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Context 
The Pine Grove Community Church pastors and elders have been considering how to respond to the recent                 
COVID-19 pandemic. In a very short period of time all levels of government issued general quarantine                
directives that included a limit on gatherings such as churches. We responded by forgoing in-person services                
and offered live streaming. We were unsure of the severity of the virus, and after seeing the terrifying                  
projections, we understood the initial goal of “flattening the curve”. This is why we were willing to comply with                   
the general quarantine.  
 
Since that time a lot of discussion has arisen regarding the wisdom, effectiveness, and legitimacy of the                 
response to COVID-19. What follows is a brief statement on how the church is to relate to the state. We offer                     
this to help foster biblical thinking and to attempt to be more prepared if and when future government decrees                   
are given. Remembering that God works all things for our good, our prayer is that our unity in Christ, mutual                    
love and respect for each other, and willingness to be reasonable will allow us to not only endure but grow                    
during these seasons. 
 
Statement on Authority in the Various Spheres 
Our Statement of Faith begins by teaching that the Bible is the inspired Word of God, It is, therefore, without                    
error and is the complete and final authority for all of faith and life. Within the holy words of Scripture we learn                      
that the primary confession of a Christian is, “Jesus Christ is Lord” (Romans 10:9). He is not only the head of                     
the church (Ephesians 1:22) but has authority over all of heaven and earth (Matthew 28:18). Thus, any                 
statement on authority must begin and continue remembering, by faith, that Jesus Christ is Lord over all. 
 
This confession of the Lordship of Jesus Christ means that we live all of life under and for Him. Scripture                    
describes this allegiance to the Lord by teaching that our first duty is to love God, then to love neighbor                    
(Matthew 22:37-39). Our lives as believers, lived under Christ’s authority, are to be lives of love to God and to                    
fellow man. Love for God is to keep His commandments by faith (John 14:15). The commands of Scripture                  
include how to live rightly before God in relation to the governing authorities. God, in great kindness, has given                   
us all that we need to know how to respond in a way that pleases Him in times like these. It is our responsibility                        
to seek God and apply His Word with wisdom and love. In order to do so, it may be helpful to review the                       
church’s relationship to the civil authority.  
 
In Scripture we learn that God has established three “governments” or spheres of authority. These include the                 
family, the church, and the state. Each sphere is given authority, responsibilities, and limits to its authority. This                  
isn’t to say that the boundaries between these spheres are without overlap or are easily defined. Yet, it is                   
enough for the sincere believer to understand these three spheres and who the God-given authority is within                 
each. 
 
The ultimate authority over each sphere is Christ. He has all authority in heaven and on earth (Matthew 28:18).                   
Under Christ, the authority over the family is given to husbands, fathers, and mothers. The authority in the                  
church is given to the elders, pastors, and deacons. The authority over the state in our form of government                   
includes first and foremost the constitution, then elected officials (governors, mayors, presidents, etc.), police              
officers, judges, employers, and military officers (this list is not exhaustive).  
 
 
 
 



Statement on the Church’s Duty to Obey the Civil Authority 
What follows describes the biblical truth in the relation between the realms of the state and the church. The                   
principles are easily applied to all relationships but the primary concern is to instruct the church on how to                   
relate to the governing authorities that God has placed over us. 

 
Christ is the head of the church, His body, and is Himself its Savior (Ephesians 5:23). 
 
I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in                     
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven (Matthew 16:19). 
 
So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as a                      
partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: 2shepherd the flock of God that is among you,                   
exercising oversight (1 Peter 5:1-2). 
 
Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will                   
have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be no                    
advantage to you (Hebrews 13:17).  
 
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                  
(Romans 13:1-8). 
 
Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, 14 or                    
to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good. 15 For this is                       
the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of foolish people. 16 Live as                     
people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living as servants of God. 17                    

Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor (1 Peter 2:13-17). 

God gives the authority over the local church to the pastors, elders, and deacons since Christ has given the                   
keys of the kingdom to the church. Therefore, decisions relating to meeting (or not) belong to that leadership.  

The specific duty given to the state is to protect its citizens through the power of the sword. During public                    
emergencies, this duty may include, as outlined in our state constitution and laws, the ability to protect life                  
through a quarantine. Thus, there may be times and seasons of dire emergencies where the state may                 
temporarily restrict the gathering of the church for worship. 

Yet, even when the state does demand that the church not gather, this does not automatically require the                  
church’s submission. The officers of the local church never yield authority over matters of the church to anyone                  
else. Any compliance with the state’s demands are always voluntary. The local church never needs the state’s                 
permission to gather to worship or to serve the Lord. The church belongs to Jesus Christ alone. His authority is                    
“far above all rule and authority and power and dominion” (Ephesians 1:21).  



We are compelled to make as clear as possible that our statement is not one based on the Constitution. The                    
First Amendment does guarantee the church’s freedom from the state, but this amendment is based upon the                 
rights given by Almighty God. The church has the right to govern itself and to gather to worship not because                    
the state permits it, but because God has ordained it.  

Also, we want to gently remind the saints at Pine Grove that God has called you to submit to the authority of                      
the pastors, elders, and deacons of our church. In matters relating to the church, unless we are calling you to                    
do something that is either against God’s law or your conscience, God calls you to submit to Him by submitting                    
to us. With the ease of access to various teachers and preachers through the internet, we want to ask you to                     
take care to not give your heart and ear to others beyond us. We realize that one of the difficulties faced by                      
many of you are all the competing voices. Please give yourselves to us as we give ourselves to you. 

