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Righteous Citizens 
Romans 13:1-7 

 

 
Submit to your governing authorities.  Submit to all of them because God, 
Himself, gave them their authority.  However, while the command to submit is 

simple to understand, it can be so difficult to practice.  What if we disagree with 
their decisions?  What if they're not trustworthy or godly?  And what, precisely, 

does submission look like in a democracy like ours? 
 
I am blessed with a very loving mom – involved, cared 

- deserved my obedience – rules were fair, reasonable, good for me 

- that’s my opinion as a 35-yr old... not how I always felt as a child 

- One rule in particular – only 1 hour of cartoons per day 

o unreasonable, unfair! friends got to watch more! 

o disobeyed 

o parents solution: home-made lock box 

o but I was born an engineer! jimmied it with paperclip! 

 parents: clever kids not all they’re cracked up to be! 

- Good kid – So why did I rebel and pick that lock? 

o because I did not want to submit to a rule I did not agree with 

- Almost 30 years later – still hard!! 

o submission easy when we agree with decisions of those in authority 

o but SOOO hard when we don’t 

- That’s what Paul will address in our passage this morning – submission to 

authority, even when we don’t agree with them 

 

Turn to Rom 13 

 

Review 

- Rom 1-11 – theology of God’s righteousness 

- Rom 12-16 – application – how do you live out that righteousness day-to-day 

- Overarching principle – 12:1-2 

o present yourself every day to God as an act of worship 

o instead of presenting yourself to the world – don’t be conformed 

o and be transformed by the renewing of your mind  

- Specific Applications: 

o Use your spiritual gifts to serve God’s people – 12:3-8 

o Genuinely love one another, other believers – 12:4-13 

o Love even your enemies – 12:14-21 

 

Read 13:1a - Submit to your governing authorities – the big idea of our passage 

 

“governing authorities” 

- not government as a concept; not all governments on earth 

- but specifically those governing authorities that you are under 

- for us: 

o our federal government 

o our state, county, and city governments. 

o and any representatives of those governments: police, judges, city managers... 

 

we are to “be in subjection” to them – lit: to submit ourselves to them 



- submit: significant word in Paul’s letters – e.g., used of submission of: 

o all things to Christ 

o Christ to God the Father 

o wives to husbands 

o servants to masters 

o all of us to each other – mutual submission 

o and, as in this case, submission of citizens to government. 

- verb “submit” (hupotassw)  

o meaning: “to put or place under the authority of another” 

o usually refers to voluntary submission rather than forced  

 Paul’s not speaking to the governing authorities - subjugate 

 speaking to citizens – willingly submit 

o involves not just our behavior but also our words and attitudes 

o submit = recognize, respect, and obey those in authority over you 

- Paul is not alone in this command – read 1 Peter 2:13-14 

1 Peter 2:13 - Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human institution.. 

o “every human institution” = every structure of authority God has placed over us; no 

exceptions. 

 

That’s easy to do when we like our governmental authorities 

- when they’re the men and women we personally voted for 

- when we trust them to have our best interests in mind 

- when they make decisions we agree with 

 

But what about when that’s not the case?  

- What if our leaders are not trustworthy?  

- What if they make decisions we don’t like?  

- What if they serve themselves rather than us?  

 

Do we still have to submit? 

YES! 

- Paul & Peter’s commands – blanket statements 

o No exceptions given for rulers who don’t deserve our submission 

o Important to know who their gov authority was... NERO 

 “Nero's rule is often associated with tyranny and extravagance. He is known for a number of 

executions, including those of his mother and stepbrother... Nero was reportedly unsatisfied with 

his marriage to Octavia and entered into an affair with Claudia, a former slave, and then had his 

wife, Octavia, executed… To consolidate power, Nero executed a number of people in 62 and 63 

including his rivals Pallas, Rubellius and Faustus. According to Suetonius, Nero ‘showed neither 

discrimination nor moderation in putting to death whomsoever he pleased’ during this period… The 

non-Christian historian Tacitus describes Nero extensively torturing and executing Christians after 

the fire of 64.” According to tradition, he was emperor during the executions of both Peter and Paul 

in Rome. 

 

o That’s the guy Peter & Paul tell their disciples to submit to!! 

 madman who killed Christians! who later killed them!! 

o Peter summarizes it this way in a related context... 

 Read 1 Pet 2:18 

1 Peter 2:18 - Servants, be submissive to your masters with all respect, not 

only to those who are good and gentle, but also to those who are 

unreasonable. 

 unreasonable = “perverse, crooked, unscrupulous, dishonest”!! 

