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What a Godly Citizen Looks Like
Titus 3:1-8
Characterisic:  Relationship with the World
Big Idea:  An Obvious Asset to Society
Introduction:

A.
Today I’m walking through a mine field.  I’m talking about what a godly citizen looks like.  That may be a safe-sounding title, but it’s loaded.  It’s controversial.  You see, it includes the topic of political activism.  How politically active should a Christ-follower be?
Recent events in our nation and city provide a good case in point.  Last Monday, same-sex marriages were legalized in Massachusetts.  That same day, a rally was held here in Phoenix in support of traditional marriage between a man and a woman.  As a Christ-follower, how should you view the legalization of same-sex marriages?  And what about the rally?  I heard of one pastor who suggested it was a “holy mandate” to be at the rally.  Another pastor not only eschewed the rally, but supported same-sex marriages.
What is the responsibility of a godly citizen?  What does a godly citizen look like?
B.
I’ve been working my way through some books in preparation for this message, deliberately reading authors with opposing views.  I think that’s a good idea, by the way, to carefully consider different arguments, particularly the arguments of those with whom you might not agree.
1.
One book is titled, Blinded by Might.  It came out in 1999.  It’s written by Cal Thomas and Ed Dobson, both of whom are believers, and both of whom were heavily involved in Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority.  Thomas is now a well-known columnist.  Dobson is now a pastor.  In their book, they now question the political activism of the Religious Right in which they were once involved.  The dust cover of the book says,

Authors Cal Thomas and Ed Dobson once believed that the best way to fight the “liberal agenda” was to beat them at their own game.  Mobilize voters.  Organize boycotts.  Get invited to the White House.  And raise a ton of money to keep the war chest full.  Not anymore.

Inside, Thomas says,
Reflecting on those years and my many experiences, I have realized that the political activism of believers, while a good thing, is not the best thing.  In fact, it represents the most subtle of temptations. . . .

Our beliefs about God and the Bible have not changed.  Neither has our politics. . . .

What has changed is that we no longer believe that our individual or collective cultural problems can be altered exclusively, or even mainly, through the political process.

The religious establishment has grown so large and so rich off the contributions of others that this book may be perceived as a direct attack on their organizations, ministries, and power centers.  While that is not our intent, if it is the result, and if people awaken to the greater power within themselves that does not proceed from any earthly kingdom, then our efforts will not have been in vain (Thomas and Dobson, Blinded by Might, pp. 14-15).

2.
Then there’s another book titled, Why You Can’t Stay Silent.  It came out in 2001, and responds in opposition to Blinded by Might.  It’s written by Tom Minnery.  He is also a believer and is the head of Public Policy for Focus on the Family.  He says,
At the very time when the moral authority of Christian citizens seems so desperately needed, there are powerful voices urging believers to burrow deeper into the sand, to stay undercover, to mute what otherwise would become a thunderous voice of moral righteousness (from the dust cover).
In our day we’ve been cowed by the forces of secularism, and we’ve been content to worship God safely within the four walls of churches while allowing the larger society to go to seed.  Our country has been vital because it has been moral, and we’ve sensed that the vitality has ebbed away in our generation.

The neglect must stop.  Our generation must cultivate morality anew for generations to come. . . . That is why you can’t stay silent (Minnery, Why You Can’t Stay Silent, p. xiii-xiv).

3.
Two very different views coming from people who appeal to one Bible as their highest authority.  Three men.  Three brothers in Christ.  Cal Thomas, Ed Dobson, Tom Minnery.  Who are the godly citizens?  One of them?  Two of them?  All three of them?  None of them?
4.
This is all very important because it relates to a believer’s relationship with the world.  In order to become complete in Christ we believers must think rightly and behave rightly in relationship to our world, including our government.  That’s our key characteristic of completeness today:  our relationship with the world.  To grow more complete in Christ, we must become more Christ-like in our citizenship.  But what does that look like?
C.
This morning, we’re going to consider a biblical text that has much to say about being a godly citizen.  In fact, this may be one of the most informative texts on godly citizenship in the whole Bible.  It may also be one of the most overlooked.

The text is Titus 3:1-8.  Let’s work through it.
I.
In Verses 1 and 2 Paul says to Titus,
NAU Titus 3:1 Remind them to be subject to rulers, to authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every good deed, 2 to malign no one, to be peaceable, gentle, showing every consideration for all men.

