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Romans 13:1-7 (Week 95) 
09/07/2020 

Submission the State – Part II 
 
This is my message written out prior to being preached. Please excuse the bullet point format 
and any grammatical mistakes. This is meant to be spoken. 
 
Introduction & Review  
 

• If you have a Bible, and I hope you do, 

• I’d encourage you to open it to Romans Chapter 13. 

• Today we continue to look at verses 1-7. 
 
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. Therefore whoever resists the 
authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. 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, for he is God's servant 
for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is 
the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer. Therefore one 
must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of conscience. For 
because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this 
very thing. Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom 
revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed. (Romans 
13:1-7) 
 

• Now as I mentioned last week this passage generates several interesting questions. 

• Including one we dealt with last week… 

• That is What about Evil States?  

• Does this passage apply to evil governments and rulers? 
 

• And the answer we found from this passage and other scripture is yes,  

• this passage applies to good as well as evil states. 

• Which means (in General) that we are to submit to our government,  

• Whether that government is good or bad…  
 

• However, I say in General because…  

• related to this question about evil states another question that arises from this passage is… 

• Are we to Always Submit to the State No matter what? 

• What if the state commands you to do something that is contrary to the word of God? 

• That’s the main question I want to address today. 
 

• Now you may think, “well I already know the answer to that question” so no need to listen. 

• But I’d suggest you stay tuned. 

• Because even though you probably do know the answer,  

• you might be surprised at how that answer is to be implemented. 
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• When and how the Christian submits to the state or doesn’t submit to the state has been and 
continues to be very relevant. 

• Because throughout history and even today Millions of Christians have lived under states that 
forbid them to do what the Bible commands. 

• Or commands them to do what the Bible forbids. 
 

• For example, the Bible commands, in Hebrews 10:24-25,  
 
And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet 
together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see 
the Day drawing near.” (Hebrews 10:24-25) 
 

• Do not neglect to meet together, that’s what the Bible commands.  

• But there have been and continue to be states that forbid the meeting together of Christians. 
 

• Now I realize that there are different reasons for forbidding the meeting together of Christians. 

• That usually the reasons involve the states desire to suppress Christianity in favor of “the State 
Religion”  

• Or more recently (in the case of Communism) the States desire to have no Religion but the State. 

• That would mean no physical or online meeting together of Christians. 
 

• Whereas the situation we find ourselves in is different. 

• Our State has forbidden Christians, along with lots of other groups (religious or otherwise) not to 
physically meet together for health reasons. 

• Online is still okay… 
 

• And for some Christians, this State mandate stopping us from physically meeting together is valid 
and good. 

• They are convinced that out of love for the most vulnerable, and in obedience to the state, which 
is being guided by the health community, we as a church should not physically meet together. 

• Instead we can meet and worship together online. 
 

• However, other Christians believe that the biblical command to not forsake meeting together takes 
precedence over the state’s orders. 

• They believe that there is a higher authority than the state and that by taking certain precautions 
the church can provide a relatively safe environment for people come together in worship. 

• Thus, reasonably protecting physical health, while providing for both spiritual and emotional health 
of the body of Christ. 
 

• And there are Christians on both sides of this issue! 

• How do I know, because I’ve talked to them, they go to this church. 

• And as elders and church leaders, navigating through the issue of physically meeting together or 
not has been challenging to say the least. 

• More on that later… 
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• Because first we need to look again at Romans 13:1-7  

• For me this has been a crucial passage for thinking through how we are to respond to the State 
during this time in history. 
 

• I call your attention Verse 1, 

• This is the overarching command of this passage is…  
 
Let every person be subject to the governing authorities… (Romans 13:1) 
 

• Paul is calling Christians to submit to the state,  

• and he is not, on the surface, mentioning any exceptions.  

• And so, as I said, that brings up the question… 

• Do we Submit no matter what? 
 

• And to properly answer that question,  

• I think we must first get a clear understanding of why Paul is calling Christians to submit to the 
state. 

• Let’s look at three… 
 
1. Reasons for Submission 

• First Paul says… 

A. Submit Because it is Right  

• As we said last week, God invented the state in which we live. 

• Romans 13:1 continues… 

For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God.  
(Romans 13:1) 

• Governments are instituted by God,  

• And therefore, deserve respect and submission.  

• And Paul may also mean that the individuals who are exercising authority are in their positions by 
God’s sovereign control of history.  

