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Law and Order 
SCU – Special Christians Unit 

A study of authority from a biblical perspective 
Week  12    
Here’s what we’ve learned about Civil Authority.  
 Romans 13:3-5 
Although civil servants exist for our “good”, says Paul, he teaches us that 
the biggest motivator for citizens to obey the authorities in power over 
them is “fear”. 
 
We looked at some of the things Paul mentions in these verses: 
 (vs 3) - “rulers hold no terror” - NIV 
 (vs 3) - “fear of the one in authority” - NIV 
 (vs 4) – “be afraid” - NAS 
 (vs 4) – “wrath” on the “one who practice evil” - NAS.  
  
 
In verse 4 we realize what we have to fear from those in authority.  They have 
the divine directive to administer both Judgement and Punishment.  
 
These verses tie together all aspects of who Paul has been referring to when he 
uses the term “governing authorities”. The law makers, the laws themselves, 
the ones enforce the laws and finally to those who judge and sentence 
lawbreakers.  
 (vs 4) – “he does not bear the sword for nothing”  (KJ – “in vain”) 
 (vs 4) – “an agent of wrath”- NIV,   “avenger who brings wrath” - NAS 
 (vs 4) – “to bring punishment on the wrong doer”- NIV 
 
Quote: 
 “A government whose legal and judicial system is such that it strikes fear 
in the heart of a potential criminal and deters his evil action, that government is 
fulfilling its God-given purpose”. 
      Dr Jack Cottrell - (Tough Questions) 
 
We made the point that in God’s design for civil authority, punishment is carried 
out because the criminal deserves it. It is the principle of “reaping what you 
sow”. In some Bibles the word “punishment” is translated “retribution”.  

 
It’s probably a better word to describe WHY the punishment. Civil 

authority has the authority to punished those who deserve to be punished. 
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I Peter 2:13-15 
The Apostle Peter concurs with Paul. He says that, “governors are, “sent by 
him (referring to the KING) to punish those who do wrong”.  
 
 Romans 13:4 
In verse 4 Paul states that governing authorities “do not bare the sword in 
vain or for nothing”.  

The “sword” was a symbol of the power of life or death. One author wrote, 
“The sword was the symbol of punishment”.  

 
Again, the focus of all civil authorities is not on the last aspect of their 

authority, the punishment aspect.  It’s on the 1st aspect. The good of its people.  
 
But for the good to shine and for the good to serve as the example to the 

people, appropriate justice for lawbreakers had to be understood by them as 
well. 
  

Separation of Church and State” 
Introduction: 
 And that brings us to a side-bar discussion that we have mentioned 
already. The separation or church and state.  
 
God design for Delegated  Authority is nothing short of genius. At each level of 
delegated authority there is logic and order. And what we have found is that if 
each person who is given some measure of delegated authority, be it a 
husband or parents in the home, an Elder in a congregation or a policeman in a 
city, is to use that authority to benefits everyone under their authority.  

 
 We have also found that if each of those who are in a submissive role in 
the family or the church or a state, accepts their role and willingly allows those 
who are utilizing their authority properly to do so, tremendous good and 
fulfillment and peace can be achieved.      
 
 Now during our study we have discussed the disastrous consequences of 
both the misuse of that authority by those entrusted with it, as well as the 
additional troubles brought about by those who refuse to follow and submit to 
those in authority.  
 But there is one final place where God’s phenomenal plan of these 
different types of delegated authority runs into trouble. The trouble comes when 
individuals begin to try to mix one of more of these different types of delegated 
authorities together.  
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They take certain principles of each and try to implement them into a different 
type of delegated authority structure. And in most cases the attempt to do is 
well intentioned. 
 
The 2 most common types of delegated authorities where folks attempt to mix 
differing principles of each is the delegated Spiritual authority design by God to 
govern His people (today it’s the church) and the delegated civil authority 
designed by God to govern all people of a city or state or nation. In other words 
the confusion caused by the attempt to join together church and state.  
 
Behind the different types or system of delegated authority God has had a goal 
and a purpose in mind for each one. That goal or purpose for each is clearly 
taught in the scriptures and we have gone to great lengths to understand and 
define the specific purpose and goal for each one.  
 
And if we were to summarize particularly the last two we’ve looked at, Spiritual 
and Civil Authority, and set them side by side, we would see a very distinct 
contrast between the two.  
 
