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This is sermon # 8 in our study of the Fifth Commandment. The Fifth 

Commandment requires that we honor our fathers and mothers and the 

principle that the Fifth Commandment expresses is that we are to honor 

other people in appropriate ways depending on the nature of our 

relationship with them. That means honoring those who have authority 

over us as well as honoring appropriately people who are on the same 

level as us authority-wise. We have looked at a number of specifics of 

the biblical teaching in this area. Last week we considered our 

responsibility to submit to the oversight and leadership of elders in the 

church. Today we will consider some of what the Bible says about our 

responsibility to submit to the authority of those who have authority 

over us in the civil government.  

And as always, we consider this in the light of the gospel which means 

that we are not thinking about keeping God’s law as something that we 

need to do to contribute to our salvation. We are thinking of God’s law 

as the way of life and blessing that we want to keep because we are 

saved. Because of the sin that remains in us, we all have a tendency to 

think of God as a demanding ogre who relates us as a stern lawgiver, 

but the truth is that God so loved the world that he gave his only Son so 

that we might be set free from the penalty of lawbreaking and from the 

destructive slavery to sin so that we might enjoy fellowship with him 

and enjoy the wonderful fruits of loving him and doing what he 

commands. I feel that I have to say that every time just to reinforce the 



wonderful truth that for believers, keeping the law of God is one of the 

blessings of salvation and an expression of our love for God and of our 

thankfulness to God.  

So one of the ways that we please God, follow Jesus and flourish in this 

life is to submit to the civil authorities that God has placed over us. 

Romans 13 makes it clear that the authority that governments wield is a 

God-given authority whether those governments acknowledge that or 

not. In fact, most governments in the history of the world have not 

acknowledged that their authority is a God-given authority. That is how 

Pilate thought of his authority, but Jesus told him, “You would have no 

authority over me at all unless it had been given to you from above” 

(John 19:11). And the same is true for Justin Trudeau and Donald Trump 

and every other contemporary human ruler. 

And God tells us to submit to them as part of our obedience to him and 

for our wellbeing and that of our fellow citizens. And while we are to 

obey because God says so, it is also clear that life would be much less 

pleasant than it is if there were no government and everyone did 

whatever they felt like doing. God’s purpose for giving authority to 

government officials is for the good of the citizens and when we think of 

what life is like in a failed state, as occasionally happens, it is obvious 

that God has given governments for our good. And that is the case even 

when governments are not what they ought to be according to God’s 

word. 

That was the case in the world in which the New Testament Christians 

lived. They were part of the Roman Empire. The authority figures of the 

Roman Empire were often brutal and sometimes persecuted Christians, 

and yet Paul wrote in Romans 13:2, “[W]hoever resists the authorities 

resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur 

judgment.”   

Now what I thought we would do this evening is look at some of the 

main thoughts in the two passages that we read and then consider a 

few issues that these passages raise when we try to apply them to the 

complexities of real life. 



Now Romans 13 focuses on the government’s task to punish and 

restrain wrongdoing and bad conduct and Paul’s exhortation to 

Christians is that we are to be the good citizens who do good and not 

bad so that our government officials will approve of our conduct. 

Romans 13:3-4 “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, 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.” 

So Christians are to be law-abiding citizens who have no reason to fear 

those in authority because we do what is good and not what is bad and 

so we receive the approval of our government officials. We are to be 

good citizens. We are not to cause our government leaders trouble. We 

are to obey the laws and regulations and to be cooperative citizens. This 

is part of what it means to be saved. This belongs to the way of life that 

Jesus died to enable us to live.  

This is part of the way that we love God and love our neighbor. 

Everyone benefits when everyone follows the rules. People who do not 

follow the rules are a problem for everyone else. They cost us money 

because we have to pay for law enforcement and courts and jails and so 

on. So one of the ways that we love our neighbors as Christians is by 

living in such a way that we contribute to the common good rather than 

being a problem for other people and for our government officials. 

According to Romans 13 the government has authority from God to 

punish wrong-doers and we as Christians are to live in such a way that 

the government has no reason to punish us because we are not wrong 

doers. 

Two things that verse 7 of Romans 13 mentions in particular are paying 

our taxes and showing respect to those who have authority over us. We 

should have no fear of being audited other than the fact that being 

audited is rather inconvenient. We should have a clear conscience 

concerning our tax returns. We should have nothing to fear from an 

audit. That is one of the fruits of salvation in our lives.  



