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A. In relation to the State (13) 

 

1. Subjection to the State (13:1-7)  

 

13:1 Every person is to be in subjection to the governing 

authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those which 

exist are established by God.”  

 

 God’s rule over kings, nations, and all other earthly affairs is well 

established in the Bible.  

 

Psalm 22:28    “. . .  He rules over the nations.” 

 

 Luke 1:52   God “. . . puts down the mighty from their thrones, and 

exalts the lowly.” 

 

Proverbs 21:1   “The king's heart is in the hand of the LORD, like the 

rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes.” 

 

II Kings 19:25   “Have you not heard that I determined it long ago? I 

planned from days of old what now I bring to pass .  .  . “ 

 

Isaiah 46:9-10 “...I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and 

there is no one like me, declaring the end from the beginning and from 

ancient times things not yet done, saying, "My purpose shall stand, and I will 

fulfill my intention," 

 

 This belief that all authority is established by God becomes the basis 

for a Christian’s response to those who are in positions of power over us (cf. 

I Pet. 2:13-16). 

 

In Romans 13:1, the terms in Greek for “governing authorities” are not 

limited to those in positions of civil authority but refer to anyone who excels 

us in dignity or position. Our submission is a proper response to their official 

status.   

 

 “Submission” literally means to place oneself under someone else and 

is not as strong as the word “obey.”  It is possible that Paul did not tell the 
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believer to “obey” authorities because the Christian may not be able to 

comply with every demand of government. There may be times when human 

authority conflicts with obeying God (Acts. 5:29). But even then, if our 

Christian convictions do not allow us to comply, we are to accept the 

consequences of our refusal (Harrison, 136). (see the story of Abigail for 

illustration – I Sam. 25) 

 

 This command was particularly necessary when Paul wrote, since there 

were a large number corrupt leaders, and many of the first converts were 

Jews who believed that they should live under a theocracy (Deut 17:15), not 

a foreign power. There were constant uprisings among the Jews and a 

willingness to band together and fight at the slightest provocation.  

Paul’s instruction to them is based on the absolute sovereignty of God. If 

God is sovereign, then every authority must have come into being as an act 

of His will – even Gentile powers. All of the authority given to husbands, 

parents, civil authorities and church leaders comes from God as well. But the 

passage asserts even more than this. Because every authority is from God, 

everyone who is in such a position is God’s minister, established to 

accomplish His will. Therefore, all leaders are to be respected, for they are 

in their positions due to divine appointment. There are no exceptions – even 

if a position is abused, an authority is usurped, an individual is unjust, or 

whether the government is socialistic, a monarchy, a dictatorship, or a 

democracy – those who are in authority should be submitted to within their 

sphere.  

 

 God has arranged the world with the tension of authority and 

submission in it to make it possible for us to render Him service in the 

normal affairs of daily life (Kasemann, cited by Harrison, 137). 

 

 So the first reason Paul gives us to submit to authority is that all 
authority is instituted by the God who governs all things, and so the civil 

authorities are God’s servants and ministers. 

 

 13:2 Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the 

ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation 

upon themselves. 
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This is the obvious inference from the preceding verse. If God wills 

that there be a civil government and that some people have authority over 

others, then to resist what God has established is to resist God. And 

resistance to God results in condemnation.  

 

13:3 For rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but 

for evil. Do you want to have no fear of authority? Do what is good and 

you will have praise from the same; 

13:4(a) for it is a minister of God to you for good. 

 

Verse 3 follows the original thought of verse 1, not verse 2: Every 

person is to be in subjection to the governing authorities not only because 

they are appointed by God (13:1), but also because rulers suppress evil and 

reward good (13:3). Government is not an evil to be feared, unless you are 

evil.  If we don’t want to fear authorities, we should simply do as they say. 

 

The second reason for submission to civil authority is that it is here 
for our good (13:4a). It is better for us to have government than anarchy.  

 

Paul is speaking of the true design of government, not the abuse of 

power by wicked men. The command to submit to man does not make man 

God. Government is only a servant of God, not God Himself and is, therefore, 

not infallible in its decisions. God gives man authority under Him, and 

qualifies the extent of that authority. However, as an institution, 

government is designed by God for the benefit of men and is to be 

benevolent, and therefore, should be respected and obeyed (Hodge, 407).  

