VOICES FROM THE EARLY CHURCH

Origen (A.D. 185-254)
Writing against Celsus, a Greek Philosopher,
concerning political involvement

Celsus urges us “to help the king with all our might,
and to work with him in the preservation of justice, to
fight for him; and if he requires it, to fight under him,
or lead an army along with him.” We reply to this say-
ing that we do give help to kings. We give, so to speak,
a divine help by “putting on the whole armor of God.”
Ep. 6:11 We do this in obedience to the command of the
apostle Paul, “I exhort, therefore, that first of all, suppli-
cations, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be
made for all men; for kings, and for all that are in author-
ity.” 1 Ti. 2:1-2 The more someone excels in piety, the
more effective help he provides to kings. Yes, it is even
more help than that which is given by soldiers, who go
forth to fight and kill as many of the enemy as they can.

And since we by our prayers conquer all demons who
stir up war, lead to the violation of oaths, and disturb the
peace, we in this way are much more helpful to the kings
than those who go into the field to fight for them. In this
way we do take our part in public affairs, when along
with righteous prayers we practice self-denial and medi-
tations, which teach us to despise pleasures and not to
be led away by them. And none fight better for the king
than we do. We do not indeed fight under him, although
he require it; but we fight on his behalf, forming a special
army—an army of piety—by offering our prayers to God.

Celsus also urges us to “take office in the government
of the country, if that is required for the maintenance of
the laws and the support of religion.” But we recognize in
each kingdom the existence of another kingdom, founded
by the Word of God, and we exhort those who are mighty
in word and of blameless life to guide churches [instead
of a civil office—ed.]. We reject those who are ambitious
of ruling; rather in the church of God we constrain those
who because of much modesty have little desire to take a
public office. And those who rule over us well are under
the constraining influence of the great King, whom we
believe to be the Son of God, God the Word. And if those
who govern in the church and are called rulers of the di-
vine nation—that is, the church—rule well, they rule in
accordance with the divine commands, and never allow
themselves to be led astray by worldly politics.

It is not for the purpose of escaping public duties that
Christians decline public offices, but that they may re-
serve themselves for a diviner and more necessary ser-
vice in the church of God—for the salvation of men. And
this service is both necessary and right.~
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