 
 Comparison of Spiritual and Civil Authority 
When we look at the contrasts and differences between these 2 authorities, the 
church and state, we see it really comes down to 3 things. (These were first 
labelled by Jack Cottrell) 
 
Purpose, Principle and Power: 
What is the purpose of each of these systems of delegated authority? 
By what principle(s) do they operate or function by? 
And what power do they use to accomplish their purpose? 
 
And they are pretty striking when you see them side by side. 
 
   State (Civil Authority)  Church (Spiritual Authority) 
 
Purpose:  Maintain law and order  Extend salvation to the lost 
Principle:   Justice for everyone   Grace for all      
Power:  Fear     Love  
 

It is fairly obvious at a glance that these two systems of delegated 
authority, both ordained and sanctioned by God, are just about as diametrically 
opposed to one another as you can get.  
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Government, representing civil delegated authority, must see that justice 
is served while the church, representing spiritual delegated authority today, 
must see that grace is made known and extended to all.  
 
 
There are only 2 similarities or common denominators between the two: 
1. Both justice and grace were to be applied or extended to everyone.  

 
God desires that through the state, the principles of justice be applied to all. 
And through the church the blessing of grace was to be extended to every 
human being as well.   
 
2. The 2nd similarity or common denominator is that both systems of 
authority have one source.  

Almighty God! 
 

Although these 2 systems of authority are drastically different in their 
purpose and principle and power, with God as their origin, is it possible 
they were to function simultaneously, with one having an influence on the 
other?  
 
If we could have sat down with the framers of our country and constitution we 
would find that they would say, “yes, most definitely”. We see that in the 
wording of some of our founding documents. 
 
 
The Preamble to the Declaration of Independence:  

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” 
 
Final words of the Declaration of Independence:  

After declaring their intent to break away from England and become a free 
and independent nation they wrote these words: 

 
“And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the 

protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, 
our Fortunes and our sacred Honor”. 
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Bill of Rights: 
1st Amendment: Freedom of religion, speech, and the press, rights of 

assembly and petition: 
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press, or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 
petition the Government for a redress of grievances”. 

 
 
In our country there has been a constant struggle for civil and spiritual authority 
to coexist with one another. Some say neither one is to have “any” influence 
what-so-ever on the other. Others believe differently but don’t always agree as 
to how much or what aspects of each is to influence the other.  
 
 Maybe our judicial system could use a little grace and compassion 
instead of just enforcement and punishment being it main focus all the time.  
 
Maybe if government was kinder and gentler and practiced the policies of love 
and mercy, our enemies in the world would lay down their arms and criminals in 
our country would abandon their foolish ways.  
 
And as far as the church goes, maybe we ought to be more involved in setting 
policy for our government and making sure the church has a more prominent 
role in the affairs of our government.  
 
Maybe we ought to be more involved in imposing the teachings of the scriptures 
into laws and statues of our country. And be more involved in supporting only 
those candidates with a Christian or biblical political platform.  
 
 
     

So the question is this, is it God’s intentions that these two types of 
delegated authority were actually to begin to mesh and influence one another? 
Did God intend that the purpose, the principles and the power behind each of 
these could somehow work in unison?  
  
 
Now there are several places in the scripture where it appears that that is 
exactly what God intended.   
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Matthew 5:38-48 Now it certainly does appear that Jesus is advocating 
here that now, under the age of grace, we ought to handle things differently. 
That His teachings here are to become the new rule of law in civil authority. 
 
 
Is that the application Jesus intended for us to make here? 

The problem is that this teaching was never intended to be applied or was 
never intended to be a mandate for civil authority. It is to be a standard of ethic 
for the Kingdom of God not the kingdom of what ever country you belong to.  
 

It’s an apples to oranges comparison. These teachings of Jesus are in the 
context of interpersonal relationship. First of all between brother and sisters in 
Christ but also between the folks that you and work and play with who are not 
believers.  

These teachings are to be part of the new life in Christ in comparison to 
the old life and the old ways that we would have handled some of the situations 
Jesus speaks about here.  
 
For instance, in vs 39, before Christ, how would we have handled being 
slapped on the right cheek? 
 
Or in vs 40, before Christ, what would we have done if someone sued us and 
tried to take some of our possessions? 
 
