
The limits of government

1 Kings 18

It  has  been  said  that  power  corrupts,  and  absolute  power  corrupts  absolutely.  This  is  a

perspective held by many who would assert  that  power of all  kinds,  and political  power

especially,  has  a  corroding  effect  on  those  who  exercise  power.  This  view  is,  I  think,

somewhat jaded, and while it seems to be borne out in experience, it misses the point as to

how and why power can corrupt someone. A parallel view is that politics is dirty, and that

Christians especially ought to avoid it as inevitably tainting those who get involved in it.

This, again, is to miss the point, and to fail to see why politics is indeed, undeniably dirty, but

not in fact inevitably so.

In order to understand the problems that we encounter with political corruption and abuse of

power,  we  need  to  understand  why  politics,  and  the  exercise  of  power,  becomes  so

problematic. And in the Scriptures we find ample resources to understand this situation. In 1

Kings 18, we have heard one of the more significant resources. But to understand what this

passage has to say to us, we need to review briefly the background to the kingship in Israel.

In Deuteronomy, God gave the Israelites the laws for the community of Israel which they

were to follow when they entered their promised land. One passage in Deuteronomy is crucial

for understanding the later history of the kings. In Deuteronomy 17:14-20 there are a number

of rules for the kingship:

When you enter the land the Lord your God is giving you and have taken possession

of it  and settled in it,  and you say, ‘Let us set a king over us like all the nations

around us,’ be sure to appoint over you the king the Lord your God chooses. He must

be from among your own brothers. Do not place a foreigner over you, one who is not

a brother Israelite. The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for

himself or make the people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the Lord has told

you, ‘You are not to go back that way again.’ He must not take many wives, or his

heart will be led astray. He must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold.

When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy

of this law, taken from that of the priests, who are Levites. It is to be with him, and he

is to read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the Lord his God and

follow carefully  all  the  words of  this  law and these  decrees  and not  to  consider
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himself better than his brothers and turn from the law to the right or to the left. Then

he and his descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom in Israel. 

Here are then the basic rules for the king in Israel - he must be one of them, he must not

acquire military power (which was provided by horses), nor must he become wealthy, nor

marry many wives, which was the means whereby kings contracted treaties with other nations

- the pledge of peace being a marriage between the ruling families. And most importantly, he

is to write out for himself a copy of the Law of God, and to read it every day in order to learn

it  and follow it.  And he is  to follow those laws and not consider himself  better  than his

brothers.

But during their time wandering in the wilderness, and for a long time after Israel entered the

land they had been promised, they had no king. They were ruled by the judges, the last and

greatest of which was Samuel. When the people of Israel asked Samuel for a king, he warned

them against  taking  this  step,  because  of  the  risks  of  a  king  dominating  the  nation  and

building up economic and military might. But the people insisted on having a king like all the

other nations around them, and so Samuel, at God’s direction, appointed Saul as king. But

God also said to Samuel that it was not the fact that they wanted a king that was the problem.

No, it was because they had rejected having God as their king that Samuel was distressed.

Nevertheless, God gave them the king that they wanted, and this was the cause of many of the

problems they experienced, including division of the kingdom and the plague of idolatry that

ultimately led to the nation going into exile.

One of the kings who committed the greatest wickedness was Ahab. In the story of Ahab, we

find many of the rules laid down in Deuteronomy breached. Not only was he strong militarily

and financially, he had married a foreign wife, the daughter of the king of the Sidonians, one

of the Philistine kings, and through her influence began to serve the pagan god Baal and built

a temple to Baal in Samaria. And it is not surprising that Ahab was stated to have done more

evil in the eyes of the Lord than any other kings before him. The story of Naboth’s vineyard

is reported in great detail, in spite of it appearing to be a relatively insignificant event in the

scheme of things: with his wife’s urging and manipulation, he managed to get hold of a prize

vineyard which he coveted. But in this story we see many of the most significant laws of

Israel broken, which is why we read about it in such detail.

Let’s look at some of those laws which Ahab and Jezebel broke.
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 He attempted to acquire ancestral land which was not his to inherit, land that was not to

pass out of the family ownership, to ensure the family could support themselves and not

become impoverished. Land was not an asset to be bought and sold, it was the source of

family security and continuity.

 He listened to his wife who ridiculed the law of God, which states that the king is not

above the law, but is to submit to it and follow it.

 He followed his wife’s view that the king was bound by nothing and could and should do

whatever he wanted.

 He connived with his  wife to commit perjury, and schemed to have an innocent man

killed through a corrupted judicial system.

 They bullied the elders to carry out their wishes even though they knew that it was a set-

up: they were told to provide false testimony and then commit judicial murder. 

 As flagrant idol-worshippers they had the gall to accuse Naboth of cursing God.

 The death of Naboth did not entitle them to possession of the vineyard, which would by

rights belong to his widow and his heirs.

