1-7 echoes Peter’s teaching about the role of government and how followers of Jesus should relate to the government.
1Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established.  The authorities that exist have been established by God.  2Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves.  3For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong.  Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority?  Then do what is right and he will commend you.  4For he is God's servant to do you good.  But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing.  He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.  5Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience.  6This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God's servants, who give their full time to governing.  7Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.

Government exists to bring punishment on the wrongdoer and promote doing right for an orderly and peaceful society.  I would not want to be the President, a job with so little reward, so many demands and so much criticism.  Our presidents age yearly for every month in office under the constant scrutiny, pressure and threats.  Our society places ridiculous expectations upon our President expecting him to magically heal our economy, give everyone a job, stem the flow of oil from an undersea disaster, stop global terrorism, provide everyone with health care, stop all illegal drug trafficking and illegal aliens, provide all the welfare that is desired, shore up an aging social security system and do it all with decreased taxation.  I would not want to be the governor of California, a senator or a congressman.  Too many special interests, political compromises, empty campaign promises and public handlers in an age of political correctness mean bland statements and policies that please or help few.  Government must get back to doing what God created it to do – to keep evil in check and promote peace and order.  Government was not meant to raise and nurture children; families must get back to doing this.  Government and our courts were not meant to teach morality or change it; this is the role of the Church.  These institutions must work together for a healthy society by understanding their unique contributions under God’s divine order.
As followers of Jesus, we must not only appreciate the role of government, but also do all we can to honor and encourage government and civil authorities to carry out this most difficult responsibility.  This does not mean you agree with everything that government authority does.  You may not like President Obama, Governor Schwarzenegger, or Senators Feinstein and Boxer, but we should pray for them and support their efforts that are for our country’s and state’s good.  You may not like an elected official, but you should still honor them for as long as they hold office and then you can vote them out or run against them in the next election.
We have specific responsibilities as followers of Jesus when it comes to honoring our elected officials and public servants.  We honor them by praying for them.  1 Timothy 2:1-2  I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone — for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.  If we want peaceful and quiet lives, we pray for our officials to carry out their jobs well, for God to help them overcome terrible evil forces arrayed against them, and indeed for His supernatural help to hold this evil in check.  We honor them by paying our taxes and doing our civic duties.  We contribute our fair share to pay their salaries and equip them with the resources they need to carry out their responsibilities.  We serve as jurors to make our court system work.  We volunteer to help clean up our community and serve on task forces to help make government work better to represent the needs of the populace.  We want to support them as best we can.  Yet it is good to keep in mind what Will Rogers said, “It’s a good thing we don’t get all the government we pay for.”
When a group who wanted to undermine Jesus’ teaching asked Him if they should pay taxes, this conversation took place in Luke 20:21-25.  "Teacher, we know that You speak and teach what is right, and that You do not show partiality but teach the way of God in accordance with the truth.  22Is it right for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?"  23He saw through their duplicity and said to them, 24"Show Me a denarius.  Whose portrait and inscription are on it?"  25"Caesar's," they replied.  He said to them, "Then give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's."  Jesus was not just being wise in getting out of the trap of this trick question.  He meant us to do what He said.  We should give to the authorities what is right to help them carry out their legal responsibilities.  But Jesus also made it clear that we, as followers of His, must do what we should for God too.  Just as we give taxes and serve our communities, so we give to Jesus and serve His Church in greater ways that bring glory to God.
Followers of Christ pray for those in authority and pay our taxes, honoring them and encouraging our public servants to do all they can for the common good of all.  We want them to uphold the law and thwart wrong doers.  No one is above the law.  Followers of Jesus should do our best to follow the law as examples of seeking to do right.  Mark Twain wrote, “Always do right.  This will gratify some people and astonish the rest.”  It is a disgrace to God and His Church when followers of Jesus break the law.  Those outside the church have no respect for embezzlers in the Church, nor for adulterers, liars or abusers.  We witness for Jesus in keeping the law as best we can, in living up to the higher code of God for right.  Here at COV we confess that in the past we have not always lived up to this higher calling.  We are now putting in place the best, accountable practices of handling money, of personnel policies, and of going the extra distance to be above board and living in the right with our neighbors around us and with each other.  We need your help to be the best we can be in seeking to do what is right in witness to our righteous God.
Sometimes government enacts laws that seem unjust.  How do we deal with them?  Peter and Paul give us clear guidelines to follow when government oversteps or dishonors its authority.  First we do not break a just law to change an unjust law.  If one believes abortion is wrong, it is a greater wrong to murder a doctor who does abortions.  God does not condone or encourage violence or wanton disregard for His Law.  Second, in response to injustice be willing to be punished for doing right as a witness to God and to right authority, trusting God to bring justice.  Chuck Colson gave this example that if we see a child drowning in a pool marked “No Trespassing”, we still must go in and try to rescue that child.  If others do not understand what we were doing, we are willing to suffer the consequences to help others.  When placed in a position where we are told we cannot honor the Lord Jesus or help another in His name, we stand for Jesus anyway.  We help others with His love and take the consequences.  We do this because we know that God will ultimately judge justly: punishing every wrong and rewarding every right bringing eternal order and peace.  This includes governments and leaders, because we know they are held to the higher authority of God.  They have their authority only as He allows it.  If they misuse that authority, they will answer to God for that misuse.

