
#33: POLITICS, (ROMANS 13:1-7)
It was Christmas Day, 2002. I was twenty-one years old. I had been sober for about two
and a half years. I had been following Jesus for about seven months. I had recently
been turned on to the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, where He said;

38 “You have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. 39 But I
tell you, don’t resist an evildoer. On the contrary, if anyone slaps you on your right
cheek, turn the other to him also. 40 As for the one who wants to sue you and take
away your shirt, let him have your coat as well. 41 And if anyone forces you to go one
mile, go with him two. 42 Give to the one who asks you, and don’t turn away from the
one who wants to borrow from you. (Matt. 5:38-42)

My Dad was not a Jesus follower in the Christmas season of 2002. He became one
three years later in 2005. At this time my Dad was still smoking marijuana everyday,
drinking oodles of top shelf scotch, smoking an expensive cigar or two a day, making a
lot of money in the financial advising world, and flipping from one mood to another. I
never knew what side of him I was going to get- angry, silly, slap happy, tired,
stonewalling, etc…



We opened presents and celebrated Christmas morning. It was in the afternoon. It was
a uniquely white Christmas and a good foot of snow was on the ground from the night
before.

My Dad had his winter coat laying on the ground by me, and I picked it up to give to him
when he was about to go outside. A bag of weed fell out of his coat pocket on the
ground.

To give a little context here, you need to know that when I quit smoking weed in the
summer of 2000, my Dad agreed to quit with me. I was deeply psychologically addicted
to marijuana from the ages of fourteen to eighteen and it affected every area of my life.
It led me to be deeply involved in taking psychedelics, almost brought me to the point of
dropping out of school, and led me into a pretty dead-end sort of life working crappy
jobs and being in crappy relationships.

I had found another bag of weed on my Dad at another time during a road trip in the
spring of 2001, and this was the second time I found a bag on him.

“What’s that?” I said. “So you still haven’t quit?”

My Dad, embarrassed at being caught, cussed me out, and told me to get my
self-righteous *%$ outside and shovel the driveway…

The words of Jesus rung in my mind “But I tell you, don’t resist an evildoer. On the
contrary, if anyone slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also…”

I’m not saying that my Dad was always an evildoer in this period of time. But he was
acting like an evildoer at this moment. The power of the Holy Spirit came over me. I
wanted to cuss back at him and storm out of our house. Instead, I responded quietly;

“Fine… I will…”

My Dad looked at me, shocked that I didn’t give him my normal, heated, rage filled
response. I went outside and shoveled our driveway quietly, trying to do the best job I
could.

There are times when obedience to authority, even bad authority, has a gospel impact.

I’m in no way supporting the poisonous teaching that comes out of some legalistic
circles, which says that women should stay in abusive marriages as missionaries in



order to win over their husbands. I’m not in any way saying that kids should stay under
the authority of abusive parents who are a danger to their safety in any way. There is a
time to defy authority in the Name of Christ to be sure, and we’ll get to that as well in
this segment of our deep dive into Romans 13.

I’m in no way saying that Republicans or Democrats need to be in power in America in
order for God to be honored. That’s intellectually lazy. Each individual leader is different.
Each cultural season of systemic issues is different. Each political party has aspects of it
that are biblical and aspects that are unbiblical. Each political party is constantly
morphing and changing with the times. We must be more discerning and wise than the
groupthink driven culture wars that drive our mores.

But I know one thing for sure. On Christmas Day 2002, my Dad, while being a crappy
authority figure, needed me to obey his authority in order to prick his heart for Jesus.
That was one of many instances where he lost his cool at me, the Spirit helped me to
respond in humility and submission to him, and eventually, over time, he was asking me
about my faith and why I was acting so differently.

And there have been, and will be times in history, and certain instances, where our
obedience to the government, or other authorities, good or bad, will be a powerful
witness. It’s complicated because there are so many nuances involved. But Paul tackles
this subject of submission to authority in Romans 13:1-7.

