
Sermon 3: The Government and Covid-19

OUTLINE

The government’s responsibility
The Church’s responsibility

INTRODUCTION

We have recently experienced something which none of us will have experienced in NZ, the 
government ordered churches not to gather for worship.  Of course, they did not single out 
religious groups alone to be closed down, but for the first time that any of us have 
experienced in this context, we were forbidden to meet for worship.  Questions arose in our 
minds about the rightness of this act, and these questions were multiplied as we hit the 
various alert levels, and especially as we were coming out of the stricter levels into those 
with more freedom.  Questions like does the government have the right to command us not 
to meet, shouldn’t we practice civil disobedience?  Or, if the government is inconsistent in 
their practice and give more liberties to non-religious groups than religious, are we then 
allowed to disobey?  Or, how long is too long for us not to meet before we decide enough is
enough?  And when they allowed us to meet, would we allow them to place restrictions 
upon us like forbidding communion?  With Christian examples of some of the early 
Christians refusing to obey government restrictions to meet under the persecution from 
Rome, or the examples of early Christians ignoring common sense practices of quarantine 
during plagues to minister to the sick, some were wondering if we were doing the right 
thing by not meeting and observing social distancing.  

Today as we complete our analysis on our experience of Covid-19 we are going to look at 
what the bible says about the relationship between the Church and State.  We will look 
firstly, at the state’s responsibility, and then secondly, the church’s.  

The responsibility of the State

Romans 13:1-7, ‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no 
authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. 2 Therefore 
whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will 
incur judgment. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no
fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval,
4 for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear 
the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on 
the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God’s wrath but 
also for the sake of conscience. 6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities 
are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. 7 Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to
whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is 
owed, honor to whom honor is owed.’  This is the classic text that insists that Christians 
must submit to the government.  There are various surprises in opening 2 verses.  Firstly, 
every person is subject to government powers, including Christians.  Secondly, all 
governments including the Roman government who was presently ruled by Nero are 
appointed by God.  Thirdly, Christians are to submit even to Rome, Peter repeats this 
sentiment in 1 Peter.  Fourthly, that God judges those who disobey ungodly governments.  
Those from a Jewish background and especially those who had any sympathy with the 
Jewish zealots would be shocked that Paul as a Jew would make such assertions.  However, 
Paul is simply agreeing with Jesus who told the Jews to give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and 



to God what is God’s.  Paul is calling on these Christians to view themselves as exiles in a 
foreign land and to live as Israel had to when exiles in Babylon.  This means that they are to
pray for the rulers of the country, for peace for the gospel to spread, and be good citizens 
and not attempt holy war to overthrow the government.  

In v3-4 Paul tells us the purpose of God given government.  ‘For rulers are not a terror to 
good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do 
what is good, and you will receive his approval, 4 for he is God’s servant for your good. But if
you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of 
God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.’  They are God’s 
servants/ministers to administer justice, punishing wrong and rewarding good.  Paul talks 
about the sword they have to execute their office.  We understand the sword to be a symbol
of the God given right to administer justice, in particular the punishment of death for serious
crimes.  Paul gets his understanding for this God given right from the OT.  Genesis 9:5-6 is 
probably the most important verse in the bible on the matter of capital punishment.  ‘And 
for your lifeblood I will require a reckoning: from every beast I will require it and from man. 
From his fellow man I will require a reckoning for the life of man.  "Whoever sheds the 
blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in his own image.’  Here 
we see that in the case of murder the death penalty is the appropriate punishment.  The 
rationale behind the sentence of death is that man is made in God’s image.  This is the main
reason why Christians uphold the death penalty.  To murder another human being is sinful 
not merely by the laws of equity, doing unto others what I would have them do to me.  No, 
rather man has been given a value higher than the combined worth of his parts.  Even 
though a blue whale is bigger and more rare, to kill a human being is sin because we are 
made in the image of God.  You may kill and eat and animal but you cannot kill and eat a 
man.  Murder is an indirect insult of God’s majesty, it is the robbery of another worshipper 
and servant of God.  Secular governments who produce laws on an anthropocentric basis 
and not a theocentric one cannot agree with this approach.  It is for this reason that we 
expect the various governments of the world as they become progressively post-Christian to
do away with the death penalty.  

