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      Reflecting Honestly on History

      Clyde P. Greer Jr.

      History and the study thereof can never be truly separated from the one true God.1 God created time and space. In doing so, a supreme, transcendent, self-sufficient, self-existent, personal God stepped out of eternity to inaugurate history. On the sixth day of history, he created people: “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion’” (Gen. 1:26).

      God created human beings in his image with the rational faculties necessary for fulfilling his command to exercise dominion over his creation. Using amazing but fallen minds, men and women now research God’s universe of time, matter, and space. Astronomers, geologists, geographers, and others investigate the workings of God’s creation. Historians study people and events in time.

      All history is the outworking of God’s will. Even the salvation of sinful people proceeds “according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11). This chapter intends to capture a biblical view of history around four major principles. First, history has been written differently at different times in the past, reflecting changing dominant worldviews. Second, Christians believe that truth exists, and historians should try to tell the truth about the past. Third, God’s providential plan of redemption for fallen humanity unfolds in a linear direction from creation to the end times. Fourth, a Christian philosophy of history acknowledges God’s sovereignty.

      What Is History?

      The linguistic history of the word history helps illuminate its meaning. People use the word history in two ways, each related to its origin. The German geschichte connotes the actual events of the past. Thus, the past itself is history—everything that has ever occurred. The much earlier Greek historia relates to knowing about the past or even the inquiry or investigation itself into written documents or artifacts for the purpose of writing an account or record of the past. Hence, history can mean, first, “the unfolding of past events in time and space” and, second, “a human study and recounting of past events.”2 This chapter employs both meanings of the word history; the context should clearly indicate which fits best. Multitudes of elaborate definitions abound, but Allen Guelzo offers an excellent one: “History writing is a humanistic prose narrative of events based upon systematic inquiry into words, deeds, ideas, conflicts, and sufferings which have occurred in the past and which have left verifiable, evidentiary trails in the present.”3

      Why Study History?

      Arguably valid reasons for studying history include wisdom gaining, citizenship training, and identity building. Beyond these pragmatic rationales for studying history, many adults simply enjoy history, even if they were bored as children, unready for complex, abstract reasoning or enduring history classes taught unimaginatively. People usually relate at some level to a good story, especially a true one, and they understand that sometimes “truth is stranger than fiction.” To many, truth is even more interesting. People often flock to see historical movies, museums, and heritage sites. Best-selling reading lists, hits on historical websites, and memberships in historical societies all indicate a huge public hunger for history. Unfortunately, professional historians ignore that public appetite and tend to write instead for one another on topics of little interest to average people. Throughout the years, overpoliticized history has also alienated folks. The appetite for history, then, frequently gets satisfied with junk food—for example, docudramas and movies that too freely mix fact and fiction. In this light, Christian historians interested in serving an undiscerning public with truth ought to “point out twistings and falsifications and other mistakes and shortcomings in this or that kind of historical representation . . . [because] the purpose of history is the reduction of untruth.”4

      But Christians, of all people, should appreciate history—and not just for the preceding reasons. Christianity is essentially a historical religion. Recording actual events, historical books constitute much of the Bible. Biblical characters lived in real time, not as mythical or legendary figures. The fall, flood, exodus, conquest, exile, incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension occurred in real history.

      In Scripture God admonishes his children to learn from history:

      Remember the days of old;

      consider the years of many generations. (Deut. 32:7)

      Give ear, O my people, to my teaching;

      incline your ears to the words of my mouth!

      I will open my mouth in a parable;

      I will utter dark sayings from of old,

      things that we have heard and known,

      that our fathers have told us.

      We will not hide them from their children

      but tell to the coming generation

      the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might,

      and the wonders that he has done. (Ps. 78:1–4)

      God’s word repeatedly rehearses Israel’s history (Deut. 1–3; 26:5–9; Josh. 24:1–13; Pss. 105; 106; 136). Why? Why did God include so many history lessons (conscious reflections about the meanings of past events) as well as so much basic history (accounts of what happened) in his inerrant word? Biblical history helped reinforce the special identity of God’s people, but more importantly, it reminded them of his character and faithfulness. He had worked with a mighty arm in the past. That would reassure them that despite occasional chastening, he would keep his covenants and fulfill his promises for the present and the future. Redemption would eventually come to Gentiles who still receive blessings by reading Old Testament history, as well as history in the Gospels and the book of Acts. Of course, God did not retire from involvement in the unfolding of redemptive history after the closing of the canon. “His-story” continues.

      The History of History

      History has a history. Historiography refers to the academic discipline of writing history. People have been writing purposefully about the past for centuries. That said, the ways that historians have approached the past, studied records, and written interpretive narratives (stories) of past events have all changed over time. Even the labeling of time periods has changed. Historians have sometimes divided the past into prehistory (before writing), ancient history (with the development of civilizations), medieval history (in Western civilization after the fall of the Roman Empire), modern history, and the contemporary era. For this chapter, I use a simplified periodization.

      Historians have all concluded that a confluence of changes, particularly in Western civilization eventually based in Europe, signaled a massive shift from earlier eras. Historians routinely use the label modern for this period of dramatic changes after about AD 1500. For Europeans and European colonial projections, these changes included an age of discovery, Renaissance humanism, the Protestant Reformation, the scientific revolution and Enlightenment, and the development of early capitalism. The following succinct summary of historiography divides historiography (history writing) into three epochs: premodern, modern, and postmodern.

      Premodern Historiography

      As used here, the term premodern refers to both ancient and medieval eras in Western civilization, which was deeply influenced culturally by Judaism and Christianity particularly in the medieval period. Traditionally, historians in the “Christianized” West have classified as “ancient” that history from creation to about AD 500, the approximate end of the Roman cultural synthesis of classical antiquity. The Western medieval period, or “Middle Ages,” encompasses the millennium from roughly AD 500 to about AD 1500. Ancient and medieval eras together carry the label premodern here.

      Like all prehistoric and ancient peoples, the ancient Hebrews and Greeks made history in the German geschichte sense of the word—they participated in events during past times. But the ancient Hebrews and Greeks did much more; they also created history in the Greek sense of historia—they intentionally wrote meaningful interpretations of past events. In contrast, in ancient times and sometimes afterward, many non-Western civilizations have envisioned the past as a series of infinite cycles without intrinsic meaning, unworthy of serious reflection.

      Ancient Greek fathers of history, such as Herodotus (d. ca. 430–420 BC) and Thucydides (d. ca. 401 BC), clearly distinguished their works, which they intended to be true, from poetry and other forms of imaginative literature. They contended that their histories established practical, exact knowledge of particular facts about the past, which could guide people in the present and future. This ancient Greek belief in history as rationally discovered information about the past comfortably meshed with an ancient Hebrew philosophy of history, as Earle Cairns describes below:

      Hebrew historians were the first to have any real philosophy of history. Their development of a linear rather than cyclical concept of time and their consciousness of the unity of the [human] race under one God opened the way for such a philosophy. They also, unlike other ancient people, looked to a future golden age under their Messiah rather than to a past golden age. God as well as man is shaping history, in their view. History is a process that will come to a meaningful climax under the guidance of God. This approach gave a new perspective and wholeness to human history.5

      Together, Greek and Hebrew histories provided the bedrock foundation for premodern historical understandings of the past.

