GOVERNMENT & FINANCE (Romans 13:1-7)
There is much debate over the role of government and finance. Often in Christian circles, political
debate generates more heat than light! The Christian