 

- There’s only one exception the Bible allows: a command that directly contradicts a 

clear command from God 

o Significant that Paul used the word “submit” rather than “obey” 



 2 separate words in Greek 

 “Obey” means, simply, “do what they say” 

 “Submit” is more nuanced = “respect and follow one’s place in God’s 

ordained hierarchy” 

 Hierarchy looks like this: God... Government... Citizens. 

 Respecting your place means obey God 1st, Government 2nd 

 If Government contradicts God, you must stay obey God. 

o Happens occasionally in the Bible: 

 Hebrew midwives – Ex 1:15-17 

Exodus 1:15–17 - Then the king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives... 

“When you are helping the Hebrew women to give birth... if it is a son, then 

you shall put him to death; but if it is a daughter, then she shall live.” But the 

midwives feared God, and did not do as the king of Egypt had commanded 

them, but let the boys live.  

 Peter and John in Acts – Acts 5:28-29 

Acts 5:27–29 - ...The high priest questioned them, saying, “We gave you 

strict orders not to continue teaching in this name, and yet, you have filled 

Jerusalem with your teaching and intend to bring this man’s blood upon us.” 

But Peter and the apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than men.”  

o So,  

 if someone in authority (government official, judge, policeman...) 

 tells you to do something that directly contradicts scripture 

 you disobey 

o But, you do so in a respectful way 

 Midwives, Peter, John – did not try to undermine the authority of their corrupt 

leaders.  

 Spoke respectfully to them.  

 Took the consequences for their actions. 

 

- And finally, recognize RARE in this country at this time 

o Might happen in places like Saudi Arabia – but not here right now 

o No laws I’m aware of that qualify for our civil disobedience 

 

Summary:  

- Even if we don’t agree with our leaders, trust them, like them... 

- Still, we must submit to them – in action, word, and attitude 

- If Paul & Peter had to submit to Nero, then we have to submit to our leaders! 

 

And Paul tells us why in the next few verses.  

- Knows that submission is hard when you don’t agree with those in charge 

- so provides... 

 

Motivation 

- Two reasons – most important reason 1st 

- Read 13:1-2 

 

1) Because all authority is ordained by God 

- “no authority except from God” 

- therefore, all “those which exist are established by God” 

- absolute language – allows no exceptions 

- every person in authority over us was placed there by God 

o whether they got there by vote, appointment, bribery, corruption, or military 

conquest... 

o ...they are there by God’s choice 

- God is sovereign: all authority belongs to Him, delegates it as He sees fit 

o Dan 4:32b 



Daniel 4:32 - ‘...the Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind and bestows it on 

whomever He wishes.’  

o True of good rulers as well as bad – Rom 9:17 of Pharaoh 

Romans 9:17 - For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, “For this very purpose I raised 

you up, to demonstrate My power in you...”  

 exceedingly wicked – murdered and enslaved Jews 

 BUT not an exception to the rule! 

- So submit because all of them were put in place by God – whether they 

acknowledge it or not 

o 13:4 2x rulers are “ministers of God to you” 

 = “deacon” = servant appointed by God 

o president, congressmen, governor... all are servants of God appointed by God even if 

they don’t acknowledge or obey God. 

- THEREFORE, v2: to resist them is to resist God Himself 

o and consequence: to come under God’s judgment and discipline.  

 

o QUESTION: is it ever okay to revolt or seek to overthrow? 

 What about in the case of Nazi Germany?  

 Had to disobey when they told you to do immoral things 

 But should you have tried to overthrow the government? 

 Could make a case that it was so evil it had to be overthrown 

 BUT, Nero was just as evil, and Paul urged submission, not revolt or 

assassination 

 Actually, very hard question to answer from scripture – grey 

 Fortunately, not an issue for us today!  

- God put them there, so we must submit – as simple as that 

- We submit not for their sake, but for God’s sake. 

o 1 Peter 2:13 again: “submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake...” 

o because He is worthy, not because they are worthy 

- That’s the primary reason.  

- Second motivation purely pragmatic... 

 

Read Rom 13:3-4 

2) Because they exist to promote good and punish evil 

- That is the primary purpose for which God has ordained human government 

o “praise / approve” those who do what’s right. 

o “punish / avenge those who do evil 

 last week: individual believers – don’t take vengeance 

 but the government should! That’s their God-appointed job  

 “sword” – metaphor for authority to punish evil 

 up to and including death penalty 

- Paul’s point - pragmatic: submit because they are appointed to praise obedience 

and punish disobedience 

o So if you don’t want to live in fear of the law, do good!  

- Now, of course, v3-4 are not true of all governments  

o Paul’s talking about the ideal – what government is intended to do 

o some governments don’t live up to this ideal – wicked, corrupt, oppressive 

o in that case, you still have to submit because reason #1 is still valid! 

