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“America Is a Christian Nation” 
 

Do American Christians share the Pharisees’ obsession with power? Without question. A 
majority of Christians’ public persona over the last forty years has been centered in their pursuit of 
political power in an effort to “take our country back.”1 As that phrase suggests, there is a palpable 
sense among Christians that power they once held has been wrested from them, to the ill of country 
as well as Christians themselves. They desire to restore their power, with the fervent belief that their 
renewed power will mean a renewed America. 

The history is pretty straightforward. The peak of church involvement in the U.S. was during 
the 1950s – an all-time high-water mark with 69 percent of Americans claiming church membership 
by the end of the decade.2 Perhaps even more impressive, fully “80 percent of Americans believed 
the Bible was ‘the revealed word of God.’”3 The decline of church numbers since then, combined 
with the ongoing societal changes that conservative Christians find repulsive (to name the two 
greatest: the legalization of abortion and homosexual marriage) have left them feeling assaulted. 

At the center of the battle to “take our country back” is the idea that America was founded 
as a Christian nation. This idea is the default opinion of conservative Christians on the subject, 
despite the glaring lack of evidence. There is plenty to be said about the historic arguments against 
understanding America as a Christian nation, but I will limit myself to the difficulties of this idea 
from a Biblical viewpoint. Having established those, I will turn to the unintended toxic outcome of 
the widespread acceptance of the “Christian nation” idea. 

The Biblical argument is pretty straightforward: there are two “nations” the Bible speaks of 
as God’s nations. In the Old Testament, that nation is Israel; in the New Testament, that nation is 
the church. In 1 Peter 2, we read concerning the church: 
 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
belonging to God . . . . Once you were not a people, but now you are 
the people of God.4 

 
While it is certainly acceptable to state that secular nations have varying degrees of Christian 
influence, it is Biblically unacceptable to refer to any nations other than Israel and the church as 
nations of God. Therefore, in our present context, we could say that the church is a “Christian 
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nation,” but that cannot be said of America. We can say that America had Christian influences in its 
founding, but that is nothing like saying that it is a Christian nation. 

This is not merely a matter of semantics. There is a monumental shift that has happened in 
Christians’ interaction with the rest of society during the last forty years that finds its origin at this 
very point – the idea that America is a “Christian nation.” This “Christian nation” assertion has lead 
to the culture war and the mess that has become of Christian witness. 

Here is the basic outline of the standard evangelical argument: America was founded as a 
Christian nation; America is presently not anything approaching that; Christians are still standing 
nobly for the truth; therefore the problem is them. You know who I mean when I say “them.” 
Conservative Christians blame the abortionists, the homosexuals, the liberals, the feminists, the 
Democrats, the secular humanists, the evolutionists, and the mainstream media. (That is not 
exhaustive, but it gets the big culprits.) The perennial drumbeat of conservative Christians fighting 
the culture war centers on the fact that the problem is “them” and America has to be won back. 
They endlessly quote the Old Testament passage 2 Chronicles 7:14: 
 

“If [My] people, which are called by [My] name, shall humble 
themselves, and pray, and seek [My] face, and turn from their wicked 
ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will 
heal their land.”5 

 
This is God’s promise, the evangelical argument goes, and it applies to America. The problem is 
“them” and their unwillingness to humble themselves, pray, and turn from their wicked ways. What 
is wrong with this country is “them.” 

The problem with that argument (and it is a massive problem) is that this promise is from 
the Old Testament. A solid argument could be made that it does not have a direct application today 
– that it was specific for Israel in that day and time or perhaps Israel throughout her ancient history. 
But if it does have direct application today, it would only be to the nation of God.  That is not America, 
but the church. So if there is an application for today, it is not that America needs to repent in order 
to see God’s forgiveness and healing, but that the church needs to repent to see God’s forgiveness 
and healing. 

This, of course, completely changes the dynamic of where blame is assigned. The problem is 
no longer “them;” for Christians, the problem is “us.” After all, Christians believe it is impossible to 
live a righteous life without having been regenerated by the Holy Spirit. Why, then, should we be 
surprised that sinners are acting like sinners? The problem is not that sinners are acting like a bunch 
of sinners, but that the church is acting like a bunch of sinners. 

