
The Gospel in Romans: Romans 13:1-7 
INTRODUCTION 
1. Thus far we have seen our duty to God, ourselves, our brethren, our neighbors, our enemies, and now, the state. 

 How are the subjects of King Jesus supposed to relate to pagan governments whose rulers often oppose them? 

 This is the central passage for answering the question of our responsibility to government, but it is not alone. 
-Jesus (Mark 12:13-17), Paul (here and Titus 3:1), and Peter (1Pet. 2:13-17) all address the issue in the NT. 
-Likewise a wealth of information can be found in the OT. (e.g. Prov. 8:15-16; Jer. 18:6-10; 29:7; Dan. 4:17) 

2. As we noted in the last section of chapter 12, this text puts our commitment to following Jesus to the test. 

 “It is only a slight exaggeration to say that the history of the interpretation of Rom. 13:1-7 is the history of attempts to 
avoid what seems to be its plain meaning.” (D. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, p. 806) 

 We must beware of disguising our political or social commitments in a façade of Christian spirituality. 

I. THE CONTENT OF PAUL’S INSTRUCTION 
A. Practical Imperatives (vv. 1a, 5, 7) 

1. Paul’s basic command is clear: submit to the governing authorities. We “must be in subjection.” 

 But what about…? But what if…? But why must we…? It is easy to argue or begin to rationalize. 

 But shouldn’t we first commit to obeying whatever the Lord says, regardless of what it means? 
-Is our obedience to Christ conditioned on our agreeing with His laws or accepting His rationale? 
-If this passage did overturn our former paradigm, shouldn’t we thank God and yield to Him? 

2. Twice in the paragraph Paul instructs his readers to “submit,” both because of wrath and conscience. 

 Notice he says “submit,” not obey. At least two things should be understood by this language. 
-SUBMISSION IS MORE THAN OBEDIENCE. It is attitudinal as well as behavioral. I not only comply; I honor. 

o E.g. Wives are to submit to their husbands (Eph. 5:22). A wife who complies with her 
husband’s leadership with gritted teeth and resentment is obeying, but not submitting. 

-SUBMISSION IS NOT ABSOLUTE OBEDIENCE. I may submit to an authority but not to an evil command. 
o E.g. A wife is to submit to her husband as the church submits to Christ (Eph. 5:23-24), but 

the commitment to Christ is higher; therefore, submission does not mean yielding to evil. 

 We submit to the state when we recognize, respect, and appropriately yield to its authority. 
3. In verse seven Paul expounds the manner in which submission is particularly exercised: paying taxes. 

 We obey the laws of the land but we must also pay our taxes and respect the governing authority. 
-We may not respect who wields that authority; we may not respect how they use that authority. 
-But we are, nevertheless, commanded to respect the office of authority and pay taxes to it. 

 We should think carefully about this when making statements about our government and taxes. 
-I don’t want to pay more tax than I owe, but I am responsible to God for it, not just government. 
-Even if I believe some rulers are wicked, and I do, I must still speak with truth, grace, and respect. 

B. Theological Considerations (vv. 1b, 1c, 2) 
There are three theological considerations undergirding Paul’s command in this passage. 
1. FIRST, THE SOVEREIGNTY OF GOD. Civil magistrates receive their power from the Lord. v.1b 

 God exalts rulers; no one can rise to power apart from God’s secret decree and permission. 
Jeremiah 27:5 “It is I who by my great power and my outstretched arm have made the earth, with the 
men and animals that are on the earth, and I give it to whomever it seems right to me.” 

 God’s empowering of men and governments ought to humble them and teach them wisdom. 
2 Samuel 12:7-8 Nathan said to David, “You are the man! Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel, 'I 
anointed you king over Israel, and I delivered you out of the hand of Saul. And I gave you your master's 
house and your master's wives into your arms and gave you the house of Israel and of Judah. And if this 
were too little, I would add to you as much more.” 

 God rules over all, and no amount of money or political manipulation can overcome His design. 
Daniel 4:17 “The sentence is by the decree of the watchers, the decision by the word of the holy ones, to 
the end that the living may know that the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he 
will and sets over it the lowliest of men.” 

