
Wrestling with the Sovereignty of God & the Freedom of Relationship 

Romans Chapters 13:1-7 
 

 

Section 4 - 13:1-7 – Responsibility toward authorities (C) 

• Romans 13:1-7 

Again, we are still in this large sub section about how the church should deal with the 

outside world 

Remember? A, B, C, C B A…we are on the second C now 

And this is important to know this still belongs with the previous section on how the new 

covenant church should deal with the outside world because it will affect how you read 

the text 

This text is TOUGH 

And there are several interpretations of it in commentaries so let me highlight a few 

1. This passage is a general statement about ruling authorities 

2. It is particularly about the Roman Empire and for the safety of the church their in 

a historical context 

- even more specific maybe is that it speaks to a specific time within the 

Roman Empire when the Jews were allowed to go back and thus they could 

roll with it 

3. It is a statement that is now true as a result of a victory Jesus has inaugurated with 

His new Kingdom 

Though there is truth to the Kingdom of God having power, most commentaries do not 

believe this as Paul is no where here making a Theology based upon some Christological 

movement 

Still yet some believe it could be a combination of 1 & 2…a specific situation with far 

reaching applications 

This is probably the most likely 

Of course there must be something relevant to the church in Rome 

But Paul appears to be making a much more sweeping argument 

And in fact, the more general the argument by Paul, the less trouble you might have with 

Paul somehow legitimating the tyranny that Rome will put forth 

The words are broadly stated and I think then widely applied 

And again, these words FOLLOW IN CONTEXT with the previous passage which Paul 

would have said to ANY CHURCH 

 

It is interesting, most date Paul’s prison letters AFTER the letter to the Roman church 

With a letter like I Thes. and II Cor. already written, and what we saw last year in the 

book of Acts, we already know Paul does not have some rosy picture of what 

governments are capable of 

And in fact, after Paul writes this letter, he is headed to Jerusalem where he knows he 

will surely be severely punished for his beliefs by the government and his own people in 

leadership 

And in fact that is exactly what happens to him 

 

And I also think Paul is again drawing on the words of Jesus 



That even when governments are demonically influenced and horrible, there is still a 

level of Divine intervention going on 

READ ASSYRIA AND BABYLON 

• John 19:8-11 

• Acts 23:1-5 

Can see both sides here with Paul…discernment AND respect 

Paul like Jesus had some basic assumptions about governing bodies. What are they? 

No matter how bad they are, don’t just assume God is not involved some how working 

And do not take matters into your own hands 

We are not the judge, and we are not to repay evil with evil 

Remember what Romans is REALLY about 

God is righteous 

Meaning He is loyal to His covenants 

AND He is JUST…He will exact fairness and justice at some point 

Meaning HE WILL, not you 

• Romans 1:32-2:8 

• Romans 14:10 

God desires justice 

And HE is the judge 

And He will even use corrupt governments to exact judgment when it is needed 

That is Paul’s basic understanding and that is the basic context of this passage 

Justice is served not by private vengeance but by individuals trusting that God will use 

ruling authorities to keep wickedness in check 

And this is an OLD NARRATIVE THEME 

• Is. 10:5-11 

• Is. 44:28-45:5 

• Is. 46:11 

• Jer. 29:4-9 

• Jer. 27:6-11 

In fact the entire Book of Esther rests on the Jewish hope living under pagan rule 

This is a thread in the Narrative and Paul is simply deriving from that story 

Read Wright Commentary pg 718-719 

Remember, the rulers in these passages aren’t divine 

In fact they are often corrupt and don’t know God at ALL 

They are simply being used by God 

And the rulers aren’t beyond judgment either 

And again you can see this in the OT 

EDOM – used to judge Israel, they applaud when they fall, and God writes entire books 

against them in the OT 

 

RESULT – individuals in Jesus’ Kingdom don’t have cart blanche, and neither do ruling 

authorities 

The authorities are there as an extension of the justice side of God’s righteousness 

 

So what do you do when the same ruling authorities charged with this task become the 

persecutors? 



Paul doesn’t raise that question and thus I don’t think Paul is answering that question 

Again, remember Romans, Paul always raises the question first…then he answers it 

 

And remember from Acts, Paul is no wall flower 

He is not also pressing for just blind following 

Remember Acts 22? Gonna scourge Paul, he asks if they can do this to a Roman citizen 

 

The church awaits the Kingdoms full inauguration 

And yet, while we wait, we are not called to violence, hatred, and taking justice into our 

own hands 

And we are not to assume that God is somehow not involved 

• Romans 14:17 

 

• Romans 13:1 

“Every person” = literally every SOUL 

The whole person 

“Be subject” = does not use the word obey though that may come sometimes 

Meaning, they have a rightful place over us 

And who are the authorities? 

“bear the sword” (4), pay taxes to them (6-7) 

Rulers 

And again, I don’t think Paul is trying to endorse the Roman government 

It is rather a general statement about respecting civic authority 

And realizing how God has played this out in the Narrative 

 

• Romans 13:2-4 

Now Paul explains what happens when you resist authority 

If you want to relax and not be afraid in general, what does Paul say to do? 

“servants” or “stewards” = literally ministers of God’s purpose 

Their task is supposed to be to praise good behavior 

If you do evil, you better be on your toes in fear 

 

• Romans 13:5 

Why does he say we should submit? 

Submit because of a) not wanting to incur wrath and b) your conscience will flush you 

out 

 

• Romans 13:6-7 

Interesting, there were huge protests apparently at this time in Rome over taxes 

* Direct AND Indirect taxes referred to here 

I love this quote from Tom Wright: 

“Nobody enjoys the presence of a referee or umpire when they are trying to foul an 

opponent; but everybody appeals to them when the other side does it.” 

 

Jesus offering the other cheek…far more is gained 
 