• God is at work through the goverments (good and bad) that he institutes… 
 

• Daniel 4:17 says 

…the Most High rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will and sets over it the 
lowliest of men. (Daniel 4:17) 

• So it is right to submit to the state because God has given the state their authority. 
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• Then second Paul says… 

B. Submit Because it is Wise 

• In Romans 13:3-4, we are given reasons why God instituted human government.  

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, for he is God's 
servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. 
For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer. 
(Romans 13:3-4) 

• Paul is saying that the state is needed to hold people accountable to live in a way that makes it 
possible to live together.  

• Without the threat of punishment, human self-interest would make society impossible.  

• So, the very system of human government is a wise one. 
 

• One practical way we see this is in verse 4  

• He (the state) does not bear the sword for nothing.  

• “The sword” is clearly the power to punish those who do wrong… 

• For example, in LA the Mayor has used the sword to turn off the water and power to houses that 
violate the states mandates against large gatherings. 

• But in general punishment includes fines, imprisonment or sometimes even death.  

• And the state’s responsibility to bear the sword, Paul says is for our good. 
 

• Imagine how chaotic it would be if the state had no sword. 

• No way to punish those who do wrong. 

• Or what if every citizen “bore the sword”!  

• We know of places and times in which that was the case,  

• and no one wants to live under such conditions. 
  

• God’s wise plan is that only some people bear the sword, we cannot all do it.  

• So second, we submit because it is wise… 

• And the third reason we… 

C. Submit Because it is Fair 

• We see this is verses 6-7  

For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to 
this very thing. Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to 
whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed. 
(Romans 13:6-7) 

• Paul seems to be indicating that government is necessary.  

• And as beneficiaries of what government does, we are obliged to give them what we owe them.  

• Since they do their part, ruling (protecting), we must do ours, submitting. 
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• So, in these verses we see that submission to the state is not just commanded… 

• But Paul gives reasons for our submission. 

• We submit to the state because it is right, wise and fair. 
 

• But then the question comes…  

• Is it always right, is it always wise, it is always fair? 

• Do we Submit no matter what? 

• Are their any… 

2. Restrictions on Submission 

• Now at first glance, Paul doesn’t seem to mention any restriction. 

• He seems to put the requirements of submission in absolute terms.  

• The basic command of the passage is… 

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities... (Romans 13:1) 

• And in the rest of the passage we don’t find any clear exceptions. 

• We see this also in verse 2 when he puts the command in negative terms,  

• That is, what the Christian is not to do… 

Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who 
resist will incur judgment. (Romans 13:2) 

• Resisting these governing authorities is resistance to what God has put in place and will result in 
judgment. 

• That seems clear. 
 

• And it’s even clearer when we realize that Paul was talking of a very non-Christian government, 

• the pagan Roman empire.  

• The “authorities” Paul has directly in view were at best unfriendly,  

• and at worst actively hostile, toward the church.  
 

• In fact, when he wrote this letter,  

• the Roman authorities had already imprisoned him once in Philippi 

• And later would imprison him twice more… 

• With his final imprisonment resulting in his Martyrdom under Caesar Nero. 

• It is interesting to not that the author of this passage which clearly call the Christian to submit to 
the State was himself killed by the State. 
 

• And it is this type of evil “state” which Paul tells the Christian to submit to.  

• So clearly, the default position of the Christian (every Christian) to the state (any state) is to 
submit. 
 

• However, within this passage there are at least two hints that the authority of the state is not 
absolute.  

• That there are restrictions to our submission. 
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• By “hints” I mean that there are some statements that may imply some restrictions,  

• The first hint deals with God or Caesar… 

A. Hint One: God or Caesar  

• from Romans 13:7 we read…  

Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is 
owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed. (Romans 13:7) 

• As we mentioned last week, this is probably a reference Jesus’ famous saying:  

 “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are 
God's.” (Matthew 22:21) 

• Paul surely has in mind this teaching of Jesus,  

• And Jesus is clearly saying that the state has a limited sphere of authority.  

• In his commentary on this passage Pastor Tim Keller writes…  

Jesus was undercutting a common conception of the state in his era; namely, that the king or 
emperor was a deity in the pantheon, or so closely allied with the god of the region that the 
state had a divine authority. Jesus, however, says “yes” to paying Caesar taxes but “no” to 
paying Caesar worship; that is, “no” to unqualified obedience. (Tim Keller) 

• Jesus’ statement went very deeply into the consciousness of the early church.  

