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 The letter of Romans takes an interesting turn at the 

beginning of chapter 13.  It seems a bit abrupt.  These 7 verses may 

seem out of place.  There was the theme of love in the latter part of 

chapter 12, and then chapter 13:8 picks up that theme again.  So 

why is 13:1-7 where it is?  Well, it’s another important aspect of 

being transformed by the renewal of our minds . . . discerning what 

is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.   

 I think it is also an important theme to address in relation to 

what Paul was just instructing about non-retaliation.  I tried to 

make this important point last week. 

When it says, in 12:19, Never avenge yourselves, that 

doesn’t mean you can’t protect yourself.  It doesn’t mean you let 

people stomp all over you like you’re a doormat.  It just means, 

don’t personally go to pay back the person who wronged you.  

Instead, go to God in prayer.  And, if need be, go to the civil 

authorities (which is God’s servant) and pursue justice that way.  

12:19 tells us not to avenge ourselves, but to leave it to the wrath 

of God.   

 And now, in this section at the beginning of chapter 13, 

we’re learning one particular way that God’s wrath is carried out 

against evildoers, namely, through the governing authorities. 

 This is a really significant passage, and we’ll spend at least 

one more Sunday going over these verses.  This passage raises a 

lot of questions in our minds.  We immediately want to qualify it 

and figure out what the exceptions are.  I’ll try to deal with some 

of those questions next time.  But for this morning, I want us 

simply to feel the straightforward thrust of what God’s Word is 

telling us.  We are to be subject to the governing authorities.   

 There are 5 things I want to talk about in relation to this 

command.  Providence, authority, respect, prayer, and gratefulness. 

Providence   

 First, let’s think about God’s providence in relation to 

government.  Paul gives this as a reason for why we should submit 

to the authorities.   
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“Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For 

there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have 

been instituted by God.”  

God puts in place kings and rulers.  He not only ordains that they 

be, and ordains who specifically is in each role, He also guides 

every decision they make.  This is astonishing, because we think of 

all the bad decisions that are made.  But it’s true.  God is sovereign 

over every ruler, over evil rulers.  God directs every detail.   

“The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD; he 

turns it wherever he will.” (Proverbs 21:1, ESV)  

We can think of the most powerful individuals in the world, and 

we must remind ourselves that they are putty in the hands of the 

Lord.  Their power is no match for God’s power.  And their 

decisions to do this or that are exactly according to God’s 

providential plans.   

 Therefore, when leaders make good and wise choices, we 

can praise God for His mercy.  And when leaders make harmful, 

unwise choices, we can be looking for how God is going to bring 

good even out of the worst situations.   

“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.”” (Romans 9:17, ESV)  

God has His purposes which we cannot fathom.  He is guiding the 

decisions of rulers, both good and bad, for the great purpose of 

showing His power in order that His Name will be proclaimed in 

all the earth.     

Or think of King Nebuchadnezzar, the guy in the book of 

Daniel who built the huge image of gold for everybody to worship.  

Then, when Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego would not bow 

down to it he threw them into the fiery furnace.  Needless to say, 

King Nebuchadnezzar was a very proud king.  In Daniel 4:30 the 

king is looking out over his kingdom, and he says, “Is not this 

great Babylon, which I have built by my mighty power as a royal 

residence and for the glory of my majesty?”  Immediately after this 

God casts him into the wilderness for seven years in order to teach 

him who is really in control and who really gets all the glory.  By 

the end of those seven years Nebuchadnezzar had learned his 

lesson, and he acknowledged the glory of the Most High God. 

“At the end of the days I, Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my eyes to 

heaven, and my reason returned to me, and I blessed the Most 

High, and praised and honored him who lives forever, for his 
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dominion is an everlasting dominion, and his kingdom endures 

from generation to generation; all the inhabitants of the earth are 

accounted as nothing, and he does according to his will among the 

host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none 

can stay his hand or say to him, “What have you done?”” (Daniel 

4:34–35, ESV)  

“Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise and extol and honor the King of 

heaven, for all his works are right and his ways are just; and those 

who walk in pride he is able to humble.” (Daniel 4:37, ESV)  

God can raise up rulers, and He can bring them down.  He often 

allows prideful rulers to remain in power, but He also humbles 

them.   

