
Sermon 173: Romans 13:1: Submitting to the government

OUTLINE

Kingdom and politics
Authority and providence

INTRODUCTION

Human beings are political animals.  We are deeply invested in who is in power and is 
making the big decisions that affect our lives.  And as we move into a new chapter in 
Romans we move into the most systematic teaching in Paul on the matter of the Christians 
relationship to the government.  Historically the relationship between the Christian and the 
state and the church and the state has been fraught with difficulties.  A number of questions
assail us as we being to think about this area.  Must Christians submit to governments?  Are 
governments a necessary evil and an institution resulting from the fall?  Can a Christian 
disobey the government?  Can a Christian be part of a violent revolution?  Can a Christian 
hold office?  Must a Christian answer a government’s summons to fight in a war?  Can and 
should the church start Christian political parties?  Can Christians vote for politicians of other
religious beliefs?  Can Christians work with unbelievers in common political goals?  Is 
political activism part of the great commission?  Are all governments under the control of 
the devil and to be identified as the beast in Revelation?  In a democratic society is it a sin 
for a Christian not to vote?  Can a pastor preach on who the congregation should vote for?  
These questions and more will be addressed in our look at Romans 13:1-7.

We must note from the context how Paul got to talking about our submission to the 
government.  You will remember that at the beginning of chapter 12 Paul called us to 
respond to God’s mercy by being a totally consecrated living sacrifice, meaning that we 
should serve God with our whole lives.  Paul then began to map out the various areas will 
this will need to be applied.  Firstly, we are to serve one another with our gifts in the 
church.  Secondly, we are to serve our enemies.  A surprise to the early believes would be 
this third area of submission to the government.  Today as we look at verse 1 we want to fill
in the background tension of the early church and situate the Christian in relation to the 
state now that Jesus is King.  Secondly, we want to stress with Paul how God regulates our 
lives by authority structures and look at how His providence brings about both the good and
bad governments of history.

Kingdom and Politics

When you and I hear the words, ‘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 don’t fully appreciate their radical nature.  3 surprises are woven into this verse.  Firstly, 
every person is to submit to the government, Jews and Christians are not excluded.  
Secondly, the present evil government of Rome must be submitted to.  And thirdly, even the
bad ones exist by God’s decree.  These words would have been so hard to hear at the time 
that many Liberal theologians think that these 7 verses could not possibly have been written
by Paul, that they are a later scribal insertion.  That is not the case, we do not reject words 
that do not fit our presuppositions, we come to the bible to have our minds renewed and 
challenged.  Let me give you some of the background so you can appreciate how radical 
these words would have been at the time.  



The Jews hated the Romans.  They believed in a coming Messiah who would rally an army 
and crush the Roman Empire who had invaded the holy land.  The Romans were idolaters 
and they had already put up such a fuss under Roman rule that they were given a 
concession on the usual rule of offering sacrifices to the Roman gods because of their 
fervent monotheism.  Rome is credited to be 10% Jewish at the time of Paul writing the 
letter to the Romans.  And Christianity in its early days was viewed as a splinter group 
within Judaism and so enjoyed all the protections extended to the Jews.  However, when 
the Jews continued to persecute the Christians in every town there was a riot in Rome in AD
49, this resulted in all Jews being ejected from Rome temporarily.  This ruling is recorded in 
Acts 18:2.  Add to this tension the fact that the three Roman emperors during this period 
are three of the worst, Caligula, Claudius and Nero.  Add to this the general discontent with 
Roman citizens altogether with the raising of taxes which resulted in the tax revolt in Rome 
in the mid-50s.  You can imagine then some of the temptation to resist the Roman 
government.  There would have been a lot of sympathy for resistance to the Roman 
authorities who were immoral, idolatrous, persecuting and demanding too many taxes.  And 
it is into this hotspot of political unrest that Paul writes Romans 13:1-7.  This would have 
been no arbitrary inclusion but a necessary spelling out of one’s duty when so many voices 
were calling for another direction.  The points he makes in this section are written in 
anticipation of the dissident voices that would be encouraging revolt.  

