
Armagh Baptist Church - Sunday 8th October 2017 
Baptist Core Values 6: 

Separation of Church and State 
(Romans 13:1-7; Acts 4:1-22) 

Introduction 
In this series on Baptist Principles, or Baptist Core Values: 
 

• We’ve looked at B – The Church is a Body of Believers. 

• We’ve looked at A – The Authority of Scripture. 

• We’ve looked at P – The Priesthood of All Believers. 

• We’ve looked at T – The first of Two Ordinances: Baptism. 

• We’ve looked at I – Individual Liberty of Conscience. 
 
Today we come to look at S – Separation of Church and State. 
 
At the time of the Reformation (500 years ago this month) this is what set the 
Anabaptists apart from all the other Reformers…and from the Catholic Church.  
 
Up until that time the Holy Roman Empire held sway, and so basically Church and 
State were synonymous. This came into being because of the Roman Emperor 
Constantine who away back in the Fourth century converted to Christianity and 
promptly declared the whole of the Roman Empire “Christian.” Of course it was 
only nominally Christian – the whole empire didn’t suddenly turn to Christ in 
repentance and faith. It was Constantine, who unwittingly introduced the idea of 
nominal Christianity and the idea of the Christian State. Now by and large, from 
then until the time of the Reformation in the Sixteenth Century, Church and State 
were totally intertwined. This of course was part of the reason for all the abuses 
that happened within the Medieval Church – This period was known as the Dark 
Ages – and dark they were indeed – The True Gospel and true Biblical Christianity 
were nearly totally snuffed out, apart from a few pockets of true believers dotted 
here and there around the Empire.  
 
(Some groups of true believers that existed before the Reformation in 1517, were 
the Waldensians from Southern France and Northern Italy who grew up from 
around 1175 in Lyon. The Unity of the Brethren which started in what is now the 
Czech Republic from 1475 onwards, which became the Moravian Church. And the 
Lollards in England, were a group of travelling preachers who were followers of 
John Wycliffe, the Bible Translator from 1300-1500, etc. So it is wrong to think that 
there were no evangelicals until the time of the Reformation. There were!) 
 
At the time of the Reformation, when Luther (and then Calvin) got converted they 
were eventually excommunicated from the Catholic Church. Luther formed the 
Lutheran Church in Germany and Calvin formed the Reformed Church in Geneva, 
Switzerland and also in France. Eventually John Knox brought Presbyterian 
(Calvinism) to Scotland, and after much infighting England eventually adopted a 
brand of Lutheranism known as Anglicanism, with the King or Queen of England 

as not only Head of State, but also Head of the National Church. So by and large 
each country adopted a particular brand of Christianity. Each State supported one 
particular Church denomination, and in turn that particular church bolstered the 
laws and morality of that particular State.  
 
Now for a while in Ireland, although they were in the minority numerically, the 
Church of Ireland was the State Church. The only way that could have happened 
was because the State said so. There were other times when the Catholic Church 
was the State Church. From Irish Independence in 1922 the Catholic Church and 
the Irish Free State (as it was then) went hand in hand. There was little separation 
between the Catholic Church and the State. So much so that it was commonly 
believed to be truly Irish you had to be Catholic as well.  
 
On the other hand in Northern Ireland after partition in 1922, the motto of Unionism 
as far as Stormont was concerned was “A Protestant Parliament for a Protestant 
People.” And so you had Northern Ireland perceived as a Protestant country 
where the dominant church was the Church of Ireland, although even here the 
Presbyterian Church always had greater numbers. 
 
Now after that history lesson this morning can I stop and ask you a simple 
question: Is this how Jesus intended His Church to develop when he said,  
 

“I will build My Church and the gates of hell will not prevail against it?” 
 
Is this how the Apostles expected the church to develop after the first Century 
when they spent so much time being persecuted by the State? Did Jesus and the 
Apostles ever expect they would see the day when the Church and the State 
would be as one? I don’t think so! 
 
Down through the Centuries since whenever the Church sided with the State, you 
always ended up with wars over religion. This was true at the time of the 
Reformation in the Sixteenth Century, but sadly it has also been true here in 
Ireland throughout the last 100 years. There is nothing worse than two nations 
being at war over their particular brand of religion. The last 40 years in Northern 
Ireland have been a blight on the Gospel, because whether we like it or not, 
throughout the world the Troubles have been perceived as Protestants fighting 
Catholics over religion. And all this in a country of just 6 counties that has the 
highest percentage of evangelical Christians of anywhere in the world!  
 
This is what happens when you don’t stand up for the Biblical Principle that 
Baptists have always stood for - The Separation of Church and State. 
 
I said that Baptists have always stood for the Separation of Church and State – 
well with one notable and sad exception. Oliver Cromwell, was a soldier and 
Statesman who did untold harm in Ireland in the mid 1600s, and sadly he claimed 
to be an anabaptist. He was probably more an Independent, or a Congregational. 



