
“Biblical Submission to the State” 
(Romans 13:1-5) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Last time in Romans, we considered what our response to offenses should be:   
a.  Not returning evil for evil:  as Jesus says no eye for eye, tooth for tooth (no 

personal retribution; Matt. 5:38-39).   
b.  To honor and respect what is right in the eyes of all men (considering God’s 

Law).   
c.  Seeking, on our part, to be at peace with all men – not being the cause of 

creating or continuing dissention.   
d.  Not taking our own revenge, but leaving room for God to take care of the 

situation.   
e.  Instead, returning good for evil:  meeting their needs – food if hungry, drink 

if thirsty, clothing if cold or exposed – and having a disposition that desires 
their good (this is the hardest thing).   

 
2.  And we are not to worry about righting the wrongs:   

a.  It doesn’t feel right if justice is not met:  something undone, not equalized.   
b.  But God will make it right.   

(i)  He may pour out vengeance on the unrepentant:  “Heap burning coals on 
his head” (Rom. 12:21).   

(ii)  He may show mercy having poured His wrath on Christ – if that person 
is elect, Christ has suffered already for him.   

(iii)  But there is one more thing He may do.   
 

B.  Preview.   
1.  This morning, Paul gives us command regarding the magistrate/state or 

government.   
a.  He says we are to submit to it.   
b.  We are to submit to it because God instituted it and their authority comes 

from God.   
c.  And we are to submit because if we don’t, there will be consequences.   

 
2.  But we also see here one more way that God balances out injustice:  through the 

state – they don’t bear the sword for nothing.   
3.  This morning, let’s consider the biblical view of the state’s authority and our 

relationship to it.   
 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, Paul says we are to submit to the governing authorities, “Let every person be 
in subjection to the governing authorities” (v. 1).   
1.  That’s clear enough.   
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a.  We are to submit to them, obey their laws.   
b.  This includes every government of every nation:  Paul here speaks even of 

Rome.   
c.  We’ll certainly want to fill this out a bit by saying:  we must obey their 

lawful authority, not everything they might say.   
 

2.  Why are we to do this?   
a.  First, because their authority is from God.   

(i)  Paul writes, “For there is no authority except from God, and those which 
exist are established by God” (v. 1).   

(ii)  In other words, they rule on His authority.   
(iii)  Remember, God established authority for a reason:  to prevent anarchy, 

injustice, lawlessness, looting, pillaging, all kinds of evil.   
(iv)  We wouldn’t want to see what it would be like without it.   
(v)  It has always been a part of His Creation:   

(a)  Beginning with Adam whom He made His co-ruler, through Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, Davidic kings, etc.   

(b)  Of necessity, authority existed also among the nations:  Pharaoh, 
Abimelech, chiefs, rulers, kings, princes.   

(c)  As long as man is a sinner, you cannot have society without it.   
(d)  Even if there hadn’t been a Fall, there would still be government.   

 
b.  If it’s true this authority is from God, then, “He who resists authority has 

opposed the ordinance of God” (v. 2).   
(i)  Whoever opposes the government in the righteous use of their authority is 

opposing God.   
(ii)  And how does God deal with those who oppose this authority?   
(iii)  “And they who have opposed will receive condemnation upon 

themselves” (v. 2).   
(iv)  In other words, they will be punished by that government.   
(v)  We’ll see more about this in a moment.   

 
B.  We should submit to our rulers, but this shouldn’t present us with any problems 

because:   
1.  “Rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil” (v. 3).   

a.  Our biggest problem with submission is that we fear we will lose something – 
“freedom” for example, or freedom to do certain things, things we want to 
do.   

b.  In submitting to the state, we are not giving up any freedom but the freedom 
to do what is wrong – we gave that up when we came to Christ.   

c.  But again, this assumes the government is doing what it’s supposed to do – 
ruling in righteousness.   

 
2.  Paul asks, “Do you want to have no fear of authority?  Do what is good, and you 

will have praise from the same” (v. 3).   
a.  Obedience shouldn’t create any problems for us, if we do what is right.   
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(i)  Paul says, “For it is a minister of God to you for good” (v. 4).   
(ii)  The magistrate is God’s minister – a servant of our welfare.   
(iii)  God gave him/them to us for our good/wellbeing.   
(iv)  Notice, we can even expect praise from them for doing well.   
(v)  Not long ago, one who was upright would be considered a hero.   

 
b.  If we insist on doing evil – that’s another matter.   

(i)  “But if you do what is evil, be afraid; for it does not bear the sword for 
nothing; for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath upon the 
one who practices evil” (v. 4).   

(ii)  The state is also the minister of God’s justice and vengeance.   
(iii)  It is His way – at least one of His ways – of bringing wrath upon the one 

who breaks His Laws.   
(iv)  The other way is eternal damnation, which can only be avoided through 

faith in Christ.   
(v)  The state is the only minister God has that bears the sword – as we saw in 

the sixth commandment:   
(a)  It doesn’t violate God’s command when it exercises capital 

punishment, or when it calls for lawful and just war.   
(b)  Nor is it sinful for a Christian involved in that arm of the state to wield 

the sword under their authority – even though it would be if we took up 
the sword on our own authority to execute justice, unless it is for self-
defense.   

(c)  The state is God’s avenger, which is probably why the Lord even used 
other nations and their military to execute His judgment on His own 
people – they are His ministers (Cf. 2 Chr. 36:23).   

 
C.  Conclusion:   

1.  Magistrates are the ministers of God.   
a.  They are charged with the praise and promotion of the good, and the 

punishment of evil.   
b.  They are commanded to administer justice, including the protection of our 

freedom, liberty, life and property.   
c.  They are given by God to us for our good.   
d.  Therefore we are to submit to them in every area where they lawfully have 

charge over us, even ridiculous laws that might go over the bounds of 
reasonable safety to paranoia as some think of government agencies such as 
OSHA.   

e.  We are to submit for fear of reprisal and for conscience sake – God requires 
it, we must do it.  “Wherefore it is necessary to be in subjection, not only 
because of wrath, but also for conscience' sake” (v. 5).   

 
2.  But now what if the magistrate oversteps its bounds?   

a.  What if they require us to do things against God’s Law?   
(i)  China requires that a third pregnancy be terminated.   
(ii)  Countries fight in wars that can’t be justified.   
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(iii)  This country is quickly reaching the point where it will be a crime not to 
support and defend homosexuality.   

(iv)  God forbids all these things.   
(v)  What if the state requires it?   
 

b.  Then, we must obey God rather than men.   
(i)  The apostles were faced with the same decision.   
(ii)  The leaders of Israel had charged them to stop preaching.   
(iii)  But they continued.  Why?   
(iv)  They said, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).   
(v)  God told them to do one thing, their leaders another.   
(vi)  Weren’t they supposed to obey their leaders?  Yes, but only if it didn’t 

mean disobeying God.   
(vii)  If there’s a conflict between them, we must obey God.   
(viii)  The government is run by men, corrupt, sinful men – they make laws 

that are unrighteous.   
(ix)  The Lord tells us that we must submit to their righteous laws, but never 

to those which require that we sin.   
(x)  They may then choose to use the power of the sword unrighteously, but 

that shouldn’t matter.   
(xi)  If we have trusted Christ, our soul will be safe with Him.   
(xii)  And God will make all right again one day.   
(xiii)  So let us pray that the government will rule righteously, and that we 

will submit to it as it does dutifully, as to the Lord.  Amen.   