• Not only does Paul echo it here in Romans 13:7,  

• but Peter does the same in 1 Peter 2:17.  

Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor. (1 Peter 2:17) 

• Christians got into a great deal of trouble in the Roman Empire when people realized that they had 
an authority higher than the emperor,  

• And Christians have gotten into trouble in most eras for the same reason. 
  

• When the 17th-century Stuart kings of England and Scotland claimed the “divine right of kings,”  

• the Protestant minister Samuel Rutherford wrote a treatise against the idea called Lex, Rex;  

• that is, Law is King. 

• That is the biblical teaching:  

• The king is not the law, but law (God’s law) is king! 
 

• So, the implication of this hint that Paul gives us is that yes, we are to submit to the state 
(Caesar). 

• However, there may be restrictions… 

• Notice in Romans 13:7 we are to pay what is owed. 

• This includes taxes, revenue, respect and honor. 
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• But we do not owe the state everything.  

• There are some things that belong to the state (to Caesar) and other things that belong to God. 

• So that’s the first hint that our submission has restrictions (limits)… 
 

• The second Hint has to do with… 

B. Hint Two: Good or Bad  

• From Romans 13:3-5 

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, for he is God's 
servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. 
For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God's wrath on the wrongdoer. 
Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of 
conscience. (Romans 13:3-5) 

• Notice Paul talks about good and bad, right and wrong. 

• He is making a moral argument for submission to the state. 

• Since the state is “God’s servant for your good”  

• that clearly implies that the state has a responsibility to operate under God’s moral order. 
 

• A servant is not free to do whatever he or she wishes.  

• The state has a certain responsibility to do what is right. 
 

• In The Lion King, the young cub and son of the king, Simba, says:  

• “I thought being a king meant you can do whatever you want!”  

• His father, King Mufasa, replies:  

• “There’s more to being a king than that!”  
 

• Also, if rulers are to support the doing of “right,”  

• that implies that they must not require the doing of “wrong” 

• that which is disobedient to God’s moral order. 
 

• And then in verse 5 we are told to submit to the state not only to avoid God’s wrath for doing 
something wrong that the state will punish but also for conscience sake. 

• What that hints at is that when we evaluate our obedience to the state it is not to be a blind 
obedience. 
 

• Our God given sense of right and wrong that impacts our conscience must also be involved. 

• This passage hints at a Moral Law (God’s Law) that is above the law of the state. 

• And at the involvement of our conscience in our submission. 
 

• So those are the hints that submission to the state has restrictions. 

• But these are only hints… 

• If that was all we had, then I would be hard pressed to show there are any restrictions to our 
submission to the state.  
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• But Romans 13:1-7 is not all we have. 

• These hints are made explicit elsewhere in the Scripture.  

• One of the important rules for interpreting Scripture is to seek to harmonize it’s passages. 

• Which is sometimes difficult. 

• But knowing that the Bible was written by many different men… 

• Who were all inspired by the same Holy Spirit. 

• This gives us the ability to let the Bible interpret the Bible by seeking… 

C. Evidence from Other Scripture 

• And what we find is that the Bible provides several examples of Godly people who do not fully 
submit to their governing authorities. 

• Let me point to the two clearest… 

• One (or really two) from the Old Testament and one from the New Testament. 
 

• The most famous New Testament example is found in Acts 5:29. 

• Peter and the apostles have been told by the Jewish authorities to stop preaching about Christ 
and his resurrection. 

• And they respond with the famous words: 

 We must obey God rather than men… (Acts 5:29) 

• The apostles were announcing to the Sanhedrin that they would disobey the command to cease 
their preaching of the gospel.  

• Because God had clearly commanded them to… 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you…. 
(Matthew 28:19-20) 

• So, here the Bible gives a very clear restriction on submission to the state,  

• if the state commands what God forbids,  

• or if the state forbids what God commands,  

• then disobedience is a Christian duty. 
 

• There are missionaries in our world today (some of which were sent out by this church) that are in 
the same boat as the apostles. 

• They live (as undercover missionaries) in states where preaching the gospel is forbidden. 

• They too must obey God rather than men. 

• So that’s the New Testament Example… 
 

• Now let’s turn to the classic Old Testament examples of Daniel and his Pals. 