      Historians of the medieval era inherited the ancient Hebrew messianic consciousness within a linear progression of universal history controlled by the hand of God. Acknowledging God’s sovereignty in history, as medieval Catholic Europeans did, remains vital today for a biblical philosophy of history. One could say that the human rationality of Athens and the divinely inspired spirituality of Jerusalem would combine in a unique way to become the vital foundations of the intellectual life of Western civilization during a premodern historiographical age.

      Modern Historiography

      The scientific revolution of the seventeenth century and the related philosophical “Age of Reason” of the eighteenth century, also known as the Enlightenment, caused a decisive break with premodern history, which had assumed divine intervention in human affairs. A worldview paradigm shift occurred, meaning that general patterns or models of thought and practice changed. For serious historians, like scholars in other disciplines, this paradigm shift involved trying to harness the scientific method. Historians developed new techniques that were more rational and scientific to guide the quest for truth about the past. Modern historical methodology persists among most contemporary historians.

      Most early modern worldviews were based on naturalism. Naturalism holds that truth can be found only through natural phenomena and empirical explanations, that is, verifiable by sense data, observation, or experiment. Science-based naturalism therefore excludes spiritual realities. Like modernism, a biblical philosophy of history also dismisses the false myths of ancient Gentile peoples. Nevertheless, a biblical view of history decidedly does not reject the notion of the sovereign God of the Bible superintending events. The strictly naturalistic modern worldview, however, could omit God from a clockwork universe that operated via newly discovered natural laws. Some modernist intellectuals did embrace deism, a mixed philosophy that retained God only as Creator or as an impersonal force. But with a modernist foundation, historians could generally disdain any meaningful role for God in history because God’s existence and activities could not be scientifically discerned. History was no longer considered “His-story.”

      Modern historical techniques. German historians purposefully applied scientific methods to history and established the first academic degrees in history during the late eighteenth century. The influential German historian Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886) superbly defined the modern historian’s job: reconstruct an event from the past wie es eigentlich gewesen—“as it really was.”6 The vital techniques or method for producing scientific or technical history went something like this: “Data must be approached without prejudices; facts must be clearly differentiated from opinions; evidence must be accepted only from impartial witnesses, and duly subjected to critical analysis; objectivity must be maintained, with any personal prejudices properly suppressed; and the record subsequently written must be scrupulously accurate.”7

      Since the university system professionalized academic history writing, modern historians have prided themselves on having these and other rigorous standards for discovering data from a variety of reliable sources to write good history. Ideally, using multiple points of view, modern historians try to interpret whatever they study, whether the significance of ideas, people, or events. Of course, making choices is unavoidable when selecting what to study, what sources to use, and what to emphasize and conclude while attempting to create a truthful recovery of the past. To furnish trustworthy, fair, and convincing evidence for their interpretations, modern historians normally assume that complex historical phenomena result from multiple causes.

      Despite historian von Ranke’s strategic role in shaping crucial, scientific techniques of modern historiography, he also held a biblical view of God’s providence in history: “God dwells, lives, and can be known in all history. . . . Every deed attests to Him, every moment preaches His name. . . . May we [professional historians] decipher this holy hieroglyph!”8 Almost all modern historians ignored or rejected von Ranke’s Christian faith but enthusiastically adopted his professionalized, evidence-based methodology. Christians, however, would retain a belief in God’s sovereignty while meticulously pursuing truth with modern methods. Secular historians, increasingly numerous over time, have concentrated strictly on nonreligious historical interpretations. Attempting to explain overarching or ultimate meaning in history (or even meaning in life in general) without God has caused some historians to write broad, comprehensive narratives often called historicisms.

      Historicisms. Though the term historicism has other uses, it can depict an analytical approach to the past asserting that certain historical developments best explain all social and cultural phenomena. Interpretive, all-encompassing explanatory models on a grand scale, historicisms ultimately undergo simplification to make them comprehensible. When thus simplified, a grandiose narrative can become famous in emphasizing one main historical explanation regarding causation. One such immensely influential early modern philosophical work came from the pen of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831).

      Hegel’s idealistic philosophy of history rested on a system of dialectics (ways of discovering truth by examining opposites). This approach furnished the pattern for historical progression. A predominate thesis (prevailing idea, pattern, or system) would clash with its opposite, the antithesis. The resolution of the conflict would create a synthesis. This synthesis would become a new thesis, which would generate a new antithesis, and so on. The dialectical system became a substitute for God’s sovereign control of history.

      Famously building on Hegel’s historicism, Karl Marx (1818–1883) contended that conflicts in economic relations decisively determined human history. According to his ringing words in The Communist Manifesto, “The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”9 In Marx’s industrial-era “dialectical materialism,” or “scientific socialism,” the thesis was that dominant bourgeoisie (business class) capitalists oppressed and exploited the proletariat (working class). The proletariat constituted an antithesis striving against the bourgeois thesis. Marxist theory envisioned that after successful socialist revolutions by the proletariat, the resulting synthesis would be a classless Communist utopia (i.e., a perfect or ideal society). Inexplicably, the triumph of the working class would theoretically end the Hegelian historical succession of dialectical conflicts. Governments would supposedly just wither away in this human-centered, not God-centered, utopia. Of course, this has never happened in real history. In fact, Marxist socialist states tend to grow large, cumbersome, and repressive.

      While economic factors certainly merit considerable attention in explaining complicated historical phenomena, they simply do not explain everything. Christians attempting to think biblically usually reject much in Marxist narratives. Despite their appeal to Christian compassion, large social welfare programs in Marxist systems can undermine Christian virtues, such as diligently working to glorify God and support oneself (Col. 3:17, 23; 1 Thess. 4:11–12). Moreover, Christians generally dislike officially atheist Communist governments, which inevitably usurp decisions that individuals, families, and the church should have the freedom to make according to biblical standards.

      Like the economist Marx, the scientist Charles Darwin (1809–1882) was not a historian. Nevertheless, when stirred into the modern intellectual stew, Darwin’s theory of evolution profoundly altered traditional, biblically based Western conceptions of time, as Darwin’s natural selection process allegedly took millions of years. Moreover, in formulating alternate, scientific-sounding explanations of human origins, Darwin seemed to make atheism intellectually respectable for people with modern minds who wanted excuses to reject God.

