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GENUINE LOVE AND THE CIVIL MAGISTRATE
(Romans 13:1-2)
SUBJECT: Submission to the civil magistrate.
F.C.F: Why do I have to obey the law when Christ is my only King?
PROPOSITION: Because God has established government, we must be subject to our rulers.
INTRODUCTION:

A. One can hardly finish reading our text from Romans 13 before the objections come pouring out like a breached dam. “But…! But…! But…! No human ruler is completely fair, no government is completely pure, no body of laws is completely just. So what do we do when the government is evil, corrupt, self-serving, and oppressive?” 

Well, let’s admit that that is sometimes the case, although a completely corrupt government or an evil set of laws is relatively rare. And let’s assume that Paul is addressing the ideal, a government that is relatively good and just. Obviously Paul would not disagree with the rule already established by the other apostles in Acts 5:29: “We must obey God rather than men.” So let’s examine our text from this ideal standpoint and reserve our objections for later. 

B. Why would Paul, writing to believers in the heart of the empire, in Rome, command submission to the governing authorities, and do so in such a seeming absolute way? Bible teacher John Murray helpfully points out three reasons for this. 
First, many in the church in Rome were Jews, and Jews by nature had questions regarding the rights of Romans to rule over them, and, from time to time tended to rebel against Roman rule. Murray notes: “This created a situation in which it was necessary for Christians to avoid all revolutionary aspirations or actions as well as insubordination to magistrates in the rightful exercise of their authority.” 

Second, there was among even Christians a heightened and perhaps mistaken sense of freedom in view of their commitment to Christ as their King and Lord, a freedom that might be construed to imply a release from any obligations to civil authorities. That may explain why Paul on two other occasions wrote of the Christian’s duty to the magistrate, (1 Timothy 2 and Titus 3), and why Peter addressed the same concern in 1 Peter 2. 


And thirdly, there was the real problem of Christians suffering some persecution and injustice at the hands of these authorities. This created an urgency to define occasions where obedience to Christ required disobedience to the authorities, but also times when it required obedience to authorities.

C. Paul makes some striking assertions in this text, to which we would do well to pay careful attention, even though our political situation is quite different. The central command is in verse 1: “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities.” We should remember that the chapter and verse divisions in the Bible were by no means original, only added much later by Jerome. So even though chapter 13 seems distanced from chapter 12, there is no great break from the earlier themes. That means that government is part of God’s good and perfect will which we are to test and approve as a part of our serving as a living sacrifice. It also means that obedience to civil authorities is an important component to the “genuine love” to which God calls us in Romans 12:9. This ramps up the command in 13:1 even higher: “Because you love the Lord Jesus, and as an act of sincere love for others, we must obey our established rulers, and…are you ready for this?...cheerfully pay our taxes! 


Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? The answer is more profound and pressing than we may imagine. And it’s not primarily to stay out of trouble or for the benefit of society at large. Rather, it is primarily because God stands behind every government, as remarkable as it may seem.

I. BECAUSE GOD MEDIATES HIS AUTHORITY THORUGH HUMAN AGENTS.


A. If we are familiar with the rest of the Bible, we ought to have some sense that this is the case. When God first made our world, he put a human being in charge of it all. He turned authority for the government of the world over to a man, Adam. The analogy is often made, and it’s not far off the mark, that God himself is the King and that Adam was his governor. So God did not take a hands-on approach to directly rule his creation, but entrusted that authority into the hands of the man who had been made in his image. In fact, an important part of the image of God in each human is the will, that is the kingly role of making decisions and acting on them. 

So in every realm of life, or as some call it “sphere of influence or of sovereignty” God has placed human authorities to act as his agents. In the home, for example, God charges parents, and especially fathers, with the solemn task of reflecting the kingdom of God in that home and bringing up children in “the nurture and admonition of the Lord.” The same is true of the church. God graciously gives officers to the church for the purpose of oversight, watching over the flock. The elders especially bear this solemn charge from God, and will give an account for the spiritual well-being of the flock, a sobering truth that has sometimes kept me awake at night. These elders are called “overseers,” the Greek is “episcopoi” which is often translated “bishops.” Christ himself is overseeing his church as the Good Shepherd of the flock. But the stunning truth is that he does so through his elders which he has equipped and empowered for the task. 

B. And the same is true with respect to human, civil government. Even though many of those who bear public office are only nominal Christians at best, and many do not claim to follow Christ at all, still God has installed them to these positions of authority. Paul explains that these civil rulers, and virtually none of them were Christian in Paul’s day, these civil authorities are both God’s “agents” and “ministers,” and God stands behind them. And if you defy them, you are defying God himself! Remarkable! But we are getting ahead of ourselves. 

