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Last time we began our study of the Fifth Commandment by looking at 

its most direct and obvious aspects, namely the requirement of all 

children to honor their parents. I noted in the introduction to that 

sermon that the reformed confessions teach that the Fifth 

Commandment has to do with submission to all legitimate authority and 

so it covers authority in the home, in the church and in the state. The 

basic idea is that all authority comes from God and he has delegated his 

authority in very specific ways to make for the harmonious organization 

of the human race. In order for there not to be chaos in any form of 

organization, someone has to be in the lead, someone has to call to the 

shots, there needs to be some kind of hierarchal structure of authority. 

The Bible teaches that there are authority structures in this world and it 

teaches that those authority structures come from God. 

This morning we will continue our study of this whole matter of 

authority in our lives, by considering authority itself. We will go right to 

the beginning and consider what authority is, how it is to be exercised. 

Authority is a big part of our lives. We all exercise it to some extent. We 

are all under it to some extent. It is important for getting things done. It 

is important for orderly existence. It is important for the kingdom of 

God. And so, it is worth spending a little bit of time understanding it and 

how it is supposed to work. 



Now all authority comes from God. That is where we must begin. On the 

one hand this is obvious because God is the creator. But it is also 

explicitly taught in the Bible. Romans 13:1 says, "1Let every person be 

subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except 

from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God."  

But in order to go right to the absolute pinnacle of authority we need to 

think about authority within the Godhead. This is an issue that it being 

discussed today among evangelical thinkers and so I thought that it 

would be worthwhile to give a little bit of attention to it in connection 

with our introduction to the nature and the role of authority in God’s 

world and in our lives. All authority comes from God. That is clear 

enough. But what does the Bible teach about authority within the 

Godhead? Is there an authority structure among the three persons of 

the Trinity? The reason that this is even a point of discussion is that the 

Bible teaches that the three persons of the Trinity are equally divine and 

equal in glory, but it also teaches that the Father sends the Son into the 

world and that the Son always obeys the Father. For instance, in John 

5:30 Jesus says, 30“I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge, and 

my judgment is just, because I seek not my own will but the will of him 

who sent me." 

In interpreting this kind of language, we must take into account other 

biblical language which teaches that Jesus is fully God and that each of 

the persons of the Trinity is fully God. So, for instance, Jesus says in John 

10:30, “I and my Father are one.” The “I Am” sayings in John’s gospel 

identify Jesus with Yahweh of the Old Testament. Paul, in Philippians 2, 

says that before his incarnation Jesus “did not consider equality with 

God a thing to be grasped.” The Bible teaches the full equality between 

the persons of the Trinity in power and glory. And that means that there 

cannot be a hierarchy of authority within the members of the Trinity. 

The language of Jesus submitting to the will of his Father in the New 

Testament refers specifically to the plan of salvation and to Jesus as a 

human being and not to the eternal relationships within the divine 

nature. Since the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit are equally 

divine, they are equal in authority. But there is a voluntary submission 

of Jesus in order to secure our salvation. That is seen in the New 



Testament as Jesus’ submission to his Father. But it does not describe 

the eternal and essential relationship between the Father and the Son. 

When the Bible teaches that all authority comes from God, it does not 

mean that all authority comes from the Father. It means that all 

authority comes from the triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit who 

are equal in power, authority and glory. But there is a voluntary 

submission of the Son to the Father that was given in order to secure 

our salvation and it is that voluntary submission that we read about in 

the gospels. 

That is kind of an aside. I did not really have to get into that to cover all 

the aspects of the Fifth Commandment, but I thought that a little 

summary of that issue was timely because if you spend any time in the 

evangelical blogosphere you will come across this debate. What I have 

outlined is the historical orthodox and the confessional position. 

What I want to do next is trace the delegation of authority from God to 

man. Authority resides in God. But God has delegated authority to man 

in various ways and I want to follow the path of God’s delegation of his 

authority. And the first place where we read of this is in the story of the 

creation of man and what is known as the creation mandate or more 

commonly the cultural mandate. We have studied that in some detail 

some years ago, so I hope that some of this will sound familiar to those 

of you who were with us at that time. 

The key text is Genesis 1:26-28, "26Then God said, “Let us make man in 

our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish 

of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and 

over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the 

earth.” 27So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he 

created him; male and female he created them. 28And God blessed 

them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth 

and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the 

birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the 

earth.”" 