To give some context to the situation in Romans 13, we need to know that Rome was
the imperial capital, the seat of the empire’s civil government. As residents in Rome,
Paul’s initial readers were aware of both the glory and the shame of that city in the days
of Nero, who reigned from a.d. 54 to 68. But they were also citizens of Christ’s kingdom
(Phil. 3:20; Col. 1:13). Appropriately, therefore, Paul discussed a Christian’s relationship
to his government and civil rulers. Both in its length and specific details this discussion
was the key New Testament passage on the subject (cf. 1 Tim. 2:1–4; Titus 3:1; 1 Peter
2:13–17).1

Paul also taught that Christ followers were to submit to established authority in the
context of the government, since this institution was ordained by God. 2

Remind them (disciples of Jesus) to submit to rulers and authorities, to obey, to be
ready for every good work. (Tt 3:1)

2 Barry, J. D., Mangum, D., Brown, D. R., Heiser, M. S., Custis, M., Ritzema, E., … Bomar, D. (2012,
2016). Faithlife Study Bible (Ro 13:1–7). Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press.

1 Witmer, J. A. (1985). Romans. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge Commentary:
An Exposition of the Scriptures (Vol. 2, p. 490). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.
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Paul’s teaching here paralleled that of Peter in 1 Pet 2:13–14.3

13 Submit to every human authority because of the Lord, whether to the emperor as the
supreme authority 14 or to governors as those sent out by him to punish those who do
what is evil and to praise those who do what is good. (1 Pe 2:13–14)

Jesus also taught about respecting governmental authority while also undermining the
hypocritical authority of the Pharisees in Matt 22:15–22.4

15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to trap him by what he said., 16So they sent
their disciples to him, along with the Herodians. “Teacher,” they said, “we know that you
are truthful and teach truthfully the way of God. You don’t care what anyone thinks nor
do you show partiality., 17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar
or not?”

18 Perceiving their malicious intent, Jesus said, “Why are you testing me, hypocrites?
19 Show me the coin used for the tax.” They brought him a denarius. 20 “Whose image
and inscription is this?” he asked them.

21 “Caesar’s,” they said to him.
Then he said to them, “Give, then, to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God

the things that are God’s.” 22 When they heard this, they were amazed. So they left him
and went away. (Mt 22:15–22)

With all that in mind, let’s dig into Romans 13! Paul wrote in 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. (Romans 13:1)

In this verse, “governing authorities” were human government officials, not spiritual
authorities.5 Paul wanted to ensure that Jesus followers acted as good citizens and
avoided civic conflicts. This didn’t mean blind obedience, however. The Bible sometimes
depicted people acting against public authorities in order to obey God (e.g., Exod 1:17;
Dan 3:10–12; Acts 5:29). The Greek verb hypotassō for “be subject” often occurred in
the context of submission to authority, and followed a traditional hierarchical
framework.6

6 Barry, J. D., Mangum, D., Brown, D. R., Heiser, M. S., Custis, M., Ritzema, E., … Bomar, D. (2012,
2016). Faithlife Study Bible (Ro 13:1). Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press.

5 Barry, J. D., Mangum, D., Brown, D. R., Heiser, M. S., Custis, M., Ritzema, E., … Bomar, D. (2012,
2016). Faithlife Study Bible (Ro 13:1). Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press.
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Additionally, the Greek word used here for authority, exousia, referred not to an abstract
concept, but to the authority exercised by government officials. The OT, in line with the
NT, consistently viewed God as the ultimate authority over human government (Dan
4:17).7

When my daughter had a teacher she, and all her classmates for that matter, didn’t like
very much, we sympathized with her. We recognized that this teacher was hard to get
along with through our own interactions with her. We recognized that some of the things
the teacher asked my daughter to abide by were unfair and confusing. The teacher
wasn’t good at communicating, and didn’t take feedback or criticism from anyone very
well.

