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Ambassadors—Do We Represent Our God Well?
Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man ﻿for the Lord’s sake: whether it be to the king, as ﻿﻿supreme; 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. For so is ﻿the will of God, that ﻿with well doing ye may ﻿put to silence the ignorance of foolish men: As free, and not ﻿using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness, but as ﻿the servants of God. (1 Peter 2:13-16 KJV 1900)

The “Pilgrim” ethic of our last study continues in these verses. Countries appoint people whom they hope will represent the country wisely and honorably to the government and citizens of the country to which they are assigned. However, often the ordinary citizens of a country who visit that foreign nation are more effective “Ambassadors” than the official ambassadors appointed by their government. In our last study, I referenced a time when citizens of our country were so inconsiderate and arrogant that they earned the reputation of being “Ugly Americans.” Do we represent our faith, our God, honorably to strangers we meet, or do we earn the title of “Ugly Christians”? Peter takes us into the “Leather hits the pavement” details of how to honor our Lord and our faith in our daily conduct. 

Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man ﻿for the Lord’s sake. According to this point, we cannot selectively choose the laws we wish to obey and ignore those we dislike. This point is frequently contradicted by contemporary Christians. They often openly boast of the laws they dislike and therefore break at will. 

What was the cultural situation which Peter’s first readers faced daily? 1 Peter devotes more “Ink” than any New Testament letter to “Suffering as a Christian.” Peter didn’t write this letter to an isolated community who existed without civil authorities. They were part of the Roman Empire. The Romans were quite tolerant of existing religions in conquered regions, but they were fierce in their effort to stamp out any “New religion.” If a local Roman magistrate perceived the Christians as being a new religion, he turned the full weight and fury of Rome against those people. 

Those first Christians who received and read this letter lived daily in an openly hostile world in which both individuals and the civil government aggressively persecuted them. Peter comforts his readers and encourages them to live their heavenly citizenship in the face of this hostile environment. 

Not once do we read of Peter—or any New Testament writer—angrily telling believers to take up arms and support a civil war. Quite the opposite, Peter, as well as the other New Testament writers, taught that believers are to honor civil government. Period, not just the few laws they liked. Paul taught the Romans to respect the Roman authority, including paying their assessed taxes. (Romans 13 KJV) Jesus taught repeatedly that living peacefully with each other and, to the maximum extent possible, with unbelievers was the “Official” charge of Jesus and His appointed teachers to all believers. 

A personal example. When the Vietnam war started, I reached the age to be drafted for military service. The law of the land required that, at age 18, I register with the local draft board, the agency responsible for calling young men to military service. I took my situation seriously. Like many people, I had concerns about the Vietnam situation and how it was being managed. I also took my faith seriously and therefore struggled. In the end, based on passages such as this lesson from 1 Peter and Paul’s teaching in Romans 13, I resolved that, if drafted to serve, I would go and do my best to be a good soldier. I had no thought of doing anything to avoid my responsibility should I be drafted. It was the law of the land. I was blessed with so many laws and protections not common to people in other countries. As the situation unfolded, I was not called to serve. 

During that same era, I knew a man whose conscience was so strong regarding military service that he registered with his local draft board as a “Conscientious objector.” He was called to serve, and he served his time with dignity. I am thankful that, whatever failures or flaws our government may have, and it has many, it also provides more accommodation for personal conscience than most other countries. The Roman government of the first century offered no such accommodation to Christians. Despite all the evils we read of that Roman government, New Testament writers wrote specifically of it in their New Testament teaching to respect and to obey civil government. 

To single out unpopular laws and choose to ignore or disobey them is never taught in the New Testament, not once. I recall more than one conversation with men who decided they would not pay their taxes. They took full advantage of the benefits of the country, all funded by taxes other citizens paid, but they chose not to obey the tax code of the country. They rationalized away Jesus’ teaching to “Rended to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s,” (Mark 12:16 KJV) or Paul’s teaching regarding paying taxes in Romans 13. In the end, they were either fined or sent to prison for their decisions. Had they simply obeyed New Testament teaching, they would have avoided the weight of their disobedience, both to God and to His appointed civil authority. No, God doesn’t providentially appoint a “Blue” or a “Red” president or civil governor, but He did institute civil government and taught His followers to respect and obey it, agree with it or not. 

Simply read as we see it in our KJV Bible, Peter’s words require that, as pilgrim-citizens of heaven, we conduct our lives here ever conscious of how our behavior represents our home. Peter teaches us to be gracious and faithful “Citizens” of heaven, not “Ugly Christians.” While I am thankful to have been born and lived in this country, I find no Bible teaching that suggests that this country is God’s “New Israel” or chosen people. When faced with ideas, godly people should always look to Scripture, not imagine a supposedly generic Biblical idea, but follow “Book, chapter, and verse” that specifically teaches the point in question. Though our U. S. Constitution is a notable—even exceptional—document that frames the basis for our civil government, it is not the sixty-seventh book of our Bible. Our founding fathers were not God’s second round of apostles. 

