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“Who Should You Vote For?” I Peter 2:11-17   9/21/08 

 People say that you shouldn’t talk about religion or politics in polite 

conversation, because it usually leads to an argument.  Well, I guess this 

isn’t going to be a polite sermon, because I’m going to talk about both 

religion and politics this morning!  Now you should know that even though 

the title of this sermon is “Who Should You Vote For?” I am not going to tell 

you who to vote for.  In the first place, I don’t think that it’s my role to tell 

you who to vote for.  In the second place, our church could lose its tax-

exempt status if I did so, and that would make the Session pretty cranky.  

 Two weeks ago I preached a sermon asserting that the primary 

mission of the church is to make disciples.  Last week we looked at how 

disciples should treat one another.  This week we’re looking at the 

challenge of being a disciple in the world.  Specifically, what is the role of 

Christian faith in making election decisions? 

 Keep in mind that both political parties use religious issues and 

language to try get our votes.  The Republicans have been more effective 

at this with their appeals to the Religious Right going back to the Reagan 

years.  But Democrats have broadened their religious outreach beyond 

their traditional work in black churches, to reach out to white and Hispanic 

religious voters, too. 

 So how does our faith impact our voting?  The Bible is of some, but 
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limited help to us in this matter because it was written in a time when 

average people didn’t get to vote- during the time of kings and emperors!  

But the Bible does say a few things about government that can be helpful 

to us.  Let’s read I Peter 2:11-17. 

11Beloved, I urge you as aliens and exiles to abstain from the desires of the 

flesh that wage war against the soul. 12Conduct yourselves honorably 

among the Gentiles, so that, though they malign you as evildoers, they may 

see your honorable deeds and glorify God when he comes to judge.  

13For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution, 

whether of the emperor as supreme, 14or of governors, as sent by him to 

punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right. 15For it is 

God’s will that by doing right you should silence the ignorance of the 

foolish. 16As servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use your 

freedom as a pretext for evil. 17Honor everyone. Love the family of 

believers. Fear God. Honor the emperor.  

 Let me point out just a couple things here.  First of all, notice that 

Peter calls Christians “aliens and exiles.”  That’s because our primary 

citizenship is in God’s Kingdom, not the United States of America.  As 

“aliens and exiles” we just reside here. Our primary citizenship is in heaven!  

That means that our ultimate values and loyalties lie with Jesus Christ, who 

may challenge our long-held political beliefs, prejudices and priorities.   
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 As aliens and exiles we are to conduct ourselves honorably, as a 

witness to others.  When it comes to elections, I believe that means that we 

are not to slander, lie, or misrepresent the candidates, or pass along emails 

that do!  We are to act honorably. 

 Peter goes on to assert that governments have a legitimate role in 

God’s plan- to work for justice by punishing wrongdoers and rewarding the 

righteous.  This same idea is affirmed by both Jesus and Paul.  Peter 

concludes these reflections on Christians and the government by saying, 

“Fear God.  Honor the emperor.”  Most of the time it is possible to do both 

of those things: Revere God and honor the government.   There is a 

legitimate role for government and Christians ought to support it.  Some of 

us may even be called to participate in public service, and we should! 

 So, let’s come back to our original question, “How does faith impact 

our voting?”  There have been two primary ways in which Christians have 

seen a relationship between their faith and their voting decisions.  

 The first, and most popular, has to do with evaluating the policies or 

stands that a particular candidate takes.  For Christians, the idea is to vote 

for the candidate whose policies are closest to God’s priorities and values 

for society.  Earlier generations of Christians took political stands on 

important issues like slavery, civil rights, and a woman’s right to vote, which 

looking back, appear to be pretty clear moral issues to most of us.  Few of 
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us would support a candidate today who favors allowing slavery or rolling 

back civil rights for minorities, because we can see that would be morally 

wrong. 

 Unfortunately, many of the issues we face today are less morally 

clear.  We find strong Christians on both sides of issues like abortion on 

demand, capital punishment, the war in Afghanistan, immigration, health 

care, homosexual marriage, and ecological issues- all of which have moral 

components!  So, it’s often more difficult today to assert with certainty that 

the positions of one candidate are more moral than those the other. 

 Another problem with using policies to determine which candidate to 

support, is that no policy or program is without problems, no matter how 

well-intentioned.  Take the issue of welfare.  Clearly, compassion requires 

any society to provide for those unable to take care of themselves.  I have 

no doubt that the motivation behind Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty” 

was noble.  But, over time, these massive programs created a dependency 

on welfare among some poor people and became a disincentive for some 

to work!  The effect of these programs was to keep many people in poverty, 

rather than helping them out of it.  Welfare reform, under Bill Clinton, was 

necessary to strike a better balance in our welfare programs.  The point is 

that no program proposed by a candidate should be viewed as a panacea 

and all of them should be viewed critically.   
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 Also, we need to keep in mind that few proposed programs will 

actually be enacted (which every candidate knows!).  Any program requires 

the cooperation of both houses of Congress and (ideally) there needs to be 

funding for it.  Finally, we need to remember that major, new, unforeseen 

challenges may well occupy the next president, rather than the agenda with 

which he or she was elected.  For example, the attacks on 9/11 set entirely 

new priorities for George W. Bush during his time in office, and the financial 

upheaval in late 2008 became the major issue through Obama’s first term. 