So what in essence is this story about? Simply that the king is not above the law, and that

even  a  humble  landowner  has  rights  that  cannot  be  taken away by the  king.  Ahab was

obviously aware of this, in spite of his flagrant idolatry, because his first response to being

refused the vineyard by Naboth was to go home and sulk, and he refused to eat. It took his

wife, who came from a pagan culture, to break down his resistance and in fact to carry out the

dirty deeds for him. She had no compunction about getting her hands on land that she desired

to have. But Ahab still had a lingering reluctance to do this, in spite of his sinful life. She had

the view that the king was the law, and could do as he wished. But in Israel, the king had to

submit  to  the  law like  everyone else,  and was not  to  consider  himself  superior  to  other

Israelites.

Jezebel arranged for a parody of a trial, set up to find Naboth guilty on the basis of false

testimony. She even ordered the outcome of the trial, with the order to put him to death after

this travesty of justice. Naboth was obviously not going to be warned what was to happen to

him. He was ambushed by corrupt officials and lying rogues doing the evil queen’s bidding.
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As a result of the sin of Ahab and Jezebel, they were condemned to death themselves. Ahab

would have all his male descendants killed, and Jezebel would die as well, and both would

have their blood licked up by dogs. Ahab was killed in battle, and his chariot was washed out

at a pool where the dogs licked up his blood, while Jezebel was thrown down from a window

of the palace and her body eaten by the stray dogs of the streets. 

From this passage we can learn many things. The first, and most important, is that those who

rule  over  us  are  no  better  than  we are.  It  is  the  office  which  they  hold  which  is  to  be

honoured, and not the person who holds it just because they hold that office. Those who hold

office  in  government  are  to  be  respected,  but  those  who hold  office  in  government  and

exercise their  responsibilities  well  are to be honoured for their  work. When those people

leave office, they are then to be honoured for the work they had done, but are not to be

deferred to as if they still held office. It is crucial for us to make the distinction between the

office which someone holds, and the person who holds that office. For none of us are better

than any other, and nobody is entitled to hold office as of right. We have the responsibility to

ensure that those who are elected to office are fit for the task, and thereby can be given the

authority to carry out their appointed tasks. We also have the responsibility to hold those

appointed  to  office  accountable  for  their  actions.  To  hold  political  office,  or  any  other

position of authority, is a responsibility and not a privilege, and the tasks of that office must

be carried out in accordance with the requirements of that office. Those who do well are to be

honoured, those who misuse their authority and prestige are to be removed from office. The

reason is that the office is something established by God, and must be respected. The person

appointed to the office is of lesser significance than the office they hold. This is the meaning

of Romans 13, which is often misused to support submission to whatever political powers

happen to be in control. Note carefully what it says: “Everyone must submit himself to the

governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The

authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, he who rebels against the

authority is rebelling against what God has instituted.” This can be broken down into several

points: 

 God has established governing authority.

 There is no authority except what God has established.
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 We must  submit  to  those who exercise  authority  because that  governing authority  is

appointed by God.

 Anyone who rebels against governing authorities rebels against what God has instituted.

This does not mean that whoever is in power must be obeyed regardless of what they do. It

means that if those in power fail to acknowledge that the authority they exercise is something

that God has provided in order for us to be able to order our lives, then they are doing wrong.

They must accept that God has created the possibility  of governing authority,  and this  is

something they exercise on behalf of the people they govern. Government is not something

we have dreamed up for ourselves,  and can be changed or expanded or abolished at  our

whim. It is something God has given us, and must be carried out in recognition of his laws for

government. 

Secondly, it means that if we disagree with the actions or decisions of those in governing

authority, then it is legitimate for us to express our disagreement, and to argue or campaign

against the governing authorities. But it does not mean that we are entitled to seek to remove

those people from office by methods that do not respect the nature of governing authority.

Revolution is not an option that is given to Christians, because it is destructive of the nature

of government itself. But it does mean that it is possible to remove unsuitable people from

office, because the office is distinct from the person holding it. Removing an unfit office-

holder does not destroy the office, in fact it is essential for preserving the office as a viable

and significant component of our life together in God’s world.

Another major point to recognise is that government, an office appointed by God, has its

appropriate tasks to fulfil. Those tasks are to be carried out in an appropriate manner, and are

not to be neglected. Nor are those tasks to be overreached. There are various stories in the Old

Testament where kings were criticised by prophets for failing to carry out their tasks, or for

carrying out tasks that were not appropriate for them, or for carrying out their tasks in ways

which were not appropriate or consistent with the laws of God.