What we have here is the close connection between mankind being 

made in the image of God and God giving the male and the female 



together dominion over all the earth. Dominion, of course, is an 

authority word. When Genesis says that God made man and woman in 

his image and gave them dominion, it is saying, among other things, 

that God was delegating authority to the man and the woman. Their 

task was to subdue the earth as representatives of God. Their authority 

was related to their task to subdue the earth. Later on, in Genesis 2 we 

get more insight into that task when we read in Genesis 2:15, "15The 

LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it 

and keep it."  

So, God made man as male and female and he gave them a task to have 

dominion over all the earth, to subdue it, to work and to keep the 

garden. We have authority from God to develop the earth, to manage it 

and to take care of it. That authority is one of the ways we are in the 

image of God and it is given to us to fulfill our calling as human beings to 

use and develop and take care of the creation as servants of God. What 

this means is that we are authorized by God to use and develop his 

creation. This is God’s world. He made it. It belongs to him. It does not 

belong to us, but God has placed us in it and he has given us the 

authority to use it and develop it in a way that reflects well on him. So, 

we are not trespassing when we plant and harvest the fields and mine 

the minerals and harvest the forests. We have the authority to do so. 

We have been given dominion over all the earth. 

But what exactly is authority? In order to understand how authority is to 

function in our lives it will be helpful to have a clear understanding of 

what authority is. The key “authority word” in the cultural mandate 

passage is the word “dominion.”  The Hebrew word that is translated as 

“dominion” here means “to rule.”  God gives mankind the task of ruling 

over the creation and that means that he has the divine right to govern 

it or to manage it. Authority has to do with the right to govern or to 

manage. When God gave mankind dominion over the earth, he made 

him a ruler or a king over the earth. And that gave us the right to 

subdue the earth, to bring the earth under our control. Perhaps the best 

way to understand authority then is the right to govern.  

The ultimate right to govern belongs to God because he is God and he is 

the creator of everything besides himself. He is the owner and he 



reveals himself as the king. The creation story really emphasizes that 

because it shows God giving all kinds of commands, and those 

commands being followed.  

Now authority and power are closely related. God’s commands are 

followed because he has both the right and the power to enforce his 

commands and so he even commands things into existence. But for our 

purposes, what is most important is authority as the right to govern. 

We can see in the creation story that the right to govern the creation 

comes from God. God gives man the right to govern. It is not an 

inherent right. It comes from God. And it is part of being made in the 

image of God. 

Further it is clear that the right to govern is not an absolute right. Later 

on, in the story God gives mankind the command not to eat of the tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil. By giving that command, God is 

making the point that by giving us dominion over the earth, he does not 

relinquish his authority over us. Our authority over the earth is to 

operate within the parameters of God’s authority over us. The details of 

this become more clear as the biblical story unfolds and God continues 

to give us commands and laws. We have authority, but it is to operate 

within the boundaries of God’s authority over us. 

We get additional insights into human authority by considering both the 

fact that we are made in the image of God and God’s intention in the 

cultural mandate. Being made in the image of God is both description of 

what we are like and it is a calling. Because we are made in the image of 

God, we are like God in some ways. We resemble God in some ways. 

But it is also a calling because it means that we must also resemble God 

in the ways that we live our lives as God’s image bearers. We are 

created to resemble God in some ways, but also called to resemble God 

in the way that we use the abilities and gifts that God has given us.  That 

means that we are to exercise our authority in a way that resembles 

how God exercises his authority. 

This is a crucial point for our understanding of the way that authority is 

to function in God’s world. Exercising authority in various ways is at the 

heart of what it means to be human and the key idea is that we are to 



reflect God in the way that we exercise it. What that means essentially 

is that authority may only be used in life-giving ways. Our authority can 

only be used in ways that are good and up building and nurturing. Psalm 

145:9 says, “The LORD is good to all and his mercy is over all that he has 

made.”  When we think of God’s authority and the way that it is 

described in the Bible, one of the main points is that those who submit 

to God’s authority are blessed. God does use his authority to punish 

those who do not submit to his authority, but that is a reality because of 

sin. Those who submit to God’s authority experience blessing and 

wellbeing.  

That is the meaning of the kingdom of God in Scripture. Jesus came to 

bring God’s kingdom. That means that he came to reassert God’s rule – 

his authority – on the earth. That does mean the just punishment of the 

wicked, but the whole biblical teaching of salvation in Christ assumes 

that to submit to God’s authority is the way of life and blessing. 