This makes the culture war a completely misguided endeavor. Instead of assigning blame, 
Christians should be soul-searching. Instead of talking about how much God is displeased with 
Christians’ culture war enemies, they should be sharing God’s love and grace with them. Instead of 
trying to “win America back,” they should be trying to get back to the heart of God. 

The results of these mistakes are predictable. Christians have continued to live in a way that 
is distant from Jesus’ commands. Christians have created deep wells of antagonism toward the very 
people they were supposed to be pointing to Christ. Christians have made no discernible progress in 
winning the “culture war” because it is a fight that God must find repugnant. 

All of this, at its center, goes back to power. The motive for this effort was the belief among 
Christians that they were losing power within American society and something needed to be done to 
win it back. Their pursuit of power in this way has poisoned the well of God’s love for a couple 
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generations of Americans, who now associate Christians most strongly with being anti-homosexual 
and anti-abortion rather than being pro-grace and pro-mercy.  

The John 11-13 passages shared earlier should be sufficient to provide an ongoing warning 
to Christians about the ugly end of the pursuit of power. Yet this clamor by Christians to regain 
power in America has gone almost entirely without dissent as to the wisdom of the pursuit. Instead, 
with each passing decade, ever more loudly has the cry gone out that greater zeal and harsher 
condemnation were fully justified in order to “win America back.” Amid that clamor, it was nearly 
impossible to discern voices asking whether winning secular power was supposed to be the goal in 
the first place. Only now, decades in, has there begun to be a few rising voices asking if a tattered 
and soiled reputation for Christ’s bride was a fair price to pay for a failed attempt to grasp political 
and social power. 

I shared earlier that for many Christians the 1950s represent a magical time for “Christian 
America” – a time to which they deeply long to somehow return. The breathtaking thought of 
having almost three in four people claiming church membership is like a Siren song, enticing 
Christians to pursue whatever it takes to find a way to duplicate that time. It is worth noting that, for 
a country that was supposed to have been a “Christian nation” for nearly two centuries at that point, 
the history of American church membership is less than stellar: 
 

The percentage of Americans who claimed membership in a church 
had been fairly low across the nineteenth century, though it had 
slowly increased from just 16 percent in 1850 to 36 percent in 1900. In 
the early decades of the twentieth century the percentages plateaued, 
remaining at 43 percent in both 1910 and 1920, then moving up 
slightly to 47 percent in 1930 and 49 percent in 1940.6 

 
So much for a long history of being a God-fearing people. 

The massive push in the 1950s to incorporate God into public life bore results in seeing 
more people in church.7 This effort, with the help of Billy Graham and Dwight Eisenhower, pushed 
America toward that previously mentioned high-water mark of 69 percent of Americans claiming 
church membership.8 That is less impressive, though, when one considers that during that time 47 
percent of Americans “could not name even a single author of the gospels.”9 As Kevin Kruse writes 
in his excellent history of the era, “The American people, like Eisenhower, had become very fervent 
believers in a very vague religion.”10 I am reminded of the quote from an Anglican pastor who was 
asked about the size of his parish. He replied, “A mile wide and an inch deep.” 

Is this something to which it would be worth returning? Is getting as many people as 
possible into the pews a worthy goal if their faith is a bland cultural Christianity that bears little 
resemblance to the Bible’s description of what it means to be a follower of Christ? Would Jesus be 
more pleased with a relative few passionate followers or with a massive majority of unchanged 
church members? (Eisenhower himself, long a believer in a vague non-denominational God, was 
baptized fewer than two weeks after his presidential inauguration and pressed to join a church. He 
chose the National Presbyterian Church in Washington, but quickly became frustrated at the pastor’s 
lack of discretion. Ike told his press secretary, “You go and tell that goddam minister that if he gives 
out one more story about my religious faith I won’t join his goddam church!”11 This is the time for 
which conservative Christians long?) 

