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This coin of the Roman Emperor Nero was struck in 65AD. In that same year, just one year 
after the Great Fire of Rome in 64AD, Nero commissioned the Domus Aurea (the Golden 
House).  It was an extremely lavish palace, whose grounds covered approximately a square 
mile. The new palace featured areas such as forests, a man-made lake (which was large 
enough to fit battleships used for performances), and vineyards. 

When Seutonius wrote The Life of Nero, he claimed, “When the edifice was finished in this 
style and he dedicated it, he deigned to say nothing more in the way of approval than that he 
was at last beginning to be housed like a human being.”* 

That’s interesting.  I’m assuming that prior to the construction of the Domus Aurea, Nero felt his living conditions were 
substandard—as if he were housed like an animal, perhaps.  However, based on this coin’s inscription, it is clear that 
human treatment was still far short of his expectation.  It isn’t a stretch to see Nero thought of himself as a god.  It says: 

Nero Claud[ius] Caesar Aug[ustus] Ger[manicus] P[ontifex] M[aximus] Tr[ibunis] P[otentia] Imp[erator] 

It was to real people, living in real conditions like this (not to mention the persecution of the Christian faith felt by many 
under the name of the Emperor), that the Apostle Paul wrote his epistle to the Romans in 57AD.  When it came to living 
under such a leader as this, and his system of government, what was a Christian to do?  Paul simply said: 

Pa/sa yuch. evxousi,aij ùperecou,saij ùpotasse,sqwÅ ouv ga.r e;stin evxousi,a eiv mh. ùpo. qeou.ÅÅÅ 
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Forward 

Like many of you at this conference, I have used the Concordia Self-Study Bible for many years.  It was a 

relatively new publication when my parents gave it to me as a confirmation gift in 1991.  Among its helpful 

features are the introductory notes for each book of the Bible.  For the book of Romans, the Concordia Self-

Study Bible quotes Luther as saying, “This epistle is really the chief part of the New Testament, and is truly the 

purest gospel.”1  Who could disagree?  However, as I began to study the verses for this essay, I noticed that 

the cherished vocabulary of grace, righteousness, justification, and even Jesus Christ, is conspicuously absent.  

Instead, there is a penchant of words such as authority, order, judge, fear, and God.  The quote from Luther 

doesn’t seem to fit, at least not this section.  Therefore, I wanted to best find how the words in this section 

connect with the content of the rest of the epistle. 

My journey arrived at a pleasant destination when I discovered August Pieper’s essay Paul’s Motives for Writing 

the Letter to the Romans.  Pieper helped me to see the words written to the Romans not as an impersonal 

doctrinal dictum, but as the impassioned words of a pastor.  Paul wrote to living saints who, like all saints, 

constantly struggled with the desire to achieve certain victory rather than simply embrace the battle.  Jesus’ 

own words comfort and motivate us in doing just that when he said, “In this world you will have trouble.  

But take hear!  I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). 

The congregation at Rome was a mixed group of Christians with both Jewish and Gentile backgrounds.  

While we may have a working understanding of differences between Jews and Gentiles in the first century, 

‘doing life’ in such a setting was hardly as sterile as our historical vantage point may lead us to believe.  Living 

under these conditions of congregation strife was both defeating for congregational leaders, and disparaging 

for congregational members.  It is the same strife that too often is felt in our own present day congregations.  

The Roman congregation had their hands full.  Or, we might even say, since the majority of what we know 

about this group of Christians comes primarily from the letter before us, the Apostle Paul had his hands full.  

Taking all this into account, Pieper summarized,  

The genuine goal of the letter to the Romans is the restoration of the peace of the congregation so severely 
disturbed by the national and religious opposition between gentile and Jewish Christians in Rome. Satan managed to 
disunite this knowledgeable, excited, and obedient congregation to such an extent that not only 
public edification was severely harmed, but also the Christian life of individuals was greatly 
disorganized; indeed, in the harsh and embittered opposition of the factions there was the danger that, 
through Jewish work righteousness on the one hand and gentile misuse of grace on the other, the congregation would lose 
the gospel itself.  This danger called forth the letter to the Romans.2  

It hurts to see a congregation so wounded.  And, just as any wound is prone to infection, the Roman 

congregation was at risk.  To suggest that the wounded relation between these Jews and Gentiles were 

detached from any practical issues would be to senselessly look the other way.  An issue such as a Christian’s 

interaction with their authorities, specifically the Roman government, was a petri dish of bacteria.  

Pieper’s essay about Paul’s motives concludes with the insight that the goal of the letter to the Romans was 

not to seek unity for unity’s sake alone.  Paul wrote with a greater purpose in mind. 

                                                      
1 NIV Concordia Self-Study Bible, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1986), p.  
2 Pieper, August, Paul’s Motives for Writing the Letter to the Romans, Wauwatosa Theology, vol. 1, ed. Curtis A. Jahn, 
(Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 1997), p. 416. 
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What a marvel if Paul was on fire not merely to preach the gospel among the pagan population of 
Rome itself, but if he also had the most fervent desire to put the congregation—so sick with inner 
dissension—of the world capital into such a healthy and energetic condition that they would be equal 
to the extraordinary missionary task given to them by God and would indulge in it with zeal and 
energy!  That the apostle regarded the evangelization of Rome more as the task of the congregation 
than his own follows from the fact that he did not intend to tarry there long.  He would only “pass 
through,” “enjoy” the congregation’s company “for a while” and then from there to be directed to 
Spain (15:24).  The Christianizing of Rome was the task of the Roman congregation (emphasis mine).3 

I am exceedingly thankful for these insights from Pieper.  Had they not helped to keep my focus on the deep 

need for the message and relevance of the gospel that Christ Jesus is righteousness for Jews as well as 

Gentiles, even or especially when it comes to a Christian’s life under their governmental authorities, I may 

have found myself writing this essay from a different point of view.   

