
For Conscience’ Sake
Romans 13:1-7

If I were asked to identity the one preeminent sin of mankind, 
the one most characteristic or comprehensive sin, I think I know 
what I would say.  Autonomy.  Or, self-rule.  Self-law.  I will be my 
own judge.  I will be my own god.  I will be my own king.  I will be 
my own authority.

I believe that sin encompasses all other sins, and it goes back 
Adam and Even in the Garden Eden, doesn’t it?  The sin of Adam 
and Eve was not simply eating a piece of fruit from a particular 
tree.  Rather, their sin was their choice, their willful decision, to 
determine for themselves that they had the right to make that 
decision for themselves.  And clearly it was an act of rebellion, 
rebellion against the authority of God their creator.  Remember 
what God had told them?

Gen. 2:15  “Then the LORD God took the man and put him in 
the garden of Eden to tend and keep it. 16 And the LORD God 
commanded the man, saying, “Of every tree of the garden you 
may freely eat; 17 but of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die.”

That wasn’t a burdensome command; after all, the garden was 
a glorious place, full of all sorts of delightful treasures which Adam 
and Eve were able to enjoy completely.  

Gen. 2:8  “The LORD God planted a garden eastward in 
Eden, and there He put the man whom He had formed. 9 And out 
of the ground the LORD God made every tree grow that is 
pleasant to the sight and good for food.”

But when tempted, this is how they responded,
Gen. 3:6  “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for 

food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree desirable to 
make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate. She also gave to her 
husband with her, and he ate.”

Did you get that?  “The woman saw that the tree was good for 
food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree desirable to 
make one wise.”  And her husband was with her.  They looked at 
the fruit of that tree and decided for themselves that it looked 
good to eat.  They assumed for themselves the right to make that 
decision, despite what God had told them.  In other words, 
autonomy.  

In contrast to such autonomy, God’s people are called to 
submit to his authority, to him.  And thus, in a certain sense, as 
the opposite of autonomy, submission is the characteristic virtue 
to which we are called as Christians.  It is the summary of our 
duty and responsibility before God, to submit to him, putting to 
death our desire for self-will.  And, I must add, to submit also to 
the exercise of authority which he has established on earth 
throughout this current age.  And that is our focus this morning, 
both the general principle of submission and its specific 
application with respect to the civil government.  Let’s begin in 
general terms with,

I. THE PRINCIPLE OF SUBMISSION.
What is it?  What does it mean?  The key word is in verse 1, 

translated, “be subject.”  Let every soul be subject.  The word 
literally means to be put under, thus to be put in subjection.  
Submission is a good translation.  The word is a military word, 
referring to rank, referring to the exercise of authority within rank.  
To be in submission is to rank under someone else, to have a 
lower position of power than they.  

Let’s further define our words.  “Authority” means the right to 
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exercise power, the right to rule or govern, and it includes the 
power to see that commands are obeyed by others.  Paul uses a 
second Greek word in verse 1, translated “governing.”  The 
governing authorities.  And his point, stated most generally, is 
very clear.

A. God has established governing authorities.  
v.1

Those words are abundantly clear.  All governing authorities 
established among men derive their authority from God.  They 
derive their origin, right, and power from God.  The right to govern 
people, including the right to require obedience from those 
governed, that right is based entirely upon the fact that God has 
instituted the governing authority in the first place, and delegates 
his authority to others. 

It is a chain of command.  It is a hierarchy.  At the top of the 
chain, at the head of the flow chart, is God.  He is the Chief 
Executive Officer, in the language of corporate America.  He is the 
Admiral, in the language of the Navy.  He is the General, the five 
star General in the Army.  He is the King.  The President.  The 
prime minister.  

“There is no authority except from God.”  I don’t think I even 
need to explain that.  But as Paul makes himself clear, the 
implication and application of that idea is that “the authorities that 
exist are appointed by God.”

Now, there is a very obvious and definitive application of that 
broad general principle.

B. God’s people are obligated to submit to governing 
authorities.

v.1  “Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities.” 

As I have already said, this is no secondary matter, but at the 
very heart of Christian life and Christian living.  Actually, it is the 
responsibility of non-Christians, too, despite their unbelief.  They 
are to live under proper submission as a moral obligation.  And 
when they fail, they are guilty of sin.  Just as Christians are.  