A.
The command from Paul to Titus is “remind them,” which raises the question, who is it that needs to be reminded?  The preceding context shows that they are believers who need to be reminded.  Specifically, they are the believers in the church on the Mediterranean island of Crete in which Titus is a leader.  In Chapter 2 they are identified as Christ-followers, male and female, young and old, slave and free.
B.
That they need to be reminded indicates that the believers had been told these things before, and that these things are important enough to reiterate.  The verb, “remind” is in the present tense and could be properly translated, “keep on reminding.”
C.
And the reminder is about citizenship.  It’s about the believers’ relationship to rulers and authorities.  That’s the government.  So this is about civic responsibility.  This is about what a godly citizen looks like.
Paul reels off seven characteristics of a godly citizen.  Let’s go through them.
1.
A godly citizen is to be subject to rulers and authorities.  That means we are to be respectfully submissive to governmental authorities.  It involves both attitudes and actions that grant honor.  A number of practical expressions of this occur to me.
a.
First, I’ve fired off e-mails to legislators complaining about something I didn’t like or urging them to do something I want.  That’s fine.  But I’ve never fired off an e-mail to legislators honoring them and thanking them for their service to our community.  I’ve never singled out a legislator I don’t like who holds political views in opposition to mine for the sole purpose of finding something good in him and praising him for it.  That it’s never even occurred to me before studying this passage is a little embarrassing.
b.
Ed Dobson, the pastor who co-authored Blinded by Might, recalls a conversation he had over breakfast with President Bill Clinton while he was still in office (Thomas and Dobson, p. 112).  The president expressed disappointment in some pastors he had invited to the White House who were kind to his face, but made jokes about him and his wife when they returned to their congregations.  Clinton said, “The most difficult thing to accept are the things they said and the jokes they told about my wife.  How can ministers say such things?”  Dobson says he resolved, then and there, to refuse to tell or listen to jokes that demean the president and his family.  It’s disrespectful.
c.
Tom Minnery makes another point about being respectfully submissive.  He says, “In our day, and in our country, our government derives its legitimacy from the consent of the people.  If the people neglect the government, they are not respecting the governing authorities . . .” (Minnery, Why You Can’t Stay Silent, p. 56).
Good point.  One way to give your consent in the political process is to vote.  Our government depends on it.  If you’re eligible to vote, but are not registered to vote, we have a table set up in the lobby where you can register.  I urge you to register, and I urge you to vote in respectful submission to our government.

2.
Paul says a godly citizen is also to be obedient to rulers and authorities.  That means we ought to be law-abiding citizens.  For example, we shouldn’t exceed the speed limit when we’re driving.  We shouldn’t download music and movies from the internet illegally.  We should declare as income on our taxes the cash we received that the government doesn’t know about.
3.
A godly citizen is also to be ready for every good deed.  That means we ought to be prepared and be looking for opportunities to support our community and our government.  My wife recently learned from the office of Vice Mayor and Councilwoman, Peggy Bilsten, that Moon Mountain Elementary School, located just a couple of miles from here, is struggling.  They need help in tutoring because 42% of their incoming students do not even speak English.  Are you ready for that good deed?  If not that, how else can you serve the needs of our community?
The next four characteristics are the most sobering to me.  So that you know that I’m not just making up my own interpretation of what they mean, I will stick very closely to quotes taken directly from Greek lexicons defining the original words Paul used.  Listen closely.
4.
A godly citizen is to malign no one.  To malign means, “to speak in a disrespectful way that demeans, denigrates, [or] maligns” (BDAG).  A godly citizen maligns no one.
5.
A godly citizen is also to be peaceable.  That word means, “not disposed to fight or quarrel” (Friberg).  It means, “not contentious” (Liddell-Scott).
6.
A godly citizen is also to be gentle.  That means, “not insisting on every right or letter of law or custom” (BDAG).  It is to be “yielding, gentle, kind, courteous, tolerant” (BDAG). 
7.
A godly citizen is also to show every consideration for all people.  This describes “the quality of not being overly impressed by a sense of one’s self-importance” (BDAG).  It’s a clear demonstration of “gentleness, humility, courtesy, considerateness, [and] meekness” (BDAG).
D.
I look back at the list, and I wonder.  How do you think our unbelieving culture views the current political activism of Christians in general?  Does it fit this biblical profile of a godly citizen?  Would unbelievers describe us with words like “peaceable” and “gentle” and “humble?”  Or would they use words like “shrill” and “self-righteous” and “bulldog?”
E.
As a believer and a pastor, I am frequently torn.  There are times when I support a cause, but I can’t support the attitudes of some of the most conspicuous Christians leading the cause.  I believe abortion is wrong.  And so are the attitudes of some pro-lifers.  I believe homosexuality is wrong.  And so are the attitudes of some Christians toward gays.  Taking up a good cause with a bad attitude is unbiblical, unproductive, and ungodly.  An unloving attitude can be as damaging as the immorality it opposes.
Let’s fix that.  My prayer is that we believers would pass our words and our attitudes through the filter of godliness that Paul provides in Titus.
F.
I think Paul’s list also suggests that we ought to be an obvious asset to society, especially in the eyes of unbelievers.  In fact, I think that serves well as the big idea of this entire message:  a godly citizen is an obvious asset to society.  Our readiness to do good deeds, and the winsome way in which we do them should prompt non-Christians to say, “You know, I don’t understand everything about those people, and I don’t agree with them on some issues.  But they’re certainly good to have around.  They’re a valuable asset to society.  I’d hate to see this town, this county, this nation have to get along without them” (Merrill, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Church, p. 65).  Is that what they’re saying about us now in Moon Valley or in America?
II.
In follow-up to this list of characteristics, Paul says something that may seem odd at first.  He says in Verse 3,
NAU Titus 3:3 For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another.