One final thought…  The phrase has often been said, “There are two things in life you never talk about: 

religion and politics.”  If silence were the method for dealing with real differences that really divide people, 

then the saying should go like this, “There are two things in life that you never can deal with.”  Since, 

however, God has spoken on the matter and has said, “Let every soul be placed under the higher authorities,” 

then Christians are compelled, when appropriate, to talk about both religion and politics to some extent.  

However, Christians ought also be compelled to see the special benefit there is in placing less value in political 

conversations about philosophical differences in governance and to place more value on the relations that Christians have with their 

brothers and sisters in Christ as well as their neighbors in the community.  In this way, the gospel themes of grace, 

righteousness, and justification remain the chief part, and the application for people’s interactions with the 

higher authorities fit nicely underneath (ùpota,ssw) them.  

                                                      
3 Pieper, Paul’s Motives for Writing the Letter to the Romans, p. 418. 
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Context 

The thoughts in Romans 13 flow directly out of the line of thought that Paul began in Romans 12, 

“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and 

pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship.  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this 

world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”4 In these chapters Paul addresses several practical 

situations for Christians regarding their interaction with other members of the Christian body as well as other 

individuals who may in fact not be Christian.  While specific times and places will make every situation unique 

and different, Paul writes these words so that as people live in this world they will have an understanding, and 

even an appreciation for the fact, that there is a certain wonder and blessing because it is a situation God has 

placed them in—even if the situation is such that an individual is in some way subordinate to another.  With 

this in mind, the topic at hand is specifically living with God’s establishment of higher authorities. 

 

1. The Establishment of Authority 

Romans 13:1-2 

Pa/sa yuch. evxousi,aij ùperecou,saij ùpotasse,sqwÅ ouv ga.r e;stin evxousi,a eiv mh. ùpo. qeou/( aì de. ou=sai ùpo. 
qeou/ tetagme,nai eivsi,n\ w[ste ò avntitasso,menoj th/| evxousi,a| th/| tou/ qeou/ diatagh/| avnqe,sthken( oì de. 
avnqesthko,tej èautoi/j kri,ma lh,myontaiÅ  

Let every soul submit to the higher authorities.  For, there is no authority except by God, and those 

which exist are placed in order by God.  Therefore, the one who is opposed to the authority is 

standing against God’s ordinance.  Those who stand against will receive judgment upon themselves. 

pa/sa yuch. “every soul” 

As the Apostle Paul begins this section, he gets right to the heart of the matter—or, should I say, the soul.  

These words are written first of all for people (souls) and secondly about authority (often, an office).  Paul was 

not writing to the specific authorities.  These words were for people who were familiar with different customs 

and structures of authority—specifically Jewish and Gentile.  Each had their own experience and perception 

about authority as they had come to know it.  But, regardless of any external circumstances, these words have 

more to do with internal conditions, matters of the soul, because the issue at hand is submission. 

Taking on a subordinate role impacts a person’s inner being.  Luther said, “Is there some mysterious reason 

why he does not say ‘every man’ but rather ‘every soul’?  Perhaps because it must be a sincere submission and 

from the heart.”5  It is for this same reason that these words apply to both Christians and unbelievers, for 

certainly an unbeliever struggles no less with submitting than does a Christian.   

While it is nothing new to criticize those in authority, our society has built an entire industry upon it.  The 

conversations can be done in such a professional and intellectual way (for example CNN or Fox News) that 

they don’t feel out of order.  In fact, even these verses and this essay could feel like an extension of those 

conversations and debates.  So, it is even more important to remember that while these words are written 

about authorities, they are written for people, souls, who God instructs to be subordinate. 

                                                      
4 Unless otherwise indicated, all Bible passages are taken from THE HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL 
VERSION®, Copyright © 1984 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. 
5Luther, Martin, Lectures on Romans, Luther’s Works, vol. 25 (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1972), p. 467. 
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ùpotasse,sqw “let him continually subordinate himself” 

The root word ta,ssw occurs in this section five times.  The word means “to appoint,” or, “to order,” with 

such nuances as “to arrange,” “to set in place,” and, in the middle voice, “to fix for oneself.”  The word 

ùpota,ssw means “to place under,” “to subordinate,” and in the middle even, “to submit voluntarily.”6  The 

concept of “order” seems to carry the water best throughout this section.7  God is revealing two important 

truths here, 1) there is an order, and 2) everyone will at some time or another find themselves at the ‘bottom 

of the order.’  If you are a baseball fan, then you might understand the phrase ‘bottom of the order’ as a less-

than-glamorous description.  But, that is not what God is communicating here.  It is a wonderful thing to be 

subordinate because, as the saying goes, “God is a God of order, not disorder.”  Actually, the Bible passage is, 

“God is not a God of disorder8 but of peace.”  God simply reveals that there is an order so as to maintain 

peace in this world.  And, the majority of people will be subordinate just because that is the way it is.  And, 

that is ok—it is peaceful—because the order is under God’s control and established by God’s decree. 

It is curious that the word used here is “subordinate” rather than “obey.”  Perhaps this is because there will 

be times when a Christian will not obey the authorities.  “We must obey God rather than men!” (Acts 5:29).  

