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Do I Have to Obey the Government?  
Romans 13:1-7 

 
Intro 
 
Recent Article “How DC Churches Responded When the Government Banned Public Gatherings During 
the Spanish Flu of 1918” by Caleb Morrell  
 
A story is told in the context of the 1918 flu pandemic and how the government responded in the city of 
Washington DC. May sound familiar  
 

- 10/4 1918 a headline appeared in The Evening Star newspaper “Churches closed while Influenza 
Threatens in D.C.  

- All churches ordered closed by the City commissioners  

- Churches initially complied but a number of weeks later as the cases of infection and death from 
infection declined, many churches began to resist the closure  

- When the ban on gatherings was lifted on 10/29  
 
On that first Sunday, the Reverend J. Francis Grimke - AFRICAN PRESBY - preached a powerful sermon 
that was later published and distributed, “Some Reflections: Growing Out of the Recent Epidemic of 
Influenza that Afflicted Our City”I n the sermon, Grimke acknowledges that there was “considerable 
grumbling” on the part of some regarding the closing of churches. However, he offered a defense of the 
ban on gatherings: 
 
The fact that the churches were places of religious gathering, and the others not, would not affect in 
the least the health question involved. If avoiding crowds lessens the danger of being infected, it was 
wise to take the precaution and not needlessly run in danger, and expect God to protect us. 
 
Our government is handing down edicts and guidelines in this pandemic season - how should we 
respond? As we navigate toward opening up again what might inform our restlessness in the face of 
government orders and restrictions? Let me suggest that “considerable grumbling” is not what we are 
after.  
 
However, we respond, let me strongly suggest that our response should be theologically informed, any 
and every response should be undergirded and guided by the Word of God  
 
Does the Bible - a book written thousands of years ago - have anything to say to us in this moment 
about the government and our responsibility as citizens - thanks for asking - yes indeed - our text is 
central in understanding the responsibilities of the government and our role as citizens 
 
This is not a right wing or left wing or anything in between thing this is a Christian thing - and 
exhortation to guide our conduct in this season and every season  
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Examine the divine logic -  
I. The Command  
II. The Rationale 
III. The Application  
 
I. The Command (v. 1-2) 

 
A. Apostle Paul Introduces a section in chapter 12 on our calling and responsibility as Christians we 

are called to love and serve one another BECAUSE of the Gospel explained and applied 
throughout Romans - because we have been purchased by the blood of Christ - united in Christ - 
we have obligations not only to God but toward one another - 12 and following describe what it 
looks like to navigate life through the lens of the Gospel  
 

B. Obligation to the state - v. 1 Very straightforward command - start in its simplicity - no apparent 
wiggle room - “Let every person be subject (or submissive) to the governing authorities” 
 
1. And this idea of submission to authority is all throughout Scripture - it involves a posture of 

heart - to submit to the government means an inclination to lean into the government’s 
authority - to work to submit to its authority.  
 

C. We might well be surprised at this when we remember that the author of this divinely inspired 
letter, was a subject of the Roman Empire under the authority of a dictator - MAYBE PAUL 
DIDN’T WRITE  
 

D. v. 1 continues by informing us that this is no random command - this command to every person 
comes to us under the reign a good and sovereign God - this command is in light of the 
awesome reality that all things in time-space history are arranged and unfold according to the 
will of God.  
 
1. All authorities on earth that exist are installed and instituted by God - no authority on earth 

exists except that which is sanctioned by God himself.  
 

E. v. 2 those who resist this divinely appointed authority resist the will of God - AND those who 
oppose God’s will earn for themselves righteous judgment from God. No one off command - 
this is Testimony of Scripture.  
 

[13] Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as 
supreme, [14] or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do 
good. (1 Peter 2:13-14) 
 

F. Application 
 
1. There is this principle of authority and submission throughout God’s Word - we are called in 

various ways to submit to those appointed by God to have authority over us  
 

Illustrations: Children - I’m not old enough to vote - obey your parents in the Lord - to obey your parents 
is to obey God - similarly  
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2. We should have an inclination to submit and obey the governing authorities no less than in 
Paul’s day. We begin with that posture  
 

Christian submission to government is…no mere practical expedient, a means of avoiding punishment; 
it arises ultimately from insight into God’s providential ordering of human history. (Doug Moo, NICNT: 
Romans) 
 

a) History of interpreting has largely been finding ways to explain away this clear 
command 
 

b) Insight into God’s providential ordering of human history - obedience to God includes 
submitting to governing authorities  
 