Scripture emphasis this obligation to submit in so many 
places.  Consider,

Titus 3:1  “Remind them to be subject to rulers and authorities, 
to obey, to be ready for every good work, 2 to speak evil of no 
one, to be peaceable, gentle, showing all humility to all men.” 

1 Peter 2:13  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance 
of man for the Lord’s sake.” 

There are some obvious specific examples, such as the one 
that is the focus of our text this morning, namely civil authorities.  
But there are other specific circumstances in which we are 
responsible to exercise submission, namely in the church, in 
families, and, I believe, in the context of employment and earthly 
service.

So we read about the church with these words,
Heb. 13:17  “Obey those who rule over you, and be 

submissive, for they watch out for your souls, as those who must 
give account.”

I read earlier in the worship service these instructions with 
regard to the family,

Eph. 5:22  “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the 
Lord. 23 For the husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is 
head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 24 
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Therefore, just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives 
be to their own husbands in everything. 25 Husbands, love your 
wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for 
her…6:1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 
2 “Honor your father and mother,” which is the first commandment 
with promise: 3 “that it may be well with you and you may live 
long on the earth.”

I believe the instructions to servants would apply to situations 
of employment, as we read,

1 Peter 2:18  “Servants, be submissive to your masters with all 
fear, not only to the good and gentle, but also to the harsh. 19 For 
this is commendable, if because of conscience toward God one 
endures grief, suffering wrongfully.”

So this obligation of submission is a significant element of a 
godly Christian life, applying to multiple circumstances of life.  And 
in our text this morning, we then focus on,

II. THE EXERCISE OF CIVIL AUTHORITY.
That is clearly what  Paul is addressing, what our confession 

calls the civil magistrate.  In other words, the exercise of rule 
within civil government, which is ordained by God.  God intends, 
he designs that as human being, we live in societies ordered by 
law, governed by rulers who have authority.  Obviously, this goes 
beyond our relationships with fellow Christians, as within the 
church and, ordinarily, within families.  This refers to everyone, all 
mankind, the rule of government among human beings.  

To state the obvious, God doesn’t intend us to live in chaos 
nor anarchy.  Nor autonomy.  He intends us to live under the 
authority of governors and kings, and to submit to that authority 
even in the case of harsh rulers.  Peter certainly made that clear, 
didn’t he, in the passage I just read regarding servants.   And in 

that same chapter, Peter speaks as well about civil authorities,
1 Peter 2:13  “Therefore submit yourselves to every ordinance 

of man for the Lord’s sake, whether to the king as supreme, 14 or 
to governors, as to those who are sent by him for the punishment 
of evildoers and for the praise of those who do good. 15 For this 
is the will of God, that by doing good you may put to silence the 
ignorance of foolish men— 16 as free, yet not using liberty as a 
cloak for vice, but as bondservants of God. 17 Honor all people. 
Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the king.”

I want to emphasize that this submission is not based upon 
the virtue of the ruler, but simply upon the ordinance of God, yet 
even so,

A. God defines the purpose of civil authorities.
This is what they are supposed to do, what God’s revealed will 

and purpose for them.  And surely any civil government ruled in 
this way enjoys great blessings.  The basic idea is this, that the 
purpose of the civil government is to do you good, you who do 
good.  You who keep the law, who don’t commit crimes nor cause 
harm, the government’s god-given task is to do you good, to 
provide for your protection and well-being.  While at the same 
time, protecting you from those who would do evil.

v.3-4

So if you do evil, if you are a law-breaker, God designs the 
civil authorities to be a restraint, such that others will benefit from 
that protection.  The best thing, according to God’s purpose, and 
that for which we should pray, is for the freedom and protection to 
live peaceful and quiet lives.  In other words, God’s purpose for 
the civil authorities is to leave their law-abiding citizens alone to 
live out their lives in peace.

1 Tim. 2:1  “Therefore I exhort first of all that supplications, 
prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all men, 
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2 for kings and all who are in authority, that we may lead a quiet 
and peaceable life in all godliness and reverence.”

