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Lesson 12 97

a Submission to 
Authorities (13:1-7)

Let everyone be subject to the gov-
erning authorities, for there is no 
authority except that which God 
has established. The authorities 
that exist have been established by 
God. —Romans 13:1 

In Romans 12, Paul talked about 
the importance of serving God. Part 
of serving God was properly obey-
ing the governing authorities, which 
He had established, Christian or 
not. Paul’s teaching expanded upon 
Jesus’ teaching recorded in Mark 
12:17, “Give back to Caesar what is 
Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” 

Even though the Christians were 
citizens of heaven (see Phil. 3:20; 
Col. 1:13), they were 
also members of the 
state. God’s people 
were obligated to 
be appropriately 
submissive to the 
rulers in author-
ity over them 
(Rom. 13:1). 

Most, if not all, of 

Rome’s civil rulers were unbeliev-
ers at this time. Perhaps some of the 
Christians living in the capital were 
thus inclined to ignore these author-
ities. If so, Paul sought to correct 
their thinking on the matter. The 
apostle said that all human rulers 
have been established in their posi-
tions of authority by God (compare 
John 19:10, 11). Therefore, obey-
ing the government, in a way, was 
equivalent to heeding God. Even 
if the state rulers were wicked, the 
institution itself was not evil, and so 
believers were to submit appropri-
ately to the governing authorities.

Ask Yourself . . . Do my representa-
tives in government acknowledge God? 

Proper  
Submission

Romans 13

A coin showing the emperor Claudius 
(reigned a.d. 41–54). About eight 
years before Paul wrote the letter to 

the Romans, Claudius expelled all 
the Jews from the city of Rome. 
Although most of the Jews even-
tually returned, this episode 
may have created some bitter 
attitudes in the Roman church 

toward the government. Paul 
reminded the Roman believers of 

their duty to submit to authority.
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Paul said that those who opposed 
authority also opposed God and 
what He had established. All who 
rebelled against the state would be 
punished (Rom. 13:2). It is unclear 
whether Paul was referring to judg-
ment from God or punishment at 
the hands of the civil authorities. 
Perhaps he meant both. Rebelling 
against the government could result 
in imprisonment and even execu-
tion. Likewise, disobeying God by 
showing contempt for the authori-
ties He had established would result 
in the Lord’s discipline.  

Obviously, there might be situa-
tions when believers need to choose 
between obeying God or obeying 
the state. Those in authority might 
require the Christian to do some-
thing that is clearly unbiblical and 
immoral. In those instances, Chris-
tians are obligated to obey God 
instead of the unethical command 
of government (see Acts 4:19; 5:29). 
Of course, believers must also be 
willing to accept the negative conse-
quences of their decision.

Ask Yourself . . . How do I decide 
when civil disobedience might be justi-
fied?

Paul pointed out that those who 
show appropriate obedience to the 
government have nothing to fear. 
Rulers were a threat to those who 
practiced evil, but not to the upright. 
Christians did not have to fear the 
government as long as they abided 
by the law. If they did what was 
right in the eyes of the state, they 
would be commended for their 
behavior (Rom. 13:3, 4a). This is a 

INSTITUTIONS 
FOUNDED BY

God
 The Bible describes three 
primary human institutions 
—the family, government, 
and the church. When one 
or more of these entities is 
weakened or fails, all of soci-
ety is affected.
 • God established the 
family first. He created Adam 
(Gen. 2:7), and then He 
created Eve to be a compan-
ion for Adam (vss. 21-23). 
The Lord then commanded 
them to be fruitful and mul-
tiply (1:28). 
 • God established human 
government in order to 
maintain law and order in 
society (Rom. 13:1-7; I Pet. 
2:13, 14). 
 • God established the 
Church to bring Him glory 
and proclaim His saving 
message (Matt. 16:18; 
28:18-20; Eph. 1:22, 23).
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Romans 13:1-7

Paul added that Christians should 
show appropriate obedience, not 
only because of possible punish-
ment, but also because they knew 
in their hearts the right course of 
action to take (vs. 5). Because Chris-
tians knew that the state was estab-
lished by God, their consciences 
ought to have prompted them to 
submit to its authority. Obeying the 
government meant obeying God—
to disobey the government (out of 
a spirit of unjustified rebellion) was 
akin to dishonoring God. 