2. SECOND, THE PROVIDENCE OF GOD. Civil magistrates exercise their authority under God’s provision. v.1c 

 If even demons are subject to God’s authority, we can be sure rulers and governments are as well. 
Prov. 21:1 The king's heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD; he turns it wherever he will. 



 Pilate would have no power without God’s decree, but that does not make his use of it always right. 
John 19:10-11 So Pilate said to him, “You will not speak to me? Do you not know that I have authority 
to release you and authority to crucify you?” Jesus answered him, “You would have no authority over me 
at all unless it had been given you from above. Therefore he who delivered me over to you has the 
greater sin.” 

 Might God raise a ruler or put a government in place in order to judge the nation they reign over? 
Romans 9:17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, "For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might 
show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth." 

3. THIRD, THE JUDGMENT OF GOD. Civil magistrates are agents of God; those who defy will be punished. v.2 

 Would God ever use a godless nation for His own purposes or to punish other nations with violence? 
Isaiah 10:5 Ah, Assyria, the rod of my anger; the staff in their hands is my fury! 

 When God clearly places a pagan man in a position of power, are we obligated to honor him? 
Jeremiah 27:6-8 Now I have given all these lands into the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, 
my servant, and I have given him also the beasts of the field to serve him. All the nations shall serve him 
and his son and his grandson, until the time of his own land comes. Then many nations and great kings 
shall make him their slave. But if any nation or kingdom will not serve this Nebuchadnezzar king of 
Babylon, and put its neck under the yoke of the king of Babylon, I will punish that nation with the sword, 
with famine, and with pestilence, declares the LORD, until I have consumed it by his hand. 

 Does our identity as Christians mean we are no longer subject to the authority of civil magistrates? 
Acts 25:11 “If then I am a wrongdoer and have committed anything for which I deserve to die, I do not 
seek to escape death. But if there is nothing to their charges against me, no one can give me up to them. I 
appeal to Caesar.” 

C. The Biblical Paradigm for Civil Government (vv. 3-4, 6) 
1. What is government supposed to be and to do? An agent of God in the interest of justice. 

 They are given the sword for the purpose of punishing evildoers and waging just war. (cf. Gen. 9:5-6) 

 The Bible mandates a very limited role for civil government, a role often neglected by nations today. 
2. What if the government exceeds its authority or acts in an unjust manner? The rule still applies. 

 While this passage does describe the biblical design and parameters for civil government, the fact 
that Rome exceeded those parameters indicates our submission is not conditioned on theirs. 

 We know that all things work together for good, even the suffering of the saints. 8:28-39 
 

Brief Excursus: Romans 13 and Revelation 13 
1. It is God who allows Satan to raise up a “beast” to persecute the early church. Rev. 13:1-10 

 This beast, representing a government, is Satan’s agent to try to destroy the church. Rev. 12:13-17 

 This beast’s influence includes religious deception, which is also permitted by God. Rev. 13:11-18 

 The Lord allowed the beast to exercise this authority. Why? God has His own reasons for His will. (cf. Isa. 55:8-9) 

 The time of the beast’s power is definite and limited by God. He will fight, and lose. Rev. 17:1-18 
2. What are we to make of this? God raises kings and brings them down. He empowers nations and judges them. 

 We should beware of assuming we know what God’s secret will for a nation may be. We could easily be wrong. 

 No Christian should ever vote for a man who advocates ungodliness, violence, and immorality. (cf. 2Chr. 19:2) 

 But is it ever God’s will for such a man to come to power? Evidently so! Why? God knows. He remains in control. 

Psalm 135:6 Whatever the LORD pleases, he does, in heaven and on earth, in the seas and all deeps. 
Eph. 1:11  …predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will, 

 We ought not to fear when the forces of darkness seem to grow stronger. God has a purpose for all that occurs. 

II. THE CONTEXT OF PAUL’S INSTRUCTION 
A. The Immediate Context: 12:17-21 

1. The connection between Paul’s discussion of civil authority and the preceding section should be clear. 

 The government has authority to be “an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.” 

