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Remember when everyone was saying how much they were looking forward to the year 2020 being “hindsight”? Well, 

now 2021 has arrived and many, if not most, of the challenges of 2020 are still with us. Some have intensified. One of 

the challenges of 2020 that is still with us, is a changing relationship between the church and the state. The outbreak 

of COVID caused governments, at all levels, to take actions that have not been seen in our lifetimes. Those actions, in 

many places, included prohibiting church gatherings and other severe restrictions. 

It seems that in most churches there have been two different responses to government intervention in the life of the 

church. On the one hand you have those who defer to Romans 13, and interpret that passage to mean that a church 

should follow whatever guidelines the state puts in place. Then on the other hand, you have those who refuse to even 

give consideration to what any government says and will continue business as usual under any circumstances. “I have 

my rights!” These may sound like extreme examples, however from what I have seen, most churches have fallen into 

one of these two ditches.   

At this point you probably want to click on another article and read something else. “Haven’t we talked about this 

enough already?” As much as I would like to talk about something else, I don’t think this dilemma is going away. On 

the contrary, I believe this dilemma is going to get worse. The demands of the state on the church, and abuse of its 

authority are going to increase in the coming months and years. Churches in different places and different situations 

are going to have to navigate this.  

There are always two ditches on every road. No matter how wide or narrow, twisty or straight, there are two ditches 

on every road. The challenge on all roads, is to keep the vehicle in the center of your lane. Driving into either ditch will 

not get you where you want to go. To try and help churches think through keeping the car in the middle of the road, 

and avoiding either extreme, either ditch, I want to provide you with a tool.  

That tool is a diagram reflecting lines of authority from God to man. In the diagram below I have made a rough draft 

of how the Christian should view authority, both of the church & state, and other entities. Understanding lines of 

authority is important for determining the proper response to a perceived abuse of authority.  

In the diagram below, you will see that God has absolute and sovereign authority. His Law is a revelation of His 

authoritative will to humanity. The governing documents of our nation inform us as to how our nation’s founders 

believed God’s Law practically was to work itself out in the world. The laws of our land are above any individual person 

or office. 

Then we have varying forms of government, the federal, state, and local governments. None of these governing bodies 

have absolute authority. Each is given areas of responsibility from the Law of the Land. The federal government has 

authority in issues ranging from A-D. For example, regulation of interstate trade, whether or not to engage in foreign 

wars, etc. The state government has authority in issues ranging from E-H. The management of highways, state level 

crime, etc. 

Following that, we have various institutions, the Church, private businesses, families, etc. None of these institutions 

have absolute authority. The family has authority in issues ranging from M-P.  For example, how we are going to 

educate our children, where we are going to live, etc. Businesses have authority in issues ranging from Q-T. For 

example, what prices we are going to set on our products and services, whether or not we are going to require 

customers to wear masks to do business with us, etc. The Church has authority in issues ranging from U-W. For 

example, local church bodies decide when and where they meet, who their leaders and members are, etc.  

Finally, you have the individual who has authority over numerous areas in their life (represented by X-Z). Where they 

work, what they eat, when they sleep, what they buy, who they spend time with, what they read, what they worship, 

etc. The individual makes decisions continually through the day that reflect varying areas of the authority of the 

individual.  

 



Table of Authority 

Triune God 
(Authority over all) 

| 

His Law 
(Revelation of God’s Authoritative Will) 

| 

(In the USA) Law of the Land, i.e. the Constitution, Bill of Rights, etc. 
(Rights and Laws the Founders believed reflected Scripture) 

| 

Federal Gov.                  State Gov.                   Local Gov 
(Authority over A-D)  -  (Authority over E-H)  -  (Authority over I-L) 

| 

Family                         Business                       Church 
(Authority over M-P)  -  (Authority over Q-T)  -  (Authority over U-W) 

| 

Individual (Authority over X-Z) 
 

This table is not exhaustive, but is designed to give a framework to think through issues of authority. Each of these 

entities, under the law, have real authority, but none of them have absolute authority. Only God has absolute 

authority, and His Word is what we look to as the clearest revelation we have available of that authority.  

The President, for example, has the greatest authority of any office in the nation. However, the president cannot 

actually walk into my house and tell my kids when to go to bed. He does not have that authority. He does not have 

the authority to tell the local school what teachers to hire and fire. He does not have the authority to tell me, as a 

pastor, what to preach. Though the president has great authority, his authority is limited by the Law of the Land.  

Because that authority is limited, my responsibility to obey is limited. I am only obligated before God to obey the 

authority lawfully given to the president by Laws of the Land, and more importantly, that are in conformity to the Law 

of God. I am actually obligated to disobey my local, state, federal, or national laws, if they are contrary to the higher 

authority vested in the Law of God.  

Now this is a framework, and I have used black and white examples to attempt to give you categories to think in. The 

reality is that some of the lines of authority are grey. We are not always sure who has the greatest authority, under 

God, in every situation. And Christians often are willing to lay down their rights when they believe some Gospel fruit 

will come of it. For example, Jim Elliot could have brought a gun with him to defend himself when he went to go meet 

a militant unreached tribe in the Amazon. Instead, he laid down his rights and his life for the cause of the Gospel. 

Though this framework may seem simplistic, I hope that it will give you a framework to think through the issues that 

are before us. By God’s grace, we will avoid the ditches on either side of the road. Both blindly following our 

governments citing Romans 13, or stiffening our necks and stubbornly refusing to obey any government instruction 

regardless of the situation. There were times the apostles submitted to the worldly government of the day, and there 

were times they did not. They were killed by Rome because they refused to turn away from Christ. Let us pray that 

we will be found so faithful. 

In Christ, 
A Plaid Pastor 
 
-by Pastor Josh Emmel, Faith Baptist Church, Kenmare, ND 


