THE CHRISTIAN AND POLITICS
Romans 13:1-7
By Andy Manning

INTRODUCTION

1.
2.

If you brought your Bible, turn with me to Romans 13.

I’m passionate about politics, and | blame my parents for that. When |
was a kid, my parents were highly involved in the pro-life movement. On
several occasions they made the trip to Baton Rouge to protest the
abortion clinic, taking me along. | learned that over a million preborn
babies are murdered every year because of politics, and that the only
way to stop that from happening was through politics. This taught me
the importance of politics.

My parents also influenced me politically by introducing me to Rush
Limbaugh. Rush was the most popular political commentator on the
radio in the eighties and nineties, and when | was growing up, any time
we were in the care we were either listening to a preacher or to Rush
Limbaugh. My parents were huge fans. They had both of his books,
subscribed to his monthly “Limbaugh Letter,” and they even had a
bumper sticker on their car that said, “Rush is right.” Rush taught me
about the first principles that our nation was founded upon — the
reasons for America’s greatness (e.g., religious liberty, religion and
morality, the family, free market, limited government, etc.) — and that
the fundamental difference between the two parties today is that one
side wants to stay closely tethered to those first principles
(conservatives), while the other side wants to move away from those
principles and “fundamentally transform the United States of America”
(progressives). Understanding these differences helps tremendously in
voting. For example, I’'m not swayed by a politician’s charisma, good
looks, or promises of free stuff. The government never gives away
anything for free. When it gives things away there are always strings
attached — “free” means higher taxes and more regulation —i.e., less
freedom.

There’s a third way that my parents influenced me politically. When |
first started the church, | had been taught by others that | should not talk
about politics from the pulpit. It’s too divisive. But my parents
disagreed with that. They said the preacher should preach about



political issues. We even got into a few heated discussions about the
issue. This caused me to rethink my philosophy of preaching. Was |
right? | asked myself, “What should determine what | preach about?”
After studying the Bible and church history, | came to this conclusion: If
the Bible talks about it, if God cares about it, and if it touches the lives of
my congregation, then | must preach about it. And all three of those are
true about politics. The Bible says a lot about politics — as you'll see this
morning. God cares about it because invented it. And it touches our
lives. It’s been said that you may not care about politics, but politics
cares about you. This is clear when you compare the United States with
other nations. Why does everyone south of the border want to come
here? Politics. Why are Christians persecuted in some countries but not
here? Politics. You can also observe the importance of politics by
comparing states with each other. Why do some states have better
schools, better roads, less regulations on business, and less crime?
Politics.

5. So today we’re going to talk about politics. But it’s not because I'm
passionate about it, or because I’'m in the mood, but because we’re
studying the book of Romans, and politics is the subject of Romans 13.

Il. TEXT

1. Romans 13:1-7
Let everyone submit to the governing authorities, since there is no
authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are instituted
by God. 2 So then, the one who resists the authority is opposing God'’s
command, and those who oppose it will bring judgment on themselves.
3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you want to
be unafraid of the one in authority? Do what is good, and you will have
its approval. 4 For it is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong,
be afraid, because it does not carry the sword for no reason. For it is
God’s servant, an avenger that brings wrath on the one who does wrong.
5 Therefore, you must submit, not only because of wrath but also
because of your conscience. 6 And for this reason you pay taxes, since
the authorities are God'’s servants, continually attending to these tasks.
7 Pay your obligations to everyone: taxes to those you owe taxes, tolls to
those you owe tolls, respect to those you owe respect, and honor to
those you owe honor.



2. Let’s put this passage in context. In Romans 12 Paul said that Christians
should totally dedicate their lives to God. Every arena of your life must
be brought under submission to God. Then He discussed several arenas
— how Christians should relate to God, to other believers, to unbelievers,
and even to enemies. In Romans 13 he talks about how Christians who
are totally dedicated to God should relate to the civil government.

3. Thisis a very important passage because it tells us where the
government comes from, what it is supposed to do and how Christians
should relate to it. Let’s begin by looking at...

FOUR INSIGHTS ABOUT CIVIL GOVERNMENT

1. Civil government is instituted by God.

i. Romans 13:1 Let everyone submit to the governing authorities,
since there is no authority except from God, and the authorities
that exist are instituted by God.

ii. Notice two phrases in this passage:

iii. “there is no authority except from God”

1. God is the one who puts leaders in power, and God is the
one who removes them.

2. Psalm 75:7 for God is the Judge: He brings down one and
exalts another.

3. Daniel 2:21 “he removes kings and establishes kings.”

4. Sometimes God gives a nation a good leader to bless them,
and sometimes He gives them a bad leader to test or punish
them. Either way, God is the one who ultimately puts a
leader in office.

iv. “the authorities that exist are instituted by God.”