 “The judgment of the state against evildoers in history anticipates the eschatological judgment of God at 
the end of history.” (T. Schreiner, Romans, p. 684) 

2. Obviously this does not mean the state’s judgment will always be just or will be perfectly applied. 

 There is no such thing as perfect justice in a fallen world, but the state still acts as God’s agent. 

 The power of the civil magistrate to punish evildoers is part of God’s provision for vengeance. 



B. The Historical Context: Rome 
1. It should not be overlooked or lightly dismissed that Paul said this to those under Roman authority. 

 Rome’s excesses, flagrant immorality, violence, and injustices are well-documented historically. 

 Despite Rome’s paganism and immoral rule, Jesus, Peter, and Paul all command submission to it. 
2. Suetonius records that taxes in Nero’s early reign were exorbitantly high. (The Twelve Caesars 6.10) 

 Tacitus also records in the Annals (Book XIII) extortion by the tax collectors at this same time. 

 This is likely the historical reason Paul uses two terms for taxes in the passage: tax and revenue. 
-These almost certainly refer to two different methods of taxation used by Rome in that day. 
-One is a general tax while the other is an occasional tax (e.g. income vs. property/sales taxes). 

3. Though Rome was corrupt, the Christians were to acknowledge her authority, submit, and pay taxes. 

III. THE CONCERNS IN APPLYING PAUL’S INSTRUCTION 
A. Does This Apply to Us Today? If So, How? 

Doug Moo surveys seven ways this passage has been interpreted. (The Epistle to the Romans, pp. 807-809) 
1. THERE IS NO COMMAND. THE PASSAGE IS NOT GENUINE OR PAULINE. IT IS ONLY AN INTERPOLATION. 

 This is the same way many people dismiss Paul’s statements limiting the role of women in 1Cor. 14. 

 But there is absolutely no evidence this text is anything other than original and was written by Paul. 
2. PAUL IS NAÏVE ABOUT THE GOVERNMENT; THEREFORE, WHAT HE SAYS WILL NOT USUALLY APPLY. 

 Do we really believe a man who suffered as much as Paul did was naïve about government abuses? 

 We should beware of thinking we understand more than Christ’s own apostle. (cf. 1Cor. 14:37) 
3. PAUL EXPECTED THE EARTHLY KINGDOM TO SOON BE ESTABLISHED, SO SUBMISSION WAS ONLY FOR A SHORT TIME. 

 This view, like the one above, is based on Paul being mistaken about God’s eschatological plan. 

 But there is no indication Paul meant this rule only for a limited time or circumstance. (cf. 1Co. 7:26) 
4. WE ARE TO SUBMIT TO CIVIL AUTHORITIES ONLY SO LONG AS THEY ACKNOWLEDGE AND SUBMIT TO CHRIST. 

 Did Rome acknowledge or submit to Christ? Yet Jesus, Peter, and Paul required submission to them. 

 This is nothing but adding conditions to God’s word in order to take away its authority over us. 
5. SUBMISSION WAS ONLY REQUIRED OF THE ROMAN CHRISTIANS AND THOSE LIVING AT THAT TIME. 

 Yet Paul says “every person,” and the text finds parallels in Jesus, Peter, and the OT. (cf. Jer. 29:7) 

 If this does not apply to saints today, what has changed? Why do we get a pass not given before? 
-Many Christians say this command does not apply in a constitutional republic like ours. 
-But what textual evidence can be shown for such a position? On what basis can we affirm such? 

6. SUBMISSION IS ONLY REQUIRED TO PROPERLY FUNCTIONING GOVERNMENTS ACTING WITHIN THEIR DIVINE MANDATE. 

 Did Rome abide by its divine mandate? Did it never exceed its authority? Has any government ever? 

 If Paul could give this instruction to those in Rome, it applies to even the most corrupt governments. 
7. SUBMISSION TO CIVIL AUTHORITY IS REQUIRED OF ALL, BUT NOT ABSOLUTE, UNIVERSAL OBEDIENCE IN ALL CIRCUMSTANCES. 

 Submission means we respect and honor the authority of civil magistrates in all circumstances. 