V5 points out how we are to offer our submission to the government as part of our worship 
to God and for the sake of conscience.  ‘Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to 
avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience.’   V6-7 highlights some of the 
submission involved, we are to pay taxes, and give the necessary respect to the 
government.  ‘For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of 
God, attending to this very thing. 7 Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are
owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom
honor is owed.’  This sets us up to consider if the government has the right to shut the 
nation down in a time of pandemic.  

Since it is the God given responsibility of the government to uphold law and order for the 
preservation of human life, and has the God given power of the sword to that end, we 
would answer, yes!  Just as the government has the right to call a nation to arms in self-
defense, the government can call upon its citizens to take necessary measures to ensure 
that contagious and deadly diseases are not spread.  There are laws in place to stop 
murder, there are laws in place to stop manslaughter, various health and safety laws 
prevent negligence which could result in the loss of life or property.  The ordering of social 
distancing and lockdown is in keeping with the government’s right to take measures to 
prevent the spread of disease.  
But what if you disagree with the common consensus that the Coronavirus is that deadly, 
what if you think you could offer a better plan for lockdown conditions that would involve 



lower measures for non-infected areas?  Like Paul who tells the Romans to submit to Nero’s 
unreasonable taxes, even when they don’t like them, even when they are commanded by a 
bad government, we too are to submit.

When would we have encouraged the church to not submit?  If it was clear, like it was in 
the early years of Roman persecution that Christianity in particular was being singled out for
closure then we would take this differently.  As the elders of the church we would call upon 
Christians to stand for Christ, to willingly endure the consequences because the issue is the 
gospel.  But this was not the case.  Civil disobedience is always a last resort after we have 
exhausted all the official channels to bring about change.  This recent situation was not a 
case that would have warranted such a response. 
 
Let me add that in expressing your disapproval while you submit you should give some 
thought to what Paul meant when he spoke about giving the proper respect and honor to 
whom it is due.  We are of course allowed to express our disagreement with the 
government, but it is not appropriate for Christians to have an insulting and mocking 
attitude towards those in power.  We believe that God has put them in power and part of 
our witness is to show the world that we think God has given the rule of law for humanities 
good and submit to it accordingly.  This does not mean we are to be uncritical and silent, 
but it does mean we are to be respectful.  The world has adopted a certain attitude towards
its leaders that Christians cannot be party to.      

The responsibility of the Church

 We are clear on the place of the government, but what about the church?  The church has 
authority to call Christians to worship, to administer church discipline when Christians cut 
themselves off from the life of the local church in non-attendance, and God has set aside a 
Day to meet, the Lord’s Day.  Are we to plow on despite the nation wide shut downs?  No, 
we have shown that power of government is from God.  We have shown the purpose of 
government is to uphold life.  We have understood that the purpose of the laws to shut 
down are in line with the governments God given power and purpose.  We are therefore 
able to submit to the government as to the Lord.  For us as elders this is an open and shut 
case.  It is true that there was an overlap of jurisdictions which seemed to cause a clash 
between the government saying don’t meet and the church saying we should.  But a close 
look at Romans 13 and an analysis of the Governments God given role in preserving life 
helps us to see that we can obey them in situations like these as part of our obedience to 
God.  