In sum, each sphere of authority should restrict itself to the sphere where God has resigned it. Where these                   
boundaries come into contact, or into conflict, the church has a duty first of love and obedience to God. God                    
does tell us to submit to our governing authorities. Believers, therefore, should have an inclination to obey and                  
not rebel against the governing authorities that God Himself has established.  

Considerations of Conditions Under Which the Church May Disobey the Civil Authority 
This leads us to consider the conditions under which the church may disobey the civil authority. All biblical                  
Christians should agree that if the state requires what Scripture forbids, or forbids what Scripture requires, we                 
must disobey. Just as the Hebrew midwives refused to murder the newborn baby boys, so must Christians                 
resist wherever the state commands disobedience to God. Another example would be the refusal of the early                 
disciples to cease preaching the gospel in Acts 5:28-29, “We must obey God rather than men.” 
 
A more recent example would be the designating of the church to the category of “unessential.” The state has                   
no authority to declare the church as anything but what God has declared it to be. God has obtained His                    
people through His own blood (Acts 20:28). No one, including the state, has the ability to designate the church                   
anything above or below what God in Scripture has said us to be. 
 
However, there are times that are less clear than the above examples. For example, what if a general                  
quarantine was ordered with no end date? The orders themselves, beyond the harm of the virus, could have                  
(and have had) awful consequences on individuals, churches, families, businesses, etc. The civil sphere does               
not have the authority to so harm the other spheres such that they can no longer function as God has assigned                     
them. The cure cannot be such that it destroys the health of the family or church. When should we go against                     
such orders? When has the civil sphere gone beyond their limits?  
 
We should all admit that discerning these matters is very difficult. We all would do well to humbly consider                   
these things and not act or speak as if any of us has this all figured out. There is no simple “flow-chart” that                       
makes it obvious when believers should or should not obey the civil sphere. So, as a general consideration,                  
with prayer, wisdom, study of the Bible, and consultation with trusted advisors, the shepherds of the church                 
aim to do what we must to protect, feed, care, and guide Christ’s sheep. We would urge believers to live in a                      
posture of humility and submission to civil authority. 
 
Where individuals and/or families differ with the decisions of the leadership of our church in response to                 
government decrees, we plead for prayer, patience, and thinking the best of each other. Many of these matters                  
are going to be up to the individual conscience. In such matters, each should be convinced in his own while                    
refusing to pass judgment on another. 
 
 



In order to decide when it would be just for the church to go against the mandate of the state, we do need to                        
consider the very nature of the church given by God. The church is, in its very name, an assembly. Thus, the                     
state’s demand to not gather, or restrictions within the gathering, go against the very nature of who God has                   
created the church to be. We are commanded by God to not forsake the gathering together (Hebrews 10:25).                  
Thus, the church across all centuries has consistently defied government orders that restrict its gathering.               
Even more, the church has celebrated the faithfulness, courage, and love of those churches who risked much                 
to gather against civil demands. Yet, there have been times, particularly during plagues, that the church hasn’t                 
met to protect against spreading the disease.  
 
Reflecting on our responses of various states to the virus has led us to the following consideration, any                  
restriction on the number of attendees makes it impossible for the church to gather as the church. Any                  
prohibition on singing in the worship services would be to restrict a central purpose for the gathered church to                   
gather (Ephesians 5:19). Even mandating distance keeps the church from the intimate fellowship, care, and               
touch that the body of Christ is to be (e.g. Romans 16:16). We could extend this even as far as the requirement                      
to wear a mask since masking the face keeps us from an essential part of gathering, which is seeing                   
expressions, smiles, sorrow, and the like.  
 
Yet, considering the issue of masks, believers within the church may be of various understandings and                
convictions. We should allow for such differences of conscience and continue on in brotherly love and                
affection. The wearing of masks (or not) isn’t specifically addressed in Scripture. And so, each one should be                  
fully convinced in his mind and consider what is most loving to his neighbor. 
 
We should extend this principle of freedom even further. There have been times when the state’s orders have                  
explicitly contradicted Scripture. Believers do not have the freedom in such cases to obey the state. We must                  
obey God by faith (Acts 5:29). Situations like this may include prohibitions against the church to gather,                 
requirements to forgo singing, restrictions on the content of preaching and teaching (or demands to teach and                 
preach things contrary to Scripture), and the like.  
 
Even where the church officers would decide to restrict the gathering of the church in some way due to actual                    
threat of life to virus or other crisis, we would do so only for a limited time and only because it was needed to                        
care for the members of the church.  
 
As you know, there are numerous potential situations that would go beyond our ability to forecast and would                  
make this statement too long. In sum, it is our desire to remain faithful to God by remaining steadfast according                    
to His eternal Word. We desire to do so with much prayer and humility. We are to have an attitude of                     
thankfulness, prayerfulness, and obedience toward the authority God has placed in our lives over all spheres.                
This includes the civil and church spheres. Our main concern is the well-being of each of you. We care for you                     
and want to do what is pleasing to God.  
 
Lastly, we see throughout Scripture that God brings circumstances such as we are experiencing to call us to                  
repentance. It has always been true that God has a great concern for the purity of the church so that His great  
Name is honored. The Lord uses crises like the one in 2020 to purge the church and to bring its true members                      
to repentance. Our sins are many; and, as we sing, God’s mercy is infinitely more. Our prayer is that each of                     
us turn to God and that God would have mercy on us, forgiving our sins, and lifting this judgement from us.                     
May God have mercy. 
 