And we must show honor and respect to the governing authorities, 

according to verse 13. That is not always easy because often our 

government leaders are not always honorable in the way that they 

conduct themselves and often they are pushing agendas that we rightly 

find morally reprehensible, such as the current liberal government’s 

agenda concerning abortion. But we are not living “in step with the 

truth of the gospel,” to use a Pauline expression, if we hold any of our 

leaders in contempt and speak of them in a disrespectful way. We are to 

have strong opinions about right and wrong based on the Bible, but we 

are to be respectful and even to honor govern officials who pursue 

immoral policies because of their position of authority. We are to honor 

them for the sake of their office. God’s cause is never advanced through 

our dishonoring of others. 

Listen to how Peter makes this point in 1 Peter 2:15-17, "15For this is the 

will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance 

of foolish people. 16Live as people who are free, not using your freedom 

as a cover-up for evil, but living as servants of God. 17Honor everyone. 

Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor."  

Peter, in particular, makes the connection between Christians being 

subject to government officials and witness. Verse 15 again: “For this is 

the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the 

ignorance of foolish people.” What he is talking about is the sentiment 

that has often been held by government leaders that Christians are not 

good citizens because their highest allegiance is to Jesus and not to the 

state. This has often been the reason for persecution and Peter is saying 

that Christians must go out of their way to be good citizens and do good 

in order to “put to silence the ignorance of foolish people.”  

Peter makes this same point in 1 Peter 3:13-14 where he writes, “Now 

who is there to harm you if you are zealous for what is good? But even if 

you should suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed.” He goes 

on to say in verse 16 that Christians should have “a good conscience, so 

that when you are slandered, those who revile your good behaviour in 

Christ may be put to shame.”   

Peter makes it clear that Christians can expect to be slandered – that is 

accused of doing evil – but that they should make sure that there is no 



basis for those accusations. 1 Peter 2:12 sums up this perspective. 

“Keep you conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they 

speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and 

glorify God on the day of visitation.” And a big part of this is submitting 

to government authority and being good citizens. Because our 

allegiance to Christ is higher than our allegiance to any human 

authority, the world will sometimes accuse us of being bad citizens, but 

we must make sure that we are subject to them wherever that does not 

conflict with our higher submission to Christ. 

Now the whole issue of our duty to submit to government authorities 

raises a number of issues because of the fact that often governments 

are run by people who are not Christians and situations develop where 

Christians feel that they cannot in good conscience obey certain 

regulations or even in some situations that they should be part of a 

revolution against the government. We will look at a number of these 

issues.  

First we consider an issue that is very clear from the Bible. If the 

government requires something of us that God forbids or forbids us to 

do something that God requires, we are to obey God rather than man. 

Those last words come from Acts 5:29 where Peter is quoted as saying, 

“We must obey God rather than men.”  

In the story in which these words are found, Peter and the other 

apostles had been arrested for preaching and teaching in the temple 

about Jesus. The authorities picked them up and brought them before 

the council where the high priest said to them, “We strictly charged you 

not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with his 

teaching….” It was in reply that that that Peter and the apostles said, 

“We must obey God rather than men.” 

This is the source of a lot of persecution around the world. It is often the 

case that civil leaders feel threatened by the influence of Christianity 

and try to control or suppress Christian teaching. The Church has clear 

guidance from the word of God that Jesus’ commission to the church to 

preach the gospel and to teach everything that Jesus has taught us 

trumps any human government attempts to suppress Christian 

teaching. And the adherence to this principle has led to the persecution 



and martyrdom of many Christians both throughout history and in the 

present.  

Now an area where we may be heading into a confrontation with 

government authority as Christians is in the area of how we deal with 

the matter of homosexuality and transgenderism. It is a common 

conviction in our society that calling homosexual practice and 

transgenderism sin and thus wrong is hateful and harmful. And that 

conviction is leading to regulations forbidding attempts to help people 

with these orientations to change and it is conceivable that there will be 

attempts to suppress the Christian teaching in these areas as hate 

speech. I’m not sure where all the legislation and regulations are at the 

moment, but it is likely that there will be laws and regulations passed in 

the future in this area that we will not be able to obey. Perhaps there 

are already such laws in some jurisdictions.  