How should Christians respond 
if the state is brutal and despotic 
toward its citizens? There are at 
least two views worth mentioning. 

Some say God 
uses the tyran-
nical actions of 
government to 

accomplish 
eternal 
good (see 
8:28). There-
fore, believ-
ers should 
submit to 
the evil 
treatment of 
their rulers. 

Others 
say Paul 
was talking 
about the 
ideal way 

government 
should work. When the state func-
tions properly, it encourages good 
deeds and punishes evil ones. How-
ever, when the authorities fail to act 
in the way God intended, Christian 

general principle, of course, and not 
an absolute principle. 

As agents of the Lord, human 
governments brought retribution 
on those who violated the law, 
either by incarceration or execu-
tion. Rulers had the right to punish 
criminals. If believers did what was 
wrong, they should have feared 
suffering the consequences of their 
actions (vs. 4bc).

There are generally two ways to 
understand what it means for the 
gov  ernment to “bear the sword.” 
Possibly the apostle was referring 
to retaliation for rebellion against 
the state. On the other hand, Paul 
may have been referring to punish-
ment for seri-
ous crimes in 
general, not just 
rebellion.

In ancient 
Rome, the 
sword was 
the standard 
instrument 
of execu-
tion. Offi-
cials of the 
state typi-
cally car-
ried these 
weapons 
in the front 
of their 
uniforms to 
display their 
authority to punish lawbreakers. 
This instilled fear and respect for the 
government among the populace.  
The sword was a symbol of their 
authority. 

A Roman soldier re-enactor 
holding a gladius sword.
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Romans 13:8-10

made it clear, however, that the state 
was ordained by God and there-
fore worthy of monetary support. 
Although civil leaders might appear 
unworthy of the public’s tax reve-
nue, the institution they represented 
deserved such funds. Therefore, it 
was entirely reasonable for the state 
to collect taxes from its citizens, 
including believers.

Ask Yourself . . . How do I feel about 
the way my taxes are being used?

The Debt of Love 
(13:8-10)

Let no debt remain outstanding, 
except the continuing debt to love 
one another, for whoever loves oth-
ers has fulfilled the law. 
 —Romans 13:8

Believers are obligated to obey, 
honor, and support the state (except 
in extreme circumstances). The 
apostle likewise stressed that Chris-
tians are duty bound to show love to 
all people (vs. 8). This reflects Jesus’ 
teaching in Mark 12:29-31. He said 
the greatest commandment is to love 
God unconditionally and to love 
others as we love ourselves.

Some Christians believe that 
Romans 13:8 prohibits all finan-
cial debt. Others believe the verse 
leaves room for reasonable debt, 
such as an affordable home mort-
gage or car loan. In any case, we 
shouldn’t stay in debt indefinitely. 

citizens have a legitimate reason to 
revolt. But again, they must count 
the cost and be willing to absorb the 
sometimes serious consequences of 
their justified disobedience. 

Regardless of which view is taken, 
two points are clear. First, believ-
ers should obey the Lord at all 
costs, which most of the time means 
obeying those in authority. Second, 
Christians should clearly voice their 
disapproval when the state abuses 
its power. 

The Christian’s obligation to the 
government includes paying taxes 
(13:6). Because the civil authorities 
have been appointed by God to 
maintain order in society, citizens 
should support their work. The col-
lection of taxes frees the agents of 
the state from having to earn a liv-
ing by other means. 

Christians and non-Christians had 
to bear the responsibility for support-
ing the state. For this reason, Paul 
instructed the believers at Rome to 
pay whatever revenue they owed. 
This included direct forms of taxa-
tion and indirect fees, such as tolls 
and customs. This obligation also 
included showing honor and respect 
to those in public office (vs. 7). 