 So, if using policies to select a candidate can be problematic, what 

else could we consider? 

 An article a couple years ago in Christianity Today magazine, 

entitled, “Why Virtue Trumps Policy,” argues that the character of the 

candidate is what we should be looking at.  And there is some biblical 

warrant for this approach.  Biblical writers often evaluated the kings of 

Israel by looking at their character.  The Book of Proverbs deals extensively 

with character issues for political leaders as well as average Joes.  And in 

the New Testament, pastors are counseled to carefully consider character 

in selecting church leaders.  A leader’s character will shape their decision-

making regardless of the particular unforeseen issues that they may be 

forced to address. 

 So, what character virtues should we consider?  The authors of the 
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Christianity Today article cite the classical Greek virtues of courage, 

prudence (practical wisdom), justice, and temperance (moderation).  Let’s 

briefly look at each one.   

 Moral courage enables a candidate to say or do what he or she 

believes is right even when it’s very unpopular.  Barak Obama did that 

when he spoke against going to war in Iraq while 70% of the American 

people supported it.  Mitt Romney did that by appearing at the NAACP 

Convention and promising he would overturn Obamacare (The Affordable 

Care Act) for which he was roundly booed.  Moral courage is an important 

virtue for our leaders. 

 So is the virtue of prudence or practical wisdom.  This biblical virtue is 

especially lifted up in the Old Testament.  We want the person who can 

authorize the use of our weapons of mass destruction to be wise!  This 

virtue is about more than intelligence; it involves the ability to make wise 

choices in personal as well as in public life.  The way a candidate has lived 

his or her private life may shed light on whether or not they possess this 

virtue. 

 Justice is both a major biblical theme and a highly-prized American 

value.  Minorities and majorities, rich and poor, business owners and 

workers are all entitled to a fair shake, and the president must balance their 

competing demands for fairness.  We should ask, “How have our 



 

 

7

candidates acted privately and publicly to make the world a more just 

place?” 

 The fourth virtue is temperance or moderation, which includes a 

healthy dose of self-control and functions to keep unhealthy impulses in 

check.  It enables a candidate to restrain him or herself from acting 

impulsively.  Abraham Lincoln demonstrated this virtue by his conciliatory 

attitude toward the defeated South, while other Northerners were 

screaming for vengeance on the fallen foes.  Moderation is an important 

virtue. 

 So, how do you think the candidates measure up to the virtues of 

courage, justice, wisdom, and moderation?  How do they measure up to 

the specifically Christian virtues of faith, hope, and love? 

 When George Washington was completing his second term as 

president, those around him pushed him to hold on to his power and 

continue to lead the country in spite of Constitutional provisions forbidding 

such an act- to essentially set himself up as a benevolent king.  Given his 

popularity and force of personality, it’s possible that he could have pulled it 

off.  But Washington had the character to walk away from that temptation 

and to allow an orderly transition of power to the next president, which set 

the course of this nation in ways that we still follow today.  His character 

was what allowed him to use power rightly. 
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 So, character and virtue may help us to evaluate presidential 

candidates, but even these criteria aren’t without problems.  Character is 

notoriously hard to evaluate, especially with a candidate who is determined 

to hide a flawed character.  Who would have dreamed, for example, of the 

massive character flaws in Richard Nixon prior to his great fall?  Further, all 

candidates will have strengths in some character areas and weaknesses in 

others.  Which virtues are most important? 

 As we decide who to vote for, I would suggest that we look at both 

policies and character.  Some policies reflect biblical concerns for justice,  

fairness, and mercy better than others, and we should support them.  And 

the character of the candidate may well determine the effectiveness of their 

leadership as much as the specific stands they take.  I think both are 

important. 

 Let’s also remember that no political leader or political party has the 

ultimate solutions to the problems that we face.  Human sin makes all 

solutions partial and temporary at best.  We could elect all the “right” 

people and enact all the “right” policies and we’d still be a mess!  Political 

solutions can be helpful and are necessary, but they can’t fix everything 

that’s wrong with society and human nature.  Only God can do that, which 

is why God’s work through the church is so important!  Politics is important, 

but it has definite limits. 
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 Let me share a few final thoughts on the role of Christians in this 

election.  Columnist Dave Berry jokes about red states populated by 

“ignorant racist fascist knuckle-dragging NASCAR-obsessed cousin-

marrying road-kill-eating tobacco-juice-dribbling gun-fondling religious 

fanatic rednecks” and blue states full of “godless unpatriotic pierced-nosed 

Volvo-driving France-loving leftwing Communist latte-sucking tofu-

chomping holistic-wacko neurotic vegan weenie perverts!”  Do you know 

folks who think like that?  I do.  They send me emails!  Christians have a 

role to play in this nation in making peace between factions.  Jesus clearly 

calls his followers to work for peace and harmony wherever we are.  We 

should personally refuse to participate in bashing candidates with whom we 

disagree, questioning their motives, patriotism, or honesty.  That 

contributes to a divisiveness and destructiveness that does not honor God 

or nation and we should refuse to be a part of it.  Extreme partisanship 

must be replaced by a commitment to work together with whoever is willing 

to work for the best solutions for us all. 

 May God lead us as individuals as we make our voting decisions.  

And may God lead us as a nation as we find ourselves in dangerous times. 