A.
The little word, “for” says that this is an explanation of why we believers ought to be godly citizens.  Paul says we ought to be godly because, “we also once were foolish ourselves.”  There are two important implications here.  One implication is that the believers to whom Paul refers were once foolish.  The other implication is that the governmental authorities to whom Paul referred earlier are now foolish at the time of his writing.  In effect, Paul is saying to the Cretan Christians ruled by the unbelieving Roman authorities, “you were once fools just like they are.”
Just how foolish were the Roman authorities of that day?  Not too long before Paul wrote this letter to Titus, a guy named Caligula ruled the Roman Empire, including Crete.  Let me read you a description of what Caligula was like.
[Caligula] came to the throne at the brash age of twenty-five.  History tells us he was a brutal tyrant who raised taxes, spent prodigious amounts of money, and murdered the prefect who had helped him get chosen as emperor in the first place.  He shocked the Roman senate by announcing that he intended to appoint a new member to the august body:  his horse!

In his sexual life, there were no boundaries; Caligula enjoyed the intimacy of both women and men.  He was particularly smitten with his three sisters, especially Drusilla, even though she was married to someone else—whom he ordered to be executed.  People seriously thought the young ruler was mentally ill (Merrill, p. 33).
Caligula was, of course, a Democrat.  Some years later, the Republicans were finally able to get their man in office.  His name was Nero.  Let me read you a description of what Nero was like.

Nero started things off with a bang by poisoning his fourteen-year-old stepbrother. . . . He carried on a couple of very public affairs.  In time he had his ambitious mother murdered.  He got married but then had his first wife murdered as well.

. . . Nero was known for cavorting in the streets of Rome at all hours of the night and early morning.  He loved to race chariots and also fancied himself a great actor; the theater crowds obligingly applauded even as they winced at his lack of talent.

. . . when Rome went up in flames in A.D. 64, Nero pointed to the Christians as a handy scapegoat, which unleashed vicious persecution. . . .

Meanwhile, Nero ran the empire into serious debt; his gifts to various friends each year mounted up to five times the cost of maintaining the whole Roman army.  When the senate finally began laying groundwork to impeach him, Nero, then thirty years old, avoided further embarrassment by slitting his own throat.  He left the treasury bankrupt and the soldiers well behind in their pay (Merrill, pp. 34-35).

Nero was in office at the time Paul wrote his letter to Titus.  It is believed that the apostles Peter and Paul were eventually executed by decree of the Roman government under Nero.
B.
How would you feel if you were a Christian living in the Roman Empire back then?  Would there be a part of you that would want to rise up and throw off the evil oppression of such an immoral government?  Do you think you would want to shake your fist in righteous anger?  Would you have wanted to be among those lobbying for the impeachment of Nero?  Would you be outraged?  Would you want to cry out in the streets, “Somebody do something!  This has got to change!”  I would.

We have evidence that the Cretans felt that way, too.  For example, two ancient Greek historians, Polybius and Plutarch tell us that the ancient Cretans were indeed fuming under Roman rule; their anger against the tyranny of Rome burned (Larson, Titus, Holman New Testament Commentary, p. 380).

Strangely, Paul does not fan those flames.  Instead he says, “You and I were once no different than them.  We were cut from the same cloth as Caligula and Nero.”

