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God establishes the civil government to be a servant of justice for Him on the earth. But He also 

appoints familial and ecclesiastical governments, each with its sphere of sovereignty. The family is 

God’s ministry of health, education, and welfare, the state imposes justice, and the church ministers 

mercy. Each must respect the jurisdiction of the others as given by God Himself, and no human 

authority at any level is absolute. We have to honor all the authorities God has established, which 

also means resisting them when they egregiously overstep their bounds.   

 

Three Governments 

We have countless organizations and institutions, but three are created by God directly. He made 

Adam, took a rib from Him and fashioned Eve, and brought them together to be a one-flesh union 

(Gen. 2:22-24). We are not to separate what God has joined (Matt. 19:6). Paul says we should be 

subject to the governing authorities, including Nero in Rome, who are God’s deacon for good (Rom. 

13:1, 4). It’s good to be scared of being punished by them for doing evil (Rom. 13:3-4). God 

established church government through the prophets and priests in the old covenant, but now from 

the risen and ascended Jesus Himself: “And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, 

some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of 

ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ” (Eph. 4:11-12). When you think of these governments, 

picture them side-by-side, none higher than the other, but each operating within their appointed 

sphere. The great Dutch prime minister Abraham Kuyper coined the term Sphere Sovereignty to 

describe the classic Reformed doctrine that each government has its own proper and independent 

jurisdiction. We disagree with statists who put civil rulers over the church, either de facto like many 

Christians do, or de jure as Anglicans do with the king as head of the church. But we also reject 

Roman Catholic doctrine which upholds the pope over all civil rulers, and families that operate as 

separatists from the church and/or state. 

 

Stay in Your Lane 

The government has the right to tell us to stay home when there is a real threat to public safety. If 

the building is on fire and the fire marshal tells us to get out, we don’t need the elders to vote before 

we evacuate. It would be an overreach for the church to resist. We don’t create or ratify the speed 

limit laws outside the church building, and we comply with quarantine rules with prima facie 

evidence (cf. Lev. 13-14). We also pay taxes even when they are relatively unjust (Rom. 13:6-7). 

The church recognizes the state’s authority circa sacra, around holy things, but we also recognize 

the state has no authority to say worship is “non-essential”, and of course no authority to say 

abortion, the unjust taking of innocent life, is legal or permissible under any circumstance. The 

founders of the United States cited three “boxes” of resistance against unjust laws: the ballot box, 

the jury box, and the cartridge box. You can vote, you can use the legal system, and you can defend 

yourself. They also resisted through the doctrine of lesser magistrates, a natural principle found in 

Scripture and throughout history, that lesser authorities must resist unjust higher authorities. This 

is principled and organized civil disobedience. Saul’s servants refuse his order to kill the priests of 

the Lord (1 Sam. 22:17). Paul appeals to the centurion not to beat him, a Roman citizen, contrary 

to the commander’s instruction (Acts 22:25). In his fine work on this subject, Matthew Trewhella 

describes how in 39 A.D. Petronius, governor of Palestine, resisted the emperor Caligula’s 

command to install his image in the Temple in Jerusalem. Sometimes laws and actions are so 
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unjust they’re to be disregarded like when Daniel opened his windows and prayed in deliberate 

disobedience to Darius’ command, or when Paul secretly fled from the authorities in Damascus 

(Dan. 6:10; 2 Cor. 11:32-33). You can’t simply say that unless the civil magistrate is forcing you to 

break God’s law, then you resist. Paul isn’t being forced to break God’s law in Damascus, and yet 

he isn’t ready to be martyred yet, and willfully disobeys. We have inalienable rights that are given 

to us by governments but must be recognized and protected by them. Our nation was founded 

because we resisted a tyrannical parliament that had no right to tax us.  

 

What Should We Do Now? 

This service of worship is not an example of civil disobedience. After seeing drive-in coffee dates, 

car-parade birthday parties, and many instances of people not social distancing at businesses 

deemed “essential” but obviously not, it made sense to find out how we could do this. Three police 

departments said there was no problem with a drive-in service so long as we maintained social 

distancing guidelines. So here we are. Though technically in violation of the letter of Governor 

Inslee’s law (not a “necessary” trip), we are keeping the spirit of it by not spreading the virus. But 

tension is coming. He said last Wednesday that “We’re not close” to restarting Washington’s 

economy, despite the fact that our medical resources are not overwhelmed. All states ought to be 

weighing the cost of the virus spreading versus the cost of economic continuing devastation that 

also costs lives. Dr. Ben Carson said 98% of corona cases will recover and we need to reopen 

carefully but soon. The United Nations estimates between 42 and 66 million children may fall into 

poverty as a result of coronavirus, causing hundreds of thousands of additional child deaths by end 

of the year. Wisdom thinks in terms of trade-offs, not “pure” solutions. There are many instances of 

both lawful resistance and just civil disobedience already happening. The Pennsylvania State 

Senate passed a bill overriding the governor’s lockdown, allowing businesses to open up while 

observing the federal guidelines. This is an example of a lesser magistrate resisting another 

magistrate while appealing to a higher one. In Michigan, people drove around Lansing in protest of 

Governor Whitmer’s extreme measures that prevented residents from buying seeds and other 

goods, and a group of sheriffs from four counties are refusing to enforce her orders, saying she 

“overstepped her executive authority" and "created a vague framework of emergency laws that only 

confuse Michigan citizens." In Washington State, Boeing is bringing back 27,000 employees to 

build planes this week. We want people to safely and wisely return to work, but far more than this 

we want people to come to Jesus Christ and have their sins forgiven. Without individuals, families, 

and churches coming to Christ, we won’t have families that honor Him, churches that worship Him, 

or a state that does justice. Our nation is like the prodigal son, having run from his father for a long 

time and getting to beginning to run out of his inheritance. How many people in our state are 

surviving this time because they have access to dope and alcohol? We have lost many of our 

freedoms and more are slipping away. It’s time to come back to Him, the one who makes us free 

indeed. Pray for yourself, pray for your family, pray for our church, state and nation.  

  

 

 