(1) No mere practical expedient to avoid punishment - different places - Kate’s whole 

life is keeping rules - mine not so much - the command comes to all people  
 

3. THAT BEING SAID - I’VE GOT ALL KINDS OF QUESTIONS! I GOT SOME QUESTIONS PAUL! 
Thankfully, there is more 
 

II. The Rationale behind the command (v. 3-5) 
 
A. v. 3-5 he explains further the rationale that informs this command - helps us understand God’s 

good purpose in his instituting governing authorities  
 
1. Terror to bad conduct - bears the sword of punishment for those who do wrong  

 
a) Instrument in God’s hand to punish those who choose to do evil  

 
b) Don’t want to be afraid of authority - do what is good for the authorities are God’s 

servant for your good and you will be approved -  but if you want to do what is evil you 
should be afraid because he is also God’s servant who executes God’s wrath against evil 
doers 
 

Illustration: SUGGEST GRATITUDE - Without this principle in play there would be anarchy and chaos - 
thank those in law-enforcement   
 

B. What we have here is a principle - this is what God-honoring government looks like - and largely 
this is what our government looks like  
 

C. Here comes the question that everyone with half a brain should be asking - this certainly 
doesn’t line up with history and experience for history and even in this current day - Despots 
and brutal dictators - Hitler, Stalin, and so forth - is Paul a naive benighted sort who is saying 
that every government - even that of a brutal, godless dictator are all equally relevant to this 
command and functioning according to God’s intended purpose? 

 
Paul is assuming that the laws of the state embody those general moral principles that are taught in 
the word of God. The “evil” that civil authorities punish, therefore, is evil in the absolute sense: those 
acts that God himself condemns as evil. Only if this is so can we explain how Paul can see the 
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government’s use of the sword as a manifestation of its role as “God’s servant.” (Doug Moo, NICNT: 
Romans) 
 

1. PRESUMES A MORAL LAW - NOT JUST ANY ARBITRARY LAW - Those governing authorities 
that are evil and oppressive have taken their God-ordained authority and twisted it  
 
a) Compatible - sovereignty and responsibility  

 
D. Application 

 
1. We must obey God’s command to submit to the governing authorities both local and 

Federal lest we be opposed by God -  BUT we live in a fallen world do we not - so the 
question is - does this mean I have to do everything every governing authority tells me I 
must do or cease any activity that the government prohibits? NO the whole counsel of God 
shapes our understanding and perspective - our text is not the sum total of what the Bible 
has to say on the matter  
 

SOME OF THE APOSTLES ARRESTED FOR PREACHING THE GOSPEL  
 
[27] And when they had brought them, they set them before the council. And the high priest 
questioned them, [28] saying, “We strictly charged you not to teach in this name, yet here you have 
filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and you intend to bring this man's blood upon us.” [29] But Peter 
and the apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than men. (Acts 5:27-39) 
 

2. Another biblical principle to lay over our understanding of government and our response to 
the authorities  
 
a) If the governing authorities command me to disobey the clear commands of Scripture - 

to insist that I participate in that which God forbids - WE MUST DISOBEY  
 

b) If they seek to silence our Gospel witness - WE MUST RESIST - EVEN IF THEY KILL - 
MARTYRS DOWN THROUGH THE MILLENNIA HAVE KNOWN  
 

3. As well - as you know we don’t live in a dictatorship - in our system of governance - guided 
by the constitution  - by the people and for the people  not only allows but encourages our 
participation in government including disagreement and dissent.  
 
a) In certain situations for us to dissent - civil disobedience - may mean we are being good 

citizens! 2nd amendment. SHOTGUNS VS TANKS  
 

b) NOT APATHY - Suggest involved in the process as we are able and as is appropriate - 
VOTE AND VOLUNTEER - PFI WORKING FOR JUSTICE AND RIGHTEOUSNESS  
 

4. Marked by gratefulness for the gift of governing authorities who restrain and punish evil-
doers - God-given and for our benefit - WHEN WE DISAGREE NOT GIVE OURSELVES TO 
GRUMBLING AND MURMURING - SAKE OF CONSCIENCE - NOT JUST GRUDGING OBEDIENCE 
AND OUTWARD CONFORMITY - CONVICTION  
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5. Our submission is not blind, servile obedience - we must and will disobey the government 
when we are compelled to disobey God - RARE  
 

ILLUSTRATION: Stories told of despots using Rom. 13 on Christians to silence them but that will not 
stand   
 
III. The Application of this command (v. 6-7) 

 
A. v. 6 In light of all this - this is why you pay taxes to these authorities as they function as 

ministers of God - instruments used by God for our good 
 

B. v. 7 Pay to all what is owed them: 
 

…render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” (Matthew 
22:21b) 
 