1. The point is not that God creates and endorses unjust and
inefficient governments. People make the government
unjust and inefficient when they stray from God’s purposes
and commands.

2. The point is that God invented the idea of civil government,
and He establishes the governments that exist. When you
see a government in place, it is because God put it there.
He wants it there.

v. In other words, God created government, and God wants there to
a government rather than no government? Why? Because
without civil government there would be chaos. William Barclay



Vi.

Vii.

says that without government “the bad and selfish strong man
would be supreme; the weaker would go to the wall; life would
become ruled by the law of the jungle.”

Science fiction writers often imagine a world in which
governments dissolve, and it’s never pretty. Think “Mad Max”
with Tom Hardy, or “The Book of Eli” with Denzel Washington, or
even shows like “The Walking Dead.” In “The Walking Dead,” the
first problem the characters have to deal with are the “walkers”
(zombies). But then the second and perhaps bigger problem are
the evil people they encounter. They are under constant threat of
theft, rape, murder, etc., because there is no civil government
maintaining order.

Romans 13 isn’t saying that every politician is good, or that every
government is perfectly just and effective. It is saying civil
government is better than anarchy. Anarchy literally means
“without rulers.” What comes to mind when you hear the word
anarchy? | looked it up in the thesaurus and here are the first nine
synonyms that appear (onelook.com): lawlessness, chaos,
disorder, turmoil, mayhem, confusion, unrest, bedlam,
pandemonium. Let’s not.

2. Civil government is God’s servant.

Three times in this passage the government is called God’s servant
—twice in verse 4, and once in verse 6. The KJV uses the word
“minister.”

Romans 13:4 For it is God’s servant for your good. But if you do
wrong, be afraid, because it does not carry the sword for no
reason. For it is God’s servant, an avenger that brings wrath on the
one who does wrong.

Romans 13:6 And for this reason you pay taxes, since the
authorities are God’s servants, continually attending to these
tasks.

In verse four it says that the government itself is God’s servant,
and then in verse 6 it says that the individual government officials
are God'’s servants.

This has three implications.



Vi.

Vii.

First, God uses civil government to accomplish His purposes.
1. What purposes? As will see in a minute, to benefit people,

to encourage good conduct, and to punish evil conduct.

. William Barclay said that according to Romans 13 the

government is God’s instrument to preserve the world from
chaos.

3. John Murray says that the civil government is God'’s

“prescribed instrument for the maintenance of order and
the punishing of criminals who violate that order.”

Second, government officials are accountable to God.
1. Who do government officials work for? In America we like

to say they work for the people, the citizens. We like to say
that the ultimate source of authority in America are “We
the People”. But Romans 13 reminds politicians that
ultimately they work for God. Ultimately they answer to
Him. Ultimately they must please Him. Ultimately they
must do what He wants. Ultimately it’s His purposes, and
standards, and agenda that matters. First and foremost
they should consult Him about what to do and how to do it.

viii. Third, serving in government and politics is a noble work.

1. People often say that politics is dirty and that you can’t

serve in politics without getting dirty; therefore Christians
shouldn’t get involved. They say that power corrupts, so
Christians should avoid politics so they don’t get corrupted.
This passage destroys that mindset. Yes, there are hazards
in politics. There are temptations. But the government is
God’s servant, and government officials are serving God;
they are doing the Lord’s word. Therefore, who better to
work in government as God’s servants than Christians?

3. Civil government should punish bad conduct, not good conduct.

Romans 13:3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to
bad. Do you want to be unafraid of the one in authority? Do what
is good, and you will have its approval.

. Two things need to be said about this verse.



iii. First, the government should not punish good behavior.

1. It should approve of good behavior. Sometimes that word is
translated “praise.” The government should praise good
behavior. It should encourage good behavior. At the very
least it shouldn’t punish good behavior.

2. This is the way the government should operate, but
obviously this is not the way it always works in reality.

3. The government should not punish people for serving God,
but sometimes that’s what we see. In 2015 coach Joe
Kennedy was fired by the school district for his habit of
kneeling and praying at the fifty yard line following games.

4. The government should discourage people from getting
married or from working hard, but that’s often what
happens with the welfare system. If you are on welfare, if
you get married or work too hard, you’ll lose your benefits.

5. The government should not discourage success, but this is
what it does with progressive taxation. Progressive taxation
means the more you earn, the more you pay in taxes.
Democrats say this is just the rich paying their fair share.
Fair according to who? The top 1% of earners pay about
40% of the federal income taxes. The top 10% of earners
pay 50%. At the same time, between 30% and 40% of
Americans don’t pay any federal income taxes.

iv. Second, the government should punish bad behavior.