      If modern intellectuals like Marx, Darwin, and others thought they had dethroned God, they simultaneously dehumanized man. How could historians accepting Darwin’s views on origins see people as God’s image bearers, the crown of creation? Speculative historicisms often depicted humans as hapless, helpless actors swept along by impersonal historical forces. In contrast, German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)—infamous for saying that “God is dead”—asserted that “the will to power” of great leaders overshadowed other explanatory historical forces. In the violent twentieth century, Nietzsche appeared both influential and prophetic when numerous strong-willed dictators embraced ideologies that glorified power and powerful leaders. Nazis and Soviet Communists forcefully used oppression and war to inflict incalculable suffering on modern people seemingly swept along by these historical forces.

      Cult of progress. Back in the eighteenth century, idealistic modernists had come to believe that man is not innately sinful but basically good. This naive notion surprised Christians who understood the doctrine of depravity (i.e., all humans postfall have a sinful nature). From the wrong assumption that people are inherently good, nineteenth-century modern intellectuals optimistically argued that human reason aided by science could uncover truth and inevitably generate progress. These modernists believed that progress in the unfolding of history would eventually culminate in some form of humanist utopia. Progress thus became a modern, secular substitute for divine providentialism. Then suddenly, with literally explosive force, the two world wars of the twentieth century starkly exhibited human depravity in unparalleled new ways. Modern war’s bloody demonstration of humanity’s sinful nature shocked modernists who expected progress. These catastrophic wars, along with unbiblical Nazi and Communist ideologies, shattered the nineteenth-century cult of progress among intellectuals and politicians. Seventy million war-related deaths in World War II could not sanely be called “progress.” Educated elites also agonized over the terrifying technological triumph of modern progress—nuclear weapons. Modernism failed miserably!

      When progress and utopia did not result from modernism, some post–World War II thinkers abandoned the rational, secular, scientific worldview undergirding modernism. Some turned to existential despair, with people vainly trying to make choices to create meaning in life without knowing what is morally right or wrong. Others abandoned serious thinking and adopted rank hedonism (pleasure seeking). In contrast, Christians were undeterred by those recent events. Christians thinking biblically understood the impossibility of a Marxist or any other progressive earthly utopia imagined in a fallen world. Instead of undermining Scripture, the circumstances of the world wars brought out the significance of a premillennial eschatological (end-times) view. Premillennialism envisions a historical timetable characterized by moral decline rather than progress before Christ’s return and reign over a literal millennial kingdom on this earth. Unlike the secular thinking of the time, the radical events of the early twentieth century did not overturn what Scripture declared; rather, Christians could celebrate the demise of the overly optimistic modern age.

      For non-Christian intellectuals, however, the next worldview shift went from bad (modernism without God) to worse (postmodernism—life without absolute truth).

      Postmodernism and History

      Postmodernism as a period simply means the era after intellectuals abandoned illusions of progress and the alleged certainties of scientific modernism. Postmodernism as a worldview lacks a widely accepted definition, despite dozens of books during the 1990s using the term to describe a worldview paradigm shift. The variously described term lost traction in the twenty-first century. No matter how academics labeled or defined or ignored postmodern worldviews, these views dramatically undermined both premodern Christian certainties about truth based on the Bible and modern foundations for truth based on human reason and science.

      Frederika Oosterhoff, a scholar who has written an erudite treatment of intellectual history from a Christian perspective, has attempted a definition:

      In postmodernism we have both a consummation of modernism and a reaction against it. The consummation is evident in postmodernism’s secularism and belief in human autonomy. The reaction is a result of disillusionment with modernism, a disillusionment that was already present in the Romantic movement.10

      For one example, transgenderism in America could be labeled a postmodern movement. Transgender ideology rejects both the biblical premodern truth that God created man and woman in his image and the modern scientific assertion that sex is determined by X and Y chromosomes that carry DNA.11

      Central to the postmodern perspective is its repudiation of both premodern and modern epistemology—the theory of knowledge. Postmodernism questions, even renounces, the possibility of truth, historical or otherwise. Premodern interpretations of God’s providential control of history as well as modern scientific-sounding historicisms can all be discarded. The resulting extreme subjectivism and relativism can interpret everything through ever-changing individual or group perspectives and identities. Words such as gender and racism are radically redefined—and redefined repeatedly. This “standpoint epistemology” holds that standards for factuality and morality vary according to race, class, gender, era, and situation.

      Regarding history, postmodernists assert that historians cannot be truly objective in choosing among myriad topics and sources to study or in writing interpretations based on “the facts” to form historical narratives. Postmodernists think it impossible for historians to be neutral, completely escaping their ideologies and personal perspectives based on race, class, and gender. Skeptics then conclude that historians simply cannot discover and describe meaningful, objective truth about the past, no matter how rigorous their application of conventional research techniques. In the hands of subjective relativists, truth becomes malleable, and history increasingly becomes a tool for furthering social and political agendas.

      What can the righteous Christian and Christian historian do without foundational presuppositions upholding objective reality and universal truth? Turn to the Bible.

      A Biblical Philosophy of History

      Christians should study history, hold to a linear and providential view of history, and use God-given abilities to understand historical truth, which is real and partially knowable.

      Truth

      Then Pilate said to him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the world—to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” Pilate said to him, “What is truth?” (John 18:37–38)

      What is truth? A traditional dictionary definition says that truth is “conformity with fact or reality; verity; genuineness or actual existence.”12 Jesus and the biblical authors repeatedly spoke of truth as if it were real and vitally important. Pilate, however, sounded a bit like a postmodernist in a premodern era. Jesus addressed his disciple Thomas, another man known for doubt, and said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Christ not only spoke truth—he embodied it. He also prayed to God the Father, “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). God’s word is inscripturated truth. Truth exists. Reality is not merely a social construction perceived through a culture’s language. Despite the claims of postmodernists, people cannot simply make up their own truth. Neither can historians. Meticulously using standard methods, good historians can and should make true statements about the past, even though—as finite, fallen creatures—they cannot reconstruct history perfectly.13

      Christians have been writing history since Luke:

      Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught. (Luke 1:1–4; cf. Acts 1:1–3)

      Luke, the “beloved physician” (Col. 4:14), wrote with exemplary historiographical skill. He drafted sophisticated, chronological, historical narratives, using reliable primary and secondary sources, with the aim of certainty—telling the truth about Jesus and the apostles. Though not divinely inspired like Luke, Christians writing history must also seek to tell the truth, writing accounts as accurately as possible. In addition to truth, what else does a biblical philosophy of history entail?

      Linearity

      Christians should comprehend history not as a series of meaningless cycles but as a linear progression that began at creation, climaxed with Christ at the cross, and will consummate at Christ’s second coming at the end.14 Why do Christians consider the crucifixion the pinnacle of history? As one pastor aptly declares, “The cross is the ‘core of the gospel.’ Its bottom line is sobering; if the account is true, it is history’s hinge. Period. If not, it is history’s hoax.”15 Without history’s hinge, humanity would still be helplessly and hopelessly dead in trespasses and sins. “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son” (Gal. 4:4). The incarnation and what followed brought hope of redemption from sin and insignificance. Christians can grasp the significance of God’s acts in

      making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.