- But, fortunately, for us, reason #2 is valid most of the time for our government.  

o Our governing authorities do in fact punish violence, murder, theft 

- So, submit out of a legitimate desire not to get on the wrong side of the Law. 

 

Paul summarizes those 2 motivations in v5 – Read Rom 13:5 

- pragmatic reason: to avoid the wrath of the Law 

- primary reason: for “conscience” sake – because your conscience knows...  

 



Get practical – how exactly to we apply this in a democracy? 

 

What does submission include for us? 

 

1) Obey the law 

- unless the law contradicts a clear command of God 

- 3 common areas where many Christians fall short... 

o Obeying the speed limit 

o Observing the appropriate drinking age (esp. in a college town) 

o Legally purchasing movies and music  

- These are non-negotiable – do not contradict scripture 

- May feel small to us, but they’re not to God. Sin is sin.  

- Whether you get caught or not, you are rebelling against God  

 

2) Specific type of obedience.... Pay your taxes – read Rom 13:6-7a 

- “tax” = direct taxation 

- “customs” = indirect taxation = fees, customs duties, etc. 

- Taxation is biblical! This is how government is funded, and God ordained 

government 

o They are God’s servants 

o We have biblical obligation to them – to support their God given role by paying all 

the taxes we owe 

o So to cheat on taxes, is to cheat God  

- What if I don’t agree with how my tax $ is spent? 

o used to support immorality or oppression... 

o So did Paul’s! 

 funded construction of pagan temples & gladiatorial stadiums 

 funded Roman Army’s wars of conquest 

 funded immoral parties that officials hosted 

o still paid his taxes 

- If Paul had to pay Nero, then we have to pay our taxes – every cent 

- As Jesus summarized it: Mt 22:17,21 

Matthew 22:17,21 - ...Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? ... “render to Caesar the 

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

- Vote for officials who will spend your money more wisely... 

- ...But we still have to pay every cent we owe. 

 

3) Honor and Reverence – read Rom 13:7b 

- “honor” – respect/speak well of 

o Do not belittle, demean, ridicule.  

- “fear” – range of meaning from “terror” to “respect” 

o in v3 – “terror” of punishment 

o in v7 – “respect/reverence” 

- Honor & respect those in charge 

o you can voice disagreement; you can voice support for others 

o but your words & attitudes must respect those in authority 

o whether they deserve it or not 

- Unfortunately, many Christians have not been practicing this as of late 

o So much hate and fear in politics these days... 

o ...That should never characterize us 

 We shouldn’t hate anyone – last week’s message – love all 

 And we’ve no reason to fear!! God is in charge! 

o Practical: honor them by praying for them 

 1 Timothy 2:1–2 - ...I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and 

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

positions...  



 Pray for their salvation, wisdom, righteousness, protection 

 

4) In democracy: Exercise your authority wisely 

- Great thing about democracy: every 2 years, we’re in charge!! 

- Exercise that authority wisely... 

 

- Be an informed voter 

o Voting is not an option for God’s people – our government requires it 

o God is still our Master, so vote in a way that pleases Him.  

o Biblical principles to guide your vote... 

 

1) Be Christian, not Republican, Democrat, or Independent 

 Your loyalty is to God, not to a political party 

2) Compare their views to God’s Word. 

 What does NOT matter: charisma, speaking ability 

 What matters: how views compare to God’s Word 

 So educate yourself: 

 on the Word of God – what God commands 

 the candidates’ positions 

 Then prayerfully compare them & vote accordingly 

 Let the Word be your guide 

 Not a talking head on a news station or talk radio 

 What do you do when no candidate lines up perfectly..?? 

3) Prioritize issues that God prioritizes 

 Biblically, not all issues are equally important 

 e.g. life trumps economic policy 

4) Prioritize those issues that God’s word is clear about over issues that it’s 

not 

 e.g. Bible clear on marriage; not on tax policy 

5) Be gracious to those who vote differently 

 biblically – room to disagree among ourselves 

 make up your own mind; be gracious to those who disagree 

 

- Participate as God leads you 

o 2 common errors in how people approach politics 

(1) Assume politics is the cure 

 political action will fix what ails our country 

o can make our country marginally better 

o but can’t fix it 

 because what ails the US is not political, it’s spiritual - SIN 

 Only solution to SIN is the GOSPEL 

o Only hope for the citizens of America 

 Ultimately, politics can’t fix what ails us 

But because of that truth, many believers run to opposite error.... 

(2) Politics is evil 

 many in my generation 

 see politics as inherently dirty, evil, corrupt 

 so give in to apathy – check out of the political debate 

 NO! That doesn’t honor God 

 All government belongs to Him 

 He intends government to be an agent of good 

 In a democracy, we are obligated to help make that true! 

o So we should be involved as God leads us 

o If you are gifted at political science; wise enough to understand tax policy – maybe 

you should enter politics.  