Not only were there social problems to Christians negotiating their relationship with the 
Roman government, but there were also theological ones.  Think back with me to the 
gospels and the difficulties that the early Jewish believers had separating the spiritual 
kingdom of Christ and the political sphere and an expectation of military action by the 
coming Messiah.  Think of John the Baptist.  He came to prepare the way for the promised 
Saviour, the Messiah who would save His people.  John called people to repentance and 
warned that the axe was ready to strike in judgement.  When Jewish ears heard this they 
would have thought that the Messiah would raise and army and lead them in triumphant 
battle against all of God’s enemies including the oppressive and idolatrous Romans.  There 
were a group of Jews called the zealots who in the spirit of the Maccabees sought to revolt 
and war against Rome driving them out of Israel and establish God’s kingdom by the sword.
Either way, whether it was John or the Zealots, the kingdom of God would be established as
a geo-political entity and would be brought in by the sword.  There could be only one 
supreme military power, therefore the Messiah must crush Rome and a willingness to take 
up arms and kill the idolaters was a way you prepared for the coming of the Messiah.  You 
would nurture a hate for the Romans, a just-wait-and-see attitude that was storing up 
violence and vengeance for the great uprising.  Can you imagine a Zealot hearing Paul’s 
words about all submitting to Rome because God has put Rome in power? Paul’s words 
would have sounded like he was a sympathiser with Rome and nothing better than 
collaborating tax collector.  How can Christ be king and Christians still submit to Rome as a 
political power?  It would have been viewed as a blasphemous impossibility.

John the Baptist himself who had baptised Christ, seen the Spirit descend upon Him and 
understood that the Messiah was the Lamb of God for the forgiveness of our sins.  Even he 
had to send his disciples to ask whether Jesus was in fact the promised one because of the 
apparent absence of judgement Lk. 7:18-19.  

Or think of the disciples in the Gospels.  They did not conceive that Christ’s coming would be
in two stages and that the kingdom would initially not be political but spiritual.  That Jesus 
would first die to save us from our sins and then at His second coming put all other enemies
away.  So when Jesus told the disciples that He had to go and die in Jerusalem, Peter 
rebuked Him, Matthew 16:21-22, ‘From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he 



must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, 
and be killed, and on the third day be raised. 22 And Peter took him aside and began to 
rebuke him, saying, "Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never happen to you."’  Right up 
until He died they were asking about political posts on His right and left (Matt. 20:21); and 
thought they might need to bring swords along for military action (Lk. 22:38).

So how then can Christ be King, all authority on heaven and on earth be His, and yet 
Christians must submit to the antichrist Roman government?  As Christians we believe that 
Jesus is seated at the right hand of the Father on the throne of supreme authority over the 
universe, He is God’s Second and Last Adam and His human vice-regent through whom He 
exerts His rule, why then must Christians submit to godless regimes if Christ has taken the 
Davidic throne as promised?  

There are two key notions which help us to understand how we relate to governing 
authority, even evil authorities.  The first is the nature of Christ’s kingdom as already and 
not yet, and the second is our identity as exiles not inhabitants.