      In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will. (Eph. 1:9–11)

      God works all things in his timing according to the plan, purpose, and counsel of his will, which graciously includes redemption for his people.

      History follows a linear path according to God’s plans. It is true that in the Old Testament’s historical books, patterns and parallels of human failure followed by divine grace may make it seem like history repeats itself. So might histories comparing the rise, maturation, decline, and fall of different empires. Nevertheless, the direction of redemptive history remains firmly in God’s almighty hands. His will certainly will triumph in the end.

      Sovereignty

      A biblical philosophy of history acknowledges God’s sovereignty:

      The Lord of hosts has sworn:

      “As I have planned,

      so shall it be,

      and as I have purposed,

      so shall it stand.” (Isa. 14:24)

      One general philosophy of history is summarized as “a systematic interpretation of universal history in accordance with a principle by which historical events and successions are unified and directed toward ultimate meaning.”16 A biblical understanding of this philosophy would assert the following: The principle is God’s sovereign, providential control of history. God is history’s unifying and directing force. God’s gracious, redemptive plan in history gives it purpose and ultimate meaning. History’s highest goal and ultimate outworking is the fulfillment of God’s sovereign will to his glory. This includes the salvation of hopelessly lost sinners.

      The apostle Paul’s sermon at the Areopagus (Mars Hill) exhibits the essence of a Christian philosophy of history. He starts with creation, invoking “the God who made the world and everything in it” (Acts 17:24). Paul then identifies God as the sovereign Sustainer of life: “He himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything” (17:25), “for ‘in him we live and move and have our being’” (17:28). What’s more, he is the God of all: “And he made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth” (17:26). Paul preaches a risen Christ (17:31) and calls on everyone to “seek God” (17:27), who “commands all people everywhere to repent, because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness” (17:30–31). From creation to Christ to future judgment, Paul describes the sovereign God of the universe, working in a linear fashion throughout earthly history.

      Where Is History Going?

      Where is history going? It is going where God wants it to go. That should not generate debate among Christians. But genuine Christians in good faith disagree about details of the future, just as historians disagree about interpreting historical details. Some Christians have analyzed God’s past interactions with his people by emphasizing his covenants—Adamic, Noahic, Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic, and new. Other Christians have divided history into dispensations, periods of time in “God’s economy for man and the world for the outworking of God’s purpose and will.”17 These have sometimes included dispensations of innocence, conscience, human government, promise, law, grace, and kingdom. Whether the last dispensation, the millennial kingdom of Revelation 20, will be literal and earthly constitutes a crucial theological point in discussing the future direction of history.

      Does knowing the end of the story help in understanding the middle? If nothing else, knowing that Jesus will return in the future surely encourages all true believers in the present (1 Thess. 4:18). Regarding the future, Christians generally hold to one of three main views on history’s end. Christians known as postmillennialists believe that Jesus will come back after Christian revivals and reforms usher in a millennial golden age. Amillennialists, on the other hand, reject the notion of a literal thousand-year reign of Christ on earth but hold that Christ reigns with his church between his ascension and second return. Finally, premillennialists envision not steady moral progress before Christ’s second advent but moral decline instead. The premillennialist interpretation is pessimistic about sinful human nature and the possibility of earthly paradises. But premillennialism portrays optimism about God’s power to regenerate sinners, as well as his plans for a glorious future; Christ’s return will inaugurate a literal millennial kingdom on this earth that displays his ultimate triumph and glory. So in the meantime, God’s people are his witness pointing the world to the gospel and that hopeful day. Alva McClain concludes this about God’s working in history:

      Each age represents an advance over the preceding age, when looked at from the standpoint of what God is giving and doing for man. It is true that sinful man is always failing; but where sin abounded, grace did much more abound. Thus to the old question, “Is the world getting better or worse?” from one standpoint we might answer, “The age is getting worse, but the course of history by the grace of God is moving forward.”18
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      Developing a Biblical View of Church and State

      John P. Stead

      Throughout American history numerous religious movements have influenced American life and politics. Those with the most impact have included the abolitionist movement, the temperance movement, and the civil rights movement in the twentieth century. While it was the goal of all these movements to change public policy, none of them viewed the government as something to capture and control.

      Throughout much of the twentieth century, most evangelicals were primarily consumed with fulfilling the Great Commission through evangelism, church planting, and missions. But with the increasing secularization of the culture and the cultural elite’s hostility toward evangelical Christianity, primarily found in the universities, media, and the arts, large numbers of evangelicals were becoming seriously exercised about America’s moral and social direction. The confluence of these forces along with developments such as the sexual permissiveness of the 1960s and legalized abortion in the 1970s eventually led evangelical leaders to discuss strategies for taking the government “back” from liberal and secular influences.

      Why did they focus on government institutions rather than directly confronting the groups who were supporting “the Left” in their attack on Christian values? The reason was quite apparent: the scope of government had radically changed. During the twentieth century, at least four monumental events led to the growth of the federal government: two World Wars, the Great Depression, and the forty-plus-year Cold War. Great technological strides, especially in communications, continued to be made. The federal government became increasingly centralized and was viewed by all special interest groups, including evangelical leaders, as the major dispenser of political, social, and economic favors. The influence of moderating voices seemed to go into further decline, as seen in the ever-increasing numbers of special interest groups along with their fundraising arms, political action committees (PACs). As a result, politics came to be characterized as a clash between uncompromising interests. Governmental institutions are now seen as something to be captured and used by a particular interest group for its own ends.

      With the rise of such powerful evangelical interests as the Moral Majority, the Christian Coalition, Focus on the Family, the Family Research Council, and Concerned Women for America, among others, evangelicals are seen by those in government, as well as by their vocal opponents, as political interest groups with a policy agenda accompanied by lobbyists who represent them in the halls of Congress and in the bureaucracy. As a result, this has become a life-and-death struggle for political power. Those who are sympathetic view Christians as attempting to control government for good—that is, morality and traditional family values. Those in opposition see the evangelical church as reactionary, seeking to maintain supposedly repressive moral standards and defending free enterprise, which allegedly exploits the poor and underrepresented groups such as minorities, women, and homosexuals.