However, even then a Christian will continue to be subordinate.  In other words, Christians may not agree 

with an authority, but they will not lead a rebellion to overthrow it (Daniel 3).  So, it is possible for a Christian 

to live peaceably in a society while deliberately refusing to obey specific laws, regulations, or ordinances.  It is 

a unique situation to be sure, and not to be used as a license for wholesale disobedience. 

evxousi,aij ùperecou,saij “the authorities who are holding over” 

Who are these “higher” authorities?  At this point in the conversation, they are indefinite—any and every 

authority.  While there are details in the words ahead that will narrow the scope, what is said here is true of all 

authorities.  It brings to mind the words of Luther’s explanation to the Fourth Commandment, “We should 

fear and love God that we do not dishonor or anger our parents and9 others in authority…”   

It is also interesting to note how Paul uses the words, and the word order, to build his case.  First of all, 

evxousi,a contains the idea that it has the ability to take action.10  In other words, there is some force in play 

that has determined an order, and for some reason, the entity in question is in the top position of the given 

                                                      
6 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament: Abridged in One Volume, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Publishing House, 1985), p. 1159.  [This work will be cited as TDNT through the end of this essay.] 
7 Regarding the translation of the ta,ssw family of words, Franzman offers these comments: “The governing authority 
that confronts me is His.  Paul hammers home this point repeatedly in these verses: authority in its concrete 
manifestations is God’s ordinance. “God” occurs six times in these seven verses (five times in the Greek; the translators 
have, correctly, added “God’s” to “wrath” in v.5); and the idea of “ordinance,” or “order,” is expressed in five words, all 
having the same root form.  One could reproduce this feature of Paul’s Greek in bad English somewhat as follows: “Be 
subordinated… the authorities that exist have been ordained by God… (v.1). He who refuses to subordinate himself… is 
resisting God’s ordinance (v.2)… Therefore one must subordinate oneself (v.5).” 

Franzmann, Martin H., Romans: A Commentary, (St. Louis, Concordia Publishing House, 1968), p. 230. 
8 1 Corinthians 14:33 – The word is avkatastasi,a. The Bibleworks 4.0 Friberg lexicon offers: “instability, political unrest 
turmoil, social unrest, rioting, community disruption, confusion, unruliness.” It is also translated as “disturbance.” 
Bauer, Walter, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, trans. William F. Arndt and F. Gilbert Gingrich, rev. 
Frederick W. Danker, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979), p.  [This work will be cited as BAGD.] 
9 Please note the word here is “and” not “or” as my confirmation students, and my own children, are prone to saying.  
As if it were ok to anger parents as long as some other authority figure is not being angered. 
10 TDNT p. 238.  It is interesting to note the illusory aspect of authority, i.e. a specific authority may be “in power” yet at 
the same time, for whatever reason, powerless to respond or carry out certain (any) responsibilities.  This “inability” does 
not necessarily invalidate the entity’s ability to be in the position of authority. 
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order.  And, in fact, the word has the notion of “top position.”  Second, ùpere,cw is almost redundant (what is 

higher than the top spot?).  Third, the Greek word order puts ùperecou,saij in the predicate position after the 

noun, rather than the normal attributive position before the noun.  Not only is this emphatic, but there is a 

certain beauty since it puts ùperecou,saij right next to ùpotasse,sqw.  Say it out loud, u`per… ùpo.  You can 

hear what Paul is saying as well as what he means with these words.  A more poetic translation may be 

something like, “Let every soul be under those who are over him.” 

ouv ga.r e;stin evxousi,a eiv mh. ùpo. qeou/  “for there is no single form of authority except under God” 

The concept of “order” continues to take shape in this initial verse.  The reason why (ga.r) every soul is to be 

subordinate to higher authority is because technically (grammatically) speaking, God is the agent.  The phrase 

is best translated “by God.”11  However, according to the seminary exegetical handbook, ùpo. is clearly placed 

on the bottom of the diagram.12  So, the primary meaning of the preposition here is “by,” but the order is 

clear that every single form of authority is “under” God’s authority.  (Here, evxousi,a is both singular and 

anarthrous indicating the noun is indefinite and general, hence the translation “no single form of authority”).13 

aì de. ou=sai ùpo. qeou/ tetagme,nai eivsi,n  

“those [authorities] that exist have been and continue to be ordered under God” 

The ùpo. preposition appears again in rapid succession.  This time, however, instead of following a present 

active indicative verb, it follows a perfect passive periphrastic.  This construction places a strong emphasis on 

the tense of the verb.  So, while the preceding phrase was a general statement of a principle, this phrase helps 

to focus the attention once again on the fact that the Apostle Paul wrote these words first of all for people and 

secondly about authority.  Whatever current authorities people find themselves under are indeed placed in order 

by God presently every bit as much as any authority ever had been. 

“Placed in order” (tetagme,nai) is the word that has been translated in prominent versions as “established,” 

“instituted,” and  “ordained.”  The translation “ordained” is a nice option in the sense that it retains the 

“order” concept of the Greek root ta,ssw.  However, “ordained” is a word that can bring to mind God’s 

sovereign choice.  Are there certain forms of government that are established or instituted by God?  If so, 

Paul is extremely deficient in providing details here.  The question is best answered by returning to the 

general principle stated earlier in this verse: “There is no authority [no single authority in any form] except by 

God.”  When Pilate said, “Don’t you realize I have power (evxousi,an) either to free you or to crucify you?” 

Jesus replied, “You would have no power (evxousi,an) over me if it were not given to you from above” (John 

19:10,11).  Any entity that finds itself in a position of authority has found itself in a powerful position indeed, 

for any ounce of power that an authority has finds the full weight of its power in God.  The form, however, 

for the purpose of this conversation, is of little importance to God or anyone else for that matter. 

