What in the World is God Doing?
Part 52: Gospel Culture and Governments
Romans 13:1-7
13 Let every person [soul] be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. 2 Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his approval, 4 for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience. 6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. 7 Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed. 
Romans chapter 12 was a torrent of “what to do’s” in which Paul described what gospel culture looks like inside the church and how members of the gospel culture relate to lost people outside the church.  The apostle was primarily concerned with our thinking, our gospel-mindedness. Gospel thinking brings humility because it understands that Jesus bought us to give us away to others. 
That is why sanctification (or holiness) is primarily about my being a blessing to others, both inside and outside the church rather than about measuring my success in behavior modification. The gospel culture is others-focused. And the amazing thing about the culture of the gospel is that it works within any kind of political system.
The gospel worked under the imperial system of Rome. The gospel works in monarchies and Marxist regimes. The gospel works in all forms of socialist governments. The gospel works in oligarchies and democracies. It works in lands under Islamic rule.  In fact, the more oppressive and hostile the government, the more the gospel culture flourishes. There are no circumstances on the face of the earth in which the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ does not work. 
Remember, Paul’s starting point in this great letter to the Church of Rome was this: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (1:17). There is no power on earth that can restrain gospel life. 
Since Paul is writing to those who are IN CHRIST, called to be saints AT the capital city of the Roman empire, it’s seems logical that he would want to explain how gospel culture fits into Roman political climate under the shadow of an increasingly irrational, openly immoral Emperor Nero.  What does it mean to live as a Christian in a totalitarian state? What does it mean to live as a Christian in any political system?
I. COMMAND (13:1)
A. Background
1. As we’ve noted before, the Roman church had experienced conflict with civil government before Paul wrote to them. The previous emperor, Claudius, had banished all Jews, even Jesus-following Jews, from the city because of their violent Jewish clashes over the gospel of Christ.
2. One year into Nero’s reign, in A.D. 55, Roman citizens began grumbling over rising taxes and new regulatory fees, culminating in a tax revolt in A.D. 58.
  Paul may have this particular issue in mind.
3. He may also be addressing the tendency of some early believers to reject all forms of society. The apostle warned the Romans not to be conformed to the world (“this age,”12:2) – a statement some could use to justify disregarding all man-made laws.
4. Paul is not giving us a position paper on what a “biblical government” looks like. The same ruler to whom Paul commends obedience will be the one who later orders Paul’s execution (and Peter’s execution).
5. Paul is telling us how to be a Christian no matter what the form or relative quality of government. These words aren’t directed to politicians or governments; they are directed to believers in subjection to governments.

6. He emphasizes two things: the divinely-ordained role of government; and, how believers ought to respond to divinely-ordained power.  
B. Divinely-Ordained (1-2)
1. Paul writes, “Let every person [“soul”] be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God.”
2. This is very direct, plain language. There is no qualification that believers are only to be subjected to what they consider “good government.”  Further, his language calls for more than a mere outward appearance of subjection.
3. He writes (literally), “Let all souls keep on being subject…” In other words, the whole of our person (outward action and inward attitude) is to be in subjection to civil authorities.
4. Further, he means to point us to the health of our souls in relation to the providence of God. In Presbyterian circles, we have no problem saying God is sovereign in salvation. But when it comes to politics, we usually act and speak as if God has left everything up to chance and our ability to fight and complain.
5. It’s so easy for us to endanger our souls in the friction we may feel towards government because it’s really masking the friction we feel when we are unwilling to submit to the providences of God.

6. But Paul is telling us quite clearly that whatever government we are under, God has not lost control. God works all things together according to the counsel of his own will – NOT according to the counsel of my political preferences.
7. Remember Jesus said the same thing to Pilate’s claim that he had the authority to either release or crucify him. “You would have no authority over Me, unless it had been given you from above” (Jn. 19:11, NASB).

8. We are to submit ourselves to every providence of God, recognizing that God is the one who gives us government; AND God directs the leaders as he pleases. “The king’s heart is like channels of water in the hand of the Lord; / He turns it wherever He wishes” (Prov. 25:1).
9. Just because the American Constitution gives citizens the right to denounce politicians in the nastiest of ways does not mean that American believers are no longer subject to God’s law to respect and honor (12:7) the leaders God appoints and the decisions God ordains for them to make.
10. Christians in more oppressive societies rarely complain about persecution. Why? Because they understand that’s what Christians are for – to be persecuted. It’s one of the upside-down, left-handed ways God chooses to glorify himself in this world.  When we understand this, we’re able to look beyond the horizon of civil government to the government of all things by our Almighty God.
 
