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Chapter 32: The Fifth Commandment: Family, Church, and State


We have seen that God has not left human beings to live as isolated individuals, but has placed them within communities. Over each community is a government, which the members of that community must honor. So, there are structures of authority, in which “inferiors” must submit to “superiors.” Of course, in some respects, human beings are equal: all are equally in the image of God, equally fallen, equally in need of redemption. And all who are in Christ receive the same salvation in him, though with varying rewards (see Chapter 16). 
The chief communities discussed in the Bible and in our own time are family, church, and state. In this chapter I shall seek to define these biblically and describe how they are related to one another. 

The Family
The family begins when God creates man “male and female” (Gen. 1:27). Gen. 2:18-25 gives a longer account of the creation of woman, and makes it clear that the two sexes are designed for marriage (verses 24-25). In the marriage relation, the woman relieves Adam’s aloneness and serves as a “help” to the man (verse 18). This is not a disparagement, nor does it, by itself, suggest any subordination. God is man’s “help” in Gen. 49:25, Ex. 18:4, Deut. 33:7, and many other passages. 
The woman helps the man in many ways: Prov. 31 gives a number of examples. But the emphasis of Gen. 1-2 is on the bearing of children. The two are to “be fruitful and multiply” (1:28) so as to fill and subdue the earth. So the family is, first of all, the means God has given to carry out the cultural mandate. As I indicated in Chapter 17, the cultural mandate cannot be carried out by one person alone. It requires the labors of many: families and families of families. 
The fall estranged man from God, and also from his fellow man (see Chapter 15). It marked a breakdown in the relationship between Adam and Eve (3:6-7, 12, 16). Nevertheless, it is through the family that God promises to redeem mankind: the offspring of the woman will bruise the head of the serpent/Satan (verse 15). 
In Gen. 4, God gives children to the first couple. The effects of the fall on the family are terrible: brother kills brother and must go into exile. But in the time of Seth’s son Enosh, “people began to call upon the name of the Lord” (Gen. 4:26). So there is a line of faith that runs through Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their descendants. In time, the deliverer, Jesus, is born to fulfill the promise of Gen. 3:15. In both Testaments, God calls families, as well as individuals, to the blessings of salvation and to responsibilities in his kingdom. So in the Old Testament, the male children of believers are circumcised, signing and sealing their membership in the covenant. In the New Testament, I believe, baptism serves the same function. But in any case it is plain that in the New Testament as well as the Old, God calls families, households, to himself (Acts 11:14, 16:15, 31, 18:8, 1 Cor. 1:16, 16:15). 
So there is godly seed as well as ungodly. Scripture is much concerned with raising children in the fear and knowledge of God. A godly household is one that is saturated with the word of God. Following the shema, Israel’s great confession of the lordship of God and the first great commandment, the Lord says
And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. 7 You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. 8 You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. 9 You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. (Deut. 6:6-9)
This is the great charter of Christian education.
 God wants children to be raised in an atmosphere full of his word, with parents who teach by word and example. Scripture says much about discipline as well. Corporal punishment is sometimes necessary (Prov. 10:13, 13:24, 22:15, 23:13-14, 26:3, 29:15). Christians should resist much more strongly the present movement to forbid spanking, or even to define it as child abuse. In biblically ruled households, children honor their parents, and they learn to honor authorities beyond the family as well, indeed to honor all people as honor is due. 
The family, then, is God’s means, both of dominion and of redemption. It is as families that people replenish and subdue the earth, and it is as families that we serve as ambassadors for Christ. 
So the family is the basic unit of human society. As I indicated in Chapter 31, all the institutions of society, prophetic, priestly, and kingly, begin in the family. To children, parents are rulers, educators, providers, evangelists. All other forms of authority are extended forms of fatherhood and motherhood. Historically, developmentally, and logically, family is, as I said, “the fundamental sphere from which all others are derived.” Honor in all spheres is derived from parental honor. 
The family is also crucial to human economic well-being. Honor to parents brings inheritance. It brings long life and prosperity. Rousas Rushdoony points out that “throughout history the basic welfare agency has been the family.”
 Government policies that weaken the family lead to poverty and cultural decline. 
The Two Families
If family is the fundamental sphere from which all others are derived, there are implications for the ongoing discussion of the relation of church and state. It is important, first, that we see church and state as extensions of the family. They come into being when the family gets too large to govern itself as a nuclear family or as an extended patriarchy.
 
“State,” first of all, is a problematic category in Scripture. It is not a biblical category in the sense that "family," "people of God," "Israel," and "church," are biblical categories. The word “state” is rarely, if ever found in English translations of the Bible. Scripture speaks of powers and authorities in general, and in some contexts it is plain that these authorities are civil—what we would call the state. It also speaks of kings in distinction from priests and prophets, indicating a realm of distinctive authority we may choose to call the state. 
But the Bible does not explicitly or implicitly define the state, nor does it record any divine authorization of it. God established the family at creation (Gen. 2:24). In Ex. 19-24, God established Israel as a nation, as the people of God. The church is, in one sense, the whole people of God from Adam to the present, in another sense a fresh historical expression of that community based specifically upon the apostolic confession of Christ (Matt. 16:18-19). But in what past age did God establish the state? 

Some
 have found divine warrant for the state in Gen. 4:15, where God offers to Cain protection from violence, or in 9:6, where God commands Noah's family to return bloodshed for bloodshed. But in these passages, God gives responsibilities to a family. There is no indication in either passage of any new institution being established. And in the law of Moses, the execution of murderers was carried out, not by anything that might be called “state,” but by the "avenger of blood," kin of the murder victim, Num. 35:19, 21, Deut. 19:12. The family, here, is the instrument of justice. We have no reason to believe, therefore, that any special institution beyond the family for the establishment of justice was created in Gen. 9:6.

What we see in Scripture, rather, is a kind of gradual development from family authority to something which we would tend to call a state. The borderline between family and state is not sharp or clear.
We have seen that there is an authority structure within the nuclear family, husband over wife, parents over children. In the patriarchal period, families become extended, but they maintain an authority structure, under the senior males or patriarchs. Abraham watched over Lot’s family, as well as his own. Isaac and Jacob maintained close relationships with their children, even after they had grown. Job is another example, perhaps from the patriarchal period. The three-generation family continues through the Bible. As we saw earlier, Paul, in 1 Tim. 5:8, tells younger people to be responsible, not only for their aged parents, but grandparents as well. 
When Israel is in Egypt, they become too numerous to be subject to a single patriarch. In Ex. 6:14-25, there is a listing of the heads of families within Israel: the tribe of Reuben is divided into four “clans,” and so on. These may be the “elders of Israel” referred to in Exod. 3:16-22, 4:29, 12:21, 17:5f, 18:12. In Ex. 18:21-26, Moses, on the advice of Jethro his father-in-law, sets judges over “thousands, hundreds, fifties, and tens” (verse 25). Is this a new organization of the clan elders, or is it a new set of officers? The relation between the elders and the Mosaic judges is not clear. Certainly the eldership continues beyond the time of Moses. But clearly Israel’s government has become much more complicated than it was in Jacob’s time. 

Another complication is that God establishes an official priesthood in Israel, under Aaron, Moses’ brother. 

Moses himself is ruler over the whole nation, the one who makes the judgments that cannot be made by lower officials, the one who solves the “difficult cases” (Ex. 18:26). His authority comes directly from God as a prophet and, virtually, a king. 

The picture to this point, then, is that as Israel developed from nuclear family to extended family to clan to nation, family authority became more elaborate and complicated. In time, God introduced new institutions. The heads of extended families were no longer exclusively responsible for prophetic and priestly ministries as were the patriarchs. Rather, God relieved them by assigning many religious duties exclusively to the priests, Levites, and prophets. 