And the authority that is delegated to human beings, by virtue of the 

fact that we are made in God’s image to have dominion over the earth, 

must reflect this fundamental principle. Wherever we have authority 

over others, we are to use that authority in a way that reflects how God 

uses his authority and that means that it must be a blessing to those 

who submit to it. God is good. God is love. God punishes the wicked, but 

his nature is to bless, and his use of his authority reflects that fact. 

Because of sin, authority sometimes means punishment, but the overall 

purpose must always be righteousness and goodness and so our use of 

authority must always be a blessing for those who submit to it. That is 

rooted in the fact that we are made in the image of God. 

This idea is refined when we think of the dominion that God gives us in 

the cultural mandate. God gives us dominion over the animals and over 

the rest of the earth and we are to use that dominion to subdue the 

earth and to work and to keep the garden. 

Now there is a misunderstanding of the biblical teaching of the cultural 

mandate by some environmentalists who claim that Christians use that 

teaching to justify the rape of the creation. Some environmentalists 

blame at least some of the wasteful and destructive abuses of the earth 

and its resources on this biblical idea of subduing the earth. And it may 



be that some Christians have abused this teaching along these lines, but 

that is not the proper interpretation of the ideas of having dominion 

and subduing the earth.  

The combination of the ideas of the image of God and having dominion 

and subduing the earth has to do with the assertion of God’s authority 

over all of the earth. The imagery behind this language has to do with 

the practice in the ancient world of the Old Testament of kings asserting 

their sovereignty over a territory by placing images of themselves at key 

places in that territory. So, the idea of God placing images of himself on 

earth and giving them dominion and a mandate to subdue has to do 

with God asserting his claim over the earth and delegating authority to 

his image bearers to assert God’s claim. This is also the point of the 

command to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth. The human race 

is to multiply so that the earth can be filled with images of God all 

reflecting the character of God and asserting his rule over the earth. The 

subduing of the earth has to do with managing and developing the earth 

on God’s behalf all the while reflecting God as God’s image bearers.  

And so, God’s gives man authority to advance God’s rule over the earth. 

Another way of putting this is to say that man’s authority is given to 

advance God’s kingdom. It all has to do with asserting God’s rule and it 

must all reflect God’s life-giving way of using authority. Here is how this 

idea is expressed by Walter Bruggemann in his commentary on Genesis. 

“[T]he task of “dominion” does not have to do with exploitation and 

abuse. It has to do with securing the wellbeing of every other creature 

and bringing the promise of each to full fruition…. The human person is 

ordained over the remainder of creation but for its profit, wellbeing, 

and enhancement. The role of the human person is to see to it that the 

creation becomes fully the creation willed by God.” (pp.32-33)  

This is how we are to understand the purpose of human beings on the 

earth and the fact that we are made in the image of God. Authority lies 

at the heart of our task as creatures made in God’s image to have 

dominion and to subdue the earth. Authority is the right to govern and 

that is given to the whole human race right from the beginning and the 

purpose of that authority is not to exercise it as we please, but to 

exercise it in fulfillment of our mandate to care for and to develop and 



to bring out the potential of the creation and to extend God’s 

sovereignty over all the earth. Another way of saying this is to say that it 

has to do with the coming of God’s kingdom. The kingdom of God, 

extending the rule of God, is the overarching purpose of the authority 

that God has given to the human race. And that authority is to be 

exercised as God’s exercises his authority – to bring blessing and 

fruitfulness and wellbeing. That is what authority is for. That is how it is 

to be exercised. 

Now as the human race grows in numbers, we find that God further 

refines how authority is distributed. As human beings we all share in the 

authority of the cultural mandate. We are all given dominion over the 

animals and the rest of the earth. But as the numbers grow, we find that 

God has given some people authority over other people. And so, we find 

in various places in the Bible that authority is given to the heads of 

households to manage those households, to parents over their children, 

to employers over employees, to elders over congregations and to civil 

leaders over certain territories and nations. We will deal with these 

specifics later in other sermons.  

But at this point I want to bring in the effects of the fall into our general 

consideration of authority. The fall into sin was a rebellion against God’s 

authority and it resulted in distortions and abuses of the authority 

structures between people. The image of God was damaged by the fall 

so that we do not reflect God perfectly any longer and one of the ways 

that that manifests itself is by the abuse of authority. We no longer use 

authority in a way that accurately reflects God’s use of authority. 