 

(for a brief discussion on the Christian and times to disobey authority 

see APPENDIX 12) 

 

13:4(b) . . . But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it does not 

bear the sword for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avenger who 

brings wrath on the one who practices evil. 

 

Verse 13 also gives the third reason for submission, namely, because 
civil authorities bear the sword and if we disobey them we will be punished -

even with capital punishment in some cases (implied by the word “sword”, Ro. 
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8:35-36). As a servant of the will of God, government will execute judgment 

on the evil. 

 

 13:5 Therefore it is necessary to be in subjection, not only 

because of wrath, but also for conscience' sake. 

 

Here we have the final reason to submit to authority. We should 

submit to authority not only to avoid punishment but for the sake of our 

conscience as well. Submission to authority is not only a civil duty that is 

enforced with punishment; it is also a religious duty. A Christian is to do 

what is good, and disobedience to authority reveals a rebellious heart - and 

that should bother our conscience.  

 

13:6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for rulers are 

servants of God, devoting themselves to this very thing. 

 

It is best to see verse 6 as an inference from what has been said 

about the nature and design of government, not as something else connected 

to verse 5. Because government has been appointed by God for the good of 

man, and because individuals have been placed in their positions by God, 

believers should pay taxes to support them. Those in authority have devoted 

themselves to governing full time and have no other way of supporting 

themselves. Since they function as ministers of God, we should give 

whatever is necessary for them to discharge their duties. In other words, 

their positions and means of support have both been determined by God. 

 

Out of all the issues that Paul could have mentioned, he picks the 

issue of paying taxes. Resistance to paying taxes was not new then and it 

isn’t new today. In Mark 12:14 the Jewish leaders asked Jesus, “Is it lawful 

to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?” 

Jesus simply answered, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and 

to God the things that are God's” (Mark 12:17).  

 

13:7 Render to all what is due them: tax to whom tax is due; 

custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honor to whom honor. 

Since God has given people their authority, we should render to them 

what belongs to them (cf. Matt. 22:21; Mk.  12:13-17).  
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Paul believed that honoring those in authority had a definite bearing 

on the spread of the gospel (I Tim. 2:1 ff), and his teaching in verses 1-7 is 

consistent with his interaction with authorities found in the book of Acts.  

The implications of verse 7 extend to almost every aspect in our daily 

life – from obeying speed limits to whom speed limits are due, to following 

building codes to whom building codes are due, keeping your grass cut when 

our neighborhood association demands it, not installing loud mufflers, 

keeping seat belts fastened, installing egress windows in the bedrooms (even 

though they cost more), and not parking in the handicapped stall if you are 

not the one with special needs.   

In summary, we are to submit to civil authority 1) because it’s 

instituted by God (13:1), 2) because it does good, 3) because we will get 

punished if we don’t, and 4) because our conscience will bother us if we don’t 

(13:4). 

2. Love toward the citizens of the State (13:8-10) 

In verses 8-10 Paul moves from the Christian’s attitude toward rulers 

to their attitude toward the citizens of the State.  

13:8 “owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he 

who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law. 

In times of desperate need, Scripture allows for incurring financial 

obligations (Exo. 22:25; Psa. 37:26; Matt. 5:42; Lk. 6:35), but there is no 

justification for the looseness with which we borrow money simply to 

improve our standard of living. In the most liberal interpretation, this verse 

would be saying that we should not incur debt when there is uncertainty of 

repayment (see my notes on Lending and Borrowing Money).  However, the 

intent of this verse is not to pass judgment on the financial wisdom of having 

a mortgage or in using a credit card instead of cash. Verse 8 needs to be 

understood in the context. The previous verse uses “owe” in a positive way. 

“Render to all what is due (owed) them: tax to whom tax is due (owed); 

custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honor to whom honor.” Verse 7 

cannot mean you should never incur debts or that all debts can be paid off 

and forgotten. If you honor someone at 11:00, you will still need to honor 

them at 12:00. Even when you pay honor, you still owe honor. What Paul 

means when he says “owe nothing to anyone” is to give what is due. If you 

need to pay honor, pay it! If you owe taxes, pay them! If you owe custom 
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(revenue), pay it! In that sense, owe no one anything. Don’t hold back money 

when you owe it; don’t hold back honor when it is due.  