America was not, is not, and cannot be a Christian nation. Christians’ emphatically repeated 
claims to the contrary are historically ignorant and Biblically unfounded. Their desire to return there 



Excerpt from Christian Pharisees by James Butcher.  All rights reserved.  Copyright 2017. 
This excerpt may not be sold or copied without written permission from the author. 

 
 

4 
 

has more to do with the loss of cultural power than with a longing for an era of genuine 
Christlikeness. 
 
 

The Moral Majority 
 

One of the most famous and enduring phrases to come from the culture war is the moniker 
of Pastor Jerry Falwell’s political machine. He called it “the Moral Majority.” Falwell explained the 
name: 
 

“I was convinced that there was a moral majority out there among 
those more than 200 million Americans sufficient in number to turn 
back the flood tide of moral permissiveness, family breakdown and 
general capitulation to evil and to foreign policies such as Marxism-
Leninism.”12 

 
This represented an important shift. Note that he was not attempting to influence those who would 
self-identify as evangelicals or even simply as Christians. He was pursuing a broader coalition that 
would include anyone who was in agreement with the idea that there was moral breakdown in 
society, that communism should be opposed, and that too often evil was having its way. 

While there is nothing intrinsically wrong with attempting to gain political power by casting 
the net as widely as possible, there are substantial potential dangers when it is done by a minister in a 
manner that closely identifies the political effort with religious belief. One in particular is that people 
will shift from identifying Christianity as those who are making a concerted effort to be followers of 
Christ to those who generally agree with a few propositions about moral breakdown, communism, 
and evil in society. Such an endeavor would likely have the outcome of watering down the societal 
understanding of what it means to be a Christian. That, of course, is exactly what has happened over 
the last few decades. 

The title “Moral Majority” speaks volumes. It is a name that would be chosen by someone 
pursuing power, not faithfulness to a way of life that requires sacrifice and self-denial. It is a name 
that presumes the building of a political coalition to acquire earthly influence. When Jesus spoke of 
His Kingdom, He said: 
 

“Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the 
road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is 
the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”13 

 
These verses envision the church, not as a “Moral Majority” ruling a country, but as a rebellion or a 
resistance movement. Christ’s followers are working in enemy territory and their numbers are few, 
but they continue their brave fight to win as many to their cause as possible. 

The tragic irony of the “Moral Majority” approach is that the Bible does speak of the 
followers of Christ being influential in society. The “small gate” statement occurred late in Jesus’ 
Sermon on the Mount. Earlier in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said to His followers: 
 

“You are the salt of the earth . . . . You are the light of the world.”14 
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This influence, though, was neither achieved by the accumulation of earthly power nor pursued in 
the hope of attaining earthly power. When before Pontius Pilate – the man who stated “Don’t [You] 
realize I have the power either to free [You] or to crucify [You]?”15 – Jesus pointedly declared, 
 

“My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, 
then My servants would be fighting so that I would not be handed 
over to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm.”16 

 
At the moment when Jesus had the most reason to exercise earthly authority (in order to save 
Himself from the cross), He instead flatly declared that was not the nature of the Kingdom He was 
inaugurating. Before this, when Peter tried to stop Jesus’ arrest by wielding a sword, Jesus rebuked 
him: 
 

“Put your sword back into its place . . . . [D]o you think that I cannot 
appeal to My Father, and He will at once put at My disposal more 
than twelve legions of angels?”17 

 
If He wanted to attain earthly power as normally understood, the means to make that happen were 
within His grasp. His mission, though, was not the accumulation of such power. We are given a clear 
picture of what His mission actually was in the verse that follows the most famous verse in the 
Bible: 
 

“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, 
that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life. 
For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but that the 
world might be saved through Him.”18 

 
The mission was not the accumulation of power; the mission was the redemption of people. One 
presumes that this would be accomplished in the spirit and with the humility of Jesus’ washing the 
disciples’ feet. It is a spirit that looks first to serve people, not lord it over them. It is a humility that 
takes the lesser seat rather than longing to be at the head of the table. It is an approach that is 
uniformly unconcerned with the accumulation of earthly power. 
 