                                                      
11 Wallace, Daniel B., Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996). 
12 Kuske, David, The Practice of New Testament Exegesis, (Mequon: Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary Press, 1992). 
13 Regarding our colloquial use of the phrase “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance, I have to admit that I don’t know my 
United States history as well as I should.  Apparently I am not alone.  In 2004, the United States Supreme Court 
prepared to hear the Elk Grove Unified School District v. Newdow case.  Michael Newdow argued that the words “under 
God” should be removed from the Pledge.  The Supreme Court did not consider the case due to a technicality.  But, the 
situation caused a writer for The New York Times, Linda Greenhouse, to publish an article entitled: One Crucial Issue in 
Pledge Case: What Does ‘Under God’ Mean? (March 22, 2004).  Greenhouse cited a statement from the George H. W. Bush 
administration that said “under God” and “in God we trust” are phrases that “are simply patriotic acknowledgments of 
‘the nation’s religious history’ and of the ‘undeniable historical fact that the nation was founded by individuals who 
believed in God,’ an empirical statement that poses no threat to the separation of church and state.”  However, the 
article chronicled a wide range of debate as to whether that is what those words mean, or not. 
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Extended Commentary: Who’s in authority? 

Regarding those who are currently in authority, they are a curious bunch for as with everything that is 

“current” the possibility exists for things to change and be different from one day to the next.  The phrase 

used here to describe these authorities are aì ou=sai – “those who presently exist” (present active participle of 

eivmi,).  But, if things are in flux, who determines which authority happens to actually be in power? 

The City of College Station recently amended the city charter to include an oath of office for the mayor and 

city council members.  This provides a very clear point of reference.  The mayor, for example, remains in 

authority until such a time as a new mayor is not only elected, but also sworn into office.  Not all situations 

are this clear, however.  War time scenarios quickly come to mind.  The Battle of the Alamo took place 

during the time of the Texas Revolution c.1836.  Both Mexican President Antonio López de Santa Anna and 

Texian Army Commander Sam Houston laid claim to the land surrounding present day San Antonio.  So, 

who really was in power?  Who had authority?  Would allegiance to one mean rebellion against the other?  Is 

God’s will that individuals would be subordinate to two different, competing authorities?  Or, maybe, it is a 

question of which authority was rightfully in existence?   

For the purposes of this conference, many of these questions may already have been discussed at length.14  

For the purpose of this essay, perhaps the following can suffice.  The Apostle Paul simply identifies the 

authorities as “those who presently exist.”  In elementary school it is taught that the verb “to be” is a “state of 

being” verb (as opposed to an “action” verb).  In other words, here that would mean those who are in 

authority are the authorities.  It sure would be nice if the authorities would neatly sort this out among 

themselves, but world history has proven that this is seldom the case.  Remember, Paul wrote these words 

first of all for people and secondly about authority.  The soul has no control over the external forces that act 

upon it.  But, the soul, because it is a person’s inner being, does have control (non-theologically speaking, 

since the same can be said of the Christian and the unbeliever) over its behavior toward others, including 

authorities.  So, if difficult situation arise, God’s simple will is that people would see where they are in the 

order.  It may make life exceedingly difficult.  It may create situations that are extremely unpleasant.  There 

may even be occasions when it comes at significant financial, emotional, and personal loss. 

At this point in the conversation, it may be helpful to bring to mind insights from the rest of Scripture.  The 

Fourth Commandment “is the first commandment with a promise—‘that it may go well with you and that 

you may enjoy long life on the earth’” (Ephesians 6:2,3).  While not universally true, it would seem that ‘the 

authorities’ would treat rebels harshly and law-abiding citizens kindly.15  Just consider this example: “This is 

what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 

‘Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce…  Also, seek the peace and 

prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile’” (Jeremiah 29:4ff).  It is a blessing from God to 

have long life on this earth regardless of the personal liberties and freedoms (or suppression thereof) granted 

to an individual by whatever authority happens to be positioned in order above the individual.  For 

authorities that find themselves in these positions, God’s Word speaks directly and clearly about the high 

responsibility and spirit with which the duties of governance and the power of the authority is to be exercised 

(see Ephesians 6, 1 Peter 2).  However, remember that the conversation here in Romans 13 is primarily for 

the people who live under the authorities, it is not written to the powers that be. 

                                                      
14 Pastor Guy Bergenthal presented an essay at this conference on the question: Can Lutherans Rebel or Revolt? 
15 Don’t even ask me what would happen if a rebel were successful in overthrowing an existing authority.  For in that 
case, reason would say that the rebel has successfully become the authority and is placed in that position by God.  
However, such an argument based on the ends justifying the means can scarcely find a place in the law of Christian love. 
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w[ste o ̀avntitasso,menoj th/| evxousi,a| “therefore, the one who is opposed to the order of authority” 

This is now the third occurrence of the word ta,ssw.  This time it is combined with the infamous avnti, with 

the basic meaning of “opposite” but it can also be used to communicate “in the place of” or “against.”  This 

is an individual who is against the existing authority, that is, against the order that has been empowered by 

God himself.  It is interesting to see that when an individual is set against an existing authority, that individual 

is subtly [or boldly] claiming a self-appointed form of authority.  Or, to say it another way, that person is at 

least mentally, if not physically, pushing an existing authority out and standing in its place. 

th/| tou/ qeou/ diatagh/| avnqe,sthken “he stands against the God-ordinance” 

Not only does such an individual have an opposing view toward a given authority, but it really and truly is an 

act of defiance to God himself since God has put the ordinance (diatagh,) in place.  This is now the fourth 

time a form of the word ta,ssw occurs.  Also, there are two words that use the avnti prefix.  Could a free 

translation of them could be along these lines: “Whoever is anti-establishment stands against God’s order”?16 

oì de. avnqesthko,tej èautoi/j kri,ma lh,myontai  

“and the ones who have taken their stand and continue to stand against [authority] will receive judgment 

upon themselves” 

The word oì avnqesthko,tej is a perfect active participle from avnqi,sthmi meaning “to set oneself against.”  

The significant item to note as it is repeated here is that it has shifted from the singular to the plural.  There 

seems to be no good reason for this shift as there is certainly no grammatical need for the shift.17  So, here 

too, it seems helpful to remember that these words were written first of all for people and secondly about 

authority.  Practically speaking, rebellion can take place in many shapes and forms.  Yet, how often don’t 

rebellions have at least a few—if not a few hundred—people lined up behind the leader?  While examples of 

looting are not uncommonly reported on the news when devastation strikes an area, the phrase “mob” 

mentality is often used to describe the activity.  And, the picture of a mob isn’t usually just one person.  