These teachings of Jesus are solely intended for the interaction between 
individuals and not as some broad policy or new standard of justice. 
 
  
What was the ultimate goal of these teachings of Jesus here in these 
verses? 
To help the church accomplish it’s mission, its purpose. Bring salvation to the 
lost. Jesus knew that one of the most effective ways for the opportunity for the 
gospel to be preached was when a Christian who is wronged and mistreated by 
some one else, acts totally contrary to way the average person would respond.  
  
We see that so graphically played out in I Peter 3:1-2. I have told you many 
times, I am that husband. 
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 Romans 12:17-21 
What’s Paul saying here?  
He says that if you feed your enemy or give him a drink, it will drive him crazy 
because you still love him even though he hates you. That’s how a person is 
drawn to Christ and the opportunity to present the gospel is often brought 
about.  
 Romans 2:4 
“Do you think lightly of the riches of His kindness and forbearance and 
patience? Do you not know that it is the kindness of God that leads you to 
repentance”?   
 
He is referring to the kindness of God “through His people”. 
 
What Jesus and what Peter and Paul are describing is a way by which some 
may be won to Christ, not a new standard for justice. You and I have seen acts 
of kindness turn a person’s heart. 
 
But it is a very unrealistic and idealistic view of human nature to think that evil 
that lurks in the hearts of all men can all be tamed with acts of kindness. A 
news story a short time ago, talked about a hitch hiker who was sentenced to 
death for killing a man who had had been nice enough to stop and give him a 
ride in his car.  
 
Neither Jesus, nor Peter or Paul were establishing a new type to justice. One 
where love and compassion would win over the cruel and heartless. They were 
dealing within the spiritual realm. They were NOT advocating a new type of 
design of civil authority.  
 
God knew that His original design for civil authority, with its purpose and 
principle and power set in place, was the only means by which the mass of 
sinful humanity could be restrained. Only then can the principles of love and 
grace accomplish their work of pulling some from the clutches of their 
evil hearts and lives.  
 Jude 22-23 
 
 
Jesus fully understood and agreed with this very truth. That God’s original 
design of civil authority with its purpose and principle and power cannot be 
altered.  
 
I want finish our study on Biblical Authority with a look at    Luke 23:39-43 
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Something very interesting here was what Jesus did NOT do for the penitent 
theft on the cross. And it illustrates perfectly how God intended Civil and 
Spiritual Authority to coexist. 
 
What didn’t Jesus do for the thief on the cross? 
 He didn’t say, “Today I am going to pluck you from that cross of pain and 
punishment and you will be with me in paradise”.  
  
When we think about what Jesus did for him that day we realize that what He in 
essence said to him was this:  
 “After justice has been served and you have suffered the punishment for 
your crimes here and now, in this world, then, because of your repentance, you 
shall be with me in paradise”. 
 
 
What’s even more interesting here is that the penitent theft himself 
understood what was happening to him that day and why.  
 Verse 41: 
Speaking to the other theft he says, “We are punished justly, for we are getting 
what our deeds deserve”. (NIV – good translation) 
  
Summary: 
It doesn’t matter which direction you come from, the conclusion is the same.  
 

Whether people think government ought to become more like the church 
in its style and actions or the church become more active in the political side of 
things.  

 
No matter which direction you come from, if we’re not careful what we’ll end up 
with is a mixture of law and scripture, justice and grace, power and love all 
jumbled up together. And it doesn’t work very well.  
 
Each has its own purpose for its existence. Each has its own principle that it 
follows and each has its own power by which it accomplishes its purpose. We 
saw that illustrated in the comparison we made. 
 
   State (Civil Authority)  Church (Spiritual Authority) 
 
Purpose:  Maintain law and order  Extend salvation to the lost 
Principle:   Justice for everyone   Grace for all      
Power:  Fear     Love  
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God’s design for each is this: 
Government with its focus on justice was to teach all men a great spiritual 

lesson. That there is One whom we will stand before one day and receive our 
“just” retribution.  
 
But through the church, God intended for all men to come to know the Savior, 
His Son, Christ Jesus, who can deliver us all from the ravages and the bondage 
of sin and eternal punishment.  
 
 
Paul was right,  

“Oh the depth of the riches of His wisdom and the knowledge of God, 
How unsearchable is His judgements and unfathomable are His ways”.  
 
 
 