 And as we learned last week, there will be justice in the 

end.  “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord” (12:19). 

One more illustration of this that I’ll mention is Pilate.  

Jesus made this point of God’s providence over rulers when He 

responded to Pilate.  John 19 records this interaction.   

“[Pilate] entered his headquarters again and said to Jesus, “Where 

are you from?” But Jesus gave him no answer. 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.”” (John 19:9–11, ESV)  

So the first point is simply for us to recognize God’s 

sovereignty over all things, including the governing authorities.  

God’s providence extends over every sphere of life, and this is one 

of them. 

Authority   

 Next, let’s think about the concept of authority.  As sinful 

human beings, we are naturally resistant to the idea of authority.  It 

seems exciting, cool, hip, to rebel against authority.  But God has 

ordained an authority structure, and we need to realize that it is for 

our good (as verse 4 tells us).  We also need to acknowledge that 

we are not at liberty to disregard the authority structure God has 

put in place.   

 There are restraints put around our lives, but these restraints 

are for the good of all, ourselves included.  I was thinking about 

this in the past week when I’ve been holding on to our 10 month 

old son, Micah.  He is crawling around some now, and he likes to 
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stand on his own two feet when I hold him up.  He can’t balance 

on his own two feet.  But if I’m holding him upright, he has the 

strength to stand.  The funny thing is, he will try to get himself free 

from my hands.  He’ll try to push my hands away.  But, of course, 

if I were to remove my hands, he would fall flat on his face.   

 That’s kind of how it is with authority.  Our natural, sinful 

inclination is to push authority away.  We want to be “free” from 

those constraints.  But what we don’t realize is that we will fall flat 

on our faces without the support structure of appropriate, God-

given authority. 

 There is an authority structure in the home.  The husband is 

the head of the wife, providing Christ-like, sacrificial leadership.  

The parents are to exercise authority over the children, bringing 

them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.  There is an 

authority structure in the church as well.  Elders are to teach and 

lead and shepherd the flock.  And the congregation is to submit to 

that leadership. 

In Romans 13 we’re learning about the authority structure 

of the state.  We are called to be submissive in this context as well.  

One very practical and painful application of this is paying our 

taxes.  Verse 7 speaks directly to that specific way that we are to 

be subject to the governing authorities.  We are to pay taxes to 

whom taxes are owed. 

Should you pay your taxes?  Yes, you should.  You should 

pay every penny you owe, even if you think it’s unfair, even if you 

don’t like the president, even if you think the government is too 

big and they shouldn’t need this much of your money.  You pay 

what you owe.  Give Caesar his coin.  As Jesus said, “Render to 

Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are 

God’s.” (Mark 12:17, ESV)  

 1 Peter 2:13-17 also addresses this.  "Be subject for the 

Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the 

emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those 

who do evil and to praise those who do good. For this is the will of 

God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of 

foolish people. Live as people who are free, not using your 

freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living as servants of God. 

Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the 

emperor."   

 So this is God’s will for us.  Just because we answer to a 

higher authority than the government doesn’t mean we’re free to 
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disobey the lower authority.  We are to submit to the government 

“for the Lord’s sake.” 

Respect 

 Part of what it means to be subject to the governing 

authorities is to respect the governing authorities.  There are 

different facets to this.  In one sense, it is fear.  In another sense, it 

is honor.  But either way you think about it, it ought to produce 

healthy obedience that has regard for the authority structure God 

has put in place. 

“For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would 

you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is 

good, and you will receive his approval,” (Romans 13:3, ESV)  

 There is a healthy fear we ought to have of the governing 

authorities.  It is the government’s right to punish those who do 

wrong.  And therefore, we should fear the government in that 

sense, that if we do wrong we are liable to punishment.  If we’re 

going 50 MPH through a school zone, we should get pulled over 

by a police officer and given a speeding ticket—probably a pretty 

hefty one.   

 I know that often when I see a police car I instinctively take 

my foot off the gas pedal and look down at my speedometer.  And 

sometimes there’s a pang of fear that grips me when I first notice 

that police car out of the corner of my eye.  I fear getting a ticket, 

so I automatically slow down when I see a cop.  Once I was out on 

a run and I saw a police car and all of a sudden I started running 

slower.  I clearly have a problem. 