      Attempting to control society through this political approach presents several problems. Because they are well organized, interest groups or factions can better achieve their agenda at the expense of the vast unorganized majority. The framers of the Constitution were extremely concerned about the tyranny of irresponsible majority power within a democracy. Their great challenge was to devise a system that would keep the majority responsible. The large geographical size of the United States would allow for the existence of a great number of factions, each attempting to bring to bear its demands on government and to subvert the will of the majority. Each group in and of itself was too small to accomplish this feat without moderating its most extreme demands in order to coalesce with other groups to form a majority. This process of coalition or compromise was intended to moderate these demands.1 This moderating tendency can be seen in any number of the above-mentioned Christian groups. Theological and doctrinal issues are set aside so that the “agenda” can be carried forward more forcefully with greater numbers and increased financial backing.

      While James Madison (1751–1836) believed that the initiation of most factions would be economically driven, he was concerned about religious factions as well. He valued religious factionalism as a positive force in controlling irresponsible majority power, but he viewed monolithic, state-sanctioned religion and its control of governmental institutions as pernicious.

      The framers shared the revulsion of the eighteenth century against religious fanaticism and tyranny. The historical record was one of extinguished religious liberty and continuous warfare. Madison believed that religious fragmentation would prevent any one religious group from exercising power over the government. No single religious group could by itself achieve a national majority, therefore necessitating the moderating process of coalition. The result would be national protection against oppression by religious majorities. This is the way the framers designed the system to work. A diversity of religious groups would guarantee the freedom of all religious groups while avoiding a state-sanctioned national church.

      How close was the framers’ view of church-state relationships to that of the Bible? It was much closer than one might initially expect. While the framers for the most part were theistic rationalists,2 they came to their views on church-state relations historically and pragmatically.

      The Historical, Biblical Movement toward Separation of Church and State

      Throughout history the relationship between the church and the state was, as Leonard Verduin (1897–1999) termed it, a “forward movement” from the birth of the nation of Israel to the calling out of the church, though it became complicated under Constantine beginning with the Edict of Milan in AD 313.3

      Israel as a nation from its earliest days was a society whose religion was tightly bound to its culture. The markers of its identity, like circumcision and the sacrificial system, were religious even as they were national (cf. Gen. 17:7–14; Ex. 12:43). One was usually born an Israelite; one did not normally make a decision to become an Israelite (though there were notable exceptions, such as Rahab and Ruth). For Israel, religion, culture, and government were interlinked as its laws covered matters often classified as moral (e.g., Ex. 20:1–17), ceremonial (e.g., Lev. 1:1–5:19), and judicial (e.g., Deut. 19:15–21). These categories are modern designations since Israel thought of their law as a singular unit (cf. James 2:10), testifying that the nation was truly a theocratic society in which religion and state were one at least from an external perspective.

      Nevertheless, even though Israel was a theocracy, God did not permit its government to completely merge with its religious affairs. With the crowning of Saul as the first king of Israel, a division between king and priest appeared. While it is clear from 1 Samuel 8 that God saw Israel’s desire for a king as a rejection of his leadership, he nevertheless instructed Samuel to grant the people’s desire. This shift highlighted all the more clearly a separation of function. The king’s function was the provision of what is called common or conserving grace. That is, the king’s role was to preserve order internally and to protect the nation from foreign invasion. The role of the priesthood continued to represent the nation before God.

      The seriousness with which God regarded this new relationship is evidenced by his angry reaction to Saul’s usurping of the priestly role by offering up a sacrifice prior to going into battle. As Saul explained his actions, “When I saw that the people were scattering from me, and that you did not come within the days appointed, and that the Philistines had mustered at Michmash, . . . I forced myself, and offered the burnt offering” (1 Sam. 13:11–12).

      God’s same displeasure fell on King Uzziah as he also took on the priestly role and died as an outcast (2 Chron. 26). The Lord made it clear that the kings of Israel could not take on the role of priest. The unification of these roles belonged to Christ, who was in the order of Melchizedek, the king and priest (Ps. 110:4). The Messiah would wear the turban and the crown (cf. Ezek. 21:26) and be the true royal priest (cf. Zech. 6:11). The fact that only Christ was worthy to unite the offices of king and priest demonstrates that only one wields the power of government and religion. Until he comes, a separation was to exist between the two offices.

      Such division between king and priest is a reminder of their unique roles. Because government is a common grace that restrains sin (cf. Gen. 9:5–7) and not a special grace that redeems, salvation and true religion do not come by the external force of government. That is why the prophets of the Old Testament called individual Israelites to repent (cf. Isa. 1:16–20; Joel 2:12–13). Genuine love for God is not by virtue of nationality or even of upholding one’s culture but rather is obedience from the heart (Deut. 6:4–6; 1 Sam. 15:22). Maintaining a degree of separation between the offices of governing officials and religious leaders in part intended to prevent confusion about the nature of true religion.

      This distinction between state and temple found in the Old Testament continued into the New. The ministries of John the Baptist and the Lord Jesus Christ reinforced the separation between church and state. John began his ministry by calling on the people to “repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt. 3:2). He did this in the midst of a society that was culturally religious. His preaching reminded the nation that nationality does not save (Matt 3:9) but that salvation comes only by God’s grace through true repentance.

      Christ also reinforced the bifurcation between church and state. In his teaching on the Roman coin, Jesus reminded all within the reach of his voice of the government’s role and how that role is different from the sacred role (Matt. 22:15–22). It is significant that Jesus had no problem living under pagan rulers. He did not view the role of God’s people as taking over the government and coercing it to compel obedience to God. Instead, believers are to honor God by honoring Caesar.

      With the creation of the church, the clarity of the separation of church and state continued. In the first century, Paul described the church as “the body of Christ” (Rom. 7:4; 1 Cor. 10:16; 12:27; Eph. 4:12). By repenting of their sins and putting their faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, they experienced a change of status; that is, they were redeemed from sin and death. They also experienced a change of condition—they were new creations in Christ Jesus (Eph. 2:1–10). This is also how Christians viewed themselves. Believer’s baptism was the church’s recognition and affirmation that one belongs to Christ.

      Thus, unlike Israel—which, even with its internal distinction between priest and king, was still theocratic in nature—the church was strictly a religious assembly apart from the world around them. Conversion and membership in the church was not by one’s birth or heritage but by new birth (1 Cor. 12:13; Titus 3:5–6). Being a Christian was a status granted not by the state but by virtue of God’s regenerating work in the heart. The church understood that it was in the world but not of the world (John 17:11–14) and that within the world they were not the fabric of society but rather a remnant within it (cf. 1 Pet. 2:11). These convictions made clear a distinction between church and state. The state and society were not the church; rather, the church is the body of believers in Christ (1 Cor. 12:1–12).

      The apostle Paul’s view on this matter is abundantly clear. Christians have the responsibility to judge and discipline those who claim to be believers but must leave the judging and the disciplining of unbelievers to God (1 Cor. 5:9–12). In the area of church-state relations, this was how the church was to function. The apostles anticipated that societies would be a mix of believers and unbelievers and that Christians would regularly face persecution and rejection until the reestablishing of the theocratic society under the authoritarian reign of Jesus Christ as prophet, priest, and king.

