
Sermon 174: Romans 13:1: God and the government 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
There are two extremes we need to avoid as we investigate the biblical teaching on our 
relationship to the government.  We can call these overrealised and underrealised views of 
the kingdom.  The overrealised view of the kingdom totally confuses the governments of 
this world with the rule of Christ.  That rule which will one day rule over the new creation is 
attempted to be installed now.  This results in conflating the work of the church and the 
state.  This spiritualises the work of political activism as kingdom activity. It tends to be a 
liberal tendency and attaches to liberation theology, and the social gospel.  Historically the 
Roman Catholic Church which viewed the Pope having power over the kings of the earth is a 
case of an overrealised view of the kingdom.  On the extreme, we have underrealised views 
of the kingdom.  There are those that view the whole notion of government as a necessary 
evil that has come about after the fall.  Traditionally Anabaptists have had an antithetical 
relationship with government.  Separatism that seeks to isolate itself from the influences of 
government as if they are somehow dirty do not recognise the fact that God has made the 
institution of government.   
 
We have already laid the foundation that Christians can submit to the government without 
compromising the rule of Christ, and that they can have a relationship with the church that 
does not demand that the state become an arm of the church.  Today as we continue 
looking at Romans 13:1 we want to establish that God has created government as a good 
thing, and will look at this sphere of authority along with the others appointed by God. 
 
God instituted the government 
 
Romans 13:1, ‘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.’  We have 
explored how Paul can make the affirmation in the first part of the verse that all, including 
Christians and Jews, were to submit to Rome.  Today we take up the second half of the 
verse.  Paul makes a universal statement, ‘For there is no authority except from God.’  Paul 
is explaining why every person is to submit to the governing authorities, it is because all 
authority comes from God, and by implication all people who have been made by God must 
do as He wills, namely submit to the government.  The next part of the verse is the way 
Paul makes this way more explicit and relevant to the Romans.  Some might have thought 
that Paul’s statement was true as a general statement, but that it could not possibly apply to 
the Roman government.  Paul makes very clear that even the Roman government has its 
authority to rule from God.  This makes the point that those who submit to the Roman 
authorities are doing God’s will.  But this raises the problem of how a good God can appoint 
bad governments, we will pick this up in the second part of our message, but here we must 
stress as Paul does that all authority comes from God. 
 
Historically the Reformed churches have been excellent at articulating the various types of 
authority structures that God has made to regulate our lives.  Because the Reformation was 
a rejection of the Roman Catholic hegemony and its tyrannical interposing of itself into 
matters of the state.  The Reformers began to think deeply about legitimate and illegitimate 



authority.  Their method of teaching was through using the ten commandments to teach a 
Christian all of their duties.  Since Jesus taught us in the Sermon on the mount how to 
properly read the law.  For example, that the command not to murder forbids all hatred and 
anger.  That each negative command implies a positive command, for example not 
murdering implies loving our neighbour and seeking his highest good.  It was also 
recognised that the ten commandments dealt with various spheres of life.  The 7th command 
implied all of God’s will for biblical marriage, the 9th command implies all of God’s will for 
justice and truth.  And the 5th commandment was used as a launch pad to speak about not 
only submission to our parents but all our God given authority relationships.  Here is the 
Heidelberg Catechism Q 104 as it is moving through the ten commandments.   
‘Q. What is God’s will for you in the fifth commandment? 
A. That I honor, love, and be loyal to my father and mother and all those in authority over 
me; that I submit  myself with proper obedience to all their good teaching and 
discipline; and also that I be patient with their failings— for through them God chooses to 
rule us.’ 
 

Notice how the logic moves from the primary relationship of authority in our lives, the one to 
our parents, to every other legitimate authority in our lives. 
 
Here is question 126 of the Westminster Larger Catechism. 
‘Q. 126. What is the general scope of the fifth commandment? 
A. The general scope of the fifth commandment is, the performance of those duties which 

we mutually owe in our several relations, as inferiors, superiors, or equals. 
 