Was there, at this point in history, also a divinely appointed "state?" I would say no if, again, "state" refers to something above and beyond the natural authority of the family. As far back as Gen. 9, as we have seen, God called the family to execute vengeance for bloodshed, and so no new order was needed to administer capital punishment. There was, of course, in Moses' time, a national army to be commanded, but even that has its precedents in patriarchal tradition (Gen. 14).
 New machinery, of course, was put in place (by some combination of tribal tradition and Mosaic appointment) to resolve disputes, but that too was essentially a family function.  
The anointing of Saul as the first king of Israel (I Sam. 9:16-10:1) does mark the beginning of something new. For the first time, there is to be in Israel a continuing line of monarchs, normally linked by heredity (though of course God often disrupted the hereditary pattern for his own purposes). The institutional change, however, is not a radical one. God orders the anointing of Saul, but Saul does not rule until that anointing is ratified by the tribal elders (1 Sam. 10:17-24, 11:15). The same is true of David (2 Sam. 5:1-5). David placed his son Solomon on the throne, but for him too there was a popular consensus (1 Kings 3:28, 4:29-34). Very different was the situation with Rehoboam, Solomon's son, who, having failed to satisfy the demands of "the whole assembly of Israel" (12:3), and having rejected the advice of "the elders" (12:6, 8) lost the allegiance of ten tribes. God had promised to make Jeroboam a king (11:29-39), and the ten tribes "made him king over Israel" (12:20).
So, although Israel’s government becomes more elaborate with its growth, there is no sharp line between family authority and the later authority of prophets, priests, judges, and kings. God sets the standards for these officers, appoints some of his own choice, and removes others for their unfaithfulness. At the same time, Israel itself continues to acknowledge its leaders, as they have always recognized the authority of patriarchs and tribal elders. 

What we call the “state” is simply a certain level of complexity in the government of a large family. It is not wrong to describe the state as ordained by God, because God clearly approves this development toward greater complexity, and he explicitly designates civil magistrates to be his “servants” (Rom. 13:4: =diakonos, minister. Verse 6 uses leitourgos, translated similarly). But it is not as if family and state have radically different powers, or that they rule over different spheres of human life. 

Now here is another complication. This increasing complexity has taken place both in believing and unbelieving contexts. Lamech the descendent of Cain sings a song of vengeance in Gen. 4:23f. As family head, he sings to his two wives about how he will execute vengeance for bloodshed. Unlike the simple reciprocity implied in Gen. 9:6 and in the Mosaic law of talion (Ex. 21:23-25), Lamech boasts that he will avenge seventy-seven times! "Family justice" indeed, but exaggerated far beyond anything our God would recognize as just. Still, we can see that, as in the believing line, the mentality of kingship springs up in the context of the nuclear and extended families. 


Meredith Kline argues that this theme is resumed in Gen. 6:1-4. He believes that the offense which draws forth God's condemnation is the exercise of royal polygamy: earthly kings ("sons of God") accumulating harems ("daughters of men").
 Whatever we may say about that exegesis, it is likely that the table of nations in Gen. 10, like the genealogy of the believing line in Gen. 5, is not a complete record of all who lived on the earth, but rather a record of notable leaders, perhaps kings. At any rate, it is clear that the development of kingship was rapid in the world in general compared to its development in Israel. When Israel first asked for a king, it seemed to them, at least, that "all the other nations" already had them (I Sam. 8:5). 

Kings in the "other nations" were known for conscripting laborers, soldiers, and wives, and for collecting extortionate taxes for private gain (Deut. 17:16f, I Sam. 8:11-18). History reminds us of the terrible, Lamech-like cruelties imposed by pagan kings in the name of royal vengeance. Still, the formal institutional picture is not different from what we have seen in Israel. The pagan kings abused their powers, but so, certainly, did the Israeli kings. The pagans did not have greater powers than did the kings of Israel. Even outside the covenant, the powers of the king come from God (cf. Rom. 13:1-7). And the pagan kings, like the Israeli kings, had essentially the power of tribal elders, however widespread their territory might be.
The difference between Israel and other kingdoms is that Israel was a kingdom in covenant with the true God. So it had institutions and civil laws appropriate to its uniqueness. Its temple, priesthood, feasts and sacrificial system anticipated the coming of Christ to redeem God’s people from sin. But the majority of Israel rejected Jesus. So they lost their special status with God. 
But the people of God continued in a new form. The church, composed of Jews and Gentiles (with, of course, their families) as equal members of one body, was the "Israel of God" (Gal. 6:16). The olive tree of Abraham continued, but with some old (Jewish) branches broken off and some new (Gentile) branches grafted in (Rom. 11:11-24). The church received the titles of Israel: "a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God" (I Pet. 2:9f, cf. Ex. 19:6, Tit. 2:14).

The new form of the people of God involved many new things. No longer was there a literal tabernacle or temple; Jesus himself was the temple, and he dwelt, by his Spirit, within his people, so that in a sense they became the temple (John 2:19ff, I Cor. 3:16f, 6:19, II Cor. 6:16). Nor was the new people of God identified, even roughly, with a particular group of clans or tribes; it became an international body destined to cover the globe (Matt. 28:19f). It had a government, as did Israel, but that government did not possess the power of the sword (Matt. 26:51), but "only" the "sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God" (Eph. 6:17). It conquers through love and persuasion, rather than by violence (Matt. 5:38-48, Rom. 12:9-21).

No modern nation, or its government (state), then, will ever play the distinctive role filled by Old Testament Israel. God's purposes now are wider and broader; the whole world is the promised land (Matt. 28:19-20, I Cor. 3:21-23, Eph. 6:3). We need no longer the types and shadows of the tabernacle and temple, for we have the reality in Christ (Heb. 8-10). Modern nations continue to serve as God’s servants to maintain justice and order. But even believing nations, if such there be, will not play the distinctive role of Israel, and therefore their governments. These "states" will not need to take Israel’s distinctive purposes into account as they rule.  

In the modern world, then, each Christian is a citizen of two nations: An earthly nation like France, England, or the U. S. A., and the heavenly nation (Eph. 2:6) (not of this world, John 18:36), the church. Though we belong entirely to Christ, we do not on that account renounce our citizenship in the earthly nations, any more than we leave our earthly families. Indeed, we seek to be good citizens, for those earthly nations themselves, and their rulers, received their authority from God (Rom. 13:1-7). 
The church has its national and tribal leaders, its elders and deacons (I Tim. 3), who not only preach and teach, administer sacraments, etc., but also provide services that the elders and kings provided in Israel. They resolve disputes (I Cor. 5:1-6:8) and lead in battle (Rom. 13:12, Eph. 6:10-18, I Thess. 5:8). 