      The retreat to Christian sacralism began in AD 313 with Constantine’s (ca. 274–337) Edict of Milan, which made Christianity for the first time religio licita, a permitted cult. This was followed in 380 by Theodosius I elevating Christianity to the position of being the only legitimate faith of the empire. Thus began the fusion of church and state. The result was the birth of Christendom, in which Christianity became the generally assumed religion that people were born into.4

      Corpus Christi, the body of Christ, gave way to Corpus Christianum, the body of Christians. Infant baptism gradually became the normal practice, taking the place of circumcision, and the sense of a need for individual decision became muted among some, as people were born into the Christian community. Verduin argues, “The regnum and the sacretodium [i.e., sacerdotium] joined hands to make sure no one was skipped; indeed, the regnum made the baptism of every infant born in its domains mandatory.”5

      The early “father” of Reformed theology, Augustine (354–430), supported the sacral homogeneous society. He gradually came to support the judicious use of imperial law backed by the state, which held the sword, to correct those in theological error and to keep people from abandoning the faith. This is distinct from the apostolic church that disciplined disobedient Christians by “putting them out of the church fellowship,” not by exiling them or putting them to death. By the fourth century, the church was relying more on the state to oppose heresy, leaving less room for dissidents perceived to be a threat to church unity.

      This regressive movement of the church would lead to a number of dissident groups, such as the Donatists, the Albigenses, the Waldenses, the Anabaptists, and the New England dissenters in colonial America. Some of these groups, like the Donatists and Albigenses, were found to hold outright heterodox beliefs. Others were more closely aligned with orthodoxy but posed a threat to the established church-state order in some of their particular convictions. What they illustrate is an impulse to see true Christians as a called-out minority (Corpus Christi) who are called to live in the midst of an unregenerate world. They rejected the idea of Christendom.

      The Waldenses were deemed heretical because they dared to preach about the medieval church’s fallenness and its corruption from pope to priest. They were also word centered. The church’s neglect of God’s word was evident:6

      The priests cause the people to perish of hunger and thirst to hear the Word of God. . . . [N]ot only do they themselves refuse to hear and receive the Word of God but . . . they, in order that it may not be preached, make laws and orders as it pleases them, just so the preaching of the Word is obstructed. The City of Sodom will be pardoned before these.7

      As the Reformation came into full flower in the sixteenth century with its emphasis on sola Scriptura, total depravity, and justification by faith alone, one would anticipate a return to the apostolic view of the church consisting of the “called-out ones.” Martin Luther (1483–1546), Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531), and John Calvin (1509–1564), however, all continued to embrace governmental means to oppose heretical groups, sometimes including the banishment or execution of adherents. They also continued to practice infant baptism, which was integral to medieval sacral society, and civil authorities were sometimes used to imprison or execute those who practiced believer’s baptism.

      By the time his ministry had matured, Luther was in comfortable cooperation with the German princes. Emil Brunner (1889–1966) charged that the elder Luther “stopped short of a full reformation. He was content to walk hand in hand with the State, remaining bogged-down half way between Catholicism and New Testament church organization.”8

      In dealing with those who practiced believer’s baptism, Luther wrote, “The secular authorities are duty-bound to suppress blasphemy, false doctrine, heresy. They must inflict bodily punishment on those who support such things.”9 In another letter to one of his fellow ministers, Luther wrote, “By the authority of and in the name of, the most serene Prince, we have the custom of frightening and threatening with punishment and exile all who are negligent in things-religious and fail to come to the services.”10 Regarding baptism, Luther said that the water of baptism was “a divine water of God, a godly, heavenly, holy, blessed water, in which faith hangs, a precious sugar water, a perfume, a drug, is what it has become; one with which God has mixed Himself, real Living Water, that drives-away death and hell and makes eternally alive.”11

      The climate that supported the joining of the cross and the flag was no different in Zurich. Like Luther, Zwingli had his doubts early on about both church and state being involved in religious affairs. He initially had doubts concerning the sacrament of infant baptism. But by the time of the Felix Mantz (1498–1527) affair, he had moved in the same direction as Luther. Mantz was tried and convicted of initiating and participating in a rebaptism. Zwingli stated,

      Because he has, contrary to Christian order and custom, become involved in re-baptism . . . has confessed to having said that he wanted to gather such as want to accept Christ and follow Him, to unite himself with them through baptism . . . so that he and his followers have separated themselves from the Christian church, to raise up a sect of their own . . . such doctrine being harmful to the united usage of all Christendom and tending offense, to insurrection and sedition against the government.12

      This is a classic example of how church and state were viewed in Zurich. Loyalty to the state was too often conflated with loyalty to the church. Mantz was then bound hand and foot, taken by rowboat out to the middle of the Limmat River, which flows through Zurich, and drowned. Whereas in the past heretics had been burned, Zwingli thought it appropriate that these dissidents who believed in baptism by immersion should die in that same manner.13

      What was true in Germany and Zurich was also true in Geneva. Calvin never fully separated from the sacral society of Christendom. The magistrates were to play a major role in ensuring that God was worshiped in their domain, and they were also to exercise their responsibility to put “heretics and blasphemers” to death.14

      The execution of Michael Servetus (ca. 1511–1553) reveals, in part, Calvin’s views on the issue. Few historians question the fact that Servetus was a heretic. The real issue involved what his punishment should be. Should he be banned from Geneva, or should he be executed? He was tried in civil court and condemned to death. Though Calvin supported a less painful form of execution, the civil authorities condemned Servetus to being burned at the stake.15 Luther’s aide and fellow theologian Philipp Melanchthon (1497–1560) wrote to Calvin, commending him with these words: “To you the Church owes now and always will owe a debt of gratitude. . . . [I]t affirms that your magistrates did the right thing when they put the blasphemer to death.”16

      The New World

      To a great extent the first settlers of New England, beginning in 1620, were the children of the Reformation and more specifically Calvin. John Robinson (1576–1625) was one of the pastors of the Separatists, later known as the Pilgrims. While he was an admirer of Calvin and reader of his work, he believed that it was unwise to simply shut oneself off from “further light” that the Scriptures might reveal.17 He was open to further teaching on church-state relations. The other group that settled in Massachusetts Bay, in 1630, was the Puritans, known as “Nonconformists” after the Act of Uniformity became law in 1662. They were totally committed to the Reformed view of the magistrate and the church being part of the same structure.