We have taken some time establishing that it has always been the Christian perspective that 
God has given us authority relationships to submit to.  This is a deeply unpopular notion in 
our modern age and there have even been Christians who have been influenced by this 
forced egalitarianism.  The movie, The Shack, based on the popular book is a perfect 
example of someone who rejects authority.  In this book a man called Mack has his 
daughter kidnapped and murdered in a Shack.  As a result he goes into a depression and 
struggles in his relationship with God.  God sends him a letter to meet him at the Shack 
where he has a series of visions and conversations with the Trinity.  The popularity of the 
book and movie show that we are probably the most undiscerning Christian generation that 
has ever lived.  It promotes universalism, the view that all will one day be saved.  It makes 
no difference between a believer and an unbeliever.  It undermines the Scriptures.  It 
reinvents the Trinity where the Father is portrayed as a black woman; Jesus as a Jewish 
carpenter and the Holy Spirit as an Asian woman.  The visions are a series of ridiculous 
conversations that are so unbiblical is it laughable. In one of the conversations the Father 
tells Mack that authority relationships are not from God.  And "You humans are so lost and 
damaged that to you it is almost incomprehensible that relationship could exist apart from 
hierarchy. So you think that God must relate inside a hierarchy like you do. But we do not” 
(124).  Authority and relationship are pitted against each other as if they are mutually 
exclusive. 
 
Spheres of authority   
 
God has ordered our lives in and through authority relationships.  Even the gospel, which 
consists of the Son taking the form of a servant is a relationship of authority.  There are 
various spheres of authority that have a distinct jurisdiction.  Imagine these as circles.  We 
have the relationship of children to parents.  This is a relationship which changes as the 
child gets older.  The parent-child is never removed except by death, but the relationship 
goes through different phases.  When our children are young, they need firm boundaries 



and correction.  When they get older we begin to train them to make godly choices, and we 
loosen the apron strings.  When they reach adulthood they may leave the house or get 
married.  Now it is more a relationship between equals where the parents should no longer 
order their children around.  Parenthood has the task of preparing children to obey the Lord.  
As some point the parents step back and allow the adult child to live by their own 
consciences which we trust have been well trained through godly parenthood.   
 
Because of immaturity they need instruction and boundaries.  Because of sin they need 
restraints and gospel-oriented discipline.  Because parenthood is a form of discipleship, 
modelling and teaching are woven into the institution of parenthood.  We can see that 
relationship and authority are not opposed, but rather the authority helps the relationship 
reach its God given goals.  If the goal was merely to be our children’s friend then authority, 
and rules and punishments would seem wrong, but when we feature in the reality of the 
fall, immaturity and growth, discipleship and mentoring, we see it is the authority that 
enables the relationship, it does not hinder it.   
 
So children when you obey your parents, you are doing God’s will, Eph. 6:1-3, ‘Children, 
obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2 "Honor your father and mother" (this is the 
first commandment with a promise), 3 "that it may go well with you and that you may live 
long in the land."’  As long as your parents are not commanding you to sin you can and 
should submit to them.  At any point they instruct you to sin, then they forfeit the rule to 
command you at that point.  Any disobedience for the sake of conscience must still be done 
with respect and a recognition that parental authority is from God.   
 
In each authority relationship there is not only the responsibility to submit to the glory of 
God but to rule well to the glory of God.  All God given authority functions will be held 
accountable by God.  So Eph. 6:4 says, ‘Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but 
bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.’   
 
Parental authority existed before the fall, and has continued after the fall.   
 
Let’s look next at the circle of marriage.  Biblical marriage is one man and one woman in 
life-long covenant union.  This is a relationship established by God in Eden.  It was intended 
to be a partnership of a head and a helper for fulfilling God’s will on earth.   It is a love 
relationship intended for mutual benefit and it is a relationship between equals.  However, it 
is a relationship regulated by authority.  Eph. 5:22-23, ‘Wives, submit to your own 
husbands, as to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife even as Christ is the 
head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior.’  The man reminding us of the role of 
Christ is to take the lead, and the wife modelling the church is to be a helper.  Authority 
does not imply superiority but differing responsibilities.  We affirm that men and women are 
different by design and suited to the tasks God has assigned.  This is an authority structure 
which displays the glory of God by reminding us of the gospel, and it is a relationship that is 
for our good.   
 