NAU Titus 3:3 For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another.
It’s as if Paul is encouraging us as believers to step back, calm down, and consider a very important question as it relates to the transformation of people and culture:  “What changed us?  We were once just like the governing authorities that we now think are so immoral.  Why do we now view things so differently?  What changed us?”
III.
Paul answers his own implied question in Verses 4 through 7.  It’s one of the most beautiful summaries of life transformation in all of Scripture.  Paul says that we believers were transformed by the kindness, love, mercy, and grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.  We didn’t transform ourselves.  We’re no better than anyone else.  We didn’t pull ourselves up by our own self-righteous bootstraps.  God in the person of Jesus saved our bacon.  He poured out His grace by giving His life in payment for our sins so that we might have eternal life.  We merely received His gift of eternal life by faith.  Paul says,
NAU Titus 3:4 But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for mankind appeared, 5 He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, 6 whom He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 so that being justified by His grace we would be made heirs according to the hope of eternal life.
So in answer to the question, “What changed us?” Paul says, “Jesus.”  We believed in Jesus for eternal life, and when we did, He washed away all our sins, and poured out His Holy Spirit within us to empower us to be godly, to live right, to view things the way God does.  I think Paul’s logic in this context goes something like this:   That’s what it took to change us; therefore, that’s what it’s going to take to change others.  And if that’s what it’s going to take to change others, then our primary form of activism should be winning people to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ.  A number of inferences flow from this.
A.
First, I believe that political activism is not the primary business of the church; bringing people to Christ is.  As bad as the Roman government was under Caligula and Nero, Paul does not call for its reformation in our text.  He doesn’t call for Nero to clean up his act.  He doesn’t mobilize believers to pressure Nero to reflect Judeo-Christian values.  Instead Paul calls for Christians to be godly citizens so that people might be transformed by Jesus Christ.  That’s his priority.

I commend to you a book on Christian political activism titled, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Church.  It’s written by Dean Merrill, a former vice president of the resource group at Focus on the Family.  Merrill has spent over 30 years in Christian media and now serves as vice president of the International Bible Society.  Merrill says,

Jesus was in the business of cleaning up society one person at a time, from the inside.  He held out little hope for reforming societal systems or getting pagans to behave themselves better through public pressure.  He called for a revolution of the heart, which in turn would make all the difference in visible conduct.  Somehow he thought this was more effective in the long run (Merrill, p. 30-31).

I think Merrill is right.
B.
This does not mean, however, that political activism is wrong.  Nor does it mean that political activism is insignificant.  Nor does it mean that political activism and evangelism are entirely unrelated.

In two places in our text, Paul calls for good deeds.  In Verse 1, Paul says godly citizens are . . .

NAU Titus 3:1 . . . to be ready for every good deed . . .

In Verse 8, he says,

NAU Titus 3:8 This is a trustworthy statement; and concerning these things I want you to speak confidently, so that those who have believed God will be careful to engage in good deeds. These things are good and profitable for men.

The good deeds to which Paul refers can, in fact, include political activism.  For example, it can be a good deed to work tirelessly in the political realm for the benefit of people oppressed by injustice.  Tom Minnery points out that while social service can relieve a human need, sometimes it’s more effective and efficient to remove the cause of that need politically (Minnery, p. 49).
There are people in our own church family, dear friends, who are very involved politically.  I am thankful for their good deeds.  I support their important work.

C.
Moreover, I believe we are free to be as politically active as we are compelled to be, as long as we operate within the profile of a godly citizen, and as long as we don’t lose sight of our primary goal:  to win people to Christ.  Paul is by no means forbidding political activism in our text; he’s simply establishing some parameters for it.  If our activism does not fit the profile of a godly citizen, or if our activism ever undermines the good news of Jesus Christ, we’re shooting ourselves in the foot.
The late Christian author, C.S. Lewis said, “He who converts his neighbour has performed the most practical Christian-political act of all” (Lewis, God in the Dock, p. 199).
D.
In addition, I believe that we should be very careful about mandating what believers should and shouldn’t do politically to bring about social reform.  Paul says a good deal about how  we are to relate to governmental authorities:  submissively, obediently, peaceably, gently, humbly.  But he says very little about what we must do.  He speaks generally in Verses 1 and 8 of doing good deeds.  In other places, Paul encourages us to pray for authorities.  But he says nothing specific about rallies or protests or picketing or lobbying or writing legislators or voting a certain way.

Paul’s silence frees us to do these and a lot of other things.  But I believe that same silence should give us pause about mandating anything, or insinuating that people are less than godly if they aren’t as politically active as we think they should be.  Elevating personal preferences to the level of public mandates is legalism.
E.
Another thing.  The tone of Paul’s writing in our text does not seem to reflect a “sky-is-falling” mentality.  He’s not wringing his hands.  He doesn’t seem to be fearful of what the government might do.  He’s not an alarmist.  Instead, he speaks of the “hope of eternal life” in Verse 7 and exhorts believers to “speak confidently” in Verse 8.
I’m as concerned for my children’s future as anyone.  I’d like to do whatever I can to keep America a good and safe place for my kids and grandkids.  I’m not happy about same-sex marriages and the negative effect they may have on our society.  I was at the rally last week.