Dictionary.com offers these definitions… “A disorderly crowd, any group or collection of persons, the 

common people; the masses; populace or multitude, a criminal gang.”  So, in these words it is as if Paul is 

saying, “It is wrongfully dangerous to rebel.  It is even worse to gang up with others and do it.” 

Regardless of whether it is many or few, the result is judgment (kri,ma).  At this point in the conversation it is 

perhaps most natural to understand this as God’s judgment.  After all, they are rebelling against God’s order 

of authority.  However, as the coming verse will soon indicate, the authorities clearly have the ability to carry 

out judgment (and by extension, punishment) too.  This understanding would also seem to fit well.  However, 

depending on the circumstances, certain rebels may never be apprehended or brought to justice.  In our 

society, the due process of law and order may not be able to be carried out for any number of reasons.  So, 

the weight seems to be in favor of God’s judgment, however it would be hard to deny that Paul had the 

judgment of both God and the rightful authorities in mind here. 

                                                      
16 While there are two words in this verse with the same avnti prefix, please note that they are in fact two different roots.  
While they may have a similar meaning, they are not the same.  This is lost in nearly all leading modern translations.  
ESV: “Whoever resists… resists.  NIV: “Whoever rebels… is rebelling.”  KJV: “Whosoever resisteth… resisteth” (ok, 
the KJV is a leading translation, but hardly modern—however, NKJV translated in the same way).  Only the HCSB 
attempted to bring this nuance into the English: “The one who resists… is opposing.” 
17 “Midway in v.2 Paul shifts from the singular to the plural.  If this is more than a stylistic variation, it may be intended 
to recognize that rebellion is not feasible at all unless it is instigated by collective action.”  Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. 
Frank E. Gaebelein, (Grand Rapids, Zondervan Publishing Company, 1976), vol. 10, p. 137.   
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2. The Exercise of Authority 

Romans 13:3-5 

oì ga.r a;rcontej ouvk eivsi.n fo,boj tw/| avgaqw/| e;rgw| avlla. tw/| kakw/|Å qe,leij de. mh. fobei/sqai th.n evxousi,an\ 
to. avgaqo.n poi,ei( kai. e[xeij e;painon evx auvth/j\ qeou/ ga.r dia,kono,j evstin soi. eivj to. avgaqo,nÅ eva.n de. to. 
kako.n poih/|j( fobou/\ ouv ga.r eivkh/| th.n ma,cairan forei/\ qeou/ ga.r dia,kono,j evstin e;kdikoj eivj ovrgh.n tw/| 
to. kako.n pra,ssontiÅ dio. avna,gkh ùpota,ssesqai( ouv mo,non dia. th.n ovrgh.n avlla. kai. dia. th.n sunei,dhsinÅ  

For the rulers are not a fear to good work, but to bad.  Do you want to be unafraid of authority?  

Then do good and you will have approval from it.  For it is God’s servant to you for good.  But, if you 

do evil, then be afraid!  For, it is not armed with the sword in vain.  For it is God’s servant for wrath 

to the one who carries out evil.  Therefore, it is necessary to be subordinate, not only because of 

wrath but also because of conscience. 

oì ga.r a;rcontej ouvk eivsi.n fo,boj tw/| avgaqw/| e;rgw| avlla. tw/| kakw/|Å  

“for the rulers are not terror to the one who does good, but to the one does evil” 

Paul introduces a new word in this verse.  Instead of referring to the powers that be as “the authorities” 

(evxousi,ai) he refers to them as “the rulers” (a;rcontej).  This word is used frequently in the New Testament 

to identify a specific individual, office, or form of authority.  It is used primarily to refer to civil positions, 

although not exclusively.18  So far “authority” and “authorities” have been discussed in general terms.  Now, 

it is as if now Paul is moving into the practical realm of people’s experience, that is, the specific individuals 

who hold positions or offices of authority in various settings. 

One common setting is the workplace.  In this environment, simply mentioning the word “boss” can cause 

employees to scurry back to duty.19  Paul may be accomplishing the same thing here by mentioning the word 

a;rcontej.  For this reason, it is significant to note that no sooner does Paul use the word than does he say ouvk 

eivsi.n fo,boj “they are not a terror.”  These are powerful words for God’s people to pack into their backpacks, 

place on top their briefcases, even scroll across their laptop screens.  It is not propaganda but a reminder that 

regardless of any change in policy or new political philosophy, those who subordinate themselves to their 

higher authorities as good, law-abiding citizens have nothing to fear as they live in this world.  However, if an 

individual chooses to do evil (here, evil would be primarily defined as doing things in a way opposite or 

against the law and order that a given authority has established), then there is great reason to be terrified.  

Paul will momentarily identify the means by which the authorities are able to instill such fear. 

qe,leij de. mh. fobei/sqai th.n evxousi,an\ to. avgaqo.n poi,ei(  

“You don’t want to fear authority, do you?  Then, continue doing good.” 

Paul is advancing a simple argument here.  In theory, there is no inherent need to fear authority.  In reality, 

people are often afraid.  So, Paul offers some practical advice.  The key to being happy is found in faithfully 

punching the time-clock, not fearlessly hitting the boss-button at the first sound of footsteps approaching an 

employee’s work station.  

