
The Christian’s Responsibility to Government 
Romans 13:1-7 

If credit is due anyone for material contained herein which I failed to note, please let me know.  
I’m sure I leaned heavily upon the writing of Dr. Jack Cottrell. 

Introduction 
A. Basis for government established 
 1. The fact of creation 
  a. That God created the world establishes His sovereignty, lordship and ownershi  

 b. That God is ordered is reflected in His creation. God created the universe in  
an orderly manner, established laws to govern it, and provided for its orderly 
maintenance. 

2. If there is no Creator — if creation is not fact — then there is no authority. None of  
us has any basis upon which to tell anyone else what to do. Apart from creation 
and Creator there is no morality. But because God did create, we, His creatures, 
are morally responsible to Him and ethically obligated to each other. 

B. The creation itself testifies to the divine origin of government. 
In his Systematic Theology, A.H. Strong writes, “Physical science, in her very use 
of the word law implicitly confesses that a supreme Will has set general rules 
which control the processes of the universe.” 

C. The nature of man demands government. 
1. God gave man free will, and with it, means by which to exercise it peacefully and  

productively. 
 2. Both in the church and in society, man needs to be taught, “so far as it depends  

on you, be at peace  with all men” (Rom. 12:18). 
D. Government and law originate from God. 
 1. In Rom. 2:14-16, Paul declares that God has written in the heart of every human  

an awareness of His sovereignty, so that none of us is excused from responsibility. 
 2. The April 26, 1958 issue of Saturday Review carries an article by U.S. District  

Judge, Robert N. Wilkin, in which he observes, “True law [which he identifies as  
that emanating from God] exists without legislation.  Men did not create it; 
they  were created subject to it.”  He continues, “The most important need (in 
our time) is that the people and their leaders understand that sovereignty is 
not in any man or party or nation, but in True Law [God].  That is so because 
the Creator made the Universe according and subject to law, and endowed      
mankind with the ability to learn and apply the law.” 

E. Government is one means by which God’s authority is applied on earth. 
Throughout Scripture we read that God has delegated aspects of His authority to 
men.  We have responsibility, therefore, to  government and civil law. 

I. Obey (Submit) 1 Peter 2:13-15 
 Our most basic responsibility to government is to submit to its authority. This 
obligation is not founded upon the character of the rulers, nor upon the fairness of the 
laws, but rather upon the divine ordering of society. 
 The Bible is replete with admonitions concerning obedience to civil government 
(Rom. 13:1,2; 1 Pet. 2:13,14; Prov. 24:21,22; 28:2; 29:8; Titus 2:15-3:1; Philemon 1-25; 
Eph. 6:5-8) 
 This is relatively simple as long as the laws harmonize with our convictions.  But are 
we obligated to submit when government conflicts with our beliefs? 



 Some would be quick to cite biblical examples of civil disobedience to justify rebellion 
and revolution.  But, as we will illustrate in a moment, many of the situations where civil 
disobedience is advocated today do not parallel these biblical examples. 
 And to be objective in this matter, we must follow the examples when God’s people 
did not revolt.  Consider what Dr. Carl F.H. Henry writes in his book, Aspects of 
Christian Social Ethics, concerning this. 
 “During the three hundred years when the Roman emperors declared 
 Christianity an illegal religion, Christians were marked as criminals by civil  law 
simply because they were Christians.  Against such government the Christian 
movement generated no revolutionary temper, and to such government Christian 
believers pledged their prayers and paid their taxes.  the Christian does not 
promote the cause of anarchy, since he knows that government has a biblical 
role.  Even if a government now and then exceeds its proper authority, the 
Christian’s hope of a better tomorrow is sustained by a firm reliance on divine 
providence more than by enthusiasm for human revolution.  The Book of 
Revelation (ch. 13) depicts the saints as preparing for martyrdom rather than for 
revolution.” 
 
 We are governed by a Higher Authority than the State.  And we are authorized to 
follow the examples of Daniel and the apostles who refused to obey civil authorities 
when they demand disobedience to God.  But keep two things clearly in mind. 
 1) We are to disobey only when we are being asked to directly violate God’s law. 
 2) God is the One who will discipline ungodly governments, overthrowing them when  

proper. Christians should not be involved in subverting God’s ministry of order in 
civil government. 

 Also note how God’s people have lived, prospered, and even participate din 
governments that were ungodly and even oppressive (e.g., Daniel, Esther, Joseph, 
Jesus, the apostles, etc.) 
 John Eidsmoe gives us five biblical principles to guide us in this matter of civil 
disobedience (God and Caesar, Crossway, p. 32). 
1. Normally we should obey, respect, and do our best to please those in authority  
   over us in civil government. 
2. We should resist and disobey government only when that government  

commands us to do something the Word of God forbids, or forbids us to do 
something the Word of God commands — either directly or by clear 
implication. 