If we follow Scripture’s teaching, regardless the country in which we live, our New Testament Christian obligation is clearly set forth in many passages, not just the two mentioned above, but all of Scripture agrees with those passages. Did Jesus agree with how Rome spent tax money? Not at all, but He taught Peter and us to pay. In the possible case that the tax in question was a “Temple tax” for the temple in Jerusalem, the point is the same. He clearly rejected much of what was taught and how that revenue was spent, but He still taught the obligation to pay it. Do we believe Him? Do we believe in Him as God come in human flesh? Then He and His Book, not any other book or group of people, much less our own imagination, is to be our guide through our pilgrimage. 

“…for the Lord’s sake.” According to these inspired words, the basis for our obedience to civil authority and laws is not our agreement or disagreement with those laws. As pilgrims whose true citizenship is in heaven, (Philippians 3:20 KJV; “conversation” in this verse was translated from a word that refers to one’s “Citizenship”) our exclusive obedience should be to Him and for His sake? Our personal assessment of a given law’s merit or fairness, or even rightness, is irrelevant. Because we are citizens of heaven, our foremost obligation is to obey our King for His “sake.” We live as model Christians to honor Him. 
…as unto them that are sent by him ﻿for the punishment of evildoers, and ﻿for the praise of them that do well. Peter reminds us of God’s “Appointment” or purpose in appointing civil government to preserve a functional society. The Lord doesn’t irresistibly appoint every person who wins an election in our country. He “Appointed” the institution of civil government to encourage well-doing and to punish evildoers. Nothing in the lesson implies that our God wears “Red” or “Blue.” He holds both factions of our government accountable to Him in the end for this dual purpose. His approval or disapproval will not always appear in the outcome of the latest election, but rest assured, His judgment shall come in His time and way. 
For so is ﻿the will of God, that ﻿with well doing ye may ﻿put to silence the ignorance of foolish men: As free, and not ﻿using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness, but as ﻿the servants of God. Contemporary Christians would serve their faith and their heavenly citizenship well to memorize and practice this verse constantly. The will of God is not for us to join heated rhetoric or threaten to take up arms in a civil war if we happen to disagree with a person or law. It is to honor our God by well doing, despite the hostilities of the foreign land through which we make our way to our home in another—in a heavenly—country. 
As free, and not ﻿using your liberty for a cloke of maliciousness, but as ﻿the servants of God. As citizens of heaven traveling through another country, our priority is to be to our heavenly country, its King, and His laws. We might claim a technicality that, as citizens of heaven, we are free from the laws of the country in which we presently reside. However, Peter rejects this idea. We cannot rightly ignore those laws so long as we live and travel through this foreign land. Several years ago, I heard of a man who planned to travel from this country to another on his “Mission.” When he arrived at the airport, the authorities asked for his passport. He replied that he had no passport, that he was a citizen of heaven. Needless to say, he was not allowed to board the plane and fly out of the country. Godly Christians should be neither ignorant nor malicious in their conduct here. 
…but as ﻿the servants of God. Whatever we do or wish to do, every choice and action is subject to the God who has saved us, the God whom Scripture teaches us to serve. 
I close this study with a copy of a second century document which describes what the Christian culture was like a mere hundred years or less after Jesus and New Testament writers. The unnamed Christian who wrote this piece to a Roman government official didn’t threaten violence against the Romans. He focused his emphasis on an accurate representation of “Those Christians” whom the Romans were persecuting. This writing is not inspired. However, by all indications, it fairly represents what early Christians regarded as their New Testament citizenship. In this, it challenges us to respect and strive to imitate their godly example. I believe the description exemplifies what Jesus, Peter, and other New Testament writers taught regarding Jesus-honoring “Heavenly Citizenship.” Lord, help us to honor Jesus and our Biblical faith by their teaching and by this godly example. 
“Those Christians”
From a letter believed to have been written by an anonymous Christian apologist to Diognetus, a Roman government official, probably in the second century.
 

​For Christians are not differentiated from other people by country, language or customs; you see, they do not live in cities of their own, or speak some strange dialect, or have some peculiar lifestyle.
​This teaching of theirs has not been contrived by the invention and speculation of inquisitive men; nor are they propagating mere human teaching as some people do. They live in both Greek and foreign cities, wherever chance has put them. They follow local customs in clothing, food and other aspects of life. But at the same time, they demonstrate to us the wonderful and certainly unusual form of their own citizenship.
​They live in their own native lands, but as aliens; as citizens, they share all things with others; but like aliens, suffer all things. Every foreign country is to them as their native country, and every native land as a foreign country.
​They marry and have children just like every one else; but they do not kill unwanted babies. They offer a shared table, but not a shared bed. They are at present “in the flesh” but they do not live “according to the flesh.”  They are passing their days on earth, but are citizens of heaven. They obey the appointed laws, and go beyond the laws in their own lives. 
​They love every one, but are persecuted by all. They are unknown and condemned; they are put to death and gain life. They are poor and yet make many rich. They are short of everything and yet have plenty of all things. They are dishonoured and yet gain glory through dishonour.
​Their names are blackened and yet they are cleared. They are mocked and bless in return.  They are treated outrageously and behave respectfully to others. When they do good, they are punished as evildoers; when punished, they rejoice as if being given new life. They are attacked by Jews as aliens, and are persecuted by Greeks; yet those who hate them cannot give any reason for their hostility.
​To put it simply – the soul is to the body as Christians are to the world. The soul is spread through all parts of the body and Christians through all the cities of the world. The soul is in the body but is not of the body; Christians are in the world but not of the world.
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