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The subject of this sermon is Christian civil disobedience. Let’s define the phrase. 
 
Webster’s 1828:  

Civil: “Relating to any man as a member of a community; as civil power, civil rights, the 
power or rights which a man enjoys as a citizen.” 
Disobedience: “Non-compliance.” 

 
Civil disobedience is non-compliance of a citizen to the rule, law, or mandate of the civil 
government, whether that government be local (city or county), regional (state), or national 
(country).  
 
To understand civil disobedience, we must understand what it means biblically to be a citizen 
and what is biblical civil government. Scripture provides us many examples and commands 
regarding our role as citizens, but let’s first understand the relationship of civil government to 
God. We must understand jurisdictions to understand that relationship. 
 
Webster’s 1828: 

Jurisdiction: “The limit within which power may be exercised. Jurisdiction, in its most 
general sense, is the power to make, declare or apply the law; when confined to the 
judiciary department, it is what we denominate the judicial power, the right of 
administering justice through the laws, by the means which the laws have provided for 
that purpose. Jurisdiction, is limited to place or territory, to persons, or to particular 
subjects.” 

 
Jurisdiction is the limitation of power to make, declare, or apply rules, laws, or mandates. 
Jurisdiction is the limitation to particular places or persons. For example, the civil government 
China has no jurisdiction over the citizens of The United States of America. Biblical jurisdictions 
include, self, family, congregation, state (civil), and God.  
 
God’s jurisdiction is over all: 
 

Psalms 103:19  The LORD hath prepared his throne in the heavens; and his kingdom 
ruleth over all. 
 
Isaiah 40:17  All nations before him are as nothing; and they are counted to him less 
than nothing, and vanity. 
 
John 19:11  Jesus answered, Thou couldest have no power at all against me, except it 
were given thee from above: therefore he that delivered me unto thee hath the greater sin. 

 
Jesus Christ’s jurisdiction is over all: 
 

Matthew 28:18  And Jesus came and spake unto them, saying, All power is given unto me 
in heaven and in earth. 
 
1 Timothy 6:15  Which in his times he shall shew, who is the blessed and only Potentate, 
the King of kings, and Lord of lords; 
 
Revelation 19:16  And he hath on his vesture and on his thigh a name written, KING OF 
KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS. 

 



Cookeville Primitive Baptist Church 
12/06/2020 
Christian civil disobedience 

 2 

We won’t go into each of the other jurisdictions of self, family, and congregation today, but it 
suffices to say that God’s authoritative jurisdiction is over all and Jesus Christ rules over God’s 
jurisdiction. That means that all areas of life are subject to God’s rules, laws, and mandates, even 
the rules, laws, and mandates of the state (civil) government. Separation of God from the state is 
not a biblical concept. Here is why: 
 

Matthew 6:33  But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these 
things shall be added unto you. 
 
Luke 17:20-21  And when he was demanded of the Pharisees, when the kingdom of God 
should come, he answered them and said, The kingdom of God cometh not with 
observation:  21  Neither shall they say, Lo here! or, lo there! for, behold, the kingdom of God 
is within you. 

 
The kingdom of God (God’s authoritative jurisdiction) is over all other jurisdictions and because 
we are commanded to seek it and to carry it within us, it is everywhere Christians are: selves, 
families, congregations, and the state (civil) government. Therefore, there is no separation of 
God from the state where Christians remain participating citizens of the state. This is why it is so 
very important for Christians to be elected or to elect other Christians to offices within the state. 
Christians are the influence of God’s kingdom upon all jurisdictions. 
 
Jesus demonstrated God’s power over all jurisdictions when he paid tribute (taxes) to the state. 
 

Matthew 17:24-27  And when they were come to Capernaum, they that received tribute 
money came to Peter, and said, Doth not your master pay tribute?  25  He saith, Yes. And 
when he was come into the house, Jesus prevented him, saying, What thinkest thou, Simon? of 
whom do the kings of the earth take custom or tribute? of their own children, or of 
strangers?  26  Peter saith unto him, Of strangers. Jesus saith unto him, Then are the 
children free.  27  Notwithstanding, lest we should offend them, go thou to the sea, and cast 
an hook, and take up the fish that first cometh up; and when thou hast opened his 
mouth, thou shalt find a piece of money: that take, and give unto them for me and 
thee. 

 
Jesus described the state’s limited jurisdiction when asked if about the lawfulness of paying 
tribute (taxes) to the state. 
 

Matthew 22:15-22  Then went the Pharisees, and took counsel how they might entangle him 
in his talk.  16  And they sent out unto him their disciples with the Herodians, saying, Master, we 
know that thou art true, and teachest the way of God in truth, neither carest thou for any man: for 
thou regardest not the person of men.  17  Tell us therefore, What thinkest thou? Is it lawful to 
give tribute unto Caesar, or not?  18  But Jesus perceived their wickedness, and said, Why 
tempt ye me, ye hypocrites?  19  Shew me the tribute money. And they brought unto him 
a penny.  20  And he saith unto them, Whose is this image and superscription?  21  They 
say unto him, Caesar's. Then saith he unto them, Render therefore unto Caesar the things 
which are Caesar's; and unto God the things that are God's.  22  When they had heard 
these words, they marvelled, and left him, and went their way. 