1. The civil government should be a “terror” to bad conduct.
Bad people should be so terrified of the government that
they don’t commit crime.

2. How do you accomplish that? Be effective at catching the
bad guys —i.e., an effective police force. And make pain the
pain of the punishment greater than the benefits of the
crime. The bad guys in society need to be convinced that if
they break the law they will be caught, and they will be
sorry.

3. Many in our nation have been poisoned by ridiculous ideas
of criminal justice.

a. Some people believe that incarceration is ineffective;
they say it makes a criminal even worse.



Incarceration may not be good for the criminal, but at
least it gets him off the street so that he can’t hurt
anybody.

b. Some people blame crime on capitalism. In other
words, people steal because of financial inequality.
That’s baloney. | know a lot of people who are
wealthier than man, but that push me to be a
criminal. If itis true that crime is caused by
capitalism, then the countries with socialism and
communism should be crime free, but that’s not the
case.

c. Some people believe that criminality is caused by
one’s environment. Criminals aren’t bad, they are
just victims of their circumstances. They don’t need
punishment, they need rehabilitation. Rehabilitation
is great, but if crime isn’t met with a stiff punishment,
then criminals will not be deterred from committing
crimes.

. Look at verse 4.

. Romans 13:4 For it is God’s servant for your good. But if you
do wrong, be afraid, because it does not carry the sword for
no reason. For it is God’s servant, an avenger that brings
wrath on the one who does wrong.

. God has given the government the power of the sword. The
sword symbolizes the government’s authority to punish
evildoers — even capital punishment in certain
circumstances.

. And this is what the government is supposed to do — punish
bad conduct (see 1 Pt 2:14). It says that the government is
“an avenger that brings wrath on the one that does wrong.”
This is interesting. At the end of Romans 12 Christians are
commanded to not avenge themselves (Rm 12:19). When
someone harms you or takes your stuff, you are not to take
matters into your own hands and seek revenge. But this
doesn’t mean that criminals are just supposed to walk free.
It goes on to say, “leave room for God’s wrath.” How does
God execute His wrath? Through the government who



carries the sword. When the government punishes evil-
doers, it is carrying out God’s wrath and vengeance.

8. Notice that 13:4 says that the government “does not carry
the sword for no reason.” The government has the God-
given authority to punish criminals, thereby striking terror
in the hearts of bad people. Asindividuals we don’t have
that authority, but the government does. It must not carry
the sword for no reason. The government must use the
sword. Itis God’s instrument for decreasing evil in society.
If the government neglects the sword, then evil in society
will increase.

4. Civil government exists for your good.

Vi.

Romans 13:4 For it is God’s servant for your good. But if you do
wrong, be afraid, because it does not carry the sword for no
reason. For it is God’s servant, an avenger that brings wrath on the
one who does wrong.

. The government is “God’s servant for your good.” The word

“good” here means useful, beneficial, profitable. Ultimately God
created the government for your good, to foster human
flourishing, to benefit people.
What is the good that the government is supposed to produce?
We find the answer in 1 Timothy.
1 Timothy 2:1-2 First of all, then, | urge that petitions, prayers,
intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for everyone, 2 for kings
and all those who are in authority, so that we may lead a tranquil
and quiet life in all godliness and dignity.
When the government is doing what it was designed to do, it will
enable its citizens to lead tranquil and quiet lives in all godliness
and dignity. In other words, when the government is running on
all cylinders, people will be safe, free, and able to serve God with
all their hearts.
This is a road-map for both voters and government officials. What
should the government do so that it works for the good of its
citizens? It has three essential functions:

1. Secure life and property.

2. Limit itself so that it doesn’t infringe upon individual

liberties.



V.

Vii.

3. Protect religious liberty.
But that’s not all that we find here about the government. Not
only does this passage teach us important principles about what
the government should do, but it teaches Christians how to relate
to the government. Specifically, Christians have...

FOUR OBLIGATIONS TO THE GOVERNMENT
1. Obey the law.

Vi.

Vii.

Romans 13:1 Let everyone submit to the governing authorities.
The word “submit” means to obey. It literally means “to recognize
one’s place under someone else in a hierarchy that God himself
established (NIV Biblical Theology Study Bible).” Submission is
recognizing that God has placed the government in authority over
you for your good and then living in obedience to its mandates.
Verse 5 gives two reasons why you should obey the law.

Romans 13:5 Therefore, you must submit, not only because of
wrath but also because of your conscience.

First, because of wrath. This is talking about the wrath of God
carried out through the government against criminals. You should
obey the law to avoid the punishment. But that’s not all.