The state also has its own leaders, who perform the corresponding services for their clans. We seek as much as possible to be obedient to both, though we are first of all citizens of heaven. When we have disputes we can't settle with other believers, we take them to the church elders (1 Cor. 6:1-8); when we have similar disputes with unbelievers, we take them to the state. When we seek leadership in the battle against Satan, we turn to the rulers of the church, for the state can't help us there; when we seek physical defense against physical attacks, we turn to the state, for the church has no swords, and we, being also citizens in good standing of the earthly nations, have as much right to their protection as anyone (Acts 25:11).
 We know, however, that when the church wins its battle, no more swords will be needed; so the spiritual battle is still the ultimate one. 
The church and the earthly nations are related, then, as two different families with overlapping members, occupying the same territory. They both serve the kingdom of God, but it is misleading, in my view, to describe them as two institutional forms of the kingdom coordinate with one another, as is often done in Reformed literature. The church is the organization which has as its goal the spreading of God's kingdom through the earth. The state, if it is not a Christian state, does not share that goal at all, but may in spite of itself perform some services to the kingdom of God. If the state is Christian, it will represent the church in its earthly concerns, using earthly tools denied to the church as such, defending it from physical attack and so forth. It will be a kind of adjunct tool for the church, not an institution coordinate with it.
In short, there are two families: the family of Adam and the family of Christ. Each has grown very large, and has therefore developed complicated governmental structures. These structures are similar. Both have written laws. Both have title to territory on the earth. Both are ruled by “elders” and other officers. Both have judicial functions. Both are religious, for they both operate according to ultimate values.
 There are also, of course, differences between these two families. The family of Christ may not bear the sword to advance its territory. The family of Adam is not authorized to administer the sacraments. 
Believers are both children of Adam and children of Christ. So they live in both kingdoms. But on the last day the only children of Adam who will survive God’s judgment are those who are also children of Christ. The family of Jesus will overshadow the family of Adam, so that only one family will continue into the eternal state. 

What we call “states,” then, are the governmental structures of the family of Adam. “Church government” is the ruling body of the family of Christ. 

Should the state be Christian? Certainly. Every human being and every human institution ought to be Christian. 1 Cor. 10:31 tells us to do all things to the glory of God. Christians in state government should bring their Christian values to bear on that institution. A government made up of Christians who apply their faith will be a Christian government. To say this, of course, is not to prejudge in detail what sort of government will result. I have rejected the view that modern governments should follow the Mosaic civil law “in exhaustive detail.” So in the development of making government Christian, there are many open questions. 
Should the state be governed by Scripture? Certainly. All of life should be governed by God’s word. Scripture does not give us a detailed manual of modern statecraft, but it contains principles that should be followed. As we shall see, some believe that the state should be governed only by natural law or natural revelation. I see no reason for such a limitation, though there may be pragmatic reasons at times for Christians to defend their views of government by reference to nature rather than to Scripture. 
Should the state recognize Jesus Christ as king? Yes, for that is who he is, king of kings and lord of lords.

Other Views of the State

1. Early Non-Christian Thought
In Chapter 4 I indicated that non-Christian thought always finds itself in the dilemma of rationalism and irrationalism. When applied to questions of government, the rationalist side leads to totalitarianism and the irrationalist side to anarchy. The rationalist believes that very smart people are capable of, and should be allowed to, control all aspects of life in a society. The irrationalist prefers no government at all, for he denies the competence of any human mind to govern the lives of others. Many non-Christian thinkers, of course, are unsatisfied with either alternative, at least for practical reasons: who would really like to live either in a totalitarian despotism or in an anarchy? But they are not able to argue persuasively for a middle ground. Arguments for law and order, carried out consistently, lead to totalitarianism. Arguments for freedom lead to anarchy. 

So Plato carries out his rationalism to defend a totalitarian rule by philosopher kings. The irrationalist Sophists teach their students to say anything that will ingratiate them to higher authorities. They seek a middle ground, but they renounce the use of any standards that could provide a normative definition of that middle ground. Aristotle’s thought also has totalitarian tendencies, since for him the state is the partnership that includes and governs all other partnerships. But he tries to moderate the implications of this view with talk of avoiding extremes (the golden mean). Later, Machiavelli argued that a ruler should use methods contrary to traditional (=Christian) morality to increase his own glory and to secure his political goals. Today, most readers consider these approaches at best unpersuasive and at worst terrifying. What they share is lack of a normative standard setting forth the nature and limitations of state power. 
2. Social Contract Theory

Among non-Christian (and some Christian) ethical theorists, the most common way of defining and justifying the authority of government is social contract theory. This approach is attributed to Socrates in Plato’s writings, and Epicurus also develops his view of justice along these lines. More recent exponents of a social contract approach are Hobbes, Bodin, Locke, Rousseau, and, in our own time, John Rawls and David Gauthier. One of the Westminster divines, Samuel Rutherford, developed a biblically based version of the social contract in his book Lex, Rex. 

On a social contract view, the authority and character of government is defined by an agreement of people to be ruled by a particular system of institutions and laws. Some have thought that such an agreement actually took place as a historical event, but David Hume expressed doubts that such an event ever happened,
 and his doubts have prevailed. The common view among modern contract theorists is that the contract is “hypothetical.” That is, we should act “as if” we had subscribed to a contract. But why? Even if there had been an actual historical contract, questions would arise as to why it would bind the descendants of those people who actually agreed to it. But if the contract is only hypothetical, then there is even less reason for those who question its terms to abide by it. 

Contract theorists have differed among themselves as to the “state of nature,” the nature of society before the contract (or, hypothetically, what it would have been like if the contract were not in force). To Hobbes, the state of nature is a state of war, a war of all against all, making life “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”
 To Rousseau, however, the state of nature was far better than any form of civilization. For him, civilization is responsible for the evils of life. Locke, under the influence of Samuel Rutherford’s Lex, Rex, maintains a middle ground: the state of nature is a state of liberty and equality, in which human beings seek to administer the natural law in their own lives and those of others.
 However, it lacks an established, public law and a generally acknowledged, impartial authority. 

Contract theorists also disagree as to the nature of the government formed by the social contract. In Hobbes and Rousseau, contracting individuals give up all their natural rights except self-defense to a totalitarian commonwealth. (Hobbes called it “Leviathan.”) In Locke, the contract restricts the powers of government. For him, the power of government extends no farther than necessary to protect the life, liberty, and property of the governed, and no farther than is determined by the consent of the governed. To maintain this limitation of government power, Locke advocates checks and balances. He opposes absolute monarchy and warns that even the legislature may be tempted to exercise capricious and arbitrary power. 

Locke’s position is familiar, echoed in the founding documents of the United States of America. His view of government itself is arguably Christian. But as a basis for the existence and powers of government, the social contract is as unpersuasive in Locke as in Hobbes and Rousseau. The differences among social contract thinkers as to the state of nature and the state of society under government indicates that “social contract” is not an objective reality that we can investigate to gain certainty about our rights and responsibilities. It is rather an empty vessel into which philosophers pour those ideas that seem right to them on other grounds. The move to a hypothetical view of the contract makes it even less persuasive as a basis for government. 


Rutherford, however, in Lex, Rex, develops a social contract theory based on the Bible, which gives the idea a much more substantial basis. He argues from Scripture (as I did above in the section “The Two Families”) that Israelite kings had a dual authorization: from God, by anointing, and from the elders of Israel. The involvement of the elders creates a kind of contract, which can be defined historically (contra Hume). In Rutherford’s view, the people are free from their obligations if the king breaks the contract. I shall have more to say on this idea at a later point. 
3. Roman Catholic Thought

So I move on to consider distinctively Christian views of the state. As opposed to secular writers, Christians necessarily deal in some way with what Scripture teaches about the state. They also have to reckon with the relationship between the state and the church. 

The Roman Catholic view is a consequence of its general distinction between nature and grace which I discussed in Chapter 17.
 For Thomas Aquinas, the doctrine of the state can be determined by natural (Aristotelian) reason: the state is the highest social whole of which all citizens are parts. It governs the natural life of mankind. Even if the fall had not happened, some such organization would have been necessary. But after the fall, God appoints another agency, the church, to bring saving grace to man. 

