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Four days ago, many in these United States celebrated the holiday popularly known as The Fourth of                 
July. Many, however, do not know the reason for the holiday. Over the years, talk show host Jay Leno asked                    
people what they believe is the reason for celebration. One answered, “Independence.” When Leno asked her,                
“Independence from whom?,” she was at a loss, and at first said, “America,” but finally guessed, “Greece.” One                  
said it was France. When Leno asked one what happened on the fourth of July, she said she had no idea. When                      
he asked another the year in which the colonies declared independence, she answered, “1922.” Many people                
love to celebrate the Fourth of July, but have no idea that the holiday is a celebration of independence. Some                    
know that that much, but nothing more. The Declaration of Independence meant quite a bit more to those who                   
represented the people of the united states in declaring it. They stated, “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.” 

The Declaration of Independence is founded on the idea that God has given men certain rights, and that                  
the function of government is to protect those rights. Moreover, the declaration states that the government                
derives from the people its right to govern. It states: 
 

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.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving            
their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of Government              
becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to                    
institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in              
such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. 

 
These ideas were at that time not novel; they had many precedents. In the Reformation of the sixteenth                  

century, the Lutherans developed their theology of resistance, as especially found in the Magdeburg Confession.               
John Calvin laid the foundation for a Reformed theology of resistance. John Ponet, an English Protestant                
Bishop, wrote against the idea of the divine right of kings in his A Shorte Treatise of Politike Power. Under the                     
pseudonym Junius Brutus, a Huguenot wrote, Vindiciae contra Tyrannos, A Defence of Liberty against Tyrants.               
John Adams, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, in his A Defence of the Constitutions of the                  
Government of the United States of America, acknowledged the important influence such works had on the                
development of the English theory of government, and he called them “precious relics.” 

The notion of the limits of the authority of secular authority is opposed to the idea of the divine right of                     
kings. James I, king of England, was infamous for defending this idea, which he believed to be founded, in part,                    
on the Eighty-second Psalm. In the Year of our Lord Sixteen-hundred Ten, in a speech to parliament, he said: 
 

Kings are iustly called Gods, for that they exercise a manner or resemblance of Diuine power                
vpon earth: For if you wil consider the Attributes to God, you shall see how they agree in the                   
person of a King. God hath power to create, or destroy, make, or vnmake at his pleasure, to giue                   
life, or send death, to iudge all, and to bee iudged nor accomptable to none: To raise low things,                   
and to make high things low at his pleasure, and to God are both soule and body due. And the                    
like power haue Kings: they make and vnmake their subiects: they haue power of raising, and                
casting downe: of life, and of death: Iudges ouer all their subiects, and in all causes, and yet                  
accomptable to none but God onely. (James I of England, James VI of Scotland, speech to                
parliament, 1610) 
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Even King James, however, believed that, in a settled kingdom, a king must be bound by law, if he would not                     
be a tyrant. He believed that the king alone makes laws, but that he may make a law according to the petition of                       
the people. He believed that the king is by a pact with the people bound to rule by law, and not by his will. He                         
said: “So as euery iust King in a setled Kingdome is bound to obserue that paction made to his people by his                      
Lawes, in framing his gouernment agreeable thereunto, according to that paction which God made with Noe                
after the deluge …” He believed that kings derive their authority from God himself, and not from the consent of                    
the governed. Some say that, although men have always resisted tyrants, the idea that government derives its                 
authority from the consent of the governed is a modern one, beginning in the Enlightenment. In saying this,                  
however, they are ignorant of the facts. The idea came long before the Enlightenment. In the eleventh century,                  
for example, Manegold of Lautenbach wrote of the civil ruler: 
 

However, when he who is chosen to repress evil-doers and defend the just begins to cherish evil                 
in himself, to oppress good men, to exercise over his subjects the cruel tyranny that he ought to                  
ward off from them, is it not clear that he deservedly falls from the dignity conceded to him and                   
that the people are free from his lordship and from subjection to him since it is evident that he                   
first broke the compact by virtue of which he was appointed? (Manegold of Lautenbach, AD               
1085) 

 
So, some Christians believe that the state derives its authority from the consent of the governed, that the                  
authority of the state is limited, and that the people may resist tyrants. But is there in Scripture warrant for such                     
beliefs? 