However, we also see that,

B. God defines the power of civil authorities to administer 
justice.

In other words, to punish the wicked.
v.4

Those are very strong words!  To bear the sword means to 
exercise the power even to take life, the power to inflict bodily, 
physical punishment.  That’s not a power a church elder has, nor 
a husband.  Only the civil government has the authority to bear 
the sword, which in the most extreme example must certainly 
include the right to wage war.  The government of Ukraine has 
every right before God to protect their country with the weapons 
of war.  The civil authorities have such power which is, at times 
necessary.

And well defined, for as I just read in verse 4, “he is God’s 
minister, an avenger to execute wrath on him who practices evil.”  
The civil authorities are to avenge, to exact justice, to punish evil.  
And they do so as God’s minister.  

Remember as we studied last week, that this practice of 
vengeance is forbidden to us as individuals, but reserved by God 
for himself.

Rom. 12:19  “Beloved, do not avenge yourselves, but rather 
give place to wrath; for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will 
repay,” says the Lord.”

So vengeance is not our prerogative, it belongs to the Lord.  
But the Lord does delegate that responsibility to civil 

governments.  They are, indeed to avenge, to punish evil, to 
punish the evil doers. “He is God’s minister, an avenger to 
execute wrath on him who practices evil.”   That seems to me just 
as plain and clear as it possibly can be.

Notice as well, Paul is not referring here to “all governments 
which acknowledge God.”  He is not saying, “all Christian 
governments” nor is he saying “all Christianized governments.”  
He is not saying, “all good governments” nor even all “faithful 
governments.”  He just says all governing authorities.  They have 
all been established by God.  And even when characterized by 
their own unbelief, they remain, nonetheless, the minister God 
has ordained as “an avenger to execute wrath on him who 
practices evil.”

And we are called to submit.  Let me focus on that for a few 
more moments in this third point of my sermon.  And I want to 
focus on matters of the heart.  The attitude. 

III. THE MOTIVE FOR SUBMISSION.
First of all, let me say that that motive is one of duty.  Proper 

duty.  That is to say, duty rightly understood.  A moral obligation.  
So we submit, according to God’s design and purpose,

A. For the sake of proper duty.
And Paul is pretty specific, and personal.  He mentions taxes.
v.6

It is our duty to the civil authorities to pay taxes.  And again, 
Paul is not saying that you can avoid that obligation if and when 
you think the taxes are unfair to too high.  He is not laying out a 
political philosophy that gives you the right to avoid what you 
might even rightly judge to be excessive taxation.  

Page  of 4 6



I’m not exactly sure how I would label myself in the current 
political climate of our own country, but certainly from my 
exposition here of Romans 13, I believe in a rather limited and 
restricted role of government, a case I think is made by these 
verses.  Thus, my own personal view is that our government 
requires too much of us in the form of taxes, and politically, I am 
willing to let my voice be known in that regard.  I’m willing to vote 
accordingly.   

But that doesn’t give me the right not to pay the taxes that are 
due.  I am thankful to live in a country which still retains a 
measure of freedom to speak freely, even in support of 
candidates in opposition to those who currently rule.  But that 
freedom is not a freedom to cheat on my taxes.  I hope you see 
that difference.  I am thankful I don’t live in Russia, but I am even 
more thankful I don’t live in anarchy either!  So as a Christian, I 
am not free from the duty of submission.  And that sense of duty 
is a proper motive.  I obey the law because I am obligated to do 
so.  Whatever your political convictions might be, however much 
you exercise your political views in the current events of our city, 
county, state or even nation, you still have the biblical duty to pay 
taxes as they are levied.  And I could apply that same principle to 
obeying the speed limit just as directly as paying taxes.

With the further descriptions of,
v.7  “Render therefore to all their due: taxes to whom taxes are 

due, customs to whom customs, fear to whom fear, honor to 
whom honor.”

Paul isn’t naive here!  Don’t forget that.  Now, remember that 
Paul is not naive.  He himself had been terribly abused by various 
governmental agents.  He wasn’t blind to those abuses.  We read 
things like, 

Acts 16:22  “Then the multitude rose up together against 

them; and the magistrates tore off their clothes and commanded 
them to be beaten with rods. 23 And when they had laid many 
stripes on them, they threw them into prison, commanding the 
jailer to keep them securely. 24 Having received such a charge, 
he put them into the inner prison and fastened their feet in the 
stocks.”