11. Peter, crucified by the same government that beheaded Paul, commanded the same thing.  “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. 15 For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of foolish people. ...17 Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor” (1 Pt. 2:13-17).
12. We are inclined to overlook the fact that part of God’s salvation is ensuring that evil does not run rampant – as in the era before the flood. “Authority” is one of his tools to that end. And God uses it as he pleases.
13. Are your political speech and (most importantly) your attitudes towards your God-appointed leaders a blessing to those around you? Do your words and thoughts glorify the all-powerful God? Are you paying the love you owe to all – even those whose politics and policies differ dramatically from yours (13:8)? No? 
14. Whether you find God’s law in the OT or the NT, it ALWAYS demands both outward and inward perfection. It cuts you no slack because you live in a society where political righteousness is a favorite pastime. It encompasses the Facebook memes you post or “like,” the political entertainment programs you take in, and all your thoughts and conversations.
15. God’s law always demands our repentance and the gospel always assures our forgiveness because Jesus lived perfectly on our behalf and died sacrificially for even our presumptions of political righteousness in the face of an absolutely sovereign God who demands our unconditional honoring of the leaders he appoints.
II. REASONS (13:3-6)
A. Do “the Good”
1. “2 Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of the one who is in authority? Then do the good, and you will receive his approval, 4 for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the wrongdoer.”

2. When we complain and nag about the inconveniences created by government, we’ve actually lost sight of the sovereign government of God in all things. The question we ought to be asking is, “How does God intend to change us in this situation?”

3. Paul uses staggering language here. In the rest of the NT, these words about rulers as servants are used in the context of Christian worship and Christian service. Political leaders are appointed by God and believers are created by God to be in subjection to those leaders.

4. The political government God gives is not the actual government that determines our lives. God’s government determines our lives. Our problem is we so often fail to look beyond the civil government to the God who has ordained it and rules it for his glory. 
5. That’s why we often speak with more passion and energy about politics than we do about the gospel. What does that say about us? It says we live our lives in far more of a horizontal way than a vertical way that rests in the sovereignty of God and bows before his providence.
6. Paul commands believers to do the good (13:3). He’s spent all of chapter 12 telling us about the good. What is the good? It is humble, sacrificial others-focus flowing out of our renewed gospel-mindedness.
7. Remember Jeremiah told God’s people exiled to Babylon they were to serve the pagan king and live (Jer. 27:17), to work for the welfare of the city. Do we spend more time complaining about inconvenient policies than we do performing the good to meet the needs of others?
8. Let’s not dare be critical if we are not prepared to give ourselves away to others. Paul was covered in scars inflicted at the hands of Roman magistrates.  If anyone had the right to call for a revolution, it was Paul. Instead he commanded honor, respect, and love to all. 
9. Don’t fight back; serve back and pray back! Our weapons aren’t carnal and horizontal; they are spiritual and vertical.
B. For Conscience Sake
1. “5 Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God’s wrath but also for the sake of conscience. 6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing.”
2. Human government has no right to your conscience. But the Holy Spirit has every right to it because Jesus owns you completely and he demands your humble, sacrificial, submissive performance of the good to all people.
3. God demands his people be an alternative culture – not merely an opposite and opposing culture. And the gospel culture operates under ANY government in this world. The gospel culture works exactly the way God wants it to work in any environment he decrees because the gospel culture exists to serve and save others. 
4. If our consciences are subject to God’s Law, what do we do when man’s law commands us to actively oppose God’s Law? The apostles were often commanded to stop preaching the gospel Jesus ordered them to preach; so they obeyed Christ. They also accepted the consequences from civil government because they were prepared to suffer and sacrifice (because that’s what believers do).
5. Remember Daniel’s 3 companions, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego? They respectfully refused the earthly king’s command to bow down to an idol and willingly faced the earthly consequences. 
6. But those experiences don’t really fit where we are in America. When did the state police show up at your door demanding you bow down to an idol or be killed? And, “No,” I am not asking whether you think those days are coming. I’m asking you about your situation NOW and your hearts NOW.
7. In the luxury of our American civil/political freedoms, many in the Church major on the minors and minor on the major of performing the good for the sake of gospel. But the gospel community is commanded to do the good for the city to prosper the city.
8. Paul says believers perform the good when they pay their taxes. 6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing.
9. Because we all love our stuff so much, one of the major ways we outwardly demonstrate our inward attitude of submission both to God and the political leaders he appoints is to willingly pay our taxes.
10. It’s been my experience that professing Christians who remain angry and agitated over politics are the first ones to become rebellious and destructive inside the church. They see it as their right as Americans to hate political and spiritual authority that does not submit to their will.
11. To them, God might be sovereign in salvation, but God certainly would never intend for them to submit to or honor civil or spiritual authority that has not earned respect by meeting preferences. 
12. “When God commands me to respect authority,” they reason, “he means only when those authorities first earn MY respect.” Who, then, is the ultimate sovereign? Who, then, has become like the Most High God?
13. Can you see how opposite that is to the gospel? There was NOTHING in me worthy of God’s respect; everything about me was only worthy of God’s eternal wrath. Yet God the Son set aside his glory, wedded himself to the very human flesh he molded from clay, submitted to a life of humility and humiliation under the very laws of perfection he delivered to men, and gave up his life for me while I was actively disrespecting him.
14. Because Jesus bought me out of the marketplace of sin and death by his own blood, because he owns me and gives me away to serve others, I have no right to demand anyone first earn my respect; I am commanded to respect authority because God put that authority over me for my good and God’s glory – no exceptions; no “yes, but…”
15. God’s law has no “yes, but…” We are commanded to submit to authority.
III. CONCLUSON (13:7)
A. Pay Up
1. So Paul concludes, “Pay to all what is owed to them: taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed.”
2. We are to pay our taxes and our fees, customs and duties.  Everything the government assesses, believers are to pay.  
3. I wonder if there were Christians in Paul’s day who complained about the idea their taxes might be used to purchase wood for crosses and nails for crucifixions of Christians. 
4. Maybe some questioned why their hard-earned money should support the lifestyle of an emperor who assassinated his own mother and brother (which happened around the time Paul wrote to Rome).