      One of the Puritan pastors, Roger Williams (ca. 1603–1684), played a pivotal role in returning church-state relations back to that of the apostolic era in which the magistrate’s responsibility was the suppression of evil, both internally and externally, by civil force. Williams found himself immediately in trouble in Massachusetts when he wrote his booklet titled Christenings Make Not Christians. His position on infant baptism was in total violation of the civil authority in Massachusetts. What is in view here is Christendom: notice that those who disobey are put not out of the church but out of the colony. There were similar laws in the other colonies. Williams wrote,

      It is ordered and agreed upon that if any person or persons within the jurisdiction shall either openly condemn or oppose the baptism of infants, or go about secretly to seduce others from the approbation of the use thereof, or shall appear in the court willfully and obstinately to continue therein after due time and means of convictions, every such person, or persons, shall be sentenced to banishment.18

      Williams also held and publicly taught that magistrates had no authority over the first table of the Mosaic law. For this belief, he was found guilty and banished along with his wife and son in the middle of winter. Their lives were saved by the kindness of Indians to whom he had ministered.

      Also, in his series of debates with John Cotton (1584–1652), Williams pointed out the perniciousness of sacral theology. In reality, the amalgam of church and state, along with its authoritarian nature, would stifle the free exercise and propagation of the gospel. Williams argued, “An enforced uniformity of religion throughout a nation or civil state, confounds the civil and religious, denies the principles of Christianity and civility and that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh.”19

      Williams’s view of civil government was influenced by the ancient Roman idea of pax civitatis—that is, the peace of the city. Both believing and unbelieving magistrates could carry out this mandate.20 He likened the visible church to any other group or faction within the city:21

      Fifthly, all civil states, with their officers of justice in their respective constitutions and administrations, are proved essentially civil, and therefore not judges, governors, or defenders of the spiritual, or Christian, state and worship.

      Sixthly, it is the will and command of God that (since the coming of his Son the Lord Jesus) a permission of the most Paganish, Jewish, Turkish, or anti-Christian consciences and worships be granted to all men in all nations and countries: and they are only to be fought against with that sword which is only, in soul matters, able to conquer: to wit, the sword of God’s Spirit, the Word of God.22

      Williams’s position concerning the relationship between the magistracy and the church is best set forth in what has come to be known as the “ship letter” written from Providence, Rhode Island, to answer the false charge by the Puritan leadership in Massachusetts that there was no civil rule in Rhode Island. It is included here because of its importance:

      There goes many a ship to sea, with many hundred souls in one ship whose weal and woe is common, and is a true picture of a commonwealth, or human combination or society. It hath fallen out sometimes, that both papists and protestants, Jews and Turks, may be embarked in one ship; upon which supposal I affirm, that all liberty of conscience, that ever I pleaded for, turns upon these two hinges—that none of the papists, protestants, Jews or Turks, be forced to come to the ship’s prayers or worship, nor compelled from their own particular prayers or worship, if they practice any. I further add, that I never denied, that notwithstanding this liberty, the commander of the ship ought to command the ship’s course, yea, and also command that justice, peace and sobriety, be kept and practiced, both among the seamen and all the passengers. If any of the seamen refuse to perform their services, or passengers to pay the freight, . . . if any refuse to obey common laws and orders of the ship, concerning their common peace and preservation, . . . if any should preach or write that there ought to be no commanders or officers, because all are equal in Christ, therefore no masters nor officers, no laws or orders, nor corrections nor punishments, . . . the commander or commanders may judge, resist, compel and punish such transgressors, according to their deserts and merits.23

      The ideas of Roger Williams resonate with the apostolic era and have made an indelible mark on subsequent history. The United States of America became the first nation out of Europe to reject the sacral society. The first two clauses of the First Amendment put a stake in the heart of Christendom. In America there is no Christendom; people are free to establish their own modes of worship and are free to worship as they please, as long as other constitutional conditions are not violated. Biblically speaking, there are only two types of people, neither of which have anything to do with national boundaries or sacramentalism. There are the saved and the unsaved. Those who are saved wait with great expectation and look toward heaven to see that day when Christendom will truly be established on this earth, when the King of kings demands and establishes his rule in the hearts of men as well as over the political kingdoms of this earth. In the meantime, what should be the Christian response in the arena of political activity?

      The Christian as Citizen

      Today the fear that echoes from our pulpits is the fear that government is increasingly coming under the control of secularists who also are virulently anti-Christian. The decision by the Supreme Court of the United States in the case of Obergefell v. Hodges in the summer of 2015 legalizing same-sex marriage would be a prime example.

      Too often, however, Christians yearn for a reestablishment of the Christian America of the far distant past.24 For many, the mechanism to accomplish this feat is the exercise of political power. The view that God has some kind of covenant relationship with America, a predominant view in the nineteenth century along with postmillennialism, still lingers today.25 But is this road to political power clearly marked out biblically?

      Political activism should be tempered in light of what the Bible has to say about satanic influences in the halls of government. While Satan’s domination was broken at the cross, and while government is given to us for good as well as for the suppression of evildoers (Rom. 13:1–7), Satan still remains extremely powerful in the area of governmental affairs. Passages such as Matthew 4:8–9 and Ephesians 6:11–12 and portions of Daniel and Ezekiel testify to Satan’s influence over the institutions of government.

      We must never forget that the Christian’s fight is against principalities, whose power undergirds political institutions. These principalities will use the weapons of the world system. As in any other area of life, political activism by the Christian demands that he not use the weapons of this world but the spiritual weapons that God has given him (Eph. 6:11–20).

      The “evangelical activist” view will be tempered further if we take seriously the New Testament teaching that our citizenship is transpolitical (Phil. 3:19–20; 1 Pet. 2:9–17). We are citizens of an earthly kingdom (Rom. 13:7) with citizenship responsibilities, yet we are still strangers and sojourners in an alien and foreign cosmos. This is not a call for withdrawal, but it is an admonition for the use of wisdom and discernment. Political outcomes, especially in a democracy, are most often transient and are usually a result of compromise. Each election cycle may bring a totally different outcome. Pragmatism rather than idealism usually wins out. Christians are not called to sink their roots down so deep in the political culture that they are consumed by it.

      The power of the New Testament is radically different from political power. It is the power of the cross. The world system knows the cross as a place of powerlessness, foolishness, and defeat. Christianity rejects the use of traditional political power to force conformity. It equips Christians to engage the principalities and powers in spiritual warfare (2 Cor. 10:3–5). It brings us to our knees, producing a spirit of humility and compassion, thus rejecting the acquisition of political power in Christ’s name. Jacques Ellul (1912–1994) put it this way: “Every time a church tried to act through the propaganda devices accepted by an epoch, the truth and authenticity of Christianity were abased.”26

      What could be a greater co-option than evangelicals being institutionalized into America’s political processes? That is exactly what the framers desired and what Roger Williams feared—that all religious groups would lose their “saltiness”27 along with their prophetic voice.

      Must Christians be caught up in and assimilated by the systems they desire to change? Can the prophetic voice of evangelical Christianity become sharp and clear? The course to be pursued will depend on the Christian community’s view of itself, its understanding of the church’s purpose and function in relation to state and society (i.e., either a return to Christendom or the apostolic era), and its view of Christian citizenship.