3. Even when government and the Word of God conflict, we should not disobey  
government unless and until we have done everything possible to try to work  
out the conflict and effect a suitable accommodation of our religious beliefs.  In  
a system of representative government like ours, we have a great responsibility  
to use the courts and the political process to try to get the law changed. 

4. When it is necessary to disobey government, we should be willing to suffer the  
    necessary civil or criminal punishment for our act. If the principle is not worth  

being punished for, it is not enough of a principle to justify civil disobedience. 
5. Even while disobeying government, and even while being punished for our  



disobedience, we should at all times be respectful to the civil authorities.  Even 
though they have misconstrued God’s will, they are still God’s ministers — 
whether they know it or not! 
 

II. Pay (Taxes) Matt. 17:24-27; Matt. 22:15-22; Mk. 12:13-17; Lk. 20:21-26 
A man on vacation was strolling along outside his hotel in Acapulco, enjoying the sunny 
Mexican weather when he was suddenly attracted by the screams of a woman kneeling 
in front of a child.  The man knew enough Spanish to realize that the child had 
swallowed a coin.  Seizing the child by the heels, the man held him up, gave him a few 
shakes, and an American quarter dropped to the sidewalk.  “Oh, gracias, señor!” cried 
the woman.  “You seemed to know just how to get it out of him.  Are you a doctor?”  “No 
ma’am,” replied the man.  “I work for the United States Internal Revenue Service.” 
 The passage in Matthew 17 has been used by many to justify their refusal to pay 
taxes.  But it is altogether possible, in view of the larger context, that Jesus is 
emphasizing to His disciples, who were jockeying for positions of importance in Christ’s 
Kingdom, that servanthood is the essence of discipleship. 
 This Scripture has Jesus paying taxes He did not owe so as to prevent others from 
the temptation to sin by not paying taxes they did owe.  Although Jesus was a citizen of 
another kingdom, He did not abuse His freedom, risking a negative influence upon 
unbelievers, but rather acquiesced so as to accomplish the greater goal of reaching 
people with the gospel. 
 What is particularly significant about this instance, Paul Butler points out (What the 
Bible Says About Civil Government, College Press, p. 286) is that “Jesus paid, and 
taught his disciples to pay, taxesinto a treasury of an ungodly and apostate 
religion whose priests and rabbis would soon execute him!” 
 Another passage addressing the Christian’s responsibility in paying taxes is recorded 
in each of the first three Gospels.  It relates the Pharisees posing the question of 
whether it is lawful to give taxes to Caesar or not.  They viewed taxes as a grudging gift 
to Rome.  Jesus’ reply teaches, however, that taxes are not a gift to be grudgingly 
given, but rather a restoration of money to the government for the services it renders.  
According to Jesus, paying taxes is giving to government what is due. 
 Our text (Rom. 13:1-7) explains that this responsibility is not contingent upon the form 
or quality of the government, but rather upon the fact that a “bad” government is better 
than no government.  We are obligated, therefore, to provide for the protection and 
preservation of God’s ordained means of providing our basic inalienable human rights, 
which is civil government. 
 Some Christians have suggested that a government that funds abortions, for 
instance, should not be supported.  But the biblical examples of civil disobedience cited 
in support of this contention do not parallel our situation in America.  For, whereas the 
biblical examples portray situations where God’s people were being directly prohibited 
from  doing what God commanded, we are not being forced to have abortions or to stop 
praying, even in school.   
 
III. Pray (1 Tim. 2:1-4) 
 Rather than rebel and revolt, Christians should pray.  Our prayers should include 
those who are in authority over us in civil government; and that for some good reasons. 



 First, so that we may live in peace and tranquility in all godliness and dignity (or 
seriousness).  Evangelizing the world would be much more difficult in an environment of 
anarchy and frivolity. 
 Second, it pleases God (v. 3).  And the reason God is pleased is that it facilitates the 
salvation of souls. 
 We have not fulfilled our responsibility to government when we have obeyed the laws 
and paid our taxes.  Our responsibility is not complete until we pray for those in 
authority over us. 
 
Conclusion 
 Let me suggest that to a large extent, the attitude we have toward human authorities 
which God has ordained is reflective of our attitude toward God’s authority.  A person 
who subverts the civil government is, at the same time, subverting the will and 
government of God. 
 How we approach our responsibilities toward civil government may have more lasting 
consequences than we may realize.  It is God’s will that we obey those placed in 
authority, that we pay them what is due, and that we pray for them with a view to 
evangelizing the world. 
 
 