But the emphasis in verse 8 is not simply that other debts can be paid 

off and forgotten about, but that love can never be paid off. Rather, the 

debt of love needs to be paid with everything we say and do. People to whom 

we owe respect need to also be respected with love. Love carries through in 

all we do and undergirds every aspect of life. When we owe respect, we also 

owe love. This fulfills the law (13:9). 

 

13:9 For this, "YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY, YOU 

SHALL NOT MURDER, YOU SHALL NOT STEAL, YOU SHALL NOT 

COVET," and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this 

saying, "YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF. 

 

In verse 9 Paul further expands upon the love the believer is to have 

in relation to the citizens of the state. People who love take delight in the 

happiness of others and, therefore, don’t commit any of the sins listed in 

verse 9 – they do not take another’s wife, life, or possessions; in fact, they 

do not even desire these things.  

 
“For many years people would say that what this command [“love your 

neighbor as yourself”] is teaching is that the reason people are not able to love 

others is that they don’t love themselves. And therefore the task of counseling and 

education and parenting and preaching is to help people love themselves so that they 

will then have the resources to love others. And almost always self-love in this 

scheme meant self-esteem. To love yourself meant to have high self-esteem and not 

to love yourself meant you had low self-esteem. 

That scheme missed the point of this text two ways. First, the biblical 

commandment assumes that all of us love ourselves already, “You shall love your 

neighbor as you [already] love yourself.” There is no call here to help people love 

themselves. And secondly, in this text the love for ourselves that we all have 

without exception is not self-esteem but the commitment to do what will make us 

happy. When Paul says, “Love your neighbor as you love yourself,” he is not talking 

about first learning to esteem yourself so you can love others; he is talking about 

your built in desire for happiness becoming the measure of your desire for the 

happiness of others. 

 

. . .   

 

Lots of people think it is radical to say to a self-loving person: stop loving 

yourself and start loving others. Stop having all those longings and cravings and 
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desires. And start doing your duty to love. That is not what Paul or Jesus or James 

or Moses say. They say, “Love your neighbor as you love yourself.” This is far more 

radical. Paul does not say stop your desires for your happiness and start acting on 

some other principle of will-power or duty. He says, “Take that deep, unstoppable, 

primal, powerful desire to be happy (called self love) and make it the measure and 

the means of making others happy. 

In other words, make the degree of your self-seeking the measure of your 

self-giving.  The word "as" is very radical: “Love your neighbor as  yourself.” “As!” It 

means: If you are energetic in pursing your own happiness, be energetic in pursuing 

the happiness of your neighbor. If you are creative in pursuing your own happiness, 

be creative in pursuing the happiness of your neighbor. If you are persevering in 

pursuing your own happiness, be persevering in pursuing the happiness of your 

neighbor.   

In other words, Paul is not just saying: seek for your neighbor the same 
things you seek for yourself, but seek them in the same way -- the same zeal and 

energy and creativity and perseverance. Make the degree of your own self-seeking 

the measure of your self-giving. Measure your pursuit of the happiness of others by 

the pursuit of your own. How do you pursue your own well-being? Pursue your 

neighbor's well-being that way, too. Are you hungry? Feed your hungry neighbor. Are 

you thirsty? Give your thirsty neighbor a drink. Are you lonely? Befriend someone 

who is lonely. Are you frightened? Find someone to comfort. Do you want to make a 

good grade on your exam? So do others; help them.  

That is far more radical. Love is not just a duty. It is to be pursued with the 

same kind of desires that you have for your own happiness. The beautiful thing – the 

amazing thing – is that when the happiness of others becomes the goal of our 

desires, our desires don’t die they gain the very thing that we though we had given 

up: joy.” 
 (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  13:7-14, July 31, 2005 - John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: 

desiringGod.org) 

 

 

Verse 10 concludes –  

13:10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love therefore is the 

fulfillment of the law. 