That there should be a civil government was made necessary by the sinfulness of men. All men are made                   
in the image of God, and have certain rights. God has told man, Thou shalt not kill, and Thou shalt not steal. In                       
the beginning, no man had the right to take the possessions of another, and no man had the right to take the life                       
of another. Cain, however, killed His brother. His was a great sin, but for it God did not demand his life; He                      
rather banished him. What is more, God said He would protect Cain from any who would kill him. It would                    
seem that God would protect Cain from blood-revenge. Yet, the violence of men grew to a degree which was                   
intolerable to God, and so by a great flood he destroyed mankind except for Noah and his household. After the                    
Flood, God made a covenant with Noah in which he said, “Whoso sheddeth man's blood, by man shall his blood                    
be shed: for in the image of God made he man.” (Genesis 9:6) This was a significant change in the divine                     
dispensation. Certain of the acts of men, especially his acts of violence, would be punishable by death. This                  
would become the foundation of civil government. 

All Christians agree on what is plain in Scripture, namely, that God alone has absolute authority over                 
men. God is the sovereign who rules over His creation. The world is His realm, and all men are His subjects.                     
The Forty-seventh Psalm states, ”God is the King of all the earth.” (Psalm 47:7) Anyone who rejects God’s                  
authority, then, is a rebel. When Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, issued a decree that all of his subjects must                   
worship an image that he made or be cast into a fiery furnace, three Hebrews, Shadrach, Meshach, and                  
Abednego, refused. When the king ordered them to be cast into the furnace, they said to the king, “If it be so,                      
our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of thine                       
hand, O king. But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden                        
image which thou hast set up.” (Daniel 3:17, 18) When Darius, King of Babylon, issued a decree forbidding                  
men to pray to God, and commanding that they make request of him alone, Daniel defied the king’s decree and                    
did pray to God. (Daniel 6:1-28) When the council of the Jews forbade the apostles Peter and John to preach the                     
Gospel, the apostles refused to comply and said, “Whether it be right in the sight of God to hearken unto you                     
more than unto God, judge ye.” When the council later arrested the apostles and again threatened them, Saint                  
Peter said to them, “We ought to obey God rather than men.” (Acts 5:29) It is the plain teaching of Scripture                     
that to disobey God is always a sin, and when God’s command and man’s command conflict, one must obey                   
God and not man. Countless martyrs have followed this principle, and have suffered loss of life and liberty for                   
doing so. 
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In the beginning of the history of Israel, Moses ruled the people as the prophet of God. He gave them the                     
law of God, and he enforced that law. Yet, the burden of governing was too great for one man, and so Jethro,                      
Moses’ father-in-law, convinced him to delegate his authority, and Moses was pleased to do so. (Exodus                
18:13-27) Yet, Moses always acknowledged that vengeance belongs to God. In the Song of Moses, God says,                 
“To me belongeth vengeance, and recompence.” (Exodus 32:35) Rulers are one means by which God takes                
vengeance. As Saint Paul wrote to the Romans, “For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do                       
that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to                        
execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.” (Romans 13:4) Moses told the people that, when they entered the                  
promised land they would ask for a king. He told them that God would give them a king, and that the king must                       
have certain restrictions. He said: 

 
Thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee, whom the LORD thy God shall choose: one from                   
among thy brethren shalt thou set king over thee: thou mayest not set a stranger over thee, which                  
is not thy brother. But he shall not multiply horses to himself, nor cause the people to return to                   
Egypt, to the end that he should multiply horses: forasmuch as the LORD hath said unto you, Ye                  
shall henceforth return no more that way. Neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his                
heart turn not away: neither shall he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold. (Deuteronomy               
17:15-17) 

 
After the death of Moses, Joshua led the children of Israel, and, after the death of Joshua, God raised up                    