It is not a glorified form of slavery but a cooperation between equals.  There is mutual 
respect, communication and a joint goal.  Authority exists not for the man to impose his will 
upon the marriage but rather he has been given the job of steering so that he can direct the 
partnership in the way of God’s will.  Because it is a delegated authority it comes with 
directions and specifications.  As soon as the husband makes demands that are outside 
God’s will, his authority is not binding on his wife.   
 
      



 
The NT makes clear that this authority is not a result of the fall but was from before the fall.  
This authority relationship like parenthood is not determined by culture but is a creation 
ordinance, and is to regulate our marriages for as long as this age exists.  
 
So far we have two circles.  The parental one and the marriage one.  Before a child grows 
up and gets married, let’s say in this case a daughter, she was under her father’s authority, 
but now that she has married she is under her husband.  How do these two circles relate to 
one another?  Must a daughter still obey her father over her husband?  Does getting 
married nullify all duty to one’s parents?  The bible informs us that a wife is to submit to her 
husband not her father.  She will still respect her father, but not as if she were still in 
primary school.  Being both an adult and married will have a bearing on the nature of the 
relationship.  Too many times have we seen the problem of a woman running to her father, 
or a husband bringing in an interfering mother to trouble the marriage.   
 
The next circle we should consider is the circle of church authority.  The bible clearly 
teaches the appointment of elders in the church, Eph. 4:11, Heb. 13:17, Phil. 1:1, etc.  the 
limits of this circle are determined by the jurisdiction of the authority of an elder.  His 
authority is limited to the matters of the church.  An elder has authority to apply the 
standards of God’s word in determining who can be baptised, admitted as a member of the 
church, admitted to the table and who should be brought under discipline.  He has authority 
to order God’s worship and the polity of the church in accordance with scripture.   
 
The elder does not have jurisdiction over the home so that he can tell the wife of another 
man what colour dress she ought to wear, nor can be fulfil the role of her conscience and 
legislate the shape of the principles of modesty and propriety required of all Christians.  The 
elder can give godly and hopefully wise advice but the limits of his authority are related to 
the church.  What furniture you have, where you go on holiday, the brand of car you are 
allowed to buy, who you marry, these are family matters and matters of conscience and 
outside the jurisdiction of an elder.  He has no jurisdiction over the workplace, your boss 
does.  And the elder does not have authority over the state.  He can teach the principles of 
God’s word and encourage morality and actions that agree with God’s word, but his role is 
prophetic, he has no jurisdiction to enforce laws in these other areas outside of his 
jurisdiction.  We can see how the elders in GV have overstepped their jurisdiction and taken 
the roles of mayor, employer, husband, father and conscience.     
 
Let us force a conversation between the family circle where the husband is the head of the 
home and the elder’s authority.  In the OT period between the fall and Moses, the father 
was the patriarch and also the priest of the home.  The father would offer the sacrifices and 
lead the family in religion.  The authority of an elder is a NT ordinance for the running of the 
NT church.  In the NT church it is not the father’s job to baptise or administer the Lord’s 
Supper but the elders.  God has set these boundaries of authority and we need to 
understand what they are.  Today there is something called family integrated theology 
which misunderstands this relationship and as a result you have Christians who have turned 
the family into the church and see no need for the local church.  It is a growing problem 
among homeschooling families. 
 
Since the elder’s authority exists to order God’s people in the ways of God’s word, any 
commands from an elder that is not demonstrably obvious from the word is not binding on 
the consciences of God’s people. 
 



That brings us to the authority of the state.  Before the fall, Adam would have held the 
highest position in government under God.  He would have been God’s vice-regent ruling 
over all of creation.  In the Garden of Eden the law of God and the law of the land would 
have been one.  Matters of religion and state would have been united.  As in Israel where 
we have a temporary reinstalling of the theocracy of the garden, we see the death penalty 
applied to religious sins.  All as a foreshadowing of Christ’s final judgement.  But when Adam 
and Eve sinned God decided not to judge sin but show mercy.  This presents a problem for 
the original purposes of government.  Neither Adam nor his offspring will be able to keep 
the creation ordinances such as having dominion, resting, working, multiplying and engaging 
in the cultural mandate to bring in the kingdom of God.  It will take a second Adam to fulfil 
where Adam failed.  However all of these original creation ordinances intended to be the 
means by which a kingdom for God was established were to continue.  Things like work, 
marriage and government would be practiced by believers and unbelievers.  We see crucial 
points of development which outline the nature of government after the fall 
 