When I say the words, kingdom of God, what comes to mind?  The words imply the reign of
God, a situation where God is king, where He is ruling, He is in charge, and all of His will is 
coming to pass.  In the Garden of Eden until the entrance of sin into the world, this was the 
case.  God had appointed Adam to rule as a vice-regent, as an implementer of God’s will.  
With the entrance of sin into the world God did not lose His supremacy over the universe, 
however, the good will of God for His creation was disrupted and it was no longer very 
good.  Nature was subjected to decay and destruction and human beings experienced death
and judgement instead of life and blessing.  And so God gave a promise of another human 
being who would be born who would undo the works of the devil.  That promise grew in 
detail and grew to include all the nations of the earth.  Other details were added such as, 
the king would be born of a virgin, of David’s line, that He would take the throne and all 
nations would be brought into submission before God.  Pictures were painted in prophetic 
idiom of harmony in nature, where lions and lambs would lie down together, where invasion
and cot death, and exile would all be abolished along with all war.  The OT painted a picture
of a Son of David who would rule, but also a suffering servant who would die for the sin of 
God’s people.  Many in the OT looked forward to the political emancipation promised but 
thought little about the saving from sin that was also necessary.  At the time of the NT 
Israel was fixated on political emancipation and did not think that it needing saving from sin 
because of the self-righteousness of their distorted religion.  If you had asked a Jew how 
God was going to fulfil all of His promises about reversing the fall the predominance of a 
political solution would have taken front and centre.  Some sort of military coup seemed an 
inevitable way to bring in the kingdom of God.  
But God’s ways are not our ways, and He fully saves us not by removing what we think is 
our biggest problem but by solving what in fact is our biggest problem and that is the 
problem of sin.  So instead of Jesus taking His throne of judgement and damning all of His 
enemies, which would have been the majority of the human race.  Instead, He dies for our 
biggest problem which is sin.  By our sins we had made an enemy of God.  Worse than the 
Romans, worse than the Pharisees, worse than crime, worse than oppression, worse than 
economic collapse or environmental disaster was the problem of our sins.  Our sins would 
send us into eternal hell.  Unless the debt of our crimes against God’s law are paid in full, 
you could remove all these other problems and still go to an eternal punishment.  So God 
saves us, not by immediately crushing all enemies politically, for if He had done that the 
majority of Israel would also have been judged.  No He made a way of salvation by which 
millions have been saved.  Jesus ascended His throne over creation, but instead of rushing 
to apply all the political solutions implied in the OT promises we have a delay.  This delay is 



not a weakness, or a glitch, or a plan B.  This delay is a lifeline by which millions are given 
the opportunity to join Christ’s kingdom.  For when He comes to judge all sinners will be 
eternally condemned.  So for now He has chosen to not press His claim and has given the 
earth time to hear the message of salvation and repent.  There is a day appointed when He 
will return to fully install His kingdom, but for now He chooses to have mercy and be patient
with His enemies granting them an opportunity to be saved.  His resurrection from the dead 
is the proof that He will come again.  As surely as He rose from the dead, and we have the 
eye witnesses to prove it, so surely will He come again.  
So we speak of Christ’s kingdom as inaugurated but not consummated.  The kingdom is 
already here but it is not all here.  There is enough of the kingdom realised that we can 
receive the life of Christ’s new reign, and adoption into an eternal family, and the gift of the 
Spirit to help us live through this dying age and keep us for our future kingdom.  And one 
day He will come in full and on that day every knee will bow and every government of the 
world will be under His banner, and Christians will not have to submit to any other 
temporary government.  

The NT as well as the OT gives us a category to help us negotiate this time between the 
times that we live in.  It is the notion of being an exile.  The exile was the time that Israel 
had been disobedient to God’s law and He judged them by exiling them out of the land to 
Babylon.  So compare Israel in the land and Israel as exiles.  In the land, like in Eden, and 
like it will be in the new creation, God is literally and physically manifest among His people.  
because God is there the land is holy ground and all the ethics of heaven now apply.  No sin
can be abided, all sin must be judged, the seed of the serpent must be driven out.  It is the 
place where God’s presence guarantees physical blessing like fertility, rain and freedom from
invasion.  Israel’s armies are to take up the sword and crush idolatry, Israel’s judges are to 
inflict the death penalty upon sinners cleansing the earth to recreate a sinless paradise.  
Here religion and government, church and state are one, they are governed by the same 
law.  But then Israel is sinful and they get kicked out of Israel and have to go and live in 
Babylon.  But now how should they live?  Should they take up swords and start killing the 
Babylonians.  Should they seek to establish God’s rule through holy war.  Should they ignore
the laws of the land and abide by the laws of Israel putting to death whoever their law says 
they should?  The answer is no, things change when you are not in the land, when the 
theocracy is not being enforced.  In fact the prophet Jeremiah goes so far to say that the 
Jews who would ordinarily have been dead set against the Babylonians in holy war are 
called to pray for the peace of Babylon and be peaceful citizens seeking the good of 
Babylon, Jer. 29:4-7, ‘"Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles 
whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 5 Build houses and live in them; 
plant gardens and eat their produce. 6 Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives
for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters;
multiply there, and do not decrease. 7 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent 
you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare.’  That is radical stuff!  