                                                      
18 TDNT p. 83. 
19 In recent years commercial enterprises have capitalized on this reality during the NCAA Men’s Basketball Tournament 
by making television advertisements that touch on this reality.  Also, several online services include the “boss button” on 
their webpage which allows a user to click on the button and a dummy email screen appears so that if the boss were to 
walk by an employee’s computer it would appear that the employee is performing an email task. 
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kai. e[xeij e;painon evx auvth/j\ “and you will have praise from it” 

For good, law-abiding citizens, there is a civic benefit.  The word e;painon can mean praise, approval, or 

recognition.20  Translating the word as “praise” perhaps captures the idea best.  It is not to be confused with 

the praise that is given to God (usually do,xa or ai=noj).  It is no surprise that God is worthy of praise (do,xa, 

ai=noj) because his perfect, almighty, and amazing deeds flow directly from his innate characteristics, qualities 

and attributes.  However, such is not the case with the people of this world, not even Christians.  Therefore, 

when men and women, boys and girls, do indeed do good, it is an almost unexpected and most pleasant 

situation.  Or, as far as the authorities are concerned, it is a compelling reason for them to acknowledge the 

law-abiding citizens and praise them for a job well done. 

But, what are some ways that authorities demonstrate praise, approval, recognition, or commendation to their 

subordinates?  As yesterday was the deadline for filing income tax, perhaps the thought of tax rebates, 

refunds, or the like may come to mind.  And, while these could be a way that this concept is fulfilled in a 

general way for some, it wouldn’t be universally true.  Perhaps better than seeking any specific, tangible 

evidence (and be left only with illustrations of employees of the year or decorated military heroes21), it is not 

too small of a thing to say that the Holy Spirit fulfills the sense of e;painon in this way: “I urge, then, first of 

all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone—for kings and all those in 

authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness” (Timothy 2:1-2).  

qeou/ ga.r dia,kono,j evstin soi. eivj to. avgaqo,nÅ “for it is God’s servant to you for good” 

In the same way that the Father “sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45), so also he 

showers down the benefits of a peaceful life and society to the righteous and the unrighteous by means of the 

authorities that he has set in place.  Seeing as how it is God who has clearly distinguished between the 

kingdom of the church and the kingdom of the state, it sounds strange to hear God speak in terms of the 

state as his “deacon.”  Nevertheless, authorities, even evil and ungodly governments, are used by God to 

dispense goodness to people—Christians and unbelievers alike. 

eva.n de. to. kako.n poih/|j( fobou/\ ouv ga.r eivkh/| th.n ma,cairan forei/\  

“But, if you do evil, then be afraid!  For, it is not armed with the sword in vain.” 

Again, Paul is making a simple argument.  It could be said that it is so simple it could be understood under 

even the most extreme conditions of stress and crisis.22  The reason why it is true that the evildoer should be 

afraid is because the authorities are “armed with” (forei/)23 the sword.24  It is at this point that some light is 

shed on the primary, or perhaps ultimate, form of higher authority that Paul has in mind in these verses.  The 

                                                      
20 TDNT, p. 
21 “He who does no evil need not fear the rulers and has no reason to rebel against them.  He can count on their 
‘approval’ (literally, ‘praise’).  Some men are hard put to find specific evidence for this approval of the good deed in the 
life of nations.  Governments do reward and praise distinguished citizens in various ways, of course.  But what ‘approval’ 
do the unsung, decent, quiet millions ever get?  The possibility of ‘a quiet and peaceable life’ (1 Timothy 2:2) created by 
the ordered vigilance of constituted powers is in itself a mighty piece of praise, a strong approval of the descent man. 
Franzmann, Romans: A Commentary, p.232. 
22 The thief on the cross next to Jesus was able to reason that he was getting what his deeds deserved.  However, by 
contrast, Jesus had done nothing wrong. 
23 Note: The root of this word is forew not ferw.  The latter is the generic word meaning to bring or to carry.  The 
former word means “something that is carried frequently.”  In the case of clothing, for example, it is worn (TDNT).  In 
the case of a modern day weapon like a gun, we might translate that an individual is “packing” (or armed with) heat.   
24 While not absolutely true, what Lenski quotes Luther as saying can often times be the case: “It is God’s way to hold 
the world which is full of bad fellows in check by means of bad fellows as rulers.” 
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reference to “the sword” is the reason that many translations have rendered the opening verse as the 

“governing” authorities.  These are sword-bearing authorities, and they don’t carry their swords for looks 

alone (eivkh/| “for nothing”).  They can, and have God’s permission, to use the sword for corporal, or capital 

punishment.25  The sword is a means to an end.  Sometimes the end is achieved merely by the threat of force.  

At other times, the force of the sword is used to its full extent.   

Is this an endorsement of the death penalty?  There are several places in Scripture where the death penalty is 

described.  There are even a few occasions in the Old Testament where it is prescribed.  But, the New 

Testament has no direct statements regarding capital punishment apart from this verse.  So while this passage 

allows for the use of deadly force, it does not, however, require a government to use it.  On the other hand, 

there is nothing explicitly stated that limits a government to using the death penalty only in cases where 

another life has been taken.  It stands to reason that a government could choose to use the death penalty as a 

consequence of lesser crimes.  For example, if the penalty for theft was death, then these words from Paul 

would leave no room for an individual to disagree with such an edict.  If an individual doesn’t like that an 

authority has decided to use the death penalty as a punishment for theft, then the simplest solution would 

be… don’t steal.  Or, simply put, submit to the government. 

qeou/ ga.r dia,kono,j evstin e;kdikoj eivj ovrgh.n tw/| to. kako.n pra,ssonti 

“For it is God’s servant for wrath to the one who carries out evil” 

Earlier Paul referred to the government as God’s servant for good.  The government can also be God’s 

servant for wrath.  At this point it may be helpful to once again remember that these words were written first 

for people, and secondly about authority.  More important than giving directions to governments and officials 

to commend or condemn the people they are ruling over, these words speak to every soul so that as 

subordinates they may be guided in how to live and see the good and proper role that government fills.  And, 

while this is true, governments are not perfect and they may at times make poor judgments—in particular  as 

they carry out wrath on the evil doer.  But, in the event that would happen, the reaction is not rebellion.  