This is an area in which there is a huge divide between the biblical 

teaching and the spirit of our times, and it seems likely that we will have 

problems in this area in the future. But regardless of what the 

government has legislated or will legislate, the word of God is the higher 

authority and following Peter we must obey God rather than man.  

A related issue is civil disobedience in connection with abortion. There 

are Christians who have broken laws that forbid protesting within a 

certain distance from abortion clinics. John Frame in his book on 

Christian ethics discusses this subject in the light of an organization that 

operated between 1986 and 1994 called Operation Rescue. Members of 

this organization would break trespassing laws to try to persuade 

women approaching an abortion clinic to spare the life of her unborn 

child. John Frame supports this kind of civil disobedience in the light of 

the biblical teaching that we should try to save a life if we can. He cites 

Proverbs 24:11 which says, “Rescue those who are being taken away to 

death; hold back those who are stumbling to the slaughter.”  

It seems to me that this kind of civil disobedience is justifiable in the 

light of passages like Proverbs 24:11 and the parable of the Good 

Samaritan. This does not mean that all Christians are obligated to go 

that route. There are also legal ways of trying to save the lives of unborn 



babies and those might be more effective, but suffice it to say that there 

are some situations where a case can be made for civil disobedience.  

Another issue is the question of whether Christians are ever allowed to 

be part of an attempt to overthrow a government. This is not a question 

that is directly relevant to us in our situation. While our government has 

many problems from a biblical perspective, we certainly do not live in a 

situation where it would make any sense from any perspective to even 

think about trying to overthrow the government by force. But Christians 

in other parts of the world may be faced with governments that are 

tyrannical and oppressive and there might be situations in which the 

trying to overthrow of the government and replacing it with a better 

one might be considered.  

I raise this because it is an interesting example of how biblical principles 

have been applied in the past and in the history of Christian thought on 

the whole question of the biblical call to submit to government 

authority and whether there are ever exceptions that are consistent 

with biblical principles.  

One of the interesting historical examples is the American Revolution. 

The American Revolution is something that is celebrated in American 

culture and it is interesting to think of what our American brothers and 

sisters should think about the beginning of their nation. Wayne Grudem 

discusses this question in his book called Politics – According to the 

Bible. He quotes John MacArthur teaching that it was a violation against 

New Testament teaching that “the early American colonies [declared] 

their independence from Great Britain.” MacArthur has written, “The 

United States was actually born out of a violation of New Testament 

principles, and any blessings that God has bestowed on America have 

come in spite of that disobedience by the Founding Fathers.” (Grudem, 

p.88) 

Grudem believes that the American Revolution was proper from a 

biblical perspective as do many other Christians. John Calvin taught that 

if the highest level of government in a country is breaking the law and 

committing crimes against the citizens, it is right and proper from a 

biblical perspective for officials at lower levels of government to protect 

the citizens by using force to overthrow such a government. There is 



actually a rather long history of Christian thinking along these lines. The 

basic argument is that that if the government officials are the wrong 

doers Romans 13 would allow for other government officials to take up 

the sword against them to protect the citizens from their own 

government. 

Grudem quotes Calvin as saying, “If there are now any magistrates of 

the people, appointed to restrain the willfulness of kings … if they wink 

at kings who violently fall upon and assault the lowly common folk, I 

declare that … they dishonestly betray the freedom of the people, of 

which they know that they have been appointed protectors by God’s 

ordinance.” (Grudem, p.88).   

John Frame also follows this tradition in his comments on the American 

Revolution. He also makes this interesting statement, “Many Christians 

of Calvinistic persuasion were also among those who rebelled against 

the rule of George III over the American colonies. In England, the 

American Revolution was sometimes called ‘the Presbyterian revolt.’” 

(The Doctrine of the Christian Life, p. 614) 

This subject reminds us that we are very blessed that we live in a 

country in which we are mostly treated justly by our government and 

that there is not the slightest inclination to think of revolution. When it 

comes to the government actually being a blessing to its citizens we are 

living under one of the better governments in the history of the world. 

(Not the current liberal government specifically, but our system of 

government.) There is lots that we do not approve of and there are 

some trends that concern us, but our government operates more 

closely to God’s intention than most governments in history and most 

governments in the world today. There is much for us to be thankful for. 

