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The authors of Revelation, Hebrews, James, Peter, and Romans were writing their letters to a persecuted Christian community.  The church was struggling to see how they could submit to an authority that was so harshly persecuting them. 


During the time of writing of these books 40 - 90 A.D. the political situation was tense.  About 10 different emperors ruled in this short space of 50 years and each emperor brought new ideas, policies and prejudices to the land.  I would be normal to wake up one day and find that it was now illegal to be a Christian, then a couple of years later you would find the opposite was now true.  But much of the time the official government policy was antichristian and this made it possible for many regional governors to lead their own persecution campaign.  The Christian Jews in an effort to avoid this persecution moved to new areas hoping that the persecution would cease.  This caused the Christians to be scattered all over the known world. 








In the first century AD Christians had one major problem, the emperor required that every one pay tribute to him as a God. For some emperors this was simply a token gesture and not taken seriously but others actually believed that they were gods and demanded to be worshiped as one.  All though often Emperors weren’t to worried about being worshiped, any body who refused to acknowledge him as their lord and god was considered to be an enemy of state. The Roman empire was so large that keeping peace in all areas was a huge challenge. The roman governors would do any thing to destroy people who stir up the people. This caused a large percentage of the emperors to attempt to track down and kill all such people.  Almost all of whom were Christians. This was a major problem for the early believers, they knew that God was the only God they could worship, there was no other. But they also knew that all the Emperors really wanted was for them to swear allegiance to Rome. Because the Christians said that Jesus was their king, the Christians were largely considered traitors to Rome. Would it be right for them to swear just for peace sake? Should the openly oppose the government for this ungodly policy? Such were the questions going through the mind of the 1st century Christian. The Roman government required that all people serve in the army for a short time. Some Christians were unsure whether it was right for them to serve in this military or not.  The Jews were exempt under special Roman law but the young gentile Christians who were due to enter the service were unsure what they should do. Should he claim to the same rights as a Jew?  Is it be right for a Christian to be involved in killing someone? 








Often for 21st century Christians it is difficult to see how all of this is relevant today.  In our culture and country some aspects of this issue are currently irrelevant, for example there is no pressure to worship any of our government officials, and there is no likely hood of any official persecution of the Church. However in other countries these issues are intensely relevant, in many countries it is Illegal to talk about Jesus and by doing so you would endanger your life. In some countries the leaders are considered gods and you are expected to worship them.  So to a person in one such country or especially a missionary looking to go to one, these Issues are just as relevant today as they were in the 1st century. The problem with state relations is relevant to all Christians every where, every country has leaders and some times those leaders will make decisions that we disagree with. In a view of Scripture we learn that the best thing to do is support the leader inspite of our disagreement.  We will find that people will “persecute” us for our faith.  Perhaps with verbal abuse or by simply excluding you.  Jesus says to love your enemies and to pray for them. You will find that this is more effective than fighting or doing the same to them. 


In romans Paul talks about how to relate with the state as a Christian.  He says three main things:


Everyone must submit to the authority


“Everyone Must submit himself to the governing authorities”�


There is no authority that God hasn’t set up. (God established all authority)


“For there is no authority except that which God has established”�


There for if you rebel against the authority you are rebelling against that which God has set up.


“Consequently he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted”�




















James doesn’t give us an exact clear doctrine on how to relate to government authorities, what he does give us is direction on how to handle trials and persecution which relates to the government that was at that time the primary persecutor of the church. James was no stranger to persecution, It is recorded by both Eusebius and Josephus that James was actually killed by his enemies.  A Roman Emperor died and before his replacement arrived James’ enemies seized him did a ceremony only trial then stoned him to death.�  





1 Peter was, according to most scholars, written during the reign of Nero Rome’s most notorious emperor.  He brutally persecuted the Church and continually blamed them for things they had not done.  In spite of this Peter’s views on the state are very similar to Paul’s he says, “Submit yourselves for the Lords sake to every authority instituted among men” �  This very hard to do! How do you submit to someone who just had your brother burned as garden lighting for his personal estate.  Much to the peoples dismay this is the Word of the Lord to them.  God shows again and again that by doing the right thing the Jesus is glorified and the other shown up. Isn’t that our reason, to glorify God and to testify to his name.  








John raises the issue of what happens when a bad government is given authority,  “he (the beast) was given authority over every tribe, people, language, and nation… If anyone goes into captivity into captivity he will go, If anyone is to be killed  with the sword, with the sword he will be killed. This calls for  patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of the saints.”  This passage is part of a unparalleled persecution of the saints, yet instead of promises of how God would save them, John simply says that the saints would need a lot of patience.  They will simple endure the terrible suffering rather than oppose the authorities. In view of all this it is important to recognise that even if all authorities are placed in their positions by God It does not mean that they are to be obeyed when their orders are contrary to Gods laws. In Acts 4:19 an authority comes to Peter and John and orders them not to preach in the name of Jesus. They reply with this “Judge for yourself whether it is right in Gods sight to obey you rather than God” �  God is surely a higher authority and is subject to none. God’s authority is absolute nothing can happen without him. Concerning revelation Haford says this, “ Christians must discern whether a government is functioning under divine authority or as a divine authority. When the latter is the case, Christians must pray, courageously endure, and patiently accept the consequences of obeying God.”� There doesn’t appear to be any place in the bible that allows us to openly oppose the government, in all places it just says we should sit down and take it. Leave it to God to take revenge. 





Like James the author of Hebrews only talks about trials and persecution rather than the exact issue of the government. Hebrews also talks about obeying your leaders� Obviously this is talking about Christian leaders but Possibly the same could be said about a Christian governmental leader?
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