The Challenge of Shaping a Nation’s Morality from the Pulpit
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The Separation of Church and State

Over the period of church history, the church has functioned in the context of many different political climates.  The Early Church thrived under the tyrannical despotism of such rulers as Nero and Diocletian.  Under great distress, the church anticipated the immediate return of Jesus Christ only to gain great prestige and influence under the reign of Constantine and Theodosius. Greco-Roman heathenism had bowed to Christianity with this confession, “Galilean, thou hast conquered!”

This union of church and state led to many unhealthy practices not the least of which was a resulting restriction of religious freedom and the persecution of those who did not flow with the precepts of the established church.  This inevitably led to the Reformation which cried out for a return to the doctrine of “sola scriptura,” the absolute authority of scripture over ecclesiastical authority.  

The ultimate effect of the Reformation was a splintering of the church as groups rallied around certain issues of conscience and scriptural interpretation.  Today, we know such groups as the Lutherans, the Baptists, the Mennonites, the Presbyterians, and the Methodists.

The Reformation also deeply affected modern political thought.  If the individual is to experience the freedom to interpret and commit to scriptural revelation as he feels he is led by God, then ecclesiastical and secular government must not interfere.  This thinking draws us to a need for a separation of church and state.  

In the American Revolution, the desire for religious freedom fueled by the Great Awakening revival along with a demand for proper representation led to this conflict.  The first amendment of the constitution of the U.S. attests to this fact.

The Problems Created

The problem arises over the role of the church in a free society, where the church and state are separate.  Government and church leaders have authority over the same group of people.  When they agree, they live harmoniously with one another, as in the case of early American history.  

When they disagree, however, tension arises.  For instance, when the state allows a child to have an abortion without parental consent, the state has violated the scriptural authority of the home.  Or when public school teachers are asked not to be public about sharing their faith in the classroom, they are actually being asked to disobey God (Acts 4:19).  

The way to reconcile these tensions is for government to give the freedom for the church to function as the church and to be free to be the voice of moral conscience to the state.  The founding fathers of the U.S. understood this role of the church.

The Influence of Christianity in Society

Modern western culture fails to appreciate the moral contribution of the church to western civilization over the last 2,000 years.  It was the eastern monk Telemachus who threw himself into the gladiator arena between two combatants and was torn to pieces as a martyr that led Emperor Herodius in 404 A.D. to abolish gladiator games.  

Because of the influence of Christianity on his own life, Emperor Constantine enacted many social reforms in the treatment of criminals and the granting of rights to the poor (something that never happened under heathenism).  

John Wesley blazed against the slave trade inspiring the great parliament statesman William Wilberforce to bring to an end the slave trade in England in 1808 and the final abolition of slavery in 1834.  

The famous book “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” was written by Harriet Beecher Stowe, the daughter of revivalist preacher Lyman Beecher. 

John Howard, an Anglican layman, traveled fifty thousand miles across England and Europe and spent 30,000 pounds of his own money to bring prison reform.  

William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army, went to the slums of England to rescue thousands of dispossessed people in the period of the industrial revolution in the latter half of the nineteenth century.

Today’s Challenge

In our day of mega-churches and church growth, we cannot forget our mandate to be a moral voice to our nation.  Many evangelicals believe our only purpose is to win souls and preserve the church.  Evangelicals need to recognize three things.  One is the environment necessary to preach the gospel.  We are to pray, according to Paul, for political leaders (I Tim. 2:1).  Why?  We are to live a peaceable life and to see men get saved (I Tim. 2:2-4). The sweeping influence of Christianity by the church growth in Russia following the fall of the Soviet Union is a reminder of the positive effect of free society and the spreading of the gospel.  

The second reason the church must be the moral voice is to keep the state within its scriptural boundaries.  The role of the state is to establish justice (Rom. 13:1-8). When government oversteps that role and limits the power, the influence and the sovereignty of the church, the state promotes its own morality.  
In the last 30 years we have seen humanism, relativism, and pluralism becoming the moral standard of society.  The church is instructed to be silent.  It is difficult to explain to African Christians coming to the U.S. why they cannot speak to public schools.  It is the result of the government taking the moral role that belongs to the church.

Lastly, the Church is to be a prophetic voice of the state.  The prophets of old not only prophesied to Israel but to the Nations surrounding Israel.  Amos prophesied to Syria, Gaza, Edom, Ammon, and Moab (Amos 1:3-2:3).  Jesus pronounced judgement on cities and said that nations would be brought before Him at the seat of judgment (Matt. 11:20-24; 25:31-46).  God held every nation accountable to the way it relates to Him and to man made in His image (Gen 15:16).  
Some would view this as “dead works”, but the law is “spiritual” and is a school teacher to lead us to Christ (Ro. 7:14; Ga. 3:27).  One only needs to look at revival history and see that revivals took place in the context of nations that revered or were conscious of God’s moral law.  Compare that to the efforts to evangelize nations steeped in idolatry or atheism.

Every church leader must understand the ramifications of being silent on moral issues and become the moral voice again to the nation from their pulpit.  It is the preaching of the Gospel of the Kingdom of God, the rule of God over all areas of life that we are commissioned to do.  It will require courage and the willingness to experience some temporary loss.  But ultimately, it will awaken the conscience of men and women, set the foundation for people to come to the saving knowledge of Christ, and precipitate the reformation of society.  The Galilean will have conquered!