But the discussion of the American Revolution and the history of 

Christian thought about revolution shows that living under governments 

in this sinful fallen world can be complicated. There is no doubt that the 

Bible teaches that Christians must submit to the authority of their 

governments, but there have been governments in the world that have 

been so unjust and oppressive that many Christians have felt biblically 

justified in following different government officials to try to overthrow 

and punish a corrupt and unjust government.  



It is striking to consider that most people in the world both in the past 

and in the present have had to live with governments that were guilty of 

gross injustices and corruption. And this is an important background for 

the good news of the gospel. Just think of some of what we find in the 

Old Testament about corrupt governments in Israel.  

Listen to what we read in Isaiah 10:1-2, “Woe to those who decree 

iniquitous decrees, and writers who keep writing oppression, to turn 

aside the needy from justice and to rob the poor of my people their 

right, that widows may be their spoil, and that they may make the 

fatherless their prey!”  For much of human history and in many places 

today, people have suffered at the hands of corrupt governments. 

Something that God has instituted for the good of people has very often 

been turned into a cause of hardship and suffering rather than providing 

the conditions for peace and prosperity.  

And it is very significant in the light of that that the good news of the 

Bible is often formulated in terms of a coming righteous and just 

kingdom with a righteous and just king. Listen to the way that Jeremiah 

expresses this in Jeremiah 23:5-6, “Behold the days are coming, declares 

the LORD, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall 

reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and 

righteousness in the land. In his days Judah will be saved, and Israel will 

dwell securely. And this is the name by which he will be called: The 

LORD is our righteousness.” 

As we have been seeing in our studies of the Fifth Commandment, we 

are to submit to those whom God has placed in authority over us and 

that doing so is for our good – it is the way of life and blessing. But as 

we have also seen along the way is that that is sometimes problematic 

because authority is often misused and abused because all authority 

figures are sinners and many of them are not saved. There is an awful 

lot of suffering in the world because of the abuse of authority. 

And it is very interesting in the light of that, that the framework for the 

gospel is the kingdom of God. When Jesus came he preached the good 

news of the kingdom of God. One of the things that is the hope that the 

Bible gives is that one day we will live under a perfect government. 

Indeed that begins already when we are saved and acknowledge Jesus 



as our Lord and acknowledge that he will one day assert his rule over all 

the people of the world. One of the ways of thinking about salvation is 

that we will live in the consummated kingdom of God under the rule of 

King Jesus and the Bible celebrates that coming rule as a rule of justice 

and righteousness. It is very interesting that one of the key themes in 

Scripture that describes our salvation is that of good government. 

As biblical Christians we think of all of life in the light of sin and 

salvation. And so we also think of authority in that light and we also 

think of government in that light. One of the reasons that submitting to 

government is so often problematic in this life is that government 

officials are sinners and so are we. But the biblical answer to all 

problems is the defeat of sin and that is why Jesus is at the center of our 

hope and our present blessedness. 

When we think of what is wrong about life, much of it has to do with 

our own sin and much of it has to do with the sins of others that affect 

us. And in a world in which government is so important for our 

wellbeing, it is often a cause of much suffering as well. We have not 

experienced that suffering to the degree that many other have done 

and continue to do, but we have our concerns because we are governed 

by people who for the most part do not acknowledge the authority of 

God.  

But we belong to a higher kingdom as people of God and followers of 

King Jesus. That kingdom is not of this world, but one day it is going to 

be the only kingdom of this world. In Revelation 11:15 we read of loud 

voices in heaven saying, “The kingdom of the world has become the 

kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and 

ever.”   

And it is in the light of this hope that we think about living under 

governments today. For us there are many good things, but there are 

also bad things. For many of our brothers and sisters around the world 

there are many bad things that come to them through their 

governments. But all of that is temporary both the good and the bad. 

Important as it all is, this is not our home. This is not the more 

substantial reality. We are citizens of an earthly country, but our 

ultimate citizenship is in heaven. Our earthly citizenship is a temporary 



thing. But our heavenly citizenship is eternal. And it is that citizenship 

which is our life and our hope and the great motivation for us to submit 

to God in all things because we know that in submitting to him we 

experience the fullness of life and blessing both now and forever 

through Jesus Christ our Saviour and our King. 