To most Protestants, such as Luther, the opposite is the case: for them, even before the fall there was a worshiping community, a church, but no state, because the state is an instrument of force, and before the fall no force was needed. Only after the fall does the state become necessary. Depending on how one defines “church” and “state,” either view is possible. If “church” is merely a worshiping community, then it is a pre-fall institution. If it is a dispenser of saving grace, then it is uniquely post-fall. If “state” is merely a pattern of social authority, then it would appropriately exist in an unfallen world. But if it is distinctly an instrument of force, it can exist only after the fall. 
So Aquinas’s view of how the fall affects church and state is biblically possible. But his choice of one possibility reflects his theological view that the state governs human society apart from grace, while the church has the responsibility of dispensing grace to sinners for their salvation. The state helps us to find earthly happiness, the church eternal happiness. The state governs our natural life, the church our supernatural life. Or, as it is sometimes put (rather simplistically), the state governs the affairs of the body, the church the affairs of the soul.
So for Aquinas, church and state govern distinct spheres of human life, and each is basically autonomous in its own realm. Nevertheless, the church is the higher of the two governments. It is, indeed, the extension of the incarnation of Christ. So where there is conflict between church and state, the church ought to prevail.
 The state operates according to natural law, the church according to Scripture. But Scripture contains a better knowledge of natural law than anyone can have without it. So the church, expert in Scripture, has the right and obligation to instruct the state in the meaning of natural law. 
In some historical situations, this view has led the Roman church to assert direct power in the political realm. Pope Boniface VIII believed that a pope could remove a heretical ruler from his secular office. Others, such as Bellarmine, argued that the church, because of its spiritual character, should express its superiority by enlightenment and persuasion, not by exercising physical force. The twentieth-century Thomist Jacques Maritain argued that since the church is by nature spiritual, it actually fulfills its nature most perfectly in a democracy, where it has no coercive power. 
In Roman Catholic thought, the state may assist the church, by creating conditions of order, by acknowledging God, and by seeing that the church has the freedom to worship and teach its doctrines. But the state gets its bearings from natural law, not from Scripture. On this view, the state is secular, not religious. Its government is based on natural reason, not revelation. 
Against this sort of view, I have argued that (1) All of human life, even reason, is to be governed by God’s revelation. (2) Scripture does not warrant the Roman Catholic distinctions between nature and grace, natural reason and revelation, or the doctrine of the twofold end of man. (3) Scripture does not record divine authorization for a “state” as defined by Aquinas, but only of the family. One family development leads to the state, another to the church, but these have essentially the same prerogatives, though God has denied the sword to the church. (4) So Scripture does not distinguish between one institution limited to natural law, and another one with access to the fullness of God’s revelation in Scripture. 
4. Anabaptism
The Thomistic distinction between church and state becomes far more radical in the Anabaptist
 branch of the reformation. The Schleitheim Confession, Article 6, says, 

The sword is ordained of God outside the perfection of Christ. It punishes and puts to death the wicked, and guards and protects the good. In the Law the sword was ordained for the punishment of the wicked and for their death, and the same (sword) is (now) ordained to be used by the worldly magistrates.
In the perfection of Christ, however, only the ban is used for a warning and for the excommunication of the one who has sinned, without putting the flesh to death - simply the warning and the command to sin no more.

A modern representative of this tradition is John Howard Yoder, author of The Politics of Jesus.
 Yoder denies that God has granted any legitimate authority to the state. Rather, the state is Satanic. Yoder notes that in Matt. 4, the temptation story, “Jesus did not challenge the claim of Satan to be able to dispose of the rule of all nations.”
 He also appeals to Rev. 13, where he finds 

an image of government largely comparable to the one we referred to in the earliest portions of the Gospels. The “Powers” are seen as persecuting the true believers; the same is true in the assumed background of Peter and James.

But what of Rom. 13:1-7, which, on the usual interpretation, speaks of the civil magistrate as a “minister of God,” appointed by the Lord to punish evil and reward good? Yoder thinks this traditional interpretation fails to see the relationship of the passage to its context in 12:14-21 and 13:8-10, in which the apostle urges Christians to respond in love to persecution. In fact, Yoder says, all three chapters 12-14 focus on 
Christian nonconformity and suffering love as driven and drawn by a sense of God’s triumphant movement from the merciful past into a triumphant future.
 

So, 

Any interpretation of Rom. 13:1-7 that would make it the expression of a static or conservative undergirding of the present social system would therefore represent a refusal to take seriously the context. 

In 12:19, God forbids Christians to exercise vengeance, but in 13:4, that is exactly what the state does. Yoder says, “It is inconceivable that these two verses, using such similar language, should be made to be read independently of one another.”
 

In Yoder’s view, then, 
The subordination that is called for [in Rom. 13—JF] recognizes whatever power exists, accepts whatever structure of sovereignty happens to prevail. The text does not affirm, as the tradition has it, a divine act of institution or ordination of a particular government.

This distinction is something like the distinction in Reformed theology between God’s decretive and perceptive wills. The state exists by God’s rule of history: he allows or permits it to exist for his good purposes.
 But he gives the state no normative authority. The state is, in this respect, like Satan himself:

God is not said to create or institute or ordain the powers that be, but only to order them, to put them in order, sovereignly to tell them where they belong, what is their place.

But don’t verses 4 and 6 speak of these powers as God’s servants (diakonoi, verse 4) and ministers (leitourgoi, verse 6)? In verse 6, Yoder takes the view that leitourgoi is actually the subject of the sentence: “The ministers of God are there for this very purpose, as they persist…” referring to those who pay taxes in the first part of the verse. So the ministers are the Christian believers, not the civil powers. 


This exegesis of Rom. 13 fits into Yoder’s larger theses: the state is wrong to bear the sword, and the Christian should not support or participate in the state’s use of force. The state is one of the tribulations God allows to afflict Christians, and they should respond to it in suffering love, as in Rom. 12:14-21 and 13:8-10. But they should not regard the state as having any divine authority. We are called to be subordinate, not to obey.


I don’t find this argument persuasive. Yoder’s view of Rom. 13:6 is convoluted. He admits that it is “subject to the risks of probability.”
 And he  doesn’t discuss how it coheres with the very similar language of verse 4. 
Contrary to Yoder, further, the contexts of 12:14-21 and 13:8-10 certainly do not exclude the traditional interpretation. Paul there calls believers to follow the law of love, and part of that is to be obedient to civil law. The notion that the civil government is an enemy of the gospel can be found nowhere in Rom. 12 or 13. 

As for the contrast between Rom. 12:19 and 13:4, it is simply the case that individual Christians are not permitted to take vengeance, for vengeance is the Lord’s, a common biblical theme (Deut. 32:35, 41, 43, Ps. 94:1, Isa. 35:4, 61:2, etc.) God has also, as we have seen, withheld the sword from the church. But the apparent meaning of Rom. 13 is that God has appointed the civil magistrate to bear the sword, serving as his agent of vengeance, as Israel brought his vengeance against the Canaanite tribes. So as individuals, we should abstain from taking vengeance; but civil magistrates have a special commission from God to take vengeance in his name in certain situations. I see no reason to question that apparent meaning. 

Revelation 13 presents various earthly powers under Satan’s control, but it doesn’t identify these specifically as states. They could as easily be (and I think, in some cases are) religious organizations, false churches. As for Matt. 4, we should not assume that Satan tells the truth when he claims some sort of dominion over kingdoms. But if he is, he is not the legitimate ruler of the kingdoms of the world. Jesus and his followers came to deliver the nations from his dominion. 


Yoder’s analysis does illustrate the difficulties involved in identifying a specific divine warrant for state authority. But I have argued that what we call the state is simply a set of functions exercised by the family of Adam. Yoder should have given more consideration to the authority of the family, especially to its state-like functions. Whatever plausibility may attach to the idea that the state is Satanic, it is utterly implausible to make the family an arm of Satan’s empire. It is rather the case that some family-states are under Satan’s dominion, others under God’s, still others (most, I think) in the process of struggle between these two powers. 