An important truth that acts as an umbrella helping us to understand the role of government 
is the concept of common grace.  The words common grace imply that God has a grace 
which He extends to all of creation.  It is common, it is applied to the elect and the 
reprobate alike.  Common grace is that daily state of affairs that results from God not 
judging sin, it is the time of His patience before Christ comes again.  It is not a time of 
judging sin but rather of restraining sin.  And so things like parenting and government are 
used by God for a purpose they would not have had before the fall, to restrain sin.  God 
continues to give His good gifts to men, such as family, culture, work, etc.  However, these 
are no longer the means by which we bring in the kingdom.  It may be an obvious point to 
make but there has been a rise in a group called Theonomists/Reconstructionists who 
believe that we have to transform society into a society that is sinless and ruled by 
Christians.  It is usually hitched together with a Postmillennial eschatology that seeks a 
golden age as the expression of Christ’s reign on earth.  Many who have adopted this view 
believe that political activism is the means to bringing in the kingdom of God.  This may 
have been Adam’s job through the use of government but it is not the use of government 
after the fall in the NT.   
 
After the flood when God restarts the human race with Noah we see God giving not as a 
part of the nation of Israel, but as a common grace gift, the rule of law, Gen. 9:6, ‘"Whoever 
sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in his own 
image.’  As we compare this verse with Romans 13 we see that Paul likewise sees the 
government as legitimately having the sword and using it as God’s servant to uphold God’s 
common grace purposes of law and civil defence.  This power is given by God, and is as real 
as marriage and family.   
 
When this sphere of jurisdiction decides that families are not allowed to homeschool then it 
has overstepped its bounds.  A child’s education is first and foremost the responsibility of 
the family not the state.  When the church interferes in matters of worship and insists that 
churches must perform gay marriages; or that all churches must be of one denomination; or 
impose a universal standard like the Common Book of Prayer on all, this is wrong.  You may 
take this for granted now but this was not always the case.  Even the Reformed churches 
took a while in coming round to this understanding.  In the Westminster Confession of Faith 
published in 1647, there was a statement that it was the duty of the civil magistrate to 
defend and keep pure religion.  It was changed in America in 1788, but the 1647 edition had 
some bad theology in it.  Speaking of the Civil Magistrate it said, ‘yet he hath authority and 
it is his duty, to take order that unity and peace are preserved in the church, that the truth 
of God be kept pure and entire, that all blasphemies and heresies be suppressed, all 



corruptions and abuses in worship and discipline prevented or reformed and all the 
ordinances of God duly settled, administered and observed.  For the better effecting thereof, 
he hath power to call synods, to be present at them and to provide that whatever is 
transacted in them be according to the mind of God.’  I am happy to say that Baptists have 
always been against such interference.  There must be a clear separation between church 
and state.  It is not the job of the state to ensure pure worship and discipline, it is not the 
jurisdiction of political leaders to call church meetings, nor is it their job to punish heretics.  
Government has been given a God delegated authority but it must stay within its bounds.   
 
Time will not allow us to outline the spheres of authority in the workplace and the mutual 
respect owing between equals.  But let it be seen that authority is a gift.  It is a gift of 
authority, order, direction, discipline, punishment, restraint, accountability, purpose, 
servanthood and much more.  Submission to God given authority is not dehumanising but 
the way God has ordered us for His glory and our good.  God Himself in the Second person 
of the Trinity entered into time became fully human and submitted Himself to the various 
God given authorities.  He was a child to parents, a citizen of Israel and even paid His dues 
to Rome when they were not sinful.  He was subject to the religious authorities, but most 
importantly He who was equal with God became a servant of God on our behalf.  We had 
broken God’s laws and had thrown off the restraints of the various gifts of authority, Christ 
embraced them and perfectly obeyed I them and even submitted to God’s law in what it 
required to pay for our sins by dying on the cross.  He has dignified submission to God given 
authority, He has modelled it for us, and He has saved us back to living under it not to try 
and save ourselves, nor even to try and build a kingdom on earth, but as a part of our 
gtatitude and worship as we enjoy His gifts.       
 