If her teacher had been abusive or dangerous in any way we would have reported her
and potentially pulled our daughter out of that school if they didn’t do anything about it.

But this teacher wasn’t being abusive or dangerous. She was just being unfair and
confusing at times. She was hard to relate to and get along with. She was hard to learn
from and grow under.

So we told our daughter that she had to tough it out, and that God would teach her
things through the difficulty of learning to deal under this teacher’s incompetent
leadership. God must’ve put this teacher and my daughter in that situation for some
reason or another.

And you may not like that Republican, Democratic, or Independent leader you’ve gotta
deal with. You may not like that boss you gotta deal with. You may not always like
everything that your Mom or Dad does, but maybe God put you in that situation for a
reason.

Again, I can’t say it enough. Tyrants need to be rebelled against. Sexual, physical, and
some verbal and emotional abusers need to be arrested and put in jail. Unrepentant
bullies need to be shut up, shut down and removed from leadership. But some authority
figures are just… difficult!

But God has some good authority figures and some questionable authority figures in
their places for varying reasons. It’s a mystery as to why, but He is certainly working all
things together for the good of those who love Him, and are called according to His
purpose. (Rom. 8:28) Abuse, autocracy and tyranny need to be stopped, good and

7 Barry, J. D., Mangum, D., Brown, D. R., Heiser, M. S., Custis, M., Ritzema, E., … Bomar, D. (2012,
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https://ref.ly/logosres/fsb?ref=Bible.Ro13.1&off=593&ctx=e+on+Eph+5:22%E2%80%936:9.%0a+~+The+Greek+word+used


godly type leaders need to be honored, and somehow, those who are incompetent need
to be honored and tolerated in a different way.

Since God has placed governmental rulers over us, we should submit to the governing
authorities, recognizing them as God’s agents. While there is an institutional separation
between church and state, there must never be a separation between God and
government. The closer God is to a government and its citizens, the more ordered the
society will be. The further God is from a government and its citizens, the more chaotic
the society will become (see 2 Chr 15:3-6).8

A republican government will not usher in American revival, nor will a democratic
government. God is our King. God puts authority figures and institutions in their places,
seasons and times, and we’ll never fully understand why until the Kingdom of Heaven
comes to earth.

But whether leaders acknowledge God or not, if they live out God’s principles as
revealed in His Word, whether on purpose or by mistake, only goodness will come from
it.

Think of it for a moment… How would Jesus respond to:

● Racism in all its iterations?
● Poverty?
● Opportunities for Entrepreneurial Freedom?
● Immigrants and Refugees?
● The LGBTQ Community?
● Abortion?
● Red Lining?
● Police Brutality?
● Gun Laws?
● The Death Penalty?
● Feminism?
● Gender Identity?
● Ecological Issues?
● Freedom of Religion?

If your answer to any one of these things was just a mimicking of your party line then I
really ask you to biblically and prayerfully think through the issue again. I guarantee if

8 CSB Tony Evans Study Bible Copyright © 2017 by Holman Bible Publishers.
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you seek the Lord and abandon your politics for a moment the Lord will give you a more
complex, more truthful and more gracious response than you previously had!

We are not going to experience a heavenly Kingdom until heaven comes down. This
world is not our home, but we are also meant to be ambassadors of the will of God to be
done on earth as it is in heaven!

Paul writes on in Romans 13;

2 So then, the one who resists the authority is opposing God’s command, and those who
oppose it will bring judgment on themselves. (Romans 13:2)

Paul indicated that since God established the governing authorities, resisting that
authority was, in a sense, the same as rejecting the authority of God. When referring to
“bringing judgment on themselves” in this context, Paul probably was referring to
punishment from government authorities. The Greek word used here, krima, also could
be used in referring to final judgment from God.9

The one who resisted the authority of God—whether that was a person rebelling against
the government or the government rebelling against God—was opposing God’s
command and would reap judgment.10

Again, the ultimate authority in mind here was God Himself, and governments,
institutions, as well as individuals were to be subjected to God’s authority.