The difficulty for us came in when we were degrading the alert levels and there was a 
relaxing of the various restrictions.  Going into alert level 2 you will remember that the 
government announced at their daily briefing that only 10 people were allowed to gather for
worship.  This was adjusted to allow for 50 at funerals.  At this point the government was 
being inconsistent and allowing restaurants up to 100 people and strip clubs to open but 
churches were said to be allowed no more than 10.  One of the National MPs turned up that
the police guidelines made allowances for more people to gather as long as they were a 
certain distance apart.  At this point as elders we were in a fix.  The law allowed us to meet,
but Jacinda had announced that only 10 could gather.  There were very vocal people who 
were accusing the government of pushing a socialist agenda and being overcontrolling and 
were going to disobey the governments restrictions, namely Brian Tamaki.  What should we 
do now?  We want to honor what the Police allow recognizing that it was perfectly legal to 
meet under certain conditions, but public perception is that we as a Church will be 
endangering people’s lives by meeting.  Our witness as being a people who love their 



neighbors would be questioned, and we would be seen to be a law unto ourselves and 
misrepresent our deep respect for law.  That was a difficult week for us, I remember 
phoning the MP in question.  And it was our conclusion at the time that though it would be 
perfectly legal to meet given what the police required; it would not be wise given public 
perception.  As a pastor I was very aware that I could not call people to meet when their 
consciences could be bound because of what Jacinda was saying in her daily briefings.  I 
dare not command people so that they sin.  In the week following the police released a 
statement that made it very clear that larger gatherings could meet as long as there was a 2
meter distance between them.  This was on the main news services so although it would 
still be another week until Jacinda announced that gatherings could go up to 100, we felt 
that there was enough public awareness that we could meet without ruining our witness.  
So 1 week before the announcement of 100 without social distancing restrictions was 
announced, we were able to meet.  We wanted to honor what God has said regarding our 
responsibility to meet; we balanced this with what the government required; and we also 
tried to pay attention to public perception in order to maintain our witness.  Timaru is a 
small town and people have long memories.  It is our duty to obey God; obey the 
government; but also pay attention to this aspect of our witness.  I share this with you so 
that you can see some of the pertinent principles that have to be applied.

Our experience would have been very different for others among our sister churches.  Many 
of them rent premises from others like schools or community halls.  They did not have the 
liberty we have in having our own building.  

Many Christians felt the pressure to meet because of historical examples of Christians 
braving persecution and plagues in order to meet and minister to others.  We have spoken 
to the matter of how our situation is different to the Christians being persecuted under 
Rome because it was a national lockdown and the church was not specifically targeted.  But 
what about Christians and their past engagement with plagues?  

‘In AD 249 to 262, Western civilization was devastated by one of the deadliest pandemics in 
its history. Though the exact cause of the plague is uncertain, the city of Rome was said to 
have lost an estimated 5,000 people a day at the height of the outbreak [Rome would have 
had a population of about 1 million at the time]. One eyewitness, Bishop Dionysius of 
Alexandria, wrote that although the plague did not discriminate between Christians and non-
Christians, “Its full impact fell on [non-Christians].” Having noted the difference between 
Christian and non-Christian responses to the plague, he says of the non-Christians in 
Alexandria:
At the first onset of the disease, they pushed the sufferers away and fled from their dearest,
throwing them into the roads before they were dead and treating unburied corpses as dirt, 
hoping thereby to avert the spread and contagion of the fatal disease; but do what they 
might, they found it difficult to escape….
According to Dionysius, the plague served as a “schooling and testing” for Christians. In a 
detailed description of how Christians responded to the plague in Alexandria, he writes of 
how “the best” among them honorably served the sick until they themselves caught the 
disease and died: 
Most of our brother-Christians showed unbounded love and loyalty, never sparing 
themselves and thinking only of one another. Heedless of the danger, they took charge of 
the sick, attending to their every need and ministering to them in Christ, and with them 
departed this life serenely happy; for they were infected by others with the disease, drawing
on themselves the sickness of their neighbours and cheerfully accepting their pains.’1