Gen. 9:6, as I indicated, gives state-like powers to Noah’s family. The Anabaptist tradition generally sees the Old Testament negatively, as a divine accommodation to spiritual immaturity. But Gen. 9:6 is a divine command. And God also commands the Canaanite conquests and reproves Israel for not being sufficiently warlike. So it is not biblically possible simply to link all civil authority with Satan. 


We shall consider the pacifist implications of Yoder’s position under the sixth commandment. For now, we had better consider other alternatives. 

5. Lutheranism

Luther’s Large Catechism, like the WLC, derives the state from the family, agreeing with the perspective of this chapter: “the primary locus of authority resides with parents, and that all other human authority derives from that.”

But I am less sympathetic with his developed view of church and state. 

The Lutheran view, like the Roman Catholic, sees church and state as governing two distinct spheres of human life, and, like the Roman Catholic, it regards the sphere of the state as governed by reason and natural law,
 rather than by the whole content of Scripture. As with the Roman view, Scripture instructs the state as to natural law, and it may contradict the interpretations of that law by political authority. 
The Lutheran approach, however, recognizes better than the Roman the extent to which sin can corrupt both state and church. In this regard, there is some affinity between the Lutheran view and the Anabaptist. Lutherans, however, deny the Anabaptist view that the state is Satanic. Rather, the state has a divinely given authority over its subjects. Yet, it is something less than God’s best. God’s justice is his “strange work,” compared to his grace and mercy. Like the Anabaptists, Lutherans find it hard to understand how the God of love could be involved in bloodshed and war. Anabaptists, in the end, deny that God authorizes such an institution. Lutherans accept that he does, but they find it paradoxical. 
The distinctively Lutheran formulation is found in the context of “Luther’s distinction between the two kingdoms (or the two reigns) of God: the earthly or left-hand kingdom and the heavenly or right-hand kingdom.”
 God reigns over the left-hand kingdom (the state) by law, over the right-hand kingdom (the church) by both the law and the gospel.
 The state is distinctly a post-fall institution (contrary to the Roman Catholic understanding), for it uses the forces unleashed by the fall in the interest of God’s justice. This is another affinity between Lutheranism and Anabaptism, though Lutheranism is far more moderate. 

Lutherans argue that it is impossible to impose upon fallen creatures the law of love given in the gospel. We cannot turn unbelievers into Christians by government force. God evangelizes the lost only through the word. Nor should we imagine that civil society can be governed by the law of love and forgiveness. So various writers have said that it is wrong to try to “Christianize” unbelieving culture. Rather, the general society should be governed entirely by natural revelation. 
In my judgment, there are a number of problems with this view: 

(1) Natural revelation itself commands all people to worship the true God. Paul in Rom. 1 says that idolatry is a sin against the knowledge given in natural revelation. But the two-kingdoms view rejects the notion that government should instruct people to worship the true God. So the two-kingdoms view not only denies the relevance of special revelation to government, but it also denies the foundational aspects of natural revelation. 

(2) Scripture does not warrant a two-kingdoms view. In the Bible, Christ rules, not only over human hearts, not only over the church, but also over nations. “Jesus is Lord” had a clear political meaning in ancient Roman culture: it was the announcement of the coming of a new king. The gospel itself is the news that the kingdom of God is at hand. Although Jesus’ kingdom is “not of this world” (John 18:36) it is over this world, over everything in the heavens and earth (Matt. 28:18). So Scripture teaches a “one-kingdom” view.
(3) Making the Bible authoritative for civil government does not imply that government should force unbelievers to become Christians, or to behave as Christians. The Bible doesn’t require government to do that (but see 6 below). Even in the Israelite theocracy, people were not penalized for worshiping false gods as such. Scripture condemns the unbelieving heart, but it never makes unbelief a civil crime. Indeed, there are many sins (pride, envy, etc.) that God abhors, but which cannot and should not be made civil crimes on a biblical understanding. 
(4) Nor does a one-kingdom view mean that civil society should be governed by love and forgiveness, rather than by force. Scripture itself denies that is so. As we have seen, Scripture withholds the sword from the church, but it gives the sword to the civil government. Note again the comparison between Rom. 12:14-21 and 13:1-7 in my earlier discussion of Anabaptism. 

(5) Nor does a one-kingdom view imply that non-Christians are disqualified from government positions. Scripture acknowledges the authority of pagan kings, including the Roman emperors, as representatives of God in the civil realm, deserving of obedience. But faith in the true God certainly does give to some people special wisdom for public service, even in unbelieving societies, witness Joseph and Daniel. 

(6) Old Testament law does restrict some external manifestations of unbelief, such as idolatry. In my judgment, idolatry should not be a civil crime today (see Chapter 13). But we should consider this matter in perspective. All lawbreaking comes from false religion. When someone steals or murders, it is because he is not faithful to his creator. So any legislation of justice limits the freedom of false religion. So it is impossible for government to be religiously neutral, as the two-kingdoms view requires. 
(7) Similarly, any genuine improvement in society comes from true religion. Those who oppose “Christianizing” society indeed oppose most of the good developments in science, the arts, the care for the poor, etc. of the last 2000 years under the impetus of the gospel. To influence society in a Christian direction is not to force unbelievers to be Christians, but it is to favor justice over injustice, good over evil, mercy over cruelty. As I said under (3) above, of course, there are right and wrong ways to Christianize. But it is hard to imagine that anyone, Christian or non-Christian, would want to live in a society devoid of the benefits Christianity has brought to civilization. 
(8) Many have argued that the two-kingdoms view opened the German Lutheran Churches to Nazi domination. For on the two-kingdoms view, the church may not demand that the state bow to the kingship of Christ. The church, then, becomes privatized, concerned with its individual and corporate piety, but not with society in general. That criticism is not entirely fair. Certainly Lutheran thinkers have encouraged Christians as individuals to take an active part in politics and to oppose injustice by appeal to natural law. And some Lutherans did participate in the resistance to Hitler. But as we have seen, a right knowledge of natural law presupposes Scripture (Chapter 14). Denial of the right of Scripture to criticize government opens the door wide to injustice, even atrocity. 
(9) It has always perplexed me that the two-kingdoms view, which emphasizes the distinctive spirituality of the church, has historically been hospitable to an Erastian view of church government, in which a civil ruler becomes the head of the church. The Erastian tendency in Lutheranism is historically understandable, because of the role of the German princes in protecting Luther’s life amid persecution by the Roman Church. Certainly any Christian would agree that one role of the state is to protect the church. But the notion of the state-church, in which the church becomes an agency of the state, is hard to reconcile with a two-kingdoms understanding. On the other hand,  perhaps Erastianism is an extreme implication of the proposition that, even in the church, rule is a matter of law, not gospel. So rule, even in the church itself, is something best performed by a secular officer.
 I find that idea biblically impossible, given the spiritual qualifications of church rulers in 1 Tim. 3, but it is a measure of the anomalies that the two-kingdoms view can lead to. 
(10) The two-kingdoms view is very much like the view of Meredith G. Kline that I discussed in Chapter 29. On the basis of Gen. 4-9, Kline argues for a “realm of common grace,” common rather than holy, and therefore religiously neutral. Kline’s argument may be the best available to show that Scripture teaches divine authorization for a secular state, Luther’s “kingdom of the left hand.” But in that discussion I gave reason to believe such a realm does not exist. 

