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“God and Government” 
Romans 13:1 & 2 

November 15th, 2020 
 

   How many are first-born children – show of hands?  I’m one, too.  I’m also the oldest cousin on both 
sides of my family.  People who conduct studies say that oldest children are often good leaders, but 
they’re also the most difficult to get along with.  My three younger siblings would surely agree with that 
last part, at least when we all were still at home! 
 
   My parents would often leave me in charge while they went out with friends for an evening.  And, boy 
did I run a tight ship!  Can you imagine?  I’d call my siblings to fall in and receive their orders while our 
folks were away.  I’d put them on report to our parents if they deviated.  (Frank Burns on MASH). 
 
   Normally, things were a disaster!  How’s the old saying go – “When the cat’s away, the mice will play?”  
Ah, yes – it was often 3 against 1 – my two sisters and brother against me!  (Don’t you feel badly for 
me?)  Those were my formative years where I learned accountability for my actions and those under my 
charge.  If tasks and chores didn’t get completed before our parents returned home, my folks would put 
that on me as the one they left in charge.  That’s not fair!    

 
   I didn’t realize it at the time, but in obeying – or disobeying my parents I was running head long into 
the Fifth Commandment – Do you remember it?  “Honor your father and your mother, that your days 

may be long upon the land which the Lord your God is giving you.”  The Fifth Commandment is the 
foundation of human government and authority structures.  The initial line of authority is that 
of parents over their children.  From there, other sources of authority are derived – church, the 
work place, societal law and order enforcement, and the state (“government”). 
 

   As far as interacting with government, when I was young, I had a penchant for resisting authorities.  
Take traffic laws for instance.  Speed limits never met my expectations – they weren’t high enough!  In 
the early 1980’s the highest speed limit on the federal highway system was 55 miles an hour.  Rock 
singer Sammy Hagar used to sing, “I Can’t Drive 55!”  Me, neither! 
 
   And, I paid for it.  There was a time that I had earned speeding tickets in four different states – 
Wisconsin, Iowa, Nebraska, and Wyoming.  I remember the one I received in Nebraska.  It was Christmas 
Day, and Jan and I drove to northern Illinois for the holiday.  I’d just gotten off working all night, and we 
departed as soon as we had the dogs loaded up. 
 
   We were 200 miles into our trip, the Nebraska panhandle, and we hadn’t seen many people on the 
road, either side of the Interstate.  We were making good time – I was pushing our Ford EXP hard.  I 
noticed a vehicle approaching on the westbound side of the highway.  It was a Nebraska state trooper, 
and as we went by, I looked in my rear view mirror, and wouldn’t you know it – he drove across the 
grass medial strip to follow us!  Maybe he wanted to wish us a Merry Christmas?  Not hardly.  He flashed 
his lights, and we pulled over to the side of the highway.  He did give us a Christmas present – a 
speeding ticket for driving 77 MPH in a 55 MPH zone!  It made an impression on me – it’s the last 
speeding ticket I’ve had! 
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   Today, we come to the 13th chapter of the New Testament book of Romans.  We’ve been 
studying Romans on Sunday mornings since the first Sunday of September 2019.  In our study 
of the closing verses in Romans Chapter 12, we learned God would, among other things, defend 
His people who bless their enemies rather than curse them.  God would secure vengeance for 
His persecuted people, and as Romans Chapter 13 shows, God created government to be the 
bearer of the sword to slay those who do evil.    
 
Romans 13:1-2:  
   “Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities.  For there is no authority except from God, and 
the authorities that exist are appointed by God.  Therefore, whoever resists the authority resists the 
ordinance of God, and those who resist will bring judgment on themselves.” 

 

   One phrase I often hear that drives me crazy is “the separation of church and state.”  I remember an 
Andy Griffith episode where Gomer Pyle was serving as a deputy police officer.  Witnessing a breaking of 
the law, Gomer bursts out of his truck shouting, “Citizen’s arrest! Citizen’s arrest!”  “Separation of 
Church and State!  Separation of Church and State!” 

 
   The First Amendment of our Constitution doesn’t require a secular government.  God created 
both the State and the Church.  And, He established them to work together, not against each 
other.  The State does not have the jurisdictional right to compel people to believe the gospel, 
confess the Christian faith, pay tithes, or attend worship, but the Church does.  Similarly, the 
Church as an institution cannot mingle in the institutional affairs of civil government.  
Interestingly, there is no mention of the words ‘Church’, ‘State’ or ‘separation’ in the First 
Amendment or the body of the Constitution. 
 
   Look again at the first sentence of verse 1 – “Let every soul be subject to the governing 

authorities.”  In our natural sinful state in which we were conceived and born, we chafe at the 
thought even of submitting to authority, unless our submission to authority somehow benefits 
us.  Generally, we see ourselves to be our authority.  We demonstrate a lack of submission by 
questioning and criticizing every restriction placed over us.  That tendency should cause us to 
really examine who we are following and serving.   
 