The Roman Empire levied a wide 
range of personal and property 
taxes. Local provinces throughout 
the empire collected additional fees. 
The revenue was used to construct 
roads and buildings, to maintain the 
army, and to finance the machinery 
of government. 

Some might chafe at the idea of 
giving money to a government that 
seems corrupt and atheistic. Paul 

b
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Romans 13:8-10

love us. For this, we must rely on 
the Spirit for the strength to be kind 
to those who are mean and cold-
hearted (see Gal. 5:22-23).

To unconditionally love others 
fulfills the requirements of the law 
of Moses. Romans 13:9 lists four of 
the ten commandments that appear 
in Deuteronomy 5:6-21, and these 
four all concern relationships with 
other people. The Lord forbids His 
people from committing adultery, 
murdering, stealing, and coveting 
the possessions of others.

Paul could have mentioned 
numerous additional command-

When believers pay off their debts 
in a timely fashion, they honor 
God and enhance the reputation of 
Christ among the unsaved.

Ask Yourself . . . Am I carrying any 
unnecessary debt?

The obligation to love others, 
however, can never be fully satis-
fied. There are always opportunities 
for Christians to help others in need 
(see Gal. 6:10). In fact, to refuse to 
assist the disadvantaged would be 
a denial of God’s love for us (see I 
John 3:16-18). We must pay the debt 
of love even to those who do not 

Jesus and Love

In Romans 13:8-14, Paul reflected much of Jesus’ teaching about love. 
Here is a brief summary of what Jesus taught about love:

PASSAGE WHAT THE SAVIOR SAID

Matthew 5:43-47

Matthew 6:24

Matthew 10:42

Matthew 22:37-39

John 5:41-44

John 13:34

John 13:35

John 15:10

John 15:13

We are to extend love to everyone, even our enemies.

Our love for God must have no rivals.

Love is seen in tangible deeds of kindness.

We are to love God with every aspect of our being, 
and love our neighbors as we love ourselves.

Those who reject Jesus do not have the love of God 
in them.

Our love for one another is to be sacrificial.

We show that we are Jesus’ disciples by the love we 
show each other.

We show our love for Christ by obeying Him.

We show our love for others by sacrificing our lives 
for them.
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Romans 13:11-14

Daylight Living 
(13:11-14)

The night is nearly over; the day is 
almost here. So let us put aside the 
deeds of darkness and put on the 
armor of light. —Romans 13:12

As we have seen, Paul urged his 
readers to demonstrate the love of 
Christ in all their relationships. Since 
the return of the Savior was near, 
they were to be consistently compas-
sionate and kind to others (vs. 11a).

As believers waited for Christ to 
return, it would be easy for them to 
become spiritually lazy. Paul told 
his readers to wake up from their 
lethargy and renew their commit-
ment to serve the Lord. Such service, 
of course, must be motivated by love 
or it’s nothing more than wasted 
time. The day of salvation was near-
er now than when they had first put 
their faith in Christ (vs. 11b). 

Paul was not implying that his 
readers still needed to be con-
verted—he was clearly addressing 
Christians here. Rather, Paul was 
referring to the final stage of salva-
tion: glorification. 

While the word salvation is com-
monly used to denote conversion to 
faith in Jesus, in theological terms 
salvation is a process involving 
several steps. Among these steps 
are justification, sanctification, and 
glorification. Justification means we 
have been saved (in the past) from 
the penalty of sin; sanctification 
ordinarily means we are (currently) 

ments. This was unnecessary, how-
ever, for the command in Leviticus 
19:18 sums up every conceivable 
law: “Love your neighbor as your-
self.” This command acknowledges 
a self-evident truth, namely, that we 
instinctively love ourselves. When 
we make every effort to treat others 
with the sensitivity and compassion 
of Christ, we do what is prescribed 
in the law. Love is the essence of the 
law (Rom. 13:10).