(11) In Scripture, contrary to Luther, there is nothing “strange” or paradoxical about the fact that God judges wickedness. Indeed, nothing is more typical of him. If anything, it is God’s grace to undeserving sinners that is hard to understand.

(12) Finally, the two-kingdoms view assumes that God has ordained the state as an institution distinct from the family. I have shown that that is not the case. So there is no evidence of any institution that is bound only by natural law and not by the fullness of God’s revelation in Scripture. 

6. Calvin and Rutherford

John Calvin adopted more or less the two-kingdoms view of Luther, though he is more explicit on the need for Christians to be active in the political order. He also has a more positive view of government than either the Anabaptists or the Lutherans. While they saw government as Satanic (Anabaptism) or “God’s left hand” (Lutheranism), Calvin discusses at length the benefits that come to Christians because of God’s ordination of government.
 He stresses also that government must attend to both tables of the Decalogue, not only the second, without worrying how such a duty is compatible with the secularity of the state.
 
And Calvin, like others in the Reformed tradition, opens the door to forcible resistance to injustice. He is cautious about opening this door. But after several sections of the Institutes urging believers to be subject even to wicked rulers, he adds this: 
For if there are now any magistrates of the people, appointed to restrain the willfulness of kings (as in ancient times the ephors were set against the Spartan kings, or the tribunes of the people against the Roman consuls, or the demarchs against the senate of the Athenians; and perhaps, as things now are, such power as the three estates exercise in every realm when they hold their chief assemblies), I am so far from forbidding them to withstand, in accordance with their duty, the fierce licentiousness of kings, that, if they wink at kings who violently fall upon and assault the lowly common folk, I declare that their dissimulation involves nefarious perfidy, because they dishonestly betray the freedom of the people, of which they know that they have been appointed protectors by God’s ordinance.

Here he declares that if the king behaves lawlessly, lesser magistrates must hold him accountable. Thus he opposes absolute monarchy and places all rulers under law. Then in the final section of the Institutes he urges Christians not to obey rulers when they command sin against God: “If they command anything against God, let it go unesteemed.”


Samuel Rutherford (1600-1661), in Lex, Rex, goes farther. In his view, government is ordained by God, but is also a matter of contract between ruler and people, as we saw earlier in the case of Saul, David, Rehoboam, and Jeroboam. When the ruler breaks contract, he loses his authority to rule, and may be resisted, even overthrown. Like Calvin, Rutherford insists that such resistance or deposition be led by magistrates, people who themselves have legitimate civil authority. So to overthrow a ruler in such cases does not violate Rom. 13. It is rather obedience to a legitimate authority over against one who has forfeited that authority. 

Hence the history of the religious wars in England. Puritans and Scottish covenanters appealed to these arguments to resist what they considered to be the unjust decrees of the king and the state church. Many Christians of Calvinistic persuasion were also among those who rebelled against the rule of George III over the American colonies. In England, the American Revolution was sometimes called “the Presbyterian revolt.” Among Reformed believers on the side of the colonies, the rationale for revolution was essentially that of Calvin and Rutherford: the king had himself ruled lawlessly, and so the lesser magistrates in the colonies had a right to resist him and ultimately to overthrow his rule. 

7. Abraham Kuyper

Kuyper (1837-1920) was a remarkable Reformed leader, who emphasized that Christ was Lord of all aspects of human life.
 He himself entered many fields of endeavor, writing and teaching theology and philosophy, leading a separatist movement from the state church which became the Reformed (Gereformeerde) Churches in the Netherlands, founding the Free University of Amsterdam, founding two newspapers and writing often for them, founding the anti-revolutionary political party. As a politician, he served as Prime Minister of the Netherlands from 1901-1905. 

All the thinkers considered previously in this section thought of government in terms of a nature/grace contrast. Kuyper broke with this kind of thinking. For him, family, church, and state were simply three spheres of authority ordained by God. God has given each authority over its own sphere of life; so Kuyper and his disciples spoke of “sphere sovereignty,” Souvereiniteit in Eigen Kring.
 

So the state has authority from God, defined by God’s Word. It has the responsibility to compel mutual respect in society, to defend the weak, and to collect taxes for national purposes. The state should respect the domains of other spheres: that is the basis of freedom. The state must not interfere in the “internal workings” of the family or the church. 
Kuyper believes, like Luther and the Anabaptists, that the state is a post-fall institution. The state uses force to make people do what they would rather not. If man hadn’t fallen, Kuyper believes, such force would never have been necessary. Rather, human beings would do the right thing from the workings of conscience and moral suasion. The latter motivation Kuyper described as “organic,” the use of force “mechanical.” Kuyper (also in his account of biblical inspiration) placed great value on the organic as opposed to the mechanical. 

The state must observe God’s law in Scripture, according to Kuyper, but it should not be a theocracy. A theocracy would be a government with direct access to God, as ancient Israel consulted God through the Urim and the Thummim (Ex. 28:30, Num. 27:21). The government nevertheless has an obligation to protect the church, and it should also punish blasphemy, not because of its impiety, but because it impugns God as the foundation of the state. The state should not, however, attempt to extirpate false religion, because it is not competent to make judgments as to what churches are true and which false.
Unlike the two-kingdoms view, Kuyper places both church and state under the authority of special revelation as well as general. Herman Dooyeweerd and his disciples, generally Kuyperian in their orientation, later reverted to a natural law view of ethics and government, since they came to believe that the Bible dealt only with matters of faith.
 Kuyper’s emphasis on the comprehensiveness and sufficiency of biblical revelation was developed by the theonomic movement, which I discussed and criticized in Chapter 13. 
My own view is closer to Kuyper’s than to any other figures we have discussed in this chapter. We must determine the nature and prerogatives of the state from Scripture, sola scriptura. The nature/grace dichotomy is not helpful in determining the legitimacy and competences of these institutions. But I do not agree with Kuyper that family, church, and state are radically distinct spheres. The state is the family of Adam, the church the family of Christ. Both families are trying to accomplish the same things for their members, but in the end only the family of Christ will prevail. We must expect conflict between these families, as each tries to claim for its own lord “the whole domain of human existence.” 

Should Churches Be Politically Active? 

Today, churches are in a quandary as to how they should be involved in the political process. Much has been said about the “separation of church and state.”
 Some have advocated a militant stance against social and political evil; others have argued that the job of the church is to preach the gospel, so that the church should avoid politics altogether. 

The task of the church is the Great Commission, which involves not only baptizing, but also discipling, “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:20). God has not given the sword to the church; our only weapon is the sword of the Spirit, the word of God. But the word of God speaks comprehensively to all aspects of human life (1 Cor. 10:31). The Commission does not restrict the church to preaching a simple gospel, a way to escape divine judgment. Rather, the preaching of the church presents to the world a way of life that transforms everything, including politics. Christians are not saved, of course, by political action. But they must bring their faith with them into their families, their workplaces, and their politics. 
Of course, in some cultures (like the ancient Roman in which the New Testament was written) there is not much that Christians can do, other than prayer, to influence political structures and policies. But when they can influence them, they should. In modern democracies, all citizens are “lesser magistrates” by virtue of the ballot box. Christians have an obligation to vote according to God’s standards. And, as they are gifted and called, they should influence others to vote in the same way. 

This is not to say that political choices are always obvious. Often we must choose the lesser of two evils (Chapter 13). Senator Mershon may have a better view of one issue than Governor Beates, while Beates has a better view on a different issue. It is an art to weigh the importance of different issues and to come to a godly conclusion. Each of us should have a large amount of tolerance for other Christians who come to different conclusions from ourselves. Rarely will one issue trump all others, though I must say that I will never vote for a candidate who advocates or facilitates the killing of unborn children. 
But what of the institutional church? Should the church, as church, take positions on political issues? Well, certainly; for many “political” issues are straightforward questions of morality. If the church is to preach the whole word of God, it must preach against abortion, homosexuality, relativism, and so on.
 