 We should respect the government in that we fear the 

punishment that will come for wrongdoing.  Therefore we comply 

with the laws of the land.  We are mindful of the speed limits.  We 

wear our seat belts.  We pay our taxes.  We get the necessary 

building permits.  We don’t steal.  We are honest in our business 

dealings.  We abide by the rules the government has put in place, 

even when it seems inconvenient and annoying.  But we recognize 

that the government can punish us for disobedience, and that 

motivates us to obey. 

 But our respect for the governing authorities is not merely 

fear of punishment.  We’re also exhorted in this passage to show 

honor.  Verse 7 mentions respect and honor.  And right before that, 

in verse 6, Paul refers to the authorities as “ministers of God.”  

This is given as a reason why we pay taxes.  We pay taxes because 

the authorities are ministers of God.  Have you ever thought about 
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the government in that way?  We don’t tend to think in that way.  

Unfortunately we hear so many stories of corrupt politicians that 

we might form a bad stereotype in our heads.   

 But even though there are some corrupt politicians, that 

doesn’t take away from the fact that God has instituted these 

authorities, and they are His ministers.  In verse 4 Paul refers to the 

government twice as God’s servant.  And then in verse 6, he calls 

the authorities God’s ministers.  There should be honor shown 

toward those who serve as ministers in government, just as there 

should be honor shown toward those who serve as ministers in the 

church.    

John Stott writes, “Those who serve the state as legislators, 

civil servants, magistrates, police, social workers or tax-collectors 

are just as much ‘ministers of God’ as those who serve the church 

as pastors, teachers, evangelists or administrators.” (Romans, 344) 

And that’s a good segue into the next point, which is 

prayer. 

Prayer 

 One way we can honor government leaders is by praying 

for them.   

In 1 Timothy 2:1-2 Paul instructs us to do this very thing.   

"I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings 

be made for all people, for kings and all who are in high positions, 

that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in 

every way." 

 This is a convicting exhortation, because the tendency so 

often is to criticize those in high positions rather than pray for 

them.  But think about how it would affect our own hearts if, 

instead of criticizing and complaining about civil authorities, we 

prayed for them.  It’s important to realize that when Paul wrote 

this, the emperor was Nero, who persecuted Christians.  So we 

can’t read this verse as an instruction to pray for Christians in high 

positions, or for those in high positions whom we happen to like.  

No, it means we ought to pray for the civil leaders whether or not 

we like them, whether or not they are believers, whether their 

worldview is supportive of or antagonistic toward the Christian 

worldview.   

 What is the purpose of these prayers for the civil 

authorities?  “that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and 

dignified in every way.”  Paul was very aware of the hindrance that 
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civil unrest could be to the Gospel ministry.  For instance, in 

Ephesus, the very city that Timothy was in when Paul sent this 

letter to him, there had been a riot concerning Christianity.  This is 

recorded in Acts 19:23-41, and we see that things were so chaotic 

that Paul’s disciples wouldn’t even let him attempt to speak to the 

crowd.  It wasn’t until the uproar ceased that Paul was able to 

encourage the disciples and then depart.  So we pray for kings and 

all who are in high positions, recognizing the benefits of living in a 

place where there is freedom and order.  For in this setting we can 

live peaceful and quiet lives.  We can focus on growing in 

godliness and spreading the Good News. 

 Let us pray for our leaders.  Maybe you’re tempted to think 

that criticism and complaints will have more of an impact than 

prayer, but the Bible tells us otherwise.  As we pray for the 

president and governors and mayors and judges and members of 

the congress and senate, who knows what God will be pleased to 

do through those prayers—for the spread of the Gospel and the 

sanctity of life and the sanctity of marriage and the protection of 

the freedoms we enjoy in this country.   

 As we ask God for these things we must also use the 

freedom we have to pursue a peaceful and quiet life, godly and 

dignified in every way.  Think about the amazing freedom we have 

in this country.  Think about the amazing opportunities we have to 

study God’s Word and have fellowship with other believers and 

talk about the Gospel openly with friends and family and co-

workers and even strangers.  We should not take these freedoms 

for granted. 

Some of you, as you pray for the governing authorities, 

God may incline you to pursue one of those high positions.  God 

may lay it on your heart to serve in a political office of some kind.  