the judges. The judges, although not supreme magistrates like Moses and Joshua, gave some order and                
governance to the people. In all of this, Moses, Joshua, and the judges limited their governance to the law of                    
God. In the days of Samuel, however, the children of Israel demanded a king, just as Moses said they would.                    
They did not wish for God to be their king any longer. This wished for a man to be their king. They feared their                        
enemy, the Amalekites, and they did not trust God to deliver them. They could neither see God nor hear Him,                    
and neither could their enemies. They would walk by sight, and not by faith. They desired a man to lead them,                     
one whom they and their enemies could see and hear. God limits His rule to His law, but men not only nullify                      
and law of God, and they multiply their own laws. So Samuel warned the children of Israel that an earthly king                     
would demand far more of them than the Lord would. He warned them that an earthly king would greatly                   
oppress them, stealing their property, even enslaving the members of their households. He told them that this                 
would be the manner of the king. (1 Samuel 8:10-18) Nevertheless, the children of Israel insisted, and so God in                    
His anger told Samuel to do as they wished, and to give them a king. (Hosea 13:11) So, God chose Saul.                     
Samuel anointed him as king, and proclaimed him to the people, and people responded by saying, “God save                  
the king.” Then, the Scriptures say, “Samuel told the people the manner of the kingdom, and wrote it in a book,                     
and laid it up before the LORD.” (1 Samuel 10:25) This is to say that the prophet Samuel told the people what                      
were the limitations of the king’s authority, and he no doubt repeated the restrictions that Moses had given.                  
Sadly, the manner of the king would not match the manner of the kingdom. 

Saul did not keep covenant with God, and so good took the kingdom from him and gave it to David. (1                     
Samuel 15:28; 28:17) David patiently waited for the death of Saul before he dared ascend to the throne. When                   
Saul died, the men of Judah anointed David king over Judah. (2 Samuel 2:4) Yet, Abner, Commander of Saul’s                   
army, made Ishbosheth, son of Saul, king over Israel. Two soldiers of Israel assassinated Ishbosheth, and this                 
cleared the way for David to rule over all Israel. (2 Samuel 4) Abner conceded, and pledged himself to David.                    
He said to David, “I will arise and go, and will gather all Israel unto my lord the king, that they may make a                        
league with thee, and that thou mayest reign over all that thine heart desireth.” (2 Samuel 3:21) So, all the elders                     
of Israel, representing the people, came to David to recognize him as king. The Scriptures say, “So all the elders                    
of Israel came to the king to Hebron; and king David made a league with them in Hebron before the LORD: and                      
they anointed David king over Israel.” (2 Samuel 5:3) That is to say, David made a covenant with the people: he                     
would be their faithful king, and they would be his faithful subjects. So, although God chose David to be king                    
over Israel, the people did recognize him as king, and did made a covenant with him. So, when Jehoiada would                    
have Joash to be king, he brought him before the people, and placed the crown on his head. Then the people                     



 
4 

anointed him, and said, “God save the king.” Because Joash was but seven years old, Jehoiada made the                  
covenant for him. The Scriptures say, “And Jehoiada made a covenant between the LORD and the king and the                   
people, that they should be the LORD'S people; between the king also and the people.” (2 Kings 11:17)                  
Although God chooses the man to be king, that man makes and the people make a covenant together to be                    
faithful to each other. Just as the king forfeits his kingdom if he breaks covenant with God, so he forfeits it if he                       
breaks covenant with the people. So, when Johoram reigned in Israel, and forsook the Lord, and established the                  
worship of idols in the land, the city of Libnah revolted from him. So, when Antiochus commanded the Jews to                    
abandon their religion and to follow his, Matthias said to him, “We will not obey in such a way as to transgress                      
our religion.” Thereafter he led the people in a guerilla war against their oppressors. (1 Maccabees 1:43-45;                 
2:22) 

If, however, all the authorities conspire together to lead the people into evil, or if the lesser magistrates                  
will not resist a tyrant, what can a righteous man do? He must, if he can, remove himself elsewhere, just as Lot                      
had to flee the city of Sodom. As Jesus said to his apostles, “But when they persecute you in this city, flee ye                       
into another.” (Matthew 10:23) It may seem to a righteous man, as it seemed to Elijah, that he stands alone                    
against evil. He must, however, remember the Word of the Lord to Elijah: “Yet I have left me seven thousand in                     
Israel, all the knees which have not bowed unto Baal, and every mouth which hath not kissed him.” (1 Kings                    
19:14, 18) Even so, a righteous man may be left with no choice but to die for the true king, Jesus Christ 

Let us subject ourselves to the governing authorities, but let us obey God rather than men. Let us resist                   
tyranny, but let us be prepared to be martyrs for the Lord. 

 
And now to the blessed and only Potentate, the King of kings, and Lord of lords; who only hath immortality, 

dwelling in the light which no man can approach unto; whom no man hath seen nor can see: to whom be honor 
and power everlasting. Amen. 