1. Taxes and other revenue that is required, interesting - respect to whom respect is owed - 
honor to whom honor is owed  
 

2. Oh man do we need this verse to inform the way we interact with and speak about the 
authorities God has placed over us  
 
a) Ours is a culture that has given itself over to disrespect and dishonoring of leaders - 

extreme polarization and vitriol  
 

b) But God calls us to be known as those who respect and honor positions of authority - 
respect is qualified if only for the office that God has established  
 
(1) Not talking about agreeing with everyone or that there is no place for civil 

disobedience (SAID EARLIER) - we must be marked by a  discernible humility in the 
way we interact with governing authorities - even ESPECIALLY in the way we 
disagree  
 
(a) Image bearers of God  

 
(b) Under God’s sovereign sanction 

 
Illustration: PRIVATE CONVERSATIONS AND SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS  -Mocking memes, our Secretary of 
Health - don’t enjoy or agree - but there should be a qualified respect and honor for the position 
 

3. Right and left - no-one is immune to temptations to treat opponents with dishonor and 
disrespect  - Trump is maligned and ridiculed by the left (and the right) - Obama was 
slandered by many on the right - no political party or affiliation is immune  
 

4. Our ultimate allegiance is to the Lord Jesus Christ - the crucified Savior and so at all times 
and in every season this command is applicable  
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…Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for “God opposes the proud but 
gives grace to the humble.” (1 Peter 5b) 
 

5. We conduct ourselves with humility and dignity and treat our opponents with qualified 
respect and honor when we differ  
 
a) IN LIGHT OF THE GOSPEL - GOD HAS TREATED US WITH THE GREATEST HONOR AND 

KINDNESS - HIS ENEMIES - THROUGH THE WILLING SUBSTITUTIONARY SACRIFICE OF 
THE SON - WE SHOULD BE THE MOST HUMBLE PEOPLE ON EARTH  
 

C. Application 
 
1. Paul is getting at the fact that we - the people of the kingdom - citizenship in heaven - are 

active participants in our earthly citizenship as well  
 

2. HEED THE WARNINGS - How unfortunate if we win a political position and find ourselves 
opposed by God for failing to obey him by disregarding his Word.  
 
a) Submission, respect, honor should inform our decisions about gathering together again 

- different conclusions - theologically informed  
 

b) Informs our disagreements about differing responses  
 

3. We give what is owed as unto the Lord - POTENTIAL TRANSFORMS PAYING TAXES - AS 
UNTO THE CRUCIFIED AND LIVING LORD WHO STANDS BEHIND GOVERNING AUTHORITIES  
 

4. We honor those who we are called to honor, we respect those we are called to respect - we 
give what is owed - FURTHERMORE BELOVED  
 
a) To the vulnerable unborn - we owe our voices and protection  

 
b) To the marginalized, those treated unjustly, the refugee, the alien - we owe our mercy 

and our compassion 
 

5. Oh that we would be known as those who see ourselves as owing one another the love we 
have received in Christ - 13:8 
 

6. SHINE LIKE LIGHTS IN THIS DARK WORLD OF DISHONOR AND HATRED - LET US BE THAT SALT 
AND LIGHT IN THE WAY WE CONDUCT OURSELVES FOR THE GLORY OF GOD AS CITIZENS OF 
THIS COUNTRY EVEN AS OUR ULTIMATE CITIZENSHIP IS IN HEAVEN  
 

[15] For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of foolish 
people. [16] Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up for evil, but living as 
servants of God. [17] Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor. (1 Peter 
2:15-17) 
 
Close  
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Christians should give thanks for government as an institution of God; we should pray regularly for 
our leaders; and we should be prepared to follow the orders of our government. But we should also 
refuse to give government any absolute rights and should evaluate all its demands in the light of the 
gospel. (Doug Moo, NICNT: Romans) 
 
This is a difficult season - we are going to make it through  
 
WE HAVE THE HAPPIEST OF ENDINGS  
 
In this world, we thank God for those he has placed in authority over us even as we look to him and seek 
to obey him in every word and deed crying out for wisdom and living for his glory.  
 
 

Permissions: You are permitted and encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in 
any format provided that you do not alter the wording in any way and do not charge a fee 
beyond the cost of reproduction. For web posting, a link to this document on our website is 
preferred. Any exceptions to the above must be approved by Living Hope Church.  
 
Please include the following statement on any distributed copy: By Benjamin Kreps Website: 
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