• Shadrack Meshack and Abednego  

• These men (boys) were taken from their land and made to serve Pagan Kings. 

• And by God’s grace they rose to high service in the state. 

• They served the king directly. 
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• But when all the people were commanded to do what was forbidden, 

• That is idol worship in Daniel 3  

• or forbidden to do what was commanded. 

• That is pray to the LORD in Daniel 6.  
 

• Then these men did not submit to the state. 

• They, like the apostle after them, had to obey God rather than men. 
 

• In Daniel 3 we read about Shadrack Meshack and Abednego refusing to bow down to a Golden 
Image erected by King Nebuchadnezzar. 

• And in Daniel 6 we read about Daniel refusing to cease praying to the LORD.  

• So, these examples provide us with clear restrictions about our submission to the State. 
 

• But I want us to see something else in their disobedience. 

• I want us to see that yes, they did not submit to the state. 

• But they still had an attitude of respect… 

• And they also submitted to the punishment of the state, 

• In Daniel 6, Daniel did not go kicking and screaming into the Lion’s Den. 
 

• And when King Nebuchadnezzar threatened to throw Shadrack, Meshack and Abednego into the 
fiery furnace for not worshipping His Golden Image… 

• Which he actually did… 

• They respond… 

“O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter. If this be so, our God 
whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out 
of your hand, O king. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods or 
worship the golden image that you have set up.” (Daniel 3:16-18) 

• I love this passage, 

• It says a great deal about the faith of these men… 

• And how we are to respond to those in authority over us when they require us to go against the 
word of God. 
 

• Notice there is no rebellion, there is not disrespect, there is only a matter of fact acceptance that 
God is in control. 

• We know that God can rescue us but if he chooses not to then we accept your punishment and 
place ourselves in the hands of God. 
 

• In many ways this illustrates what it looks like to obey God rather than men. 

• Shadrack, Meshack and Abednego submitted as much as they possibly could. 

• It was only when their submission was a clear violation of God’s Law that they had to refuse. 
 

• So taking all of this into consideration. 

• The seemingly absolute nature of Paul’s call to submit to the state in Romans 13:1-7 

• The two hints that imply some restrictions on submission.  

• and the clear examples from the New and Old Testaments that yes there are restrictions to our 
submission… 
 



10 

• Now I think we can come to some practical conclusions about our… 

3. Responsibility of Submission 

• Are their restrictions to our submission to the state.  

• In a word yes,  

• but these restriction are very limited. 

• Our default responsibility to the State is Submission… 

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities…. (Romans 13:1) 

• Which of course means that we must obey the state.  

• We must obey our laws and must pay our taxes. 

• A very practical and perhaps obvious thing to say.  
 

• But without Romans 13:1-7 it would be easy for a Christian to read that we are citizens of 
heaven (Philippians 3:20)  

• and infer that we should not submit, vote, pay taxes, serve in office, etc.  

• So Paul is clearly saying here that this is not the case. 

• We are not of this world, but God has sent us into this world and as part of this world, as his 
representatives, we are to submit to the state. 
 

• But as we’ve seen, that submission has restrictions. 

• There are limits and those limits are defined by God’s commands. 

• When the state is demanding that we not do what God had commanded us to do. 

• Preach the gospel, Pray, Meet together… etc… 
 

• Or to do what God had commanded us not to do. 

• Worship Idols, Deny Christ etc…  

• Then we must not submit…  

• For we must obey God rather than men. 
 

• And as mentioned I think this is seen or hinted at in Romans 13:5… 

• When Paul says… 

Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of 
conscience. (Romans 13:5) 

• Our obedience to the state is for the sake of conscience. 

• Which means we must evaluate the state.  

• Others may submit only for fear of punishment because the State bears the sword! 

• But we must submit for the sake of conscience. 

• This is incredibly significant!  
 

• To obey only out of a fear of punishment is obedience out of self-interest,  

• and that will lead you astray.  

• On the one hand, self-interest can lead to too little submission to the state,  

• because you will probably disobey when there is no prospect of punishment. 
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• On the other hand, fear of punishment could very easily lead you to too much submission to the 
state,  

• because you will do immoral unbiblical things “because I was just taking orders.”  
 

• That was the defense of many in the Nazi party after WWII, after the discovery of the atrocities 
perpetrated against the Jews. 