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. (Romans 13:3-4)

There have been plenty of instances where the government has promoted goodness
that aligns with the Bible. But when the government doesn’t do this, we must do what is
good before God and trust him with the political results. God and his Word give us the
definitive standard of what should be viewed as right and wrong. The biblical
responsibility of civil government is to maintain a safe, just, righteous, and
compassionately responsible environment in which freedom can flourish.11

11 CSB Tony Evans Study Bible Copyright © 2017 by Holman Bible Publishers.
10 CSB Tony Evans Study Bible Copyright © 2017 by Holman Bible Publishers.
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A society that didn’t have “rulers who are a terror to bad conduct” wouldn’t do so well.
Anarchy would allow for complete lawlessness and madness to result. It is for our good
that authority exists, because anarchy is worse than almost any terrible but orderly
regime.12

My one year old baby daughter likes to bite her Mom while feeding. Then afterwards,
when her Mom is angry with her after getting physically hurt by her, she laughs at her.
We’ve had to put her in her crib for a few minutes and tell her “NO!” when she does that
and she cries and yells in anguish, feeling rejected. But there has to be a response to
her bad conduct that makes her terrified in some sense, to bite her Mom again. We
can’t have our baby just growing up biting people!

(Side note- Parents- get your kids in line! Raise 'em up to be godly adults so they don’t
end up suffering the consequences of their foolishness again and again! It might start
with telling em’ to not bite people!)

And we don’t want people unleashed in this world shooting whoever they wanna shoot!
We don’t want people snorting, injecting, smoking, and swallowing whatever substance
they want! We don’t want people robbing and stealing whatever they feel like taking! We
don’t want people beating up their spouses or kids. We don’t want people sexually
abusing whoever they wanna abuse! We don’t want cops beating up, arresting, or
shooting whatever person of color they want. We don’t want higher ups extorting,
bullying, and ripping off whoever they feel like!

Good civic leadership is a “terror to bad conduct”! Governmental force, properly used,
helps prevent tyranny and executes justice; it brings punishment on the wrongdoer.13

However, one day we’re going to have a perfect government with a perfect King! Jesus
Christ will inaugurate the New Heavens and New Earth where;

When he has swallowed up death once and for all,
the Lord God will wipe away the tears
from every face
and remove his people’s disgrace
from the whole earth,
for the Lord has spoken. (Isa. 25:8)

And where, along with the ones coming out of the great tribulation;

13 Witmer, J. A. (1985). Romans. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge
Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (Vol. 2, p. 490). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.
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We will no longer hunger;
we will no longer thirst;
the sun will no longer strike us,
nor will any scorching heat.
For the Lamb who is at the center of the throne
will shepherd us;
He will guide us to springs of the waters of life,
and God will wipe away every tear from our eyes. (Rev. 7:16-17)

And OH WHAT A WONDROUS DAY IT WILL BE WHEN THE KING AND KINGS AND
LORD OF LORDS SETS UP HIS GOVERNMENT! Until that day we abide. Until that
day we wait!

However, you and I are on this side of heaven and earth…

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. (Ro 13:5–7)

We are to submit to authority not just out of fear, but out of a conscience crafted by the
heart of God Himself.