Second, because of your conscience. This means obey the
government not just to avoid punishment, but to please God. You
should obey the law because you know that God has established it
for your good, placed it over you in authority, and commanded
you to submit to it. You should obey the law because it is the right
thing to do.

Remember, Paul was writing to Christians who lived in Rome,
where the government was far from perfect. Yet they were still
expected to obey the law.

2. Pay your taxes.

Romans 13:7 Pay your obligations to everyone: taxes to those you
owe taxes, tolls to those you owe tolls.

. The word “tax” here likely refers to property taxes and income

taxes, while “tolls” probably refers to sales tax, or taxes on goods
and services.

. As a Christian, you are commanded to pay your taxes.

Now, this doesn’t mean that all forms of taxation are equally wise.
Some tax systems are better than others. As | mentioned earlier,



Vi.

Vii.

viil.

our government uses a progressive tax system, meaning the
higher your income, the higher your tax rate. Many people don’t
like this because it punishes success. Under this system, the top
10% of earners pay 50% of the income taxes. At the same time,
between 30% and 40% of Americans don’t pay any federal income
taxes at all.

Instead, people have suggested two attractive alternatives — a fair
tax and a flat tax.

1. Under the fair tax system, there would be no income taxes.
The IRS would cease to exist. There would only be a
national retail sales tax. In other words, you only pay taxes
on what you buy. It’s called the “fair tax” because the more
you spend, the more you pay in taxes. This will encourage
frugality rather than discourage success.

2. Under the flat tax system, everyone will be taxed the same
rate, regardless of income, except that those below a
certain income level will not pay taxes. Under this system, if
the tax rate is at 5%, then a person earning $60,000 and a
person earning $600,000 will both pay 5%. Higher earners
will still pay more taxes because 5% of $600k is much more
than 5% of S60k.

Either of these systems would be better than what we have. But
even though our current tax system needs a lot of improvement,
the Bible still commands us to pay our taxes.

Why? Because God has established the government for your
good, and to carry out its work it needs money.

Again, Paul is writing to Christians living under the Roman
government which probably used its money unjustly and foolishly
at times. Yet they were still expected to pay their taxes.

3. Revere God.

Romans 13:7 Pay your obligations to everyone: taxes to those you
owe taxes, tolls to those you owe tolls, respect to those you owe
respect, and honor to those you owe honor.

Notice the phrase “respect to those you owe respect.” To whom
do you own respect? In this verse | think it talking about God.

1 Peter 2:17 Honor everyone. Love the brothers and sisters. Fear
God. Honor the emperor.

10



iv.

Vi.

Vii.

Do you see the word “fear”? It is the same Greek word used in
Rm 13:7 for “respect.” In fact, of the 46 times that word is used in
the NT, it is translated “fear” 32 times. When the Bible says to
fear God, it is this word. It is the idea of reverential awe.

Why is Paul saying to respect or fear God in this context? This is a
reminder that as a Christian your first allegiance is to God, not
government. Yes you should obey the government, even
ridiculous laws. Christians should be the most obedient citizens.
But your obedience should not be unlimited. If the government
commands you to do something which violates the law of God,
then you not only have permission to break the law, you have a
mandate.

There is precedent for this in the Bible.

1. Daniel kept praying even though the government ordered
him to stop, and God rewarded him.

2. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused the
government’s order to worship an idol, and God rewarded
them.

3. Inthe NT the apostles refused to stop preaching about
Jesus.

Yes be a law-abiding citizen. But fear God, and that means putting
His law first.

4. Honor the government.

Vi.

Vii.

Romans 13:7 Pay your obligations to everyone: taxes to those you
owe taxes, tolls to those you owe tolls, respect to those you owe
respect, and honor to those you owe honor.

“and honor to those you owe honor.”

. To honor is to treat someone with respect; to treat them as

important and valuable.

Who should you honor? Go back to 1 Peter.

1 Peter 2:17 Honor everyone. Love the brothers and sisters. Fear
God. Honor the emperor.

You should honor everyone, including the emperor, or in your
sake, government officials.

If Christians back then were commanded to honor a pagan,
immoral, cruel emperor who often abused his power, then that

11



means you should honor government officials even if they are
imperfect.

viii. How can you honor them? When you are talking to or about
government officials or politicians, be respectful even if you
disagree with them. You may hate President Trump or President
Biden, but you still need to be respectful in how you talk about
them.

V. CONCLUSION
1. Let me sum up the Bible’s teachings on politics like this. Christians
should be model citizens. They should be more law-abiding and active
than any other group. If that was true about us, then our nation would
be stronger, our witness would be more effective, God would be more
glorified, and our everyday lives would be better.
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