The words “fulfilled” (v. 8) or “sum up” (v. 9) or “fulfilling” (v. 10) refer 

to the attitudes and actions of love that correspond to what the law 

requires.  If we love, our mindset and behavior are what the law requires. 

Our attitudes and actions satisfy the demands of the law when we are loving 

as we ought.  

 

 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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3. Wakefulness in the discharge of these duties (13:11-14) 

 

13:11 And this do, knowing the time, that it is already the hour 

for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than 

when we believed.  

13:12 The night is almost gone, and the day is at hand. Let us 

therefore lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of 

light. 

 

Verse 11 is connected to verses 8 to 10. “Owe no one anything except 

to love each other . . . — Do this, knowing the time. . . ”  

Knowing the time is the motivation to pay our debt of love and to love 

our neighbor as ourselves.  

In  12:9 it tells us  to let love be without hypocrisy;  in 12:10  we are 

to  love one another with brotherly affection; in 12:11 we are told to bless 

those who persecute you; in verse 17 to not repay  evil with evil;  in verse 19 

to never take revenge;  and in verse 20 to feed our enemy. In 13:8 love is 

summed up with the words, “Owe no one anything, except to love each 

other.” And now Paul says, “Love like this because we know the time.” 

The word for time is kairos (kai,roj). It is used of a season (Matt. 

13:30; 16:3; 21:34; 21:41; Ro. 8:18) or an appointed time (Matt. 8:29; 26:18; 

Mk. 1:15; Acts 1:7; 3:19; Ro. 5:6: I Cor. 4:5; Eph. 1:10). Seasons have 

observable characteristics. For example, harvest time has a maturing of the 

grain in conjunction with certain weather patterns. Times appointed by God 

have a predetermined meaning to them. Christians should be aware of both 

the characteristics of the age in which we live and the meaning of it from 

God’s perspective. Paul refers to the time in which we live as “the end of the 

ages” (I Cor. 10:11).  It is described as the age in which our salvation is 

drawing near. As the time draws closer, we should be all the more diligent to 

act properly. 

 

Just as sleep, night, and darkness are all part of our normal daily 

experience, so they are related to the spiritual realm. Paul is emphasizing 

the inconsistency of living as if we were in darkness when the day is dawning. 

When the sun sends forth its first rays of light, it is the sign that a new day 

is near and it is time to shake off our sluggishness, get dressed, and give our 
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attention to the work ahead. The day Paul speaks of is most probably the day 

of Christ’s return (Phil. 3:20; 4:5; I Thess. 4:17-5:11; I Cor. 15:51; Titus 2:11-

13 – see Hodge 411 for an objection to this view). We live in the end of the 

age (Gal. 4:4; Eph. 1:10; I Cor. 10:11; Heb. 9:26), and even though the light of 

the age to come has not yet fully appeared, we should dress appropriately 

for the occasion, renouncing those things that need to be concealed and 

clothing ourselves with that which can be exposed to the light. The imagery 

of taking off one thing and putting on another is a vivid way of describing 

the change in values necessary to be a follower of Christ. The verses that 

follow explain what the garments of darkness which we need to strip 

ourselves of look like.  

 

13:13 Let us behave properly as in the day, not in carousing and 

drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and 

jealousy.  

13:14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for 

the flesh in regard to its lusts. 

The word “provision” literally means “forethought,” and the whole 

sentence means something like this: “Put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and don’t 

let in any thought that would lead to a sinful desire.”  We are even to refuse 

desire to remain if it leads to sin.  Putting on the Lord Jesus Christ is not 

just the alternative to making provision for the flesh. It is the way we keep 

from making provision for the flesh. 

 There are three classes of sin specified in verse 13: (1) carousing and 

drunkenness, (2) promiscuity and sensuality, and (3) strife and jealousy. We 

should not participate in any of the sins that would fit these categories, but 

are to put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and be clothed with His virtues and 

character.  

 

 In Romans Paul has urged us to be living sacrifices (12:1) and adopt a 

lifestyle consistent with the new era in which we live (13:11). He has told us 

to be transformed in mind (12:2). He then told us to be transformed in 

behavior (13). He now tells us to look at the present in light of the future. 

 
 