Uzziah was smitten with leprosy because he usurped the tasks of the priests, in presuming to

offer incense in the temple. The priests justifiably criticised Uzziah and challenged him over

his attempt to exceed his proper tasks. Saul was judged by God and was eventually removed

from office because he failed to carry out a task he was appointed to do. And other kings

similarly acted inappropriately even while doing what they were required to do.
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Kings were not above the law, and had limits put on them as to what they could do and what

they could not do. Ahab recognised this, and first approached Naboth with an offer to buy the

vineyard or exchange it for another piece of land. When rejected, he did not insist on his

rights and authority as king, but sulked because a mere farmer would not do what he wanted,

when he requested him to do something that he could not order him to do. It was Jezebel, the

pagan who knew nothing of the law of God, who was raised in a pagan kingdom, who held

the view that kings could do what they wanted when they wanted, and it was Jezebel who

brought disaster on her husband by corrupt and manipulative actions to secure Naboth’s death

and the ownership of the land her husband wanted but had no power to take from Naboth

unwillingly, even though he was king.

We have heard a lot about reducing the size of government in recent years, with arguments

for smaller government, that is, cheaper government, counteracted by proposals for increasing

the scale of government activity in order to achieve particular social goals. But the argument

misses  the point  when it  focuses on the scale  of the government  sector,  its  cost  and the

particular  types  of  activities  in  which  it  is  engaged.  The  problem  is  not  how  much

government we have, but whether the government we have is engaged in the right activities.

And not only that, whether it is engaged in those activities in a way, and to an extent, that it is

right for the government. For our social problems are not for the government to solve on its

own. Nor can the government abandon all responsibility for social issues and concentrate on

the economy, leaving social problems for churches or schools to solve. In a society, there are

many different offices, with different tasks and responsibilities to fulfil. And those different

offices need to work together, with each carrying out its appointed tasks in the appropriate

way, contributing to the activities of the whole nation, so that together, we can all address the

very real social problems we face in ways which respect the authority and integrity of each of

those offices. Schools have their part to play, but are not the principal means of correcting

social problems. Parents have their part to play, but cannot be left on their own to tackle

problems which extend beyond family boundaries, and are impacted by the activities of so

many other agencies and individuals acting in many and various ways. Churches have their

task to fulfil, but cannot and should not try to take on every problem.

Not only should we not exceed our own authority and responsibilities, as appropriate for our

offices,  we should  not  prevent  other  authorities  from proper  exercise of  their  tasks.  Any

extension of our activities into the arenas of other’s responsibilities, reduces the possibilities

of those others carrying out their tasks. We should not simply take on additional tasks if
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others are failing in their duties, but we should call them to account and challenge them to

exercise their  tasks with responsibility  and integrity.  Similarly,  if  the government  fails  to

exercise its proper responsibilities, then we have a duty to hold it to account, and to call on

the government to carry out its task as it should. And conversely, if it  intrudes into areas

where  it  is  inappropriate  or  not  competent  to  act,  then  we  should  similarly  call  on  the

government to withdraw and leave the appropriate agencies to carry out their tasks without

interference or tampering with their responsibilities.

There will always be discussion about the proper task of government, as opposed to the tasks

of other agencies and individuals in society. That is not a problem, as long as it is recognised

that the boundaries between the tasks of these different agencies is not a matter for arbitrary

human decision-making, but a matter of recognising what God has called each agency to do

and which tasks are proper and appropriate for them. It is more of a concern when we fail to

discuss or even debate what constitutes the proper tasks and role of government, for then we

abandon all possibility of accountability and integrity, and open the way to a dictatorship,

even if a benign, democratically elected dictatorship. It is an inherent part of Christian faith

that God allocates tasks to different agencies, with the appropriate responsibility to carry out

these tasks. If we abandon that belief, then we have no basis for considering whether or not

the  government,  or  indeed  other  agencies,  have  neglected,  abandoned  or  exceeded  their

proper bounds.

In terms of our Christian faith, government is indeed limited, but not in terms of an economic

or social theory, but by the recognition that government, as a component of our communal

life together, is something established by God and must therefore be recognised as such. It is

not the particular composition of the current government that is  established by God, it  is

government as such that is God’s gift to us. Thus we may legitimately criticise the actions (or

inactions)  of a government  when this  is  justified,  without  falling into the danger warned

against by Paul of rebelling against the authority that God has instituted. For failure to call a

government to account when it goes astray is a sin against God. Elijah, the priests in the time

of Uzziah, the judge Samuel, and many other prophets, spoke out in God’s name against the

actions of the king and his officials when they violated the law of God. If we too are to speak

out with credibility and integrity against the government when it goes astray, then we need to

ensure that  we are  speaking on the  basis  of  the  laws  instituted  by God,  and not  simply

attacking a government of a different political flavour to the one we espouse, and cloaking

our political opposition in the Scriptures. We must speak with integrity when the government
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breaks the law of God, and not simply because it goes against our personal or communal

agendas.  Let  us  listen  carefully  to  what  the  scriptures  teach  us  about  our  political

responsibilities,  and those of  the government,  so that  we can all  exercise  our  tasks  with

integrity and truth.
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