Ethical and political preaching do become problematic where specifics are involved. Now I have argued (Chapter 11) that sola Scriptura does not limit us to speaking of matters explicitly presented in Scripture. Preaching, like theology, is the application of the Word to situations in our own experience. We are to preach, not only that stealing is wrong, but that it is wrong for Phil to steal from Judy. But specificity does introduce new levels of difficulty. When issues become more specific, it often becomes more difficult to be sure of the biblical position. Certainly the church must oppose drunken driving, for example. But should it support a law that lowers the blood alcohol level to .07% for conviction of driving under the influence of alcohol? It may be useful for pastors to bring such issues before their congregations, but it might be difficult for them to be sure that one position or another is the will of God. 
But in other specific cases the applications are so clear that there is no room for doubt: e.g., if Jack assaults Bill, he should pay the legal penalty. If abortion is murder, then unborn children should be protected by law. At times we should be reluctant to apply God’s word to political issues, because of our own uncertainty. But there is no way to delineate precisely in advance when and where we should and should not make such applications. 
Another danger, of course, is that churches will get so caught up in political activism that they lose sight of Christ. The solution is not to avoid political issues, but to see politics as Kuyper did, as promoting the claims of King Jesus. And it is also important that the church’s message, including its political statements, exude the grace of Christ. Grace is not only the center of God’s word, but it is a vital element of our communication, even of law. Denunciation of the evils of the world only takes us so far. It can, indeed, be counterproductive as people come to resent constant scolding. Law and gospel must be wrapped up in one another. Political preaching should show how God’s grace itself impels us to live by standards different from the world (Ex. 20:2, Tit. 2:11-13).
 
There are other issues that we should be aware of. Churches can lose their tax exemptions, for example, if they are seen to be too political, especially if they advocate particular candidates for office. I think it is rarely useful to advocate a candidate from the pulpit, because most candidates are neither entirely good nor entirely bad. Within some limits, Christians should agree to disagree with one another in love over political matters. But there are extreme situations where the differences between candidates are clearly differences between good and evil. If another Hitler were running for office, for example, I believe that Christian preachers should oppose him from the pulpit, regardless of questions of tax exemptions. So God does not absolutely prohibit the church from entering even the most specific areas of political debate. But wisdom should often lead to restraint.
Civil Disobedience and Revolution
Given that Christians, and even churches, have the right to seek political change, do they ever have the right to disobey existing political rulers, or even to rebel against them? 
The general stance of the Christian, as Calvin eloquently points out in the last chapters of the Institutes, should be one of obedient submission, even to unjust and cruel rulers. Rom 13:1-7 and 1 Pet. 2:13-17 are decidedly anti-revolutionary in their emphasis. 
But, as Calvin also stressed, with Rutherford and later Reformed writers, there are limits to political obedience:

1. When the ruler requires us to sin against God, or forbids something God commands, we must refuse (see Chapter 31). 

2. In some cases, especially emergencies, it is sometimes necessary to violate written laws so as to achieve higher social ends. (See Chapter 13, under “priorities.”)

3. In some systems of law including that in the U. S., the only way to establish the unconstitutionality of a law is by means of a test case. Someone must break that law, undergo trial, and then use as defense that the law is unconstitutional. Such test-case lawbreaking is not a violation of the overall system of law (see Chapter 13), but rather attempts to purify the system by eliminating inappropriate legislation. 
4. When the ruler himself violates the law, he is not immune from prosecution. “Lesser magistrates” should enforce the law against him. If the law requires him to leave office, he should be made to do so. If deposition of a ruler under such conditions requires force, then force should be used. If that happens, a sort of revolution has taken place, and Christians should support it. 

5. Sometimes it is unclear as to who are “the governing authorities” of Rom. 13:1. During the Viet Nam war, for example, there were places where the Saigon government controlled territory by day and the Viet Cong by night. In such cases, to whom is the Christian to “be subject?” Questions as to which group has the right to govern can be hard to resolve, as are judgments as to who is likely to win the conflict. I would say that a Christian living in such areas should make his best judgment as to which contending army is most in accord with God’s standards of justice and give his allegiance to them. But in doing so, he may find himself supporting what some might call a revolutionary movement. 
Under some circumstances, then, Christians may find themselves supporting revolutionary movements. But their goal should always be the establishment of a stable government that they can honor in fifth commandment terms, giving their respect, submission, and financial support. 

Operation Rescue: A Case Study in Civil Disobedience

From 1986 to 1994, members of Operation Rescue sat in front of the doors of abortion clinics, preventing people from entering. When authorities cited trespassing and other laws, OR declined to obey, and many accepted imprisonment. “This group was disbanded after an $880,000 judgment was won against them by Planned Parenthood in 1994.”
 It has, however, been replaced by Operation Rescue West and other organizations, which have generally used more conventional tactics in opposing abortion. 
In this section I will ask the legitimacy and value of the original (pre-1994) Operation Rescue’s program of civil disobedience. Then it placed demonstrators in the entrances of abortion clinics to block the entrances or at least to make it difficult and embarrassing for women to enter the clinic to obtain their abortions. In doing so, they violated at least the letter of the law: trespassing laws and court orders of various kinds. They argued that these laws must be broken for the greater good of saving the lives of unborn children.


I believe that Operation Rescue was correct in its argument that we have an obligation to protect the innocent from unjust destruction (Prov. 24:11). I also agree that the unborn are proper objects of such concern. Sometimes, however, the OR presentation of this argument went beyond Scripture. I heard representatives of that organization argue that every Christian must be involved in rescues, since otherwise they would be condoning evil and violating the biblical command to rescue the innocent. But of course we also have obligations to rescue drowning swimmers at the beach. Does that mean that every Christian must spend his time at the beach rescuing swimmers? I think not. The command to rescue is given (1) to individuals as the opportunity naturally arises in their lives (cf. the Good Samaritan); (2) to the whole church, that each member might make some contribution to defeat the evil of abortion.
 Those contributions depend upon gifts and opportunities, and therefore they vary a great deal from one Christian to another. To maintain that every Christian must participate in a particular project is to maintain that every Christian must participate in all worthy projects, an impossible burden for every individual. No, God recognizes our finitude. Our obligations before him take our finitude into account.

Having said this, I still believe that the rescue of unborn babies is a high priority for Christians today. A swimmer drowning by the beach has at least some physical resources to preserve his life. A baby in the womb, by contrast, is the weakest of the weak. He depends entirely on other people to defend his life. 

But, contrary to the original OR rhetoric, there are other ways to join the battle for the unborn. There is still much room for educational, political and religious approaches which do not break the law. There are many legal ways of making life difficult for abortionists, especially if a community can be persuaded that it does not want abortion to be practiced in its midst. Prov. 24:11 can be fulfilled by other means than by rescues. Indeed it is arguable that in the long run (which is the most important perspective) these other methods will be more effective than the original methods of OR. Rescues certainly aroused public resentment. People who didn’t understand the ethical issue easily sympathized with the clinics, the doctors and the women who are being "harassed." Rescuers become identified with the general lawlessness in our country, or with the disruptiveness of many "rights" organizations. The result has been (1) legislation and court decisions that have created special legal protections for abortionists and (2) more "pro-choice" politicians being elected and appointed to high office. Less dramatic activity may have been more effective in the long run. 