A Jesus follower’s responsibility to civil authorities involved more than obedience (vv. 1,
5). It also included support by paying taxes (cf. Matt. 22:21). This is because the
leaders, were God’s servants (cf. Rom. 13:4). The Greek word used here, leitourgos,
portrayed public officials as God’s servants, because their authority ultimately came
from Him.14 Public officials were supposed to continually attend to the task of governing
and needed support through taxes from citizens, Jesus Followers included. So a Jesus
follower was to give everyone what he owed him (lit., “repay everyone his dues”),
whether substance (taxes and revenue) or respect and honor.15 This series of
commands represented the duties of a good citizen. Paul had warned believers not to
rebel against government officials (v. 2). Now, he urged them to do what was good.16

16 Barry, J. D., Mangum, D., Brown, D. R., Heiser, M. S., Custis, M., Ritzema, E., … Bomar, D. (2012,
2016). Faithlife Study Bible (Ro 13:7). Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press.
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Paul’s words here intentionally echoed those of Jesus. Jesus said, “Give . . . to Caesar
the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Matt 22:21). We
owe government leaders our taxes. We owe them earthly honor. But both Paul and
Jesus remind us that we must never give them our hearts. They cannot have our
ultimate allegiance, since we are created in the image of God. He is above all.17

In the book of Acts, the apostles also refused to give the existing, tyrannical, evil
religious authorities their hearts. They did all they could to honor them but because of
their systemic culture of dishonor and rejection of the Messiah they had to rise up, resist
and multiply. Just look at this account of holy defiance!

17 Then the high priest rose up. He and all who were with him, who belonged to the
party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy. 18 So they arrested the apostles and
put them in the public jail. 19 But an angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail
during the night, brought them out, and said, 20 “Go and stand in the temple, and tell
the people all about this life.” 21 Hearing this, they entered the temple at daybreak and
began to teach.

When the high priest and those who were with him arrived, they convened the
Sanhedrin—the full council of the Israelites—and sent orders to the jail to have them
brought. 22 But when the servants got there, they did not find them in the jail; so they
returned and reported, 23 “We found the jail securely locked, with the guards standing
in front of the doors, but when we opened them, we found no one inside.” 24 As the
captain of the temple police and the chief priests heard these things, they were baffled
about them, wondering what would come of this.

25 Someone came and reported to them, “Look! The men you put in jail are standing in
the temple and teaching the people.” 26 Then the commander went with the servants
and brought them in without force, because they were afraid the people might stone
them. 27 After they brought them in, they had them stand before the Sanhedrin, and the
high priest asked, 28 “Didn’t we strictly order you not to teach in this name? Look, you
have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this
man’s blood.”

29 Peter and the apostles replied, “We must obey God rather than people. 30 The God
of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had murdered by hanging him on a tree.
31 God exalted this man to his right hand as ruler and Savior, to give repentance to
Israel and forgiveness of sins. 32 We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy
Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.” (Acts 5:17-32)

17 CSB Tony Evans Study Bible Copyright © 2017 by Holman Bible Publishers.
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So, the individual self, God, and Authorities/Institutions are all entities.

When we prioritize them as follows:

SELF
AUTHORITIES/INSTITUTIONS
GOD

We get capitalism and entrepreneurial enterprise devoid of morality and driven by self
interest. The “pursuit of happiness” is the key aim, and informs all our institutions and
authorities, leaving God at the bottom of the equation. The goal in advancement,
upward mobility, opportunity, and hedonism in this paradigm.

When we prioritize them as follows:

SELF
GOD
AUTHORITIES/INSTITUTIONS

We get new age spirituality and the rejection and distrust of authority that characterized
the young baby boomer culture of the late nineteen-sixties and early nineteen seventies.
The self comes first above all else, and the theology of the self is then imposed on God,
God is forced to conform to the image of the self, and authorities and institutions
become a detriment or aide to this highly individualized, spiritual pursuit of meaning.

When we prioritize them as follows:

AUTHORITIES/INSTITUTIONS
SELF
GOD

We get modern politics in many of its hyper right and left wing forms. Don’t tell me for a
moment that any political party personifies God, the Word of God, and Christ! Some
parties may portray themselves in that sense but they’re really set up to bolster the
institution and appeal to the individuals that bolster it. Some parties push God out
altogether for forms of godless ethics. We don’t merely have to “pick our poison” and
blindly support any and everything a party platform says. Why drink poison when we
have access to the fountain of life? (John 7:38) Why not drink from the fountain of life
and help to speak to all the political poisons?