Many Presidents of USA understood the foundation of our government based on God’s rightful authority:

· George Washington, 1st President, "It is impossible to rightly govern the world without God and the Bible."
· Andrew Jackson, 7th President, "That Book (the Bible), sir, is the rock on which our republic rests."
· Abraham Lincoln, 16th President, "I believe the Bible is the best gift God has ever given to men.  All the good from the Savior of the world is communicated to us through this Book."
· Woodrow Wilson, 28th President, "There are a good many problems before the American people today, and before me as President, but I expect to find the solution of those problems just in the proportion that I am faithful in the study of the Word of God."
· Dwight D. Eisenhower, 34th President, "The Bible is endorsed by the ages.  Our civilization is built upon its words.  In no other book is there such a collection of inspired wisdom, reality, and hope."
· Ronald Reagan, 40th President, "Within the covers of the Bible are all the answers for all the problems men face.  The Bible can touch hearts, order minds, and refresh souls."
We are grateful to live in a country founded on the Biblical principles of doing what is right before God as one nation under God.  Our country is strong when we remember that and hold to that calling.  Our country needs our greater prayers and efforts when they forget that.  All will stand before God’s judgment.  1 Peter 4:5, But remember that they will have to face God, who will judge everyone, both the living and the dead.  All of us will be judged by the Lord whether we are kings, presidents, senators, mayors, pastors, lawyers, teachers, accountants, doctors, nurses, parents, contractors, day workers, laborers, followers of Jesus or not followers.  Without Jesus there is only justice.  Those receive exactly what they deserve.  This is sad because all of us deserve condemnation for the many wrongs we have done that harm others.  With Jesus there is accountability with mercy.  For those who receive the work of Jesus who died for them, He has already paid the penalty for their wrongs so there is no condemnation for those who trust in Jesus.  They will still be held accountable for their wrongs and admonished by the Lord so that they won’t to do those wrongs again.  The Lord through that healthy judgment will enable His followers to never harm others in any way again.  That way we will live in His peace and joy forever in our future life in His kingdom.  Yet hear this also - with Jesus there is great reward for all the good things we have done or will ever do.  The Lord wants to encourage us to do what is right and loving for those around us.  He keeps track of our good works and appreciates them.  He is storing up for us a reward for everything we do for Him and for others in His love.  So, don’t think your good works goes unnoticed or unrewarded.  Followers of Jesus live freely as the servants of God; trusting God in everything for right and healthy life.  There is no reward or credit for suffering for doing wrong.  There is reward and credit for doing right especially for suffering for doing right.  Ephesians 6:8, because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or free.
God instituted the Church, family and government equally.  The Church does not come under the authority of government but of Christ.  Government does not come under the authority of the Church but of God.  We are not here today as a Church to worship the United States.  I am a servant of Jesus, not of the government even though I am a US citizen.  We have a higher calling to be the best for Christ even as citizens of this country.  Our ultimate hope is not in our country but in our Savior.  When this country is in crisis it needs Christ even more and it needs His followers.  We need a repentance and reliance on Jesus for this country to return to its greater calling and receive the Lord’s blessings.  That repentance must begin with the only ones who understand its great power.  When we try to live by our own strength and wisdom we will fail as a Church and as a country.  When we return to Christ to confess our pride, to declare that we cannot live without Him, and to pledge that we commit to live by His power, protection and providence over us, the Lord honors that pledge.
Our national pledge of allegiance was adopted by Congress in 1942.  President Dwight D. Eisenhower changed it in 1954 by the addition of these two vital words “under God”.  These two words make all the difference in understanding where our true strength and blessings come from as a nation.  Will you please stand with me and place your right hand over your heart to say, “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and to the republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”  That is our prayer.  That is our confession of repentance.  That is our hope.  That is our pledge as followers of Christ for this nation.  Amen.