Nonetheless, his words to us, under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, are clear.

v.7  “Render therefore to all their due: taxes to whom taxes are 
due, customs to whom customs, fear to whom fear, honor to 
whom honor.”

There is the obvious exception Peter expresses when 
commanded not to teach in Jesus’ name,

Acts 5:29  “But Peter and the other apostles answered and 
said: “We ought to obey God rather than men.”

Yet that exception doesn’t cancel this deep-rooted 
commitment of the godly heart to submit to God by submitting to 
the authorities he has instituted, giving “fear to whom fear [is due], 
honor to whom honor.”

One final thought in terms of motive, and it really is the climax 
of my message this morning.  I believe it is at the center and heart 
of Paul’s teaching here in Romans 13.  This principle of 
submission is not just one of external form.  It is not just going 
through the motions, nor mere duty.  Nor is it just a matter of not 
wanting to get in trouble.  There is a much higher motive here, 
what he describes in verse 5 as “for conscience’ sake.”

Your motive must not simply be that you don’t want to get 
caught.  You pay taxes not simply because you don’t want to be 
audited by the IRS.  You obey speed limits not simply because 
you don’t want a ticket.  You submit, and obey, the ordinances of 
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the civil authorities,

B. For the sake of your own conscience.
Let me explain a bit what that means.  Your conscience is a 

reference to your own self-awareness, your own self-judgment.  
Your conscience is actually the evidence of your existence as a 
human being created in the image of God.  I believe this is what 
distinguishes us as creatures made in God’s image from all the 
other animals, the presence of a conscience—a soul that judges 
between right and wrong.  A heart that is responsible to make 
moral choices, and a heart, when unhindered by sin, that will 
teach you, from within, to do what is right.  And similarly, to cause 
you to be aware, within yourself, when you do wrong.  In other 
words, to cause you to feel the true pains of proper guilt.

A conscience is that part of your human soul that makes moral 
judgments before God, judgments of doing what is right and not 
doing what is wrong.  From within your own heart.  And that’s 
Paul’s point.  You obey, you submit, not just for the sake of wrath, 
not just to avoid the punishment or penalty you might have to 
endure.  Rather, you obey, you submit, because from within your 
own heart, you live with the conviction of what is morally good 
and morally evil.  And from within your own heart, you do the 
former and abstain from the latter.

Now, let me go back to where I started this morning, with the 
chief characteristic sin of fall man being the claim of autonomy.  
So the subject of submission is not simply something we talk 
about in terms of imposing our authority upon others.  Rather, it is 
something that we must come to terms with within our own 
hearts.  Submission is the opposite of autonomy, a willingness not 
to be your own authority, but rather the humility to recognize that 
you live under the authority of another.  And it is our calling, 
everyone of us, even in much more broad terms than just those 

several areas which God addresses specifically, including the civil 
government.  It is a matter of your heart, such that Peter would 
actually say,

1 Peter 5:5  “Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and 
be clothed with humility, for “God resists the proud, But gives 
grace to the humble.”

And then Paul,
Eph. 5:17  “Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what 

the will of the Lord is…21 submitting to one another in the fear of 
God.”

So this subject of submission is very deep and very broad, 
affecting the whole of our lives.  The motive which must drive it is 
a matter of the heart, a matter of conscience, a matter of moral 
judgment before God, a matter of conscience.  We are not 
autonomous.  We are not the king and ruler of our own lives.  
Rather, we are never freed from the debt to love one another.  We 
are never free from the duty of considering others more important 
than ourselves.  And thus our submission, given in our homes and 
families, given in the church, and given to the civil authorities, is 
nothing other than the outworking of the spirit of God in our hearts 
which shows itself in the exercise of such humility.

Submission is a big thing.  It’s a big issue.  It is to be a matter 
of the conscience, a matter of the heart.  A willingness to live 
without the claim to be your own authority.  So it is we must 
submit to God, as a matter of conscience.  And thus we submit 
even to civil authorities, “not only because of wrath but also for 
conscience’ sake.”  
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