   Dr. RC Sproul wrote, “Sin is a refusal to submit to the governing authority of God Himself.  If 
we are not willing to submit to God, it is more difficult to submit to the police department, the 
government, and other authorities that rule over us.  It is the duty of every Christian to be in 
subjection to the authorities.” (Sproul, 440) 
  
   Dr Sproul’s inference extends to those who are not believers in Jesus Christ.  If you’ve not 
submitted to Jesus’ lordship over your life, then you must do so for salvation/eternal life.  Living 
a life in submission to Jesus Christ (and the Scriptures) is the only life worth living.  If you’re 
troubled and lacking in peace with yourself or others, then turn it all over to Jesus.  He will carry 
those burdens for you, freeing you up to do what He says.  Here, He says – submit to Me and 
the people I place in authority.   
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   To help us overcome our sinful bent to assert our autonomy (which we do not actually have – 
we are answerable to God for our submission (or lack thereof) to others), God has established 
government.  And, God commands us to be subject to the governing authorities – kings, 
presidents, policemen, judges, schoolteachers, bosses, elders, and other such authorities.   
 
   Why does He command this subjection to authority?  We move to the next sentence in verse 1 
for the answer – “For there is no authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are 

appointed by God.”  We are to submit to the authorities that exist because their authority comes 
from God.  God has placed the people in authority as He determines.  We are not free to 
disobey the civil magistrate, for instance, when we disagree with it or when authorities make us 
suffer or experience inconvenience.   
    
   It’s probable that some of you may be upset over this “unrealistic” demand of God.  We’re 
coming off an exceptionally adversarial election season (which isn’t yet over).  Be careful, 
friends, to act according to Scripture and not allow your preferences to color all else.  Sure, it’s 
easier to pray for and submit to those for whom we voted, win or lose.  But, God’s Word 
doesn’t direct us only to submit to those we like.  He commands we submit to authorities, 
regardless our feelings or thoughts, because He’s the One who ultimately put them in office. 
 
   Notice, in verse 2, how many times you find the word “resist” (in the NKJV and ESV).  
“Therefore, whoever resists the authority resists the ordinance of God, and those who resist will bring 

judgment on themselves.”  “Resist” appears here three times – in just one verse!  “To resist,” 
means to “oppose” or “strive against.”  Here, God through His apostle (Paul) teaches us the 
high standard He expects us to achieve.  Resisting authority comes naturally to us; we don’t 
have to do or hear much to get our hackles up.  In verse 2, God tells us that to resist authority is 
to resist Him.  And, that brings His judgment into play.   
 
   A question that comes to mind at this point is if it’s ever right not to submit to the governing 
authorities.  What would you say if asked that question?  It is right to resist authority in limited 
instances.  Essentially, such instances all fall under one heading – it is right to resist the 
authorities when they require God’s people to sin. 
 
   Perhaps the best example found in Scripture is in the Book of Acts.  The disciples had been 
preaching in Jerusalem, but they had created such a stir that the leaders of the people called 
them in and commanded that the apostles keep silent.  Peter and John replied (this is Acts 4:19-

20) “Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you more than to God, you judge.  For we cannot 
but speak the thing which we have seen and heard.” 
   
   The apostles were threatened and released, but they went right back to their preaching.  They 
were arrested again.  In Acts 5:28, the high priest asks, “Did we not strictly command you not to 
teach in this name (Jesus)?  And look, you have filled Jerusalem with your doctrine, and intend to bring 
this Man’s blood on us!” 
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   Peter and the other apostles answered the priest in Acts 5:29, “We ought to obey God rather 

than men.”  This incident teaches what Scripture commands His people to do, cannot be 
superseded by the authority of mere men.  In such cases, Christians must resist (and that can be 
done in ways that don’t bring further persecution upon us).  “If the state forbids what God 
commands, then civil disobedience is a Christian duty.” (Keller, 133) 
 
   We can apply such disobedience improperly, however.  Donald Gray Barnhouse helps with his 
thoughts when he writes,  
 

   “In America we are at liberty to preach Christ, but Christians should obey ordinances 
prescribing the time and place of preaching.  An overzealous young man complained to 
me that his Christian freedom was being violated by his employer who had ordered him 
not to speak to other employees about religion.  Barnhouse replied that during the 
man’s working hours, his time belonged to his employer and he was being paid to work, 
not to preach.  He could preach by the way in which he did his work.  He could witness 
orally at lunchtime or after hours.” 

 
   It’s fitting we had new members join on the same Sunday we came to this 13th chapter of 
Romans.  Among the five questions every prospective member is asked upon joining the church 
is this one – “Do you submit yourself to the government and discipline of the Church?”  Jesus is 
the Head; the members are the body.  Jesus delegated His authority to the apostles, who when 
their ministry ceased, the authority of leadership in the Church fell to the elders.  Just as there 
is government within the government, there is government within the Church.  The State is not 
the authority over the Church the Church is, just as the Church is not the authority over the 
State. 
    

   Centuries ago, John Wycliffe could no longer bear the thought that the Bible should be chained to a 
pulpit in a language the people did not know.  So, he an English speaker, set out to provide in English the 
Old and New Testaments.  It was a massive undertaking, but as he completed his project, he wrote these 
words in the flyleaf of the first English Bible – “This Bible is translated and shall make possible a 
government of the people, by the people, and for the people.” 
 
   Little did Wycliffe realize that 500 years later, a lean and broken president of a new government that 
had established itself on a new continent would borrow the very same words he would use on a bleak 
November day in a place called Gettysburg.   In that blood-drenched battlefield Abraham Lincoln said, 
“We here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation under God shall 
have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not 
perish from the earth.” 

 
 
 
 
 