Rather, in a strange way, God asserts that an individual who receives such treatment can actually rejoice. 

“How is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing 

good and you endure it, this is commendable before God” (1 Peter 2:20). 

Since, then, God is involved in the work of governmental authorities because their power comes from him 

and they function as his servants, there is a spiritual aspect to their work.  However, their work is specific and 

limited to providing order, punishment, and praise for both Christians and unbelieving citizens in society.  So, 

while their work impacts the very spirit of every person, their work is separate from the spiritual work that 

Christ has authorized26 for only believers to do.  God has not authorized the governmental authorities to be 

his ministers (diako,nouj) of the new covenant of spiritual righteousness (2 Corinthians 3).  That work is ours! 

                                                      
25 It is at this point where the slightly different, yet related, conversation about capital punishment is addressed.  In the 
Roman government, there was an official edict known as the ius gladii, or “the right of the sword.”  In John Murry’s 
commentary, The Epistle to the Romans, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1968), he asserts that it is not a 
reference to capital punishment, but rather a practical measure to enact some form of an appeals process.  However, in 
F. F. Bruce’s commentary, The Letter of Paul to the Romans, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1983), he says 
that it is hard to mention the word “sword” and not include the death penalty.  This seems to be the prevailing idea 
(Franzmann also) and the idea with significant Scriptural support.  However, in the final analysis, Lenski seems to walk 
the Lutheran middle road when he says, “The New Testament lays down no law for the secular state on any matter… 
shall the state inflict or not inflict the death penalty for extreme crimes? The answer is one that the state must give.” 

26 Matthew 28:18 – “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me.  Therefore, go [authorized by Christ and with 
his authority] and make disciples.” 
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dio. avna,gkh ùpota,ssesqai( ouv mo,non dia. th.n ovrgh.n avlla. kai. dia. th.n sunei,dhsin. 

“Therefore, it is necessary to be subordinate, not only because of wrath but also because of conscience.” 

This is the fifth and final time the ta,ssw word appears.  And, with this, Paul completes the flow chart of 

superiors and subordinates.  His closing argument is powerful, especially to souls who are disturbed by the 

direction or the edicts of their governmental leaders.  While the government has the ability to use force to 

bring about order in a society, force is not always necessary.  This would be the case in the overwhelming 

majority of United States history.  However, just because individuals may not be feeling the wrath of a 

government bearing down upon them, their consciences are to guide them along the lines of where they fit in 

the order.  The government can, and perhaps should on occasion, let its power to punish be known.  It can 

be healthy for the human conscience.  But, thankfully, in God’s goodness and wisdom, he often uses 

governmental authority as one of his ‘masks’ behind which he not only has the power to punish, but also the 

power to provide for the people across an entire society.  Therefore, submitting to them just makes sense. 

 

3. The Excise27 of Authority 

Romans 13:6-7 

dia. tou/to ga.r kai. fo,rouj telei/te\ leitourgoi. ga.r qeou/ eivsin eivj auvto. tou/to proskarterou/ntejÅ 
avpo,dote pa/sin ta.j ovfeila,j( tw/| to.n fo,ron to.n fo,ron( tw/| to. te,loj to. te,loj( tw/| to.n fo,bon to.n fo,bon( 
tw/| th.n timh.n th.n timh,nÅ 

And so for this reason fulfill your tax bills, for they are God’s public servants who persist at this very 

thing.  Give back what is owed to everyone; to the one tax, tax; to the one duty, duty; to the one fear, 

fear; to the one honor, honor. 

fo,rouj telei/te “fulfill the tax bills” 

Taxation comes in many forms.  Perhaps one of the more high profile taxes in our society is the federal 

income tax.  This also happens to be one of the more involved taxations in the sense that a significant 

amount of responsibility falls to the individual who is required to submit the tax rather than a given entity 

exacting the tax.  In other words, it is a situation in which an individual has a greater ‘opportunity’ to leave the 

tax bill less than full.  However, these words help to see that there is no need to ‘hide’ money so that the 

authorities would receive less tax revenue than what is rightfully theirs.   

If Christians have taxable obligations, paying taxes in not just a responsibility but a delight to pay taxes 

because they are doing what God has properly (in good order) assigned for them to do.  If, however, the 

authorities allow individuals to legally reduce their taxable obligation, then there is clearly no wrong in using 

the system they have established.  The bottom line is even though it may not feel ‘fun’ to pay tax to the 

government, and even though the government may use tax revenue to order society in a way that may seem 

[subjectively] out of order, as long as the governmental authorities are not commanding individuals to 

personally act in a way that is contrary to God’s will, then it is a joy for Christians to put as much wealth into 

the hands of the government as the government requires.  This is hard to hear, and do, but in so doing God 

is honored and order is preserved. 

                                                      
27 Technically, an “excise tax” a very specific type of tax.  However, the word is used here in an overly general way to 
describe the ability that the governing authorities have to collect taxes. (This word was primarily used because it made a 
nice-sounding three part division for the purpose of this essay: Establishment, Exercise, and Excise). 
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leitourgoi. qeou  “a public servant of God” 

The taxing authorities are leitourgoi., public ministers—not in the sense of the public [gospel] ministry, but 

along the lines of what is more commonly referred as public service.  In our society, every elected official, and 

nearly all other forms of civic employment, consider themselves public servants.28  This is ironic since the 

overwhelming thrust of this entire section has emphasized the power that authorities have.  Perhaps the 

importance in this irony is simply this, it is a special blessing when the authorities and the powers that be see 

themselves as the servants they truly are.  This happens in an even greater way when they not only give their 

positions lip service, but actually back their words up with actions that are for the good of society. 

eivj auvto. tou/to proskarterou/ntej  “who persist into [doing] this very thing”  