The first biblical principle we must establish is that God ordinarily rules his creation in every realm or sphere through the human agents whom he installs and to whom he lends his own authority. And this is in every realm. The boss in the workplace or the teacher in school is God’s agent or minister in that realm bearing God’s own authority. You say, “Oh, no, not my boss! Not my teacher. You don’t know them or you would never say that!” And I probably don’t know them, but then, I’m not saying it, either. God is saying it in his Word through his Apostles, also his agents of authority in the church. In fact the Apostle Paul makes this very point in Colossians 3:23-24: “23Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, 24knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.” Yes, that’s what he said! So in the realm of the workplace, God mediates his own authority so truly that as we respond to our boss (or teacher) so we are responding to the Lord Jesus himself. 


So we must be subject or subject ourselves to the governing authorities because God mediates his authority through human agency. Which means that…

II. GOD ESTABLISHES HUMAN AUTHORITIES. 


A. Question. Can God work through imperfect human rulers in imperfect government systems with imperfect legal codes? Can God work through fallen, imperfect parents? Can God build a church through imperfect elders and deacons and pastors (and church members!)? We’d better hope the answer to all of these is “Yes,” because, of course, imperfect people is all that God has to work with in every sphere of life. 


And yet that doesn’t stop God from establishing these authorities and entrusting them with his own authority and even standing behind them and calling them his ministers and agents. This truth is explicitly stated in verse 1: “1Let 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.”

B. In what sense have these authorities been “instituted by God”? This is an important point. The Bible teaches that everything that happens is ordained by God. Theologians call this God’s “decretive will” from the doctrine of God’s decree, as we learn from the Westminster Shorter Catechism: “The decrees of God are his eternal purpose, according to the counsel of his will, whereby, for his own glory, he hath foreordained whatsoever comes to pass.” So whatever comes to pass has been foreordained by God. 


Yet we are not to see God’s establishment of governments as a mere detail or aspect of God’s decretive will, but to understand that our response to these God-ordained governments is a part of God’s revealed or preceptive will. God has intentionally and purposefully ordained these governments for our benefit, and calls us to respond to them as we would respond to him. So by the general attitude and action of self-submission to the authorities in each respective sphere, we are cooperating with God’s revealed plan or order. Again, that includes self-subjection to all in authority whether in the family, the church, the workplace, or the state. We must submit because God has established and ordained these for our good.


This does not mean, of course, that God approves of all that his ordained agents do. Parents, teachers, bosses, leaders, and elders err, sin, and make mistakes. These rulers and leaders must answer to God. They must give an accounting to God for the way they have discharged their duties and acted as his representatives. That means that these responsibilities ought not be entered into lightly, but with sober judgment. The Apostle James says as much in James 3:1: “1Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness.” Again, let me caution you that these positions of authority carry heavy responsibility and can be a burden. I myself will give account to God for my work as a husband, father, elder, and teacher in the church. 

C. What that means is that we must pray for our leaders and support them. It’s interesting in studying through the book of Daniel. It appears that Daniel actually became quite close to some of the leaders who had conquered his people, to wicked old Nebuchadnezzar, who may truly have repented, or to King Darius who was so vexed that he was tricked into casting Daniel into the den of lions, and so relieved when God spared him. When it comes to the church, for example, the writer of Hebrews reasons with us for the wisdom of cooperating with the church’s elders: “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.” (Hebrews 13:17)

What’s interesting is that the New Testament includes a provision by which corrupt church members and presumably church officers may be challenged, and if unrepentant, may be turned out or replaced. Thankfully we enjoy a system of civil government which is accountable not only to God but to the electorate, and that we can, if necessary, “drain the swamp” and “throw the bums out.” 


So we must subject ourselves to the governing authorities 1) because God mediates his authority through human agency, 2) because God establishes human authorities, and

III. BECAUSE OUR RESPONSE TO HUMAN AUTHORITIES IS OUR RESPONSE TO GOD HIMSELF. 


A. That one may take some getting used to. No, we are not saying that our president, or mayor, or senator, or judge, or teacher, or elder, or boss, or mother is God. But since God has ordained and installed each in their respective place of authority and stand behind them, then how we treat these authorities is how we treat God himself. Remember, we’ve already seen that in our employment, the Christian works as to the Lord because by faithfully serving her boss, she is serving the Lord Christ. 


B. And the Old Testament gives us some stellar examples of this truth as well. Both Daniel and Joseph before him served pagan rulers, each one at some point serving as an actual or virtual slave to pagan unbelievers. None of us has ever been in that kind of drastic situation. We all enjoy remarkable liberties and constitutional rights and a high degree of self-rule, for which we should be grateful to God. Yet neither Joseph nor Daniel gave themselves to complaining or to despair, but recognized that by serving their pagan master even in a pagan land they could yet serve the Lord their God, and each one excelled to the wonder of their masters and to the glory of God. 

CONCLUSION


This may be a new perspective. Obeying the laws, voting, performing civic duties, respecting those in authority, supporting public servants and peace officers, volunteering to help your community, paying taxes: these are spiritual matters. These are aspects of our discipleship and of faithful obedience to God. These are aspects of genuine love, of offering our bodies to God as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.   

Let’s recommit ourselves to obeying God by submitting to the authorities he has established for our good.
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