And that is a wonderful thing.  It’s a much-needed thing—for 

godly Christian men and women to seek out these positions of 

influence, to promote justice and defend the truth and work for the 

good of all.  

Gratefulness  

 The last point is gratefulness.  As we abide by the laws of 

the land, as we pay those taxes, as we pray for our country, we 

should do so with gratefulness in our hearts toward God, that we 

live in a land where we have the freedoms we have.  We should 

thank God for the level of order and structure in the United States. 
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 There is plenty to be said about what is wrong with the 

United States.  But there’s also much to be thankful for.  In verse 4 

we read that the government is “God’s servant for your good.”   

 The structure that government provides is a great benefit to 

us.  Even very corrupt governments can be better than anarchy.  

We can complain about what our government is doing wrong—and 

there are many legitimate concerns that should be voiced—but 

imagine what our lives would be like if the government evaporated 

into thin air.   

 Imagine what it would be like if a robber broke into your 

house, and there were no police to call.  Or if there was nobody to 

repair the massive pot holes in the roads every spring.  Or if there 

was no agency to regulate the quality of food sold in the stores.  If 

there were no prisons.  If there was no military to protect us from 

foreign attack.  Life would be very different, very scary. 

 Sometimes when I see a person in a military uniform, I take 

the opportunity to thank them for their service to our country.  

Yesterday at the Camus wedding I had that opportunity.  There 

were two men who were part of the wedding who were in the 

reserves and were wearing their uniforms.  As we talked, I said to 

them both, “Thank you for serving our country.”  And one of them 

immediately responded, “Thank you for the paycheck.”  I went on 

to tell them a bit about this sermon that I would be preaching this 

morning.  But that comment made a helpful connection for me.  

Yes, it seems like a bummer to pay those taxes.  But God 

commands us to do so.  And there are also benefits that result from 

those taxes.  There are many important things (like our military) 

that are funded through the taxes we pay.  

 So, in spite of our various complaints, we should be 

grateful for the common grace that comes to us through our 

government, and we should respect the government’s authority as 

something that God has put in place for our good.    

I’ll close with the second half of Jesus’ statement in Mark 

12.  “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God 

the things that are God’s.”  (Mark 12:17, ESV)  

 We’ve talked about various ways we render to Caesar the 

things that are Caesars.  That’s important and good for us to reflect 

on.  But at the end of the day, what is far more important is 

whether you are rendering to God the things that are God’s.  You 

can be a law-abiding citizen who is on a path to hell.  I hope that’s 

not the path you’re on.   
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 Let me ask you: What is your life all about?  Is it mainly 

about you: who you are or who you hope to become, what you 

have or what you hope to get.  If that’s your mindset, then you 

desperately need God to reset your focus and priorities.   

 Some of you may be thinking, I’ll give God His due, but I 

still rule my life.  I’m still going to do what I want to do.  I’ll come 

to church, and I’ll put some money in the offering basket, and 

maybe I’ll even serve in some way that’s convenient for me.  I’ll 

do my share.  I’ll put in my time.  But the rest is mine to do with as 

I please.   

 That’s not what it looks like to be a Christ-follower.  

Because when Jesus says, “render to God the things that are 

God’s,” that means everything.  Everything is God’s!  You belong 

to God!  And if you’re a believer, He doubly owns you.  He 

created you, and He redeemed you.    

 Don’t come to the end of your life and say, I gave to Caesar 

what is Caesar’s, and I gave to the American Dream most 

everything else, and I gave to God some leftovers.  That’s a wasted 

life.  Don’t live a life that’s going to be filled with regrets later on.  

Render to God everything.  Turn over your life to His care.  Repent 

of your selfish aspirations and surrender everything to Him.  He is 

worthy of our complete trust. 

 So render to Caesar the things that are Caesars.  Submit to 

the governing authorities.  But also render to God the things that 

are God’s.  Recognize that He is our ultimate authority.  Rejoice 

that He has sent His own beloved Son to redeem us from the 

mastery of sin in order that He might be our good Master.  

 We have many things to thank Him for . . . from the 

blessings of a civil society to the blessings of having our sins 

forgiven because of Christ’s death on the cross.  