But the truth is, God is in control; He is not the least bit constrained by social systems; and I suspect He often doesn’t see threats the same way we do.
Thousands of years ago, the Israelites refused to take the Promised Land because they thought the big-bad inhabitants of the Land posed a threat to their children.  In Numbers 14:26-32, God says, in effect, “Okay.  Have it your way.  You parents wander around in the desert another forty years until you die.  Then I’ll take your kids into the Land Myself.”  God had a whole different view of the threat.
Many of us parents might balk at raising our children in China.  It’s not nearly as easy to be a Christian in China as it is in America.  There is still much opposition and hostility that threatens Christians.  But it’s no big threat for God.  About 30,000 people in China are coming to Christ every day.  Meanwhile, here in the States, we’re closing sixty churches a week (Merrill, pp. 59-60).
God is so much bigger than our puny political systems.

F.
Finally, I believe it is unwise and unproductive to expect unbelievers to act like believers.  Instead, by our godliness, love, and good deeds we ought to attract unbelievers to become believers.  That’s another way of saying what we’ve been saying for months:  we ought to engage our world with acts of love that show off Jesus.
Paul tells the Cretans that they were once as foolish as their unbelieving governors.  In doing so, I believe he’s trying to cultivate in them a heart of compassion for people who don’t know Jesus, even for the likes of Nero, the ruler who would eventually have Paul killed.  What does such compassion for unbelieving, immoral people look like?  Let me close with a story recounted in Dean Merrill’s book, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry Church:
Tony Campolo tells about being invited to speak in Honolulu one time and having trouble getting his body to adjust to the five-hour time shift from his home in Philadelphia.  He wound up wide awake at three o’clock in the morning drinking coffee in an all-night diner.  Presently the door opened, and in came about eight women laughing and talking loudly.  Campolo soon deduced that they were streetwalkers finished with their evening’s work and relaxing before going home to sleep.  One, named Agnes, mentioned to her friend that the next day would be her thirty-ninth birthday.
After the group left, Campolo got a bright idea.  He said to the gruff proprietor behind the counter, “Did you hear that one woman say tomorrow was her birthday?  Whaddya say we throw her a party?  I’ll come back tomorrow night with some decorations, and let’s surprise her with a cake and everything!”

The man’s wife came out of the kitchen.  Both of them said, “That is a wonderful idea.  Let’s do it.”

Twenty-four hours later the little diner was decorated with streamers and balloons.  A festive sign was taped to the mirror.  The couple had put the word out on the street, and a large assortment of night people were gathered.  When the prostitutes came in for their usual coffee, the shout went up:  “HAPPY BIRTHDAY, AGNES!”

The woman stood speechless as the singing began.  Tears started to roll down her cheeks.  Nobody had showed her genuine kindness in years.  The owner brought out a birthday cake with candles.  Agnes was in such shock that she had to be reminded to blow them out.

She paused again.  “Well, cut the cake, Agnes!” the proprietor said.

She finally found words.  In a whisper she said, “Please. . . . I just . . . I just want to keep the cake.  I’ll take it to my apartment down the street . . . just for a couple of days.  Please let me keep the cake.

No one knew how to respond, but no one could think of a reason to refuse her request.  So out the door she fled, holding the cake as if it were the Holy Grail.

An awkward silence filled the room.  Campolo finally broke in with a bold suggestion:  “I have another idea—why don’t we pray?”  Without hesitation he began to voice a prayer for Agnes, that God would bless her on her birthday, that God would bring peace into her life and save her from all that troubled her. . . .

At the amen, the diner owner said, “Hey—you didn’t tell me you were a preacher.  What kind of church do you preach at?”

Campolo thought a moment, cocked his head sideways, and then answered with a grin, “I preach at the kind of church that throws birthday parties for whores at three-thirty in the morning!”

What happened next was the most poignant moment of all.  The man squinted at Campolo and announced:  “No . . . no, you don’t.  There is no church like that.  I would join a church like that” (Campolo, The Kingdom of God Is a Party, p. 3-9, quoted by Merrill, p. 73-75).
That night, in the little diner, among the street people gathered there, a light pierced the darkness.  One godly citizen was an obvious asset to society.
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