 Represent God in government service. 



 You can be a follower of Christ AND a politician!!  

 William Wilberforce 

 Abraham Lincoln 

o if you have a God-given passion for some social issue near to God’s heart.. 

 e.g. alleviating poverty; supporting adoption 

 become actively involved in advancing that issue publicly 

 volunteer, administer, promote, lobby, support 

 Many at GBC already doing that – I can put you in touch with them 

 

SUMMARY: The transformed life that pleases God requires us to submit to our governing 

authorities – recognize, respect, obey 

- easy when we voted for them & like their decisions 

- hard when we don’t 

- so let’s pray for God’s help... 

 



Questions	  for	  Romans	  Sermon	  #27	  –	  13:1-‐7	  
	  
Note:	  these	  questions	  have	  been	  written	  for	  small	  groups	  studying	  Romans	  together.	  You	  can	  
also	  adapt	  these	  questions	  for	  your	  family	  or	  for	  personal	  study.	  
	  
REVIEW	  &	  OVERVIEW	  
1. What	  is	  the	  big	  idea	  of	  this	  passage?	  In	  other	  words,	  what’s	  the	  primary	  command?	  

	  
	  
OBSERVATION	  &	  INTERPRETATION	  
2. What	  does	  it	  mean	  to	  submit	  to	  our	  governing	  authorities?	  What	  does	  submission	  include?	  
	  
	  
3. What	  reasons	  does	  Paul	  give	  us	  to	  motivate	  us	  to	  submit	  to	  our	  governing	  authorities?	  
	  
	  
	  

What	  additional	  reason	  does	  Peter	  give	  us	  in	  1	  Pet	  2:13-‐15	  
	  

	  
	  
4. Are	  there	  ever	  exceptions	  to	  the	  command	  of	  13:1?	  If	  so,	  what	  are	  they?	  (see	  Exodus	  1:15-‐

17	  and	  Acts	  5:28-‐29)	  
	  
	  
	  
5. For	  what	  primary	  purpose	  did	  God	  establish	  government	  (13:3-‐4;	  Genesis	  9:6;	  1	  Peter	  

2:13-‐14)?	  How	  does	  taxation	  relate	  to	  this	  purpose	  (13:6)?	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
APPLICATION	  
6. How	  are	  you	  personally	  doing	  in	  your	  application	  of	  this	  passage?	  Consider	  each	  of	  the	  

following	  specific	  applications	  given	  in	  the	  sermon.	  How	  are	  you	  doing	  in	  each	  area?	  If	  
poorly,	  how	  can	  you	  do	  better?	  

Obey	  the	  law	  
	  
	  
Pay	  your	  taxes	  
	  
	  
Honor	  and	  respect	  those	  in	  authority	  
	  
	  
Participate	  by	  voting	  wisely	  

	  
	  
Memorize	  Romans	  13:1



Additional	  Questions	  
1. What	  questions	  came	  to	  your	  mind	  during	  this	  sermon?	  Write	  them	  down	  and	  bring	  

them	  up	  with	  your	  group.	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
2. REVIEW:	  What	  is	  the	  big	  idea	  of	  the	  book	  of	  Romans?	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

3. Must	  we	  still	  submit	  if	  our	  governing	  authorities	  are	  not	  trustworthy,	  honorable	  
people?	  See	  1	  Peter	  2:18.	  What	  do	  you	  know	  about	  the	  character	  of	  Paul’s	  own	  
governing	  authorities?	  

	  
	  
	  
	  

4. Study	  Daniel’s	  example	  in	  Daniel	  6:1-‐23.	  What	  do	  you	  notice	  about	  his	  relationship	  to	  
his	  governing	  authorities?	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

5. Describe	  Paul’s	  own	  interactions	  with	  his	  governing	  authorities.	  Note,	  in	  particular,	  
how	  he	  addresses	  these	  authorities	  (governors	  Felix	  and	  Festus	  and	  king	  Agrippa)	  
when	  he’s	  brought	  before	  them	  by	  the	  chief	  priests	  in	  Acts	  24:1,10-‐16,24-‐26;	  25:7-‐12;	  
and	  26:1-‐3,26-‐29.	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

6. APPLICATION:	  What	  are	  a	  few	  practical	  ways	  we	  can	  honor	  our	  governing	  authorities?	  
(see	  1	  Timothy	  2:1-‐2	  for	  one	  particular	  idea)	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

7. APPLICATION:	  What	  biblical	  advice	  would	  you	  give	  to	  a	  believer	  interested	  in	  politics?	  
What	  steps	  should	  he	  or	  she	  take	  to	  honor	  God	  as	  they	  participate	  in	  politics?	  
	  