Authority tends to be abused. There is common grace so that authority 

still does serve positive purposes in human relationships, but it is also 

very often misused and abused. A great deal of the misery of the world 

comes from the abusive way that authority is used at all levels – accept 

for God, of course. 

Sinners tend to use their authority in ways that are exploitive rather 

than nurturing and blessing. The tendency of sin is selfishness and so 

there is a tendency for sinners to exercise authority in abusive ways. 

This is seen at every level so that the heads of households are 

sometimes harsh and self-serving in the way that they exercise their 



authority using it to get family members to cater to their wants rather 

than in ways that seek to bless those under their authority. And the 

same is the case with husbands over their wives and parents over their 

children and elders over their congregations and civil rulers over their 

jurisdictions.  Because of sin, authority no longer functions in the world 

as it should and so it becomes problematic and the cause of much 

suffering and misery rather than blessing and flourishing. There is great 

variety, of course, because of common grace. But there are many 

problems because of sin.  

This, of course, makes submitting to authority more difficult and in 

extreme cases problematic. This is a subject that I’m hoping to explore 

in a later sermon because sometimes authority is exercised in abusive 

ways and so we should explore what the Bible says or implies about 

these kinds of situations. 

But for now, we will close with how the gospel restores the proper and 

life-nurturing exercise of authority. And Jesus is both our example and 

the one who changes his people so that they are being transformed to 

once again reflect God in using their positions of authority in ways that 

nurture and benefit those over whom God has placed them.  

The passage that we read in our Scripture reading is a key passage here. 

In it, Jesus describes the way that the rulers of the world exercise their 

authority. In Matthew 20:25 Jesus says, “You know that the rulers of the 

Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over 

them.” He describes the rulers of the Gentiles as lording it over those 

who are under their authority. He is referring to tyranny. He is referring 

to rulers using their authority in self-serving ways. He is referring to 

situations in which the people who are under authority suffer and are 

disadvantaged because of it. As one commentator puts it, “In the non-

Jewish world, as the Jews became painfully aware under Roman 

occupation, rule by domination and authoritarianism prevailed.” There 

are lots of words available to describe this phenomenon because it is 

such a common occurrence – lording it over, tyranny, domination, 

authoritarianism. These words or terms all refer to the abuse of 

authority. This is a reality because of sin. But Jesus came to deliver us 



from sin and so he goes on to say how authority will be exercised 

among his followers. 

Matthew 20:26–28, "26It shall not be so among you. But whoever would 

be great among you must be your servant, 27and whoever would be first 

among you must be your slave, 28even as the Son of Man came not to be 

served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”" Jesus 

here explains the concept of servant- leadership. The followers of Jesus 

are to follow Jesus’ example. Jesus, by becoming our Saviour, did not 

give up his authority over us. But in the kingdom of God the concepts of 

authority and service belong together so that our Lord Jesus Christ can 

say that he “came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many.” 

This fits of course, with what we have seen about God’s authority in 

connection with the image of God and the cultural mandate. There is a 

sense in which God serves the human race by his authority – that is – 

God’s uses his authority over us to bless us. There is no incompatibility 

between authority and service. These are ideas that belong together in 

the kingdom of God. And the greatest demonstration of that is our Lord 

Jesus Christ and his coming, “not to be served but to serve and to give 

his life a ransom for many.” That self-giving of Jesus is the foundation 

for the healing of the use of authority among those who are saved. One 

of the reasons that Jesus came and died as so that his people would be 

changed and enabled to exercise authority as a form of service rather 

than an expression of selfishness.  

The more obvious application of the Fifth Commandment is about 

submission to authority. But our confessional exposition of this 

commandment teaches that the commandment is about how both the 

governors and the governed treat one another. “The fifth 

commandment requires us to respect and treat others, wither above, 

below, or equal to us, as their position or our relationship to them 

demands.” (Shorter Catechism).  

In this sermon we have looked at what authority is and how it is to be 

exercised. That is important for us when we are called to exercise 

authority. But it is also import for us when we are called to submit to 

authority. It is one of God’s ways to bless us. Sin makes that more 



complicated, but among Christians, Jesus Christ is at work and one of 

the ways he is blessing us is through those to whom he has given 

authority over us. 