But is it sinful to participate in a rescue? I believe not. Some would argue that we should never break the law as long as there are some legal means of accomplishing our purposes. But that principle is of doubtful scripturality, and it has the result of enfeebling Christian witness. When the Sanhedrin told Peter and John to stop preaching Christ, they might have come up with a "creative alternative," such as preaching Christ in some other place. But they answered that they would have to obey God and continue preaching (Acts. 4:19f, cf. 5:29).


But even if we accept the principle of disobeying the law only when legal remedies are absent, I would have to say that even that principle comes short of ruling out all rescues. Granted, as I said above, there are other methods of dealing with the problem, ways which could have great effect upon the future of abortion. But we must focus on the short run as well as the long run. When Betty Groman makes a decision to have an abortion today, the "long range" approach will not have much effect upon her, however much it may affect other women later on. Those practicing "long range" solutions have done their best to change Betty’s mind, and they have not succeeded. Now they have no more time. Her baby will die unless something more drastic happens. For that baby, there are no legal remedies. The mother, the doctor and the law are all united to deprive that baby of life. The only answer is "rescue." And when rescuers are taken to prison to facilitate abortion, the rescuers are in the right and the law enforcers are in the wrong, for they are forbidding what God commands. 

I therefore have supported OR with money and prayers, and I do not believe it is wrong to participate in rescues if one does count the cost. But I do not think this method is required of all Christians, and I do not myself now participate in such events. I believe that other, legal methods are more effective in the long run, and I believe I am ethically free to pursue those rather than participating in rescues.
� Review here the critique of secular education in Chapter 24. 


� Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law (NP: Craig Press, 1973), 181. Much of Rushdoony’s discussion here is instructive. 


� What follows is a condensation and revision of my article, “Toward a Theology of the State,” Westminster Theological Journal 51:2 (Fall, 1989), 199-226.


� In Chapter 29 I criticized Meredith Kline’s view that Gen. 4-9 shows the emergence of a “common grace order” ruled by the divine institution of the state. 


�  In op. cit., 358-362, Rousas J. Rushdoony argues that God withholds the death penalty from the family and gives it exclusively to the state. He bases this argument on the mark of Cain, which he sees as a protection against vengeance from within the family, and upon Deut. 21:18-21, in which, although the parents are required to bring complaints against incorrigible children, the "men of the city," not the parents, execute the death penalty, contrary to the usual order in which the accusers are the executioners. Rushdoony is right, I think, about the nuclear family. Not only the natural ties of love, but the need to bring more objective witnesses into the process would militate against the use of the death penalty within the nuclear family. But in a broader sense, the "men of the city" were family too. Notice also that in Israel the death penalty for murder is executed by the “avenger of blood,” a representative of the victim’s family (Num. 35:19). And, again, there were no institutions other than the family when God prescribed the death penalty to Noah.





� And note that even the nuclear family retains the use of force for self-defense, Exod. 22:2.








� Kline, "Divine Kingship and Gen. 6:1-4," Westminster Theological Journal 24 (1962), 187-204. In Kline's view, indeed, "kingship" is one of the major unifying themes of the early chapters of Genesis: God himself as royal creator, the sun and moon "ruling" day and night (1:16), etc., man to have dominion over the earth (1:28, 9:1-3), man's failure to exercise godly rule (chapter 3), the genealogies (see text).





� We do go to the church to pray and to seek the prayers of others, and those prayers are more effective than the physical weapons wielded by the state. 


� Some states of the family of Adam actually have established religions. Others, like the United States, embrace secular humanism, which is also a religion. (Recall my discussion of “religion” in Chapter 5.)


� When I began thinking about family, church, and state, I first planned to discuss these as three perspectives: family existential, church normative, and state situational. I still think there is truth in this account. In the present world, this is how the three institutions come together in our experience. But it seemed to me that the Bible is more redemptive-historical in its presentation of these institutions, telling two stories of two families. 


� Hume, "Of the Original Contract," available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.constitution.org/dh/origcont.htm" ��http://www.constitution.org/dh/origcont.htm�. 


� Hobbes, Leviathan. 


� Locke, Two Treatises of Government.


� I have discussed many other ramifications of this distinction, which I consider to be unbiblical: the Lutheran distinction between law and gospel (Chapter 12), the natural law approach to ethics (14), the doctrine of the twofold end (17), the distinction between “religious” and “nonreligious” (5, 26), Kline’s distinction between the holy and the common (29). More will follow. 


� So in his epistemology, Aquinas teaches that natural reason can operate adequately apart from revelation. But when there is a conflict between revelation and natural reason, the former must prevail. So Scripture has a veto-power over reason, but does not govern its day-to-day operations. 


� There was much variety in the views of those originally called “Anabaptist.” Thomas Munzer’s violent warriors, though also called Anabaptists, certainly held a different view from the Schleitheim Confession and John Howard Yoder. But the most prevalent view of that tradition today is the one discussed here. 


� Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972. 


� Ibid., 195. 


� Ibid., 196. 


� Ibid., 198.


� Ibid.


� Ibid., 199. 


� Ibid., 200. The passage is in italics in the original, since Yoder uses this whole sentence as a section heading. 


� Of course, in Reformed theology God not only permits or allows evil, but decrees its existence, without condoning it. See DG 160-182.


� Ibid., 203. Italics his. 


� Ibid., 212. 


� 210. 


� Section on the Fourth Commandment (our fifth). 


� Luther himself was skeptical of the natural law idea, but it has taken root in later Lutheranism. At least it has always been the case that in Lutheranism the state is governed by law, not gospel. 


� Lutheran Church of Australia, “The Two Kingdoms,” available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.lca.org.au/resources/csbq/twokingdoms.pdf" ��www.lca.org.au/resources/csbq/twokingdoms.pdf�. 


� Recall my discussion of the law-gospel distinction in Chapter 12. 


� Thanks to my friend John Barber for this suggestion. 


� To be sure, “God is love” is a defining statement (1 John 4:8). But so is “the Lord, whose name is Jealous” (Ex. 34:14). On the notion of a “fundamental attribute” of God, see DG 392-394. 


� Institutes 4.20.2-5. 


� Ibid., 4.20.9. 


� Ibid., 4.20.31. 


� Ibid., 4.20.32. Cf. Calvin’s Commentary on Daniel at 6:22. 


� See especially his Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1943): must reading for all Christian believers. 


� This is the title of Kuyper’s 1880 Inaugural Lecture at the founding of the Free University. That lecture is the source of Kuyper’s famous words, “there is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry 'Mine'.”


� John Frame, The Amsterdam Philosophy (Phillipsburg: Harmony Press, 1972). 


� I agree with John Jefferson Davis, in Evangelical Ethics (Phillipsburg: P&R, 1993) that the US Constitution does not advocate the separation of church and state as that is usually defined today. It says in effect that Congress shall make no law to create a state church. At the time of the ratification of the Constitution, a number of states had established churches. The writers of the Constitution did not intend to eliminate these, but to keep the federal government from creating its own state church. Of course, “in recent years the federal courts have taken this to mean a virtual separation of Christian values from government, rather than a separation of church and state as institutions, but that is, as we shall see, an understanding quite foreign to the intention of the framers of the Constitution and Bill of Rights” (Davis, 10). 


� If anyone is troubled by the dangers of “moralism” in this context, review Chapter 16. 


� Thanks to Pastor Tim Keller for this insight. 


� “History of Operation Rescue West,” at � HYPERLINK "http://www.operationrescue.org/?p=64" ��http://www.operationrescue.org/?p=64�. 


� In this respect, our obligation to rescue the dying is like the Cultural Mandate and the Great Commission: responsibilities of the church as a whole, rather than of every individual Christian (Chapter 15).