 Paul says to submit and pay taxes, not obey in any and all circumstances; there is a big difference. 
B. The Parameters of Righteous Disobedience 

1. Disobedience to civil magistrates is sometimes necessary, but only under specific conditions. 

 CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE IS NOT JUSTIFIED MERELY BASED ON PRINCIPLED DISAGREEMENT WITH CIVIL POLICIES. 

-You may think some of the government’s policies are foolish, unnecessary, unfair, or even wrong. 
-Submission to civil authority is based on its source, not the logic, equity, or our consent with its law. 

 CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE IS NOT JUSTIFIED MERELY BASED ON UNGODLINESS OR UNFAIRNESS BY THE CIVIL AUTHORITIES. 

-Abortion, same sex marriage, no-fault divorce, all of these and many others are clearly wrong. 
-But none of these are required of us, and these wrongs do not justify disobedience in general. 

 CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE IS NOT JUSTIFIED MERELY BASED ON ILLEGITIMACY IN THE CIVIL AUTHORITY’S ACTIONS. 

-What if the government places limits on religious expression and oversteps their authority? 
-While we cannot fail to do what God commands, how certain things are done can and will vary. 
-Should we force confrontation if there are ways to work faithfully around it? (e.g. Egypt selling NT) 
-Even though governments will act illegitimately, this will not always require or permit defiance. 
-The early Christians who suffered persecution did not because of it attempt to overthrow Rome. 



2. Though the circumstances are clearly limited, there are times when civil disobedience is a Christian duty. 

 WHEN THE GOVERNMENT COMMANDS WHAT GOD FORBIDS, CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE IS NECESSARY. 

-When the government requires throwing babies in the river, bowing to an idol, or worshipping 
Caesar as ‘Lord’, Christians cannot and must not comply with their demands. 
-We will likely see scenarios like this increase as the sexual revolution and redefinition continues. 

 WHEN THE GOVERNMENT FORBIDS WHAT GOD COMMANDS, CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE IS NECESSARY. 

-When the government forbids us to pray or preach, Christians cannot and must not comply. 
-I do not have to defy every rule (e.g. where, when, how to evangelize), but I cannot disobey God. 

C. A Model for Righteous, Civil Disobedience 
1. Daniel, his three companions, and the apostles are excellent models for righteous, civil disobedience. 

 Daniel defied both Babylonian and Persian authorities on specific occasions. Dan. 1; 6 

 Daniel’s three companions were also compelled to refuse Nebuchadnezzar’s command. Dan. 3 

 The apostles disobeyed the religious authorities and continued preaching. Acts 4:13-22; 5:26-42 
2. In each case, certain common characteristics can be seen in their disobedience to civil authorities. 

 They submitted to those authorities insofar as they were able without violating God’s command. 

 They were meek but unapologetic in their refusal to submit to the civil authorities’ decree. 

 They submissively accepted the consequences of their disobedience and trusted God in suffering. 

 

PRAYER OF REFLECTION 

Lord, You are sovereign over all that You have made, over all that is. You do whatever You please in 

heaven and on earth. There are many things that are done that do not please You, O God, things we know You 

never commanded and never approve. Yet even the evil in this world is restrained by Your hand. You do not 

allow the Devil to exercise freedom without Your permission. Even the demons are subject to Your authority. 

We thank You, Father, that You are sovereign, that You do have control in this world, that You do promise that 

Your victory and authority will be full revealed and vindicated in the end. Lord, we long for that day. Help us, 

until that day, to be faithful, O God. Help us to trust You. Help us to submit to Your will. 

We pray for our nation, O God. We pray that You would grant repentance and revival in this land. We 

pray that Your word would run swiftly and be glorified. We pray that You would raise up God-fearing men to 

lead us, men who will turn us back from the path to destruction we are presently on. And we pray that You 

would protect us, that You would protect Your people, Your Church, and embolden us for ministry. Help us to 

speak Your word without fear and without shame in the midst of a lost and dying world. Be glorified in our 

lives, O God, be glorified in this Church, be glorified in this nation, be glorified in all the earth. 

We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen. 