5. Perhaps some disliked seeing tax money used to support stage plays about pagan gods. There may have been objections to various military campaigns or public works projects.
6. But Paul’s statement is absolute because God’s sovereignty is absolute and God’s law is absolute. You do not have a right to your own sovereignty; Jesus owns you. Your life is not your own and your stuff is not your own.
B. Respect, Honor
1. As American citizens, we are singularly blessed with a legal means to remove government the voting majority considers bad. That is a privilege Rome lost long before Paul’s day (when it ceased to be a republic and became an empire).
2. But the places where democratic privileges are denied are the very places where the gospel has flourished. Part of the reason the gospel flourishes under oppression is because believers look beyond the civil government to the government of God for their hope.
3. It’s easy for me to believe both God and I have sovereignty when my candidate is elected. But when my candidate is defeated and the “bad” candidate wins – well, that’s another matter.

4. But in a culture where the believer has no say and no choice in government, she must look to God and rest in God’s sovereignty to appoint the rulers he chooses for the purposes he ordains.
5. Paul says we owe respect and honor to all our rulers, governors, and leaders regardless of the human means by which they attained their office. Do you respect and honor the authorities God has placed over you?
6. Do you trust the hand of God in your government, or do you simply look to the newspapers, listen to the radio pundits, or watch your favorite news channel to determine the object of your trust?

7. Do you think God’s law to humbly honor and respect human government would have changed if Paul had written this letter 10 years later from a Roman prison while awaiting execution? No. God doesn’t change because our circumstances fail to meet with our approval.
8. God’s plan doesn’t change when your candidate doesn’t get elected. His plan doesn’t change because a legislative body makes a law with which you disagree. God’s sovereign rule over all things does not stop at the door of any courthouse.
The very basic question of human life is this: “For whose glory am I zealous, mine or God’s?” When I am zealous for MY glory, I will demand those in authority agree with me. Otherwise, I will be discontent and grow bitter and complain publically and privately. I will cease to be a blessing inside or outside of church.
When I am zealous for the glory of my absolutely sovereign God, I will look beyond the headlines and spend more of my time in God’s Law and Gospel so that I can renew my mind with gospel thinking and build the humble, sacrificial gospel culture that blesses others.
And because God is absolutely, totally, 100% sovereign, he will complete in me what he has begun in me. What God commands, God enables. Do you struggle with political bitterness? Repent of breaking God’s holy law, thank Jesus for his perfect submission to the Father (that even included his submission to the God ordained Sanhedrin, and Roman authorities). Ask him to grant you more and more of the grace he supplies in abundance so you can glorify God by respecting and honoring those he places in authority over you.
[Because] we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 30 And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified. (8:28-30).
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