      First, the Christian community needs to view itself in humility, reaffirming the need for confession, repentance, and renewal. Evangelicals appearing in the media today at times portray an attitude of arrogance and an ignorance on political issues that blunt their prophetic voice and ministry. There can really be no kind of influence in our nation until we have right character.

      Second, there also needs to be a renewed study of the church; is it Corpus Christi or Corpus Christianum? We must reaffirm the church’s role in making “known to the rulers and authorities” “the manifold wisdom of God,” which is “realized in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Eph. 3:10–11). It is vital to remember that “this mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs . . . and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel,” and some Gentiles would even become pastors and teachers called “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph. 3:6; 4:12).

      Third, the church needs to see continued study of and emphasis on what the Bible has to say concerning Christian citizenship. How ought we to use the judicial system? What about disobedience to “unjust” laws? Should Christians ever consider using force against governmental authorities?

      Christian citizens of the American democracy have constitutional rights, which include political involvement. But what kind of involvement? Christians must take a sobered approach to interest-group politics—bearing in mind that governmental institutions will never in themselves be able to bring about the kingdom of Christ on earth.

      Christians also need to understand that when a group becomes more accepted and legitimized (i.e., opens offices in Washington, has paid lobbyists, and has members appointed to positions in the political institutions), then a number of things can happen. First, it gains more public control, and its leadership is institutionalized.28 Second, the group becomes bureaucratized—that is, subsumed by the institutions it seeks to influence. Influencing governmental institutions is a seductive illusion. The institutions and power centers will end up co-opting the groups that seek to influence them. Third, the church loses its original vision through its misguided quest for greater and greater power as the goal shifts to self-interest and survival rather than redemptive change. With more appeal letters and more headline seeking, the organization is finally reduced to an end in itself. Over the course of his long lifetime, Malcolm Muggeridge (1903–1990) observed ungodly power being applied by individuals, groups, and governments. The result was corruption. He concluded, “There are in life but two things, love and power, and no man can have both.”29

      Evangelicals should reject becoming involved in a contest for control of political institutions because this is the modus operandi of modern authoritarianism and totalitarianism. It is only a short step from the control of governmental institutions to the control of not only people’s public lives but also their private lives. This control would occur even if done in the name of Christ.

      Last and most important, Christians should reject the temptation to seek political power for its own sake in view of the pervasiveness of a believer’s capacity for sin. Will “godly Christians” consistently make biblical decisions concerning morality and social justice? That Christian rulers have had a spotty record on this point throughout the history of Western civilization testifies to the questionable validity of this belief. Christians cannot agree on many moral and social issues, let alone on how governmental institutions should be used. For example, what does the Bill of Rights mean in relation to the establishment and free exercise of religion clauses, and what does it mean to freedom of speech and freedom of the press?30 Believers need to be reminded that there can be no healthy or lasting change of social structures without a redemptive change in people, which is why Christ came two thousand years ago.31

      Christians should consider changing the focus of prophetic action from the national to the local level. James Madison observed that religious faction and feeling was most intense at the local level. Former Speaker of the House Thomas Phillip “Tip” O’Neill (1912–1994) remarked that “all politics is local.”32 Christians should take a lesson from this observation and focus on social, moral, and political concerns that arise in their own communities, those in close proximity to their local congregations. Practically, it is much easier to focus, build, and maintain intensity at the local level. Because of the growth of the national government and the influence of the national media, Christians often look in the wrong direction and address the wrong audience.33

      This is not to say that it’s wrong for Christians to serve in the political arena. We are called to work in all kinds of fields to the glory of God and for the good of our fellow human—whether engineering, nursing, sales, or politics. Scripture never prohibits such public service, and Daniel serves as an example of a godly man who served God without compromise in government. Also, the local level is not the only place where politics matters; the federal branch is certainly an influential and important level of government that merits some attention. Still, it’s helpful to highlight that due attention should be given to the local level.

      How then might a prophetic voice be articulated locally? First, just as was true in the apostolic age, Christians must be a separated people within the cosmos. There must truly be a demonstrated difference in values and practice. This age is characterized by personal indulgence, materialism, and a search for worldly security (Phil. 3:19; 1 John 2:15–17). Too often churches are inward looking, possessing no vision for their communities, either in evangelism or community involvement.

      Second, separation from the world is the beginning of rediscovering Christian community, which is also essential if the church is to speak clearly and act decisively. The issue is a return not so much to the structural forms of the first century but to the spirit and values of the early church as believers obeyed Scripture. Forms of church community basically mirror the epoch in which they exist, and the church in an agrarian setting will certainly have different forms from the church in an industrial, technological, and suburban setting. To encourage a return to the spirit and values of an earlier time, however, is another matter. Spirit and values transcend epochs and cultures. The warmth, spontaneity, closeness, commitment, and dynamism of the early church should be a part of any church in any epoch. A rediscovering of community could supply at least three things each believer needs, as Harold O. J. Brown (1933–2007) describes:

      From this association he would receive his identity and sense of worth. From this identity he should also receive a large measure of his emotional and some of his material security. If the congregation is truly a community, a genuinely sharing fellowship, it will voluntarily assume a large measure of the responsibility for helping its numbers in sickness, adversity, and old age. The knowledge that one is part of a sustaining community will give individuals a greater sense of security than the mere confidence that there is a government agency to supply support checks. Finally, the community should help an individual identify and maintain the values by which he will conduct his life. The Christian community tells its members that they are creatures of God, made in His image, called to be His children, with privilege, responsibility, and an assured inheritance in heaven.34

      This kind of spirit and value base would provide a solid foundation for discussing and reexamining important national values such as rugged individualism, the secular work ethic, self-interest, and self-preservation—all reconsidered in light of the biblical imperatives of the Great Commission, the good Samaritan, and the fruit of the Spirit in the Christian community.

      Finally, Christians need to understand that when a purified Christian community focuses on political and moral issues, they will most likely face intense opposition from the majority in the larger community. To speak and act prophetically means taking the harder way of the cross; Christians must count the cost, knowing that God’s work has always been accomplished by the faithful few.

      What America needs, more than anything else, is an evangelizing church proclaiming the power of the cross to change people’s lives. As people whose primary citizenship is in heaven and as members of Christ’s kingdom, we are confronted by a world system concerned with gaining political power. The church must reject the temptation to control political institutions, and it must seek locally to alter the lives of those around it—which can involve all sorts of activities, from evangelizing neighbors and caring for children at church to volunteering at crisis pregnancy centers and food pantries and even serving on school boards. By their speech and lives, Christians must show men and women that there is only one way to have a right relationship with God, the way of the cross. Believers in Christ need to stand in every way—spiritually, intellectually, morally, and politically—as the vital, separated alternative to a world system that glories in materialism, self-indulgence, and political power.
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