Romans 13:1-7: God, Government & Taxes

Text

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. Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves. 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; for it is a minister of God to you for good. 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. Therefore it is necessary to be in subjection, not only because of wrath, but also for conscience' sake. For because of this you also pay taxes, for rulers are servants of God, devoting themselves to this very thing. 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. 

(Romans 13:1-7)

Context

As is indicated in Romans 12:2b – we’re proving what the will of God is.  We’re showing the lost world what the will of God looks like lived out in response to the mercies of God.

Paul wrote to the church in Rome which would understand the government as a [mostly] benevolent entity, but it appears that the church had a problem with obedience because the government was secular.  Paul’s response to this fleshly concern was to deliver another core point in this passage of practical Christian living directed theology.  If the previous passage engaged the believer in practical spiritual living within the body and with the secular day-to-day this passage increases the scope to government.

Overview

This passage is not about politics!  It engages the believer in theology proper and God’s involvement in government.  If God is involved with the establishment of government then each government is critically formed to fulfill God’s will (which we prove out).  The order of the world & government demand our respect, not worship, not distraction, but our respect.  Just as we are to live a righteous life empowered by the Holy Spirit whether loving brothers, striving for Christ or giving water to an enemy we should be living a righteous life that complies with government specified ordinances.

Verse-By-Verse

Verse 1 

Every person is to be in subjection to the governing authorities. 

Due to an awkward chapter break verse 21 from Romans 12 verse one carries on the concept of the type of overcoming the believer should be doing.  That is not doing evil, but responding to evil with “a revenge of Love.”  12:17b suggests that the believer do what is right in the sight of all men.  While post-modernism rejects the concept of a universal moral standard the scriptures suggest in Romans 1 that there is a commonality in all of human morals, but that mankind suppresses the knowledge of God.

Governing authorities in the passage includes the benign, benevolent and the bad.  However, Paul’s instructions appear to assume the context of a cooperative and upright government.  How should the believer understand this in the context of the wicked governments such as the Nazi regime?  It would appear that the believer is called to be as passive and respectful as possible, but not be a proverbial door mat.  It would seem that any governing authority that operates in a manner that requests the believer compromise biblical principles that there be some sort of exception.

For there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God.

All authority is given through God who is the source of all authority.  The concept of authority must be defined within the characteristics of God.  God is Love, God is Righteous, God is Just, God is the source of Authority.  

God’s omnipotence is clearly involved here.  God cannot be described as passive in the operations of the world.  Deism is not an acceptable concept within the texts of the scriptures.  God’s establishment of authority means that back room meetings, secret as man might choose to make them, are completely within the oversight of God.  The revolution is merely a means of God’s plan.  

To extend the application of this concept would involve the creation of boundaries & geography (See Numbers 34:4-12, Isaiah 26:15).  The Rockies don’t exist on accident, the nation of Israel doesn’t exist by accident, and North Korea doesn’t exist by accident.

Verse 2 

Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God;

Does the believer live with diplomatic immunity since his or her citizenship is heavenly?  Does this verse conflict with Romans 12:2 where we’re told not to conform to the world?  If God sets authority in place, and is the source of authority our general response should be that of conformity and excellence as we abide in Christ and walk in the Spirit!

What instances might come into play that actually exempt believers from this ordinance?

They who oppose will receive condemnation upon themselves

Condemnation in this passage indicates a judgment against the person who opposes the government.  This condemnation appears to reflect earthly rule and not anything to do with salvation.  Opposition in an otherwise benevolent government indicates a lack of respect & honor.

Verse 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;

The purpose of government is to bring earthly justice in most cases with the exception of God’s miraculous intervention as displayed in Joshua.  Surprisingly Paul doesn’t mention karma here
.  Because governments are intended to preserve order and peace the believer who is abiding in Christ should have no concern for intervention with government.  When the police are driving along side you on the road and you are doing the speed limit or driving along with the pace of traffic you should have no concerns for the officer pulling you over for some violation.  It is the act of a disobedient person that brings upon fear and concern.  

Government officials that are made known of the righteousness of the believer may even honor that believer because of the work of Christ in the believer’s life.

Verse 4

for it is a minister of God to you for good. 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. 

The purpose of government is to be a minister of God to you for good.  We’re edified by other believers (see 12:9-16), but also by government!  The Greek word for minister is diakonos which is a servant or waiter.  The indication is that of an agent of God bringing God’s appropriations for social interaction to you.  The believer doesn’t live by the Law but the government is assigned the remedial duty of laying out civic law.

The government brings about justice through the sword.  Where does the Bible prescribe capital punishment first?  

Just as the government is a minister of good to the believer it is a minister of wrath to those who are evil.  The contrast is sharp and the actions of one ministry are completely opposite of the other.

Verse 5

Therefore it is necessary to be in subjection, not only because of wrath, but also for conscience' sake. 

Why would Paul appeal to the conscience of the believer?  What is different about a believer’s conscience and that of a lost person’s conscience?  How does the outside world respect the conscience?

Verse 6

For because of this you also pay taxes, for rulers are servants of God, devoting themselves to this very thing. 

Taxes are God ordained along with governments.  The believer who rejoices in tax paying is rejoicing in God’s minister for goodness in his or her life.  Tax paying would be a witnessing opportunity to the believer in Roman times – envelopes were not part of the process because lost souls would more than likely be the ones coming and collecting the taxes!

Verse 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.

Paul’s writing that we render to whom what is due is in harmony with the story of Jesus & the denarius in Matthew 22:15-21.

The believer’s condition interacts intimately with the world – it is an opportunity for the world to see our position walked out on a daily basis.  The flaws that we display can come in the way of disrespect of government as a whole, disrespect of officials within the government, disrespect for taxes, and disrespect for laws.  Those very acts of disobedience bring God glory for the grace He shows, but they are not the encouraged lifestyle of the believer.

Application

In your own life do you find yourself distracted by government, appreciative of government or hateful of government?  

What opportunities do you see in your own life to discuss these concepts with the lost?

Why is God’s sovereignty so critical to the believer’s perspective on government?

In what ways can you see God using government today in your own life?

� To be taken as satirical humor and not a theological statement