And yet in the NT Peter and James call us exiles, sojourners, and tribes of the dispersion.  
When the NT portrays the Christian it paints the picture of an exile who is passing through 
another’s country, that this is not our home.  And in the same way the Israelites would have
to put on hold the perfect political system of the theocracy where church and state were 
wed.  We too do not apply the fullness of the New Creation form of government now.  
Daniel and not the Maccabees becomes the paradigm we work from.  This has radical 
implications for our relationship to politics. 



This means that a Christian is able to submit to the governments of all of the countries of 
the world without compromising on the Lordship of Christ.  The Romans were being called 
to submit themselves to a Caesar who claimed to be a god without needing to take up 
swords and try and set him straight on the matter by force.  And as the exiles of Israel were
called to pray for the good of the cities where they dwelled, Paul calls us to pray for the 
authorities as well, 1 Tim. 2:1-2, ‘First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, 
intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all people, 2 for kings and all who are in high 
positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way.’

Since we are to view ourselves as exiles and not as inhabitants we must not treat the 
countries where we live as if it were Israel.  We must not think that our goal is to recreate a
theocratic state where God’s laws are the laws of the land.  There are several good reasons 
for why we should not do this.  Firstly, this is what Jesus will do when He comes again.  He 
will humble the governments of the world and bring in a new world order when He comes.  
Secondly, it is not the job of the church to create Christian governments but to fulfil the 
Great commission.  The preaching of the gospel is in keeping with the purpose of the first 
coming of Christ where God is seeking to save sinners and draw many to Himself before He 
comes as a conquering King to subjugate all rebels.  The actions of the church must be in 
step with this present purpose of God.  We are to build churches not states.  
Thirdly, there should be no such thing as a Christian state because Christ has given us the 
blueprint for a Christian church but none for a Christian state.  It would be a sad mockery of
Christ’s reign in His final kingdom if we put the name of Christ on the various laws that so 
called Christian states would pass.  We must not give the false impression that Christ’s 
cause and the particular political agenda of a party are one.  
Fourthly, the OT national showing of God’s kingdom was only ever a type and was a 
preparation for Christ’s kingdom.  To seek the institution of a Christian state is to introduce 
types when the reality has come.  Christ is King, His kingdom is inaugurated though not yet 
fully consummated.  The reality has come we no longer needs the preparations of OT types 
such as the theocracy.  

Because we are exiles, and the citizens of two countries, one temporary and one eternal.  
Christians can submit to earthly governments.  In fact, in the democratic age in which we 
find ourselves, we are even able to vote for unbelievers.  In fact in our democratic 
opportunities we can even join in the various projects in the capacity as citizens with 
unbelievers in joint political action if it agrees with God’s common law written on the hearts 
of all men.  Christians, Muslims and Hindus can be joined in political action because political 
action is not a part of the great commission or part of the church’s calling.  You can unite 
with others in political action against abortion without wondering about their spiritual 
loyalties because of our democratic opportunities, and because we are not engaging in 
church work together.  If you are a Christian you can even get a job in the government, as 
long as it does not compromise your beliefs.  Not because building Cristian governments is 
our job, it is not, but because we are citizens of two countries.  You can bring Christian 
principles to bear and expect a resonating affirmation because of God’s law being written on
the hearts of all men.  However, this is not to be confused with the work of the church in 
fulfilling the Great Commission.  

It is because Christ’s kingdom comes in two parts and that we are exiles that we reject the 
union of church and state.  Whether it be with the Church subject to the state or the state 
subject to the church.  We recognise distinct spheres of authority and purpose.  We hope to 
unfold more as we continue through this text.  

                                              



                   