But many of his soldiers who came across to Ireland were the founders of some of 
our oldest Baptist Churches - in places like Athlone, Dublin, Cork, Waterford and 
Limerick. Now sadly we can’t re-write history, but we do need to learn from it.  
It is true to say that those Baptists among his ranks eventually turned against him 
and against his son who became Lord Protector of Ireland under Cromwell’s rule. 
They disagreed with his draconian policies of forcefully and brutally conviscating 
lands from the Irish to be given to soldiers who came across as planters from 
England and Scotland.  
 
So 2000 years of European history, and the last 300 years of Irish History, should 
be enough on its own to convince us of the need for the Separation of Church 
and State!  
 
Someone has said “All power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely” 
and it is seen at its worst when the power of church and state are mixed together.  
 
So enough of the examples from history, we believe in the final authority of 
Scripture. What does the Bible have to teach about this matter?  
Well let’s look at three areas: 
 
1. What Jesus had to say about Church and State in the Gospels. 
2. What the Apostles had to say about Church and State in the Book of Acts. 
3. What Paul had to say about Church and State in Romans ch.13. 
 
1. What Jesus had to say about Church and State in the Gospels. 
 
In Matthew 17:24-27 we see that Jesus paid his taxes, and he told Peter to do the 
same! Even though believers are not of this world, and our citizenship is in 
heaven, yet still we should pay our taxes to the earthly authorities.  
So we as Christians should recognise the State. And we should pay our taxes. 
 
In Matthew 18:15-17 We see that Jesus taught that disputes between 2 members 
of the church, should be settled within the church, not in the courts of the State. 
Authority was vested in the leadership of his church by the Lord Jesus Christ for 
carrying out such matters.  
Paul also deals with this issue in 1 Corinthians 5:1-5. Here we see a distinction 
between the authority of the State and the authority of the Church. 
 
In Matthew 22:15-22 Jesus skilfully refused to be drawn into a popular up-rising 
which wanted a reason not to have to pay their taxes to the Roman Emperor.  
Jesus said that we should “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what 
is God’s.” So we have a duty to the State in which we live, but we also have a 
separate duty to the God whom we serve, the God who made us. 
 
In John 18:7-11 Jesus refused to allow one of his disciples, Peter, to take up arms 
in order to defend him against the soldiers of the State, even though he knew that 

he had done nothing wrong in the eyes of the State, or in God’s eyes. He would 
rather go to court and allow his case to be heard, than take up arms in a rebellion. 
He backed this up later on by what he said to Pilate in John 18:33-36. 
 
So there is a brief survey of what Jesus himself thought as far as the relationship 
between Church and State was concerned. Moving on then to the Early Church: 
 
2. What the Apostles had to say about Church and State in the Book of Acts. 
 
In Acts 4:13-22 we see the disciples for the first time, having to face the State 
authorities on their own. Jesus has now ascended back into Heaven. He had 
poured out his Holy Spirit on the disciples on the Day of Pentecost, and as a result 
they were seeing great crowds of people turning to the Lord in repentance & faith. 
The Church in Jerusalem was growing rapidly, and because of this the Jewish 
authorities in the land of Israel were getting very nervous about what was 
happening. Peter and John had just healed a cripple at the Gate of the Temple. 
This had caused a stir, and for the first time Peter and John find themselves 
arrested for their faith. They were dragged before the local State authority – the 
Sanhedrin in Jerusalem, and they were called to give an account of what they had 
done. They were asked by what authority or name they had done these things.  
 
Now the Jewish authorities could not deny that a miracle had taken place, and yet 
they were afraid that Christianity would spread and many more would turn to faith 
in Christ, and so they prohibited them from preaching the Gospel anymore.  
They were not allowed to speak or teach anymore in the name of Jesus.  
To this Peter and John replied with these now famous words (Acts 4:19-20): 
 

“Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than 
God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” 

 
When they were released they went back to the Church and they told God all 
about it in prayer. They asked God to consider the threats made by the authorities 
against them, but then they went on to pray that God would enable them as his 
servants to go on speaking His Word with great boldness. They were going to 
obey God, rather than men. They didn’t cause a riot or a rebellion. They didn’t 
form a street protest. They just quietly got on with doing what Jesus had told them 
to do, which was to go and make disciples of all nations. They didn’t start making 
placards, or protesting, they just got on with witnessing and evangelism.  
 
If only people today were as concerned about witnessing for the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and sharing the Gospel in evangelism, as they are about protesting about all kinds 
of earthly issues, the church could still turn this nation up-side down!  
 
There is plenty of enthusiasm for temporary things – in this world which is passing 
away – but what about enthusiasm for the lost souls of men and women and 
young people in this country that are on their way to a lost eternity?  