 

The Base Fear, The Base Passion 
 

We see a focus on the regeneration and spiritual maturing of people in the Great 
Commission, which closes out Matthew’s gospel: 
 

“Therefore go and make disciples . . . and teach . . . them to obey 
everything I have commanded you.”19 

 
What is especially interesting with regard to this chapter is the preceding verse. Jesus told His 
disciples: 
 

“All power is given unto [Me] in heaven and in earth.”20 
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The power to complete the mission assigned was delegated to the disciples by Jesus. By extension, 
the church has the power from Christ to accomplish its given mission. This Christian pursuit of 
political power in the name of “taking America back” is not merely a misunderstanding of the 
mission that Christ gave the church; it is also a rebuke to Christ that whatever power He gave the 
church is not sufficient to do the job. 

The focus of the church was not intended to be the accumulation of earthly power or the 
taking over of a secular nation. The mission given by Christ concerns the redemption of souls and 
instruction in the way of Christ that leads to abundant living. Certainly there are substantial ways 
that such an endeavor, properly pursued by the church and fully empowered by Christ, will impact 
the larger society. To the extent that improves culture and society, it is a welcome side effect. But it 
is exactly that: a side effect. 

Christians’ pursuit of a culture war represents a loss of vision of the mission that Christ gave 
the church. Christians’ pursuit of a culture war has served to alienate the very people whom they 
were supposed to be winning. Further, Christians’ pursuit of a culture war has failed on its own 
merits, failing to “take America back.” This is undoubtedly because such a war was in no way 
empowered by Christ, who finds the whole endeavor misguided and counterproductive. We know 
this because of the extent to which the effort stands against the words He spoke. 

The base fear that motivates this pursuit is the loss of power. The base passion that spurs 
this pursuit is the regaining of power. This, of course, is made more palatable by the refrain that 
Christians are winning America back for God. It is just a happy coincidence that getting America back 
for God also represents an increase in power, authority, and influence for Christians themselves. 

The Pharisees of Jesus’ day fretted that they would lose “both our place and our nation.” 
Christians, in a manner so public as to be undeniable, have fought for the last few decades to regain 
their place and their nation. They have used non-Christian means in an attempt to achieve what they 
consider to be the Christian end of their resurgence to power. The evidence is ample that the 
outcome has been the same as in Jesus’ day: “Jesus left and hid [Himself] from them.”21 

 
 

                                                 
1 My reference to forty years arises from the transforming impact of the Roe v. Wade court decision in 1973 and the 
subsequent movement by conservative Christians into cultural and political engagement.  Other historical frames of 
reference could be utilized.  This is just the one that is useful for me in this discussion. 
2 Kevin Kruse, One Nation Under God, Basic Books, 2015, p. 68. 
3 Ibid. 
4 1 Peter 2:9-10 (NIV), emphasis added. 
5 2 Chronicles 7:14 (KJV). 
6 Kevin Kruse. One Nation Under God, Basic Books, 2015, p. xv, emphasis added. 
7 Ibid, pp. 67-93. 
8 When Eisenhower was inaugurated in 1953, one of the two Bibles he used was open to 2 Chronicles 7:14.  Jon 
Meacham, American Gospel, Random House, 2006, p. 271. 
9 Kevin Kruse. One Nation Under God, Basic Books, 2015, p. 68. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid, p. 73. 
12 “People & Ideas: Jerry Falwell,” pbs.org, accessed 4/20/2016.  http://www.pbs.org/godinamerica/people/jerry-
falwell.html 
13 Matthew 7:13-14 (NIV), emphasis added. 
14 Matthew 5:13-14 (NIV). 
15 John 19:10 (NIV). 



Excerpt from Christian Pharisees by James Butcher.  All rights reserved.  Copyright 2017. 
This excerpt may not be sold or copied without written permission from the author. 

 
 

7 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
16 John 18:36 (NASB). 
17 Matthew 26:52-53 (NASB). 
18 John 3:16-17 (NASB), emphasis added. 
19 Matthew 28:19-20 (NIV). 
20 Matthew 28:18 (KJV), emphasis added. 
21 John 12:36 (NIV). 
 
 