 
So, from Jesus’ examples, we understand from the scripture that God’s jurisdiction is unlimited 
(he is authoritative over all other jurisdictions) and that the jurisdiction of the state is limited. 
But, what is the role of the state within that limited jurisdiction? And, what is our role as citizens 
of the state? We’re going to look to Paul and Peter to explain. 
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Romans 13:1-7 Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no 
power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God.   
 

“Higher powers” refers directly to the state (civil) government, as we will see in verse 3, and 
every soul, meaning all mankind, should be subject to them. Why? Because they are ordained by 
God and are within God’s authoritative jurisdiction. It is implied that the “higher powers” have 
rules, laws, and mandates that are based upon the foundation of truth in God’s rules, laws, and 
mandates. If their rules, laws, and mandates are not based upon the foundation of God’s truth, 
they are not valid because God doesn’t give them that authority. 

 
(Romans 13) 2-3  Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the 
ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation.  3  For rulers 
are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? 
do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same:   
 

Here is where we have our first hint of civil disobedience and it’s not spoken of as good, but as 
evil in this case. If we resist civil government that is doing what it should do according to God, 
which is to restrain, revenge, and punish evil, we are resisting God because God ordained the 
civil government. A good civil government is a good thing. 

 
(Romans 13) 4-5  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.  5  Wherefore ye must needs be 
subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake.   

 
We must be subject to good civil government. God requires it of us, it keeps us from 
punishment, and it keeps our consciences clear. 
 

(Romans 13) 6-7  For for this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God's ministers, 
attending continually upon this very thing.  7  Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to 
whom tribute is due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour. 

 
Paying of taxes to the civil government is authorized by God.  
 

1 Peter 2:13-17  Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord's 
sake: whether it be to the king, as supreme;  14  Or unto governors, as unto 
them that are sent by him for the punishment of evildoers, and for the praise of them 
that do well.   
 

Again, we must be subject to the rules, laws, and mandates of good civil government at all levels 
because it is God’s will that we do so. 

 
(1Peter 2) 15-17  For so is the will of God, that with well doing ye may put to silence 
the ignorance of foolish men:  16  As free, and not using your liberty for a cloke of 
maliciousness, but as the servants of God.  17  Honour all men. Love the 
brotherhood. Fear God. Honour the king. 
 

God’s will for us is that, as citizens of the state (civil) government, we live as citizens of his 
kingdom: doing well, living free in liberty, serving God. But what happens when the state (civil) 
government is evil according to God’s rules, laws, and mandates? What happens when we the 
citizens of such states encounter violations of jurisdiction and authority? 
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Let’s look at some examples from the scriptures: 
 

Acts 5:17-42  
  

The apostles are teaching the Gospel and healing the sick. Multitudes are being converted to the 
way. The high priest and the Sadducees have the apostles put in jail. During the night the angle 
of the Lord opens the prison and commands the apostles to go speak in the temple in the 
morning. The high priest calls a council to discover how the apostles escaped only to realize it 
was a miracle. They bring the apostles back in front of the council and question them about why 
they continue to preach the Gospel.  

 
29  Then Peter and the other apostles answered and said, We ought to obey God rather than 
men.   
 

Often we stop right here, but look at what God does. Some of the council are ready to kill the 
apostles. But one of them, Gamaliel, counsels against it: 

 
35  And said unto them, Ye men of Israel, take heed to yourselves what ye intend to do 
as touching these men.   
 

And Gamaliel gives them a little history lesson, then says: 
 

38  And now I say unto you, Refrain from these men, and let them alone: for if this 
counsel or this work be of men, it will come to nought:  39  But if it be of God, ye 
cannot overthrow it; lest haply ye be found even to fight against God.   

 
The state (civil) government that fights against God has gone outside of its jurisdiction and has 
assumed authority it does not have. Such a government will be defeated in time, just as the 
Jewish and Roman governments were. The watch-phrase of the Christian when it comes to the 
point where civil disobedience is necessary is “we must obey God rather than men”. When the 
rules, laws, or mandates of men violate the rules, laws, or mandates of God, we must be 
disobedient to the state (civil) government. Note the way that the apostles did this: they 
complied, they were delivered, they were punished, and they continued to do what was right 
according to God, disobeying man. 
 

Acts 4:19  But Peter and John answered and said unto them, Whether it be right in the sight 
of God to hearken unto you more than unto God, judge ye. 

 
And there are other examples of men disobeying civil government because of its violation of 
God’s rules, laws, and mandates in the scriptures:  

• The three Hebrew children in the fiery furnace 
• Daniel in the lions’ den 
• Paul and Silas in prison 

 
Now that we understand the role of government, the role of the Christian citizen, and God’s 
jurisdictional authority over all, we can understand that civil disobedience is necessary because 
sinful men infiltrate civil governments to turn them away from their God-given jurisdiction.  
 
Civil disobedience requires courage and self-sacrifice. We can’t leave this subject without 
acknowledging that our examples in scripture were imprisoned and tortured for their belief in 
God’s authoritative jurisdiction. We also must acknowledge that God was glorified as a result of 
their civil disobedience and that the civil government was positively affected by their actions. 
This is all that we can hope for: a reprieve, a small change, and the glorification of our God. 