1 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/what-early-church-teach-coronavirus/
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With wonderful testimonies and examples like this many Christians felt that they should be 
rushing out to minister and to have church.  Many will have felt convicted at how timid they 
are by comparison to these saints of the past.  How should we process these examples 
given our present situation?  Firstly, let us acknowledge a very important difference.  In 
these early situations where the unbelieving nations were not yet influenced by Christianity 
and the value it puts on human life, they were rejecting and neglecting their sick as well as 
their dead.  These early believers were rising to meet a need that was being neglected.  
This differs very greatly from our modern context where because of the long history of 
Christian influence upon medicine and health care many of the medical services in places 
like NZ are sufficient and our help would be harmful and an extra burden.  If we found 
ourselves in a third world context where healthcare was neglected, given the need that 
would be a fitting context for us to risk ourselves for others.
  Secondly, another difference lies in our understanding of contagious diseases.  Did those 
Christians who ministered to the sick go back to their families who were not sick and 
contaminate them?  It is wonderful to think of how they willingly went into the danger, but 
in an age of international travel and our understanding of contagious diseases and how they
spread, any minister to the sick will have to undergo isolation themselves.  We must be 
grateful for those in the health services who are risking contamination, let us pray for them. 
  Thirdly, it was clear from pagans who saw such things going on in the past that they saw 
these actions of the Christians and viewed them as being more charitable than their own.  ‘A
century later [after the big plague], the emperor Julian attempted to curb the growth of 
Christianity after the plague by leading a campaign to establish pagan charities that mirrored
the work of Christians in his realm. In an AD 362 letter, Julian complained that the Hellenists
needed to match the Christians in virtue, blaming the recent growth of Christianity on their 
“benevolence to strangers, their care for the graves of the dead, and the pretended holiness
of their lives.” Elsewhere he wrote, “For it is a disgrace that . . . the impious Galilaeans 
[Christians] support not only their own poor but ours as well.” 
Though Julian questioned the motives of Christians, his embarrassment over Hellenic 
charities confirms pagan efforts fell massively short of Christian standards of serving the sick
and poor, especially during epidemics.’2  If we did the same things today as the church it 
would not be seen in the same light.  In fact several churches and Christian cults were in 
the headlines for disobeying the rules and the name of Christ has been let down by 
misguided zeal.

Let me draw this mini-series to a close.  We have over the past three weeks had a look at 
some of the key areas that we needed to think about as part of our response to Covid-19.  
In response to the naturalism of our times we needed to be reminded of the sovereign 
power and purposes of God, and as His children to process these difficulties as sanctifying 
and as an opportunity to call those who are not followers of Christ to repentance in light of 
the glaring realities of death and our weakness in a fallen world.  Secondly, we looked at the
nature of the church in a landscape of institutions that are reinventing themselves in 
reaction to the pandemic.  We have seen that the problem of sin and the God appointed 
solution of the gospel being brought through the local church is still the same.  That in a 
world that is seeking to constantly adjust to changing laws, changing economic states, 
changing sickness, while being fed raw emotion from the media all day long we have a 
resting place where God ministers to us in the church.  Thirdly, we have seen the gift and 
the limits of government and how the large scale cooperation of the church was not a sign 
of the antichrist taking over the church but a God honoring part of our duty as citizens of 
two kingdoms.  

2 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/what-early-church-teach-coronavirus/
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But let me end with this final note about the government.  The government cannot save 
you.  I look at the anger, at the calls for ministers to resign, at the anxiety and how all that 
anger and anxiety manifests itself in people looking to the government to be their salvation, 
they cannot.  They will disappoint you and they will not survive the attempt.  Our final hope 
is not in a legal, political or medical solution, though we encourage these as God does bless 
them as part of His common grace.  The utopian dream that the government pretends it can
deliver is something only Christ can offer.  So be realistic in your expectations of what 
government can deliver; don’t allow them to take the credit for what they did not create in 
the present blessings we enjoy; remember that our final hope is in Christ.  He alone has 
died to save us from the guilt of our sins; He alone has risen from the dead and overcome 
death and sickness; He alone has been raised to the right hand of God and given authority 
over all things in order to end all enemies and make all things new.  Let me turn your eyes 
away from the government that has been paraded before us daily as saviors and failures 
and turn your eyes upon Christ who alone will finally fix this mess.   

          

                         