• Concentration camp guards and officers alike said they were just following orders.  
 

• And if obedience to the State is Absolute (no restrictions) 

• and God’s Law, Right and Wrong, Our Conscience plays not part then this would be a valid 
defense. 
 

• So, Paul’s radical principle is:  

• we obey our government out of our Christian conscience,  

• out of our obedience to God alone.  

• This is radical, for it cuts two ways.  
 

• On the one hand, we will obey the state even when there is no possible punishment from the 
state,  

• because our motivation is obedience to the God who established the state.  
 

• But on the other hand, we can never submit uncritically to what the state tells us.  

• If it requires us to violate our God given, Bible informed conscience, we must disobey.  

• In his commentary on this passage, Leon Morris writes: 

Conscience is a powerful reinforcement of the outward directions to submit to the state. But 
once conscience is brought in, there is a limit: what is against conscience cannot be done … 
Conscience at one and the same time obliges us to be obedient and sets a limit to that 
obedience. (Leon Morris) 

• So, there will be times when conscience dictates that we as Christians do not submit to the state. 

• That is when the conscience determines that it must obey God rather than men. 
 

• But, and this is what we often forget… 

• Even in those times of disobedience, we are to submit as far as possible. 

• We are to show respect for our state, our rulers, the governing authorities. 

• We are not to disobey in arrogance. 
 

• And if punishment for our conscience driven disobedience is required then we are to accept it in 
faith. 

• Faith that God is in control and if He choose to deliver us from punishment then fine. 

• But if not then we accept our punishment trusting that God will work through it. 
 

• So, I hope this is helpful in your personal understanding and submission to the State. 

• But as we conclude I’d like to say a final word about our church’s submission to the State with 
regards to physically meeting together (or not). 
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• As I said, this has been a challenging process, with the State saying we can meet physically then 
after a spike in COVID cases, saying we cannot. 

• We don’t have time to go into all the details of the process. 
 

• Hopefully, most of you receive the church bulletin through email which includes a section title… 

• “Evaluating July 13 California Guidelines” 

• If you haven’t read this I would suggest you do. 

• There we detail our current response to the States July 13 orders. 
 

• And Basically, what we came to was I believe an effort to respect and comply with the State’s 
orders as far as we possibly could. 

• In Good Conscience, adhering to the word of God… 
 

• This includes all the precautions we are taking with those who meet on Sunday morning. 

• Taking temperatures, Providing Hand Sanitizer, Social Distancing including the chairs, Wearing 
Masks even when we sing, not having a Children’s program and more… 
 

• Plus, we’ve limited the number of people attending the service to the following: 

• First, those who are necessary for creating the live service 

• Second, Elders to be available for those who need spiritual assistance. 

• And third those who feel the need to be at the service for their spiritual health. 
 

• This is what we as elders and church leaders came to… 

• This is how our consciences (informed by the word of God including Romans 13:1-7) guided us to 
respond. 
 

• And we realize that others, other churches, other leaders, are doing things differently. 

• We realize that some of you are probably not happy with the way we are doing things. 

• Some (based on their Biblically informed conscience) would question our physically meeting 
together at all… 

• And others (based on their Biblically informed conscience) would question why we are putting 
restrictions on who can be in the service. 
 

• I get it… (this is not ideal in any way) 

• But I trust that God is at work, that he is working with those who are physically here… 

• And those who are at home watching online. 
 

• And here are two things I would ask of those who are part of Bridges Church. 

• First, that you would continue to pray for the church staff and elders and other leaders. 

• Pray that God through, our biblically informed consciences will guide us as we move forward as a 
church. 

• That we will make it clear how we are to respond in this difficult time. 
 

• And second that you would have grace for us and for one another. 

• Because in this issue and others, your Biblically informed conscience may not line up with others 
in the Body of Christ. 
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• Paul addresses this head on in Romans chapter 14 which we will get to… 

• But for now, take to heart what he says in verse 13… 

Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he 
stands or falls… (Romans 14:4) 

• It is not your place or my place to judge the Biblically informed conscience of another. 

• That is the master’s place, that is God’s job. 

• And so, as we move forward together in these difficult times let us do so with understanding and 
grace. 

• Submitting to the State, following our Biblically informed conscience, and praying for and having 
grace for others who consciences may cause them to see things a little different than we do… 
 

• Prayer… 