When most worldly people are 
mistreated, they desire vengeance. 
They may spend months, even years 
planning their revenge. During this 
period of stewing and plotting, bit-
terness eats away inside of them. If 
they succeed in their schemes, they 
are often astounded at the sense of 
emptiness they feel. They expected 
a sense of vindication and yet their 
heartache remains—and in most 
cases, has gotten even worse. 

In contrast, when the Savior’s love 
rules in a person’s heart, that person 
will never desire another person’s 
harm. Godly compassion for oth-
ers leads to a fulfillment of all that 
the law demands. As Christians we 
should show the love of God in all 
of our relationships, even the dif-
ficult ones. By the power of God’s 
Spirit, such a person is able to wait 
for God’s perfect justice. Just as 
Christ loved us and gave His life for 
our eternal benefit, we also should 
reach out to others in a caring man-
ner (see I John 4:7-11).

Ask Yourself . . . How would those 
who know me well say I demonstrate the 
love of Christ?

c
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Romans 13:11-14

Ask Yourself . . . How strong is my 
sense of expectation for Christ’s return?

In light of these truths, Paul urged 
his readers to stop behaving like 
people who lived in spiritual dark-
ness. They were to no longer act as 
they did before they were saved. 
Instead, believers were (figuratively 
speaking) to clothe themselves with 
the weapons of light. These were 
used to wage war against the spiri-
tual forces of evil and unbelief (com-
pare Eph. 6:10-17;  I Thess. 5:8).

As those who walked in the light 
of Jesus’ redemptive presence, 
believers were to be characterized 
by virtue and honor. Paul provided 

The Second Coming of Christ
Paul warned lethargic Christians to wake up, for the Lord’s 

return was near (Rom. 13:11-14). Here are some biblical facts 
about Jesus’ second coming. 

• It will be swift and come at an unexpected time 
(Matt. 24:40-42, 50). 

• It will be personal, bodily, and visible to the entire world  
(Matt. 24:29-31; Acts 1:11; Rev. 1:7).
• It will be in great power and glory 

(Matt. 25:31; Rev. 19:11-14). 
• Countless numbers of angels will accompany the Savior  

(Jude 14).
• Christ will judge the nations 

(Matt. 25:31-46). 
• The Savior’s absolute lordship will be 

universally acknowledged 
(Phil. 2:9-11; Rev. 19:15, 16).

being saved from the power of 
sin; glorification means we will be 
saved (in the future) from the pres-
ence of sin. 

Ask Yourself . . . Where am I in the 
process of sanctification? 

Paul referred to this present evil 
age as “night,” and to the time of 
Christ’s return as “day” (vs. 12).
Of course, no one knows the day 
or hour of Jesus’ return except the 
Father (see Mark 13:32). The time 
might be long or short, but Jesus’ 
return is certain to take place. With 
each passing moment, the return of 
Christ and the establishment of His 
earthly kingdom draw nearer. 
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Romans 13:11-14

By keeping Christ first in their 
lives, the Roman Christians could 
devote their full energy to serving 
and pleasing Him. No longer would 
they try to satisfy the desires of their 
sinful natures. Their actions would 
reflect the love and compassion of 
Christ within them. 

Clearly, the life of those who follow 
the Lord is not to be characterized by 
selfish indulgence. As Christians we 
are to put to death the inclinations of 
our old nature and allow the desires 
of our new nature to grow and flour-
ish. Through the power of the Spirit, 
we can live for God and act in ways 
that are virtuous.

three pairs of items defining activi-
ties the Christians were not to engage 
in. The first pair, “carousing and 
drunkenness” (Rom. 13:13), speaks of 
unbridled revelry. The second, “sex-
ual immorality and debauchery,” 
indicates sexual license. The third, 
“dissension and jealousy,” deals with 
contention between individuals. 

When the believers at Rome 
trusted in Christ for salvation, He 
renewed their minds and hearts 
through the work of the Holy Spirit. 
They were to be as near to the Savior 
as the clothes they wore. They were 
to purify themselves from even the 
thought of doing evil deeds (vs. 14). 