Once again it is a good reminder that these words were written first of all for people and secondly about 

authority.  The reason authorities collect taxes is to enable them to carry out their work with power and to 

keep order as God has empowered them to do.  The use of the participle here is an adjectival substantive and 

not an adverbial condition, as if individuals are only bound to pay taxes as long as the authorities are 

persisting at keeping order.  Individuals may disagree and dislike the type, style, or system of order that a 

given authority may have.  And, a given authority may in fact be struggling, even failing, to keep order.  But, if 

an individual does not pay taxes, the authorities may well be further hindered in their efforts to keep the type 

of order that they have decided to use.  Therefore, it is good when governmental authorities persist in 

carrying out their plans, philosophies, and policies.  And, it might be added that it is equally good when 

citizens persist in supporting those efforts through paying taxes.  

avpo,dote pa/sin ta.j ovfeila,j  “give back what is owed to everyone [in authority]” 

This is a beautiful use of the word avpo,dote.  The word is not simply “to give,” but “to give back.”  Through 

the eyes of faith, Christians see that everything they have, or that anyone has, not only comes from God but 

ultimately belongs to God.  Therefore, at God’s direction, to give tax revenue ‘back’ to the government is 

simply reallocating God’s resources to the investments vehicle of his choice.  It isn’t really a concern if it 

seems like a bad investment.  (And, if God is willing to generously allocate resources to someone like me, is 

redirecting resources to a government really any less of a ‘bad’ investment?) 

fo,ron( te,loj( fo,bon( timh,n  “tax, duty, fear, honor” 

The word “tax” (fo,ron) carries with it the idea of a general fee or bill that is applied to citizens.  The second 

word, te,loj, is a common word.  It is used here in the sense of a civic payment toward an amount that is 

owed.  In order to differentiate this word from fo,ron, it is translated here as “duty.”  The reason for 

translating it “duty” (while “tribute” or “custom” could also work) is to provide the picture of a “duty free” 

store—often located near the border of a country.  Duty free means an item is not subject to tax (duty) 

because an individual is not a citizen of that given country.  So, then, since every soul is subject to their 

governing authorities, they are indebted to pay what they owe—their duty.   

The third and fourth words in this series shift from financial obligations to relational obligations.  The word, 

fo,bon, appeared earlier in this section.  The first time the word “fear” was used, it was used in the sense that 

                                                      
28 When Robert Gates stepped down as the President of Texas A&M University to become the United States Secretary 
of Defense, I heard him make this comment in his farewell address: “Life is meaningless without some significant 
contribution to public service.”  Even in the position as one of the world’s most powerful people, Bob Gates (whose 
friends have described him as a non-church going man) considered working for the government as being a public servant. 
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the authorities were responsible for rendering this attitude in individuals by wielding the sword.  On this 

occasion, “fear” is an attitude that the individuals are responsible for rending in themselves toward the 

authorities.  For this reason, since it is an attitude that is intended to come freely from individuals, and not by 

threat of the sword, it seems best to translate the word here as “respect” rather than “fear.”  The final word is 

timh,n.  By including the word “honor” in the conversation about governing authorities, it leaves the door 

open for a conversation about the high calling that to which authorities have been entrusted.  Yet the 

conversation ends where it began and that is with the fact that these words were written first for individuals, 

and second about authority, because regardless of how authorities behave (almost without exception), 

individuals are to be subordinate to them.  So, perhaps the better question is, especially with these last two 

terms, how can citizens best show honor and respect to their governing authorities? 

Conclusion 

There were countless times when writing this essay when I didn’t want to write the points that Paul clearly 

makes, and that God is gives to us, in this section of the Bible.  So often, it seemed like the message was, 

“Just do what you are told and don’t argue with it.”  That doesn’t sit well with my old self.  And, therein is the 

problem.  These words are placed with the greatest of care in Paul’s epistle to the Romans.  They only are 

written after he had written that our “old self was crucified with [Christ] so that the body of sin might be done 

away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin” (Romans 6:6). 

Remember that Paul wanted nothing more than for the congregation of Christians at Rome with their Jewish 

and Gentile backgrounds and baggage to be united in a righteousness that does not come from the law but 

that comes from God through faith to all who believe.  Only when this was accomplished could the Romans 

get busy with the work of sharing the gospel in Rome.  So, when it came to the practical matters of living in 

the world of Roman politics, God wanted them to have these words so that they could get past potential 

pitfalls and get on with telling more people about the good news of forgiveness.  And, the best way to do 

that, according to God, is to “submit to the governing authorities.” 

I think this is especially hard for us to do in the United States, since the government allow free speech as well 

as a system for changing the extent of authority that the authorities have.  This has hardly been the case 

throughout world history.  But, it is our case.  Although, at the end of the day, I wonder to myself if we 

wouldn’t get more accomplished for the kingdom of God if we spent less time concerning ourselves with the 

matters of the earthly kingdom in which we live?  Say for example that churches would lose their tax exempt 

status and consequently incur a significant annual expense in the congregation’s budget.  Where is my time 

best spent—working within the political parameters to reverse the ruling, or partnering with God’s people to 

render additional revenue to support the gospel ministry?  If I like one option over the other, what is my 

motivation for that option? 

Finally, over the course of the past year since this essay was assigned, there have been countless news stories I 

have heard and questions I have asked myself about how these Bible verses would lead me to respond.  And, 

my final analysis is that many of the situations and questions remain unanswered.  One the one hand I realize 

that it is a blessed joy to be able to live in submission to the governing authorities.  On the other hand, I 

recognize that I could also very well die because of them.  But, there is one thing that I am more confident of 

than ever … The only way to begin to answer such questions and respond to such situations is to “clothe 

yourself with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature” 

(Romans 13:14 – the last verse of the chapter). 