As a church in this land we need to ask ourselves some serious questions about 
our priorities. Even worthy causes such as speaking out against abortion, or 
against same-sex marriage, or against euthanasia. Worthy causes, but are they 
Jesus’ priorities? The only issue Jesus commanded us to preach was the Gospel! 
  
The principle that we learn from the first Church in Jerusalem is that you obey the 
State as far as you can, until it tells you not to do something that Jesus has told 
you to do, and then you don’t protest or cause a riot, you just quietly get on with 
obeying your Lord, and if and when that brings you into conflict with the State, then 
you have to be prepared to face whatever consequences they throw at you. Finally 
 
3. What Paul had to say about Church and State in Romans ch.13. 
 
As Christians, our citizenship is in Heaven. Heaven is our home, and as far as this 
world is concerned we are just a-passing through. But heavenly citizenship isn’t 
the only citizenship we have as Christians. If you’ve got a Passport you have 
another citizenship. You might be a Citizen of the U.K, or Ireland, or wherever - 
Romans 13 deals with how we are supposed to behave as citizens of these 
countries. 
 

What is your attitude to the powers that be in your country? (vs.1-2) 
 
If God has allowed that Government to be in power, then he expects you to submit 
to it, and give it respect, and not to rebel against it. There may be certain laws 
passed that as Christians we disagree with, but that doesn’t mean we cease to co-
operate as citizens. We should still submit to the general rule of law, and try 
through democratic and peaceful means to influence our government to up-hold 
good standards of law and morality.  
 
(N.B. We might make our views known about abortion, or same-sex marriage, etc. 
but if at the end of the day those votes go against us, we have to live with it. We 

don’t have to practice it, but we do have to live with it, the same as anybody else!) 
 

The principle is laid down for us in vs.3-4 
Continue to do good no matter what. 

 
It’s only if we do wrong that we should expect the powers that be to punish us.  
And of all people Christians are the citizens that should be able to do what is right. 
Paul wanted the Christians in Rome to be known as the best citizens in the 
Empire. And bear in mind Emperor Nero has just tried to pin the burning of Rome 
on the Christians, when he knew well that they had nothing to do with it.  
Did that mean that the Christians all banded together to try to overthrow Nero – 
No! – But they were to continue to do good nevertheless! 
Paul says in v.5 that a Christian should continue to do good in order to keep a 
clear conscience before God, as well as to avoid possible punishment from the 
State authorities. Christians have an added incentive - To be well-pleasing to God! 

Paul also believed that as Christians we should pay our taxes! (vs.6-7). 
 
If we owe taxes then pay them, if we owe revenue, then pay it, if we owe respect 
or honour, then make sure we do it! It’s as simple as that.  
Christians are to be exemplary citizens of their country regardless.  
That in itself will be a good witness for the Lord.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Nowhere in the New Testament do we get the picture of a Church in cohorts with 
the Political authorities of any country. The picture that we get from Paul, Peter, 
and from Jesus himself is the same. As the church of Jesus Christ in this world we 
are not to expect to be liked, or to wield political power.  
 
If we’re faithfully preaching the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the lost world around us, 
we can expect from time to time that there will be friction between us and society 
at large. That might involve being called to give an account before the State 
authorities for what we are doing. If that is the case, then so be it.  
 
Remember that many of our brothers and sisters around the world have to do just 
that, even as we speak. Many of them are languishing in prison cells simply 
because of the stand they have taken for Jesus. We need to pray for them, we 
need to support those who are trying to help them in their case, to have them 
released through the law-courts, but nowhere in Scripture do we have the authority 
as a Christian Church to take up arms to defend ourselves or to further our cause.  
 
As a Christian Church our first allegiance is to Christ. Our citizenship is in heaven. 
Secondarily we should be good citizens of our earthly country too, but that must 
never mean that we wrap the Gospel up in the flag of our country, whether that is 
a Union Jack, a Tricolour, or the Stars and Stripes! Christ’s Kingdom should not be 
identified with any particular earthly kingdom! The Church of Jesus Christ must 
transcend all ethnic and political boundaries.  
 
For one day we will gather around God’s Throne in heaven ‘from every tribe, 
tongue, people and nation’ - and we will worship Him together as one!  
Remember The Church of Jesus Christ will survive long after all States are gone! 
 

So where should we be putting our energies – into the affairs of State? 
Or into the work of Christ on earth, through His Church? 

(If God calls you to be a Daniel or a Joseph working in the government of an 
earthly State, sobeit. Go and be the best representative of Christ you can be). 

But we believe in the Separation of Church and State as a whole. 
 
Next week will be our Centenary Services when Andrew Roycroft will be back 
preaching. The following Sunday 22nd October, we will finish this series on Baptist 
Principles by looking at the Second of the Two Ordinances – The Lord’s Table (T). 