When we prioritize them as follows:

AUTHORITIES/INSTITUTIONS
GOD
SELF

We end up having institutional religion of every sort that places the priorities, ideas and
ethics of the institution above the authority of God’s Word. This type of thinking has led
to corrupted Vatican councils, it has led to toxic traditional religion, and it has led to
insanely abusive churches which have placed their leadership, or the leadership of a
“gifted individual” above God Himself. That’s blasphemy y’all, blasphemy!

Then we get into the arena where I think many in modern Christendom wrestle…

When we prioritize these three entities in this way:

GOD
AUTHORITIES/INSTITUTIONS
SELF

We end up with image management driven Christianity. Churches can rightly desire to
place Jesus, The Lord, and His Holy Word in first priority, but then when things happen
to threaten the influence of the institution they’re tethered to in proclaiming that Word,
they compromise God’s Word to protect their institution. It could be argued that for a
moment, they’re flipping the 1st and second category, and then, by all appearances,
returning them to their places.

It is unacceptable to do this. Gal. 2:11-14 is merely one proof of why. In this account we
see that Paul, who came to Christ later than Peter, rebuked Peter publicly for hypocrisy
in appeasing the religious minded Christians and marginalizing the Gentile believers.
And this is recorded in scripture. I’m sure if Peter wanted to manage his image he
would’ve had this passage on papyrus burned. Yet I’m sure that Peter, in his folly and
mistakes, knew that it had to be recorded publicly to keep things on the real.

Why in the world would the disciples of Jesus look so often like bumbling idiots in the
gospel if the early Church would have been into “image management”? No. On the
contrary, all the gritty truth is put out there for us to see. And we ought to imitate that
level of honesty and humility that only Christ could inspire us towards!

Many may think the solution is for us is to then prioritize these three entities in this way:



GOD
SELF
AUTHORITIES/INSTITUTIONS

But when we do this we create a consumer driven, individualistic form of Christianity
that caters to the individual consumers involved. Those individuals then hold leaders to
a utopian, imaginary standard of living for Christ that is completely unrealistic. Leaders
then struggle in a duplicitous race to impress and keep as many people as possible
connected to their institutions, all the while proclaiming Christ and God as the center of
all their work, but really appealing to the felt needs of the individual self and creating
false platforms based on people-pleasing tactics. In appealing to the self to uphold the
institution they’re actually functionally putting the institution on the bottom, though they
may portray the institution as a high priority.

And as a result, many just have removed the institution altogether…

GOD
SELF

The individual’s relationship with God has become the central driving force in the lives
of many who were once connected to the Body of Christ, and they have rejected
institutions and human authorities that could’ve helped them in their journey. Ultimately,
in a vacuum, people fall away from accountability and community, and craft God in their
own image. Without the influence of many voices, personalities, dispositions and
giftings around them people implode into themselves and become their own messiahs
staring in a bewildered mirror of confusion.

May I propose another way of thinking that appears to be rooted in the tension between
submission to institutional authority in Romans 13:1-7 and the defiance of wicked
authority in 1 Peter 4:12-19? It would be triangular:



Isn’t God the ultimate authority over the self and over all institutions, governmental and
religious? Aren’t all the individuals “selves” and institutions meant to submit to God, and
go to God for everything? And then from there you notice that there’s a synergistic two
way arrow between the self and the authorities & institutions. God certainly doesn’t
need to check with individuals or institutions on what wisdom is so there’s only an arrow
pointing down from Him toward them. But individuals, or “selves” and
authorities/institutions are meant to keep God on His primary throne, and then have a
synergistic relationship with one another. The self never needs to be rejected in favor of
the institution, and the institution never needs to be rejected in favor of the self. Both are
equal in God’s sight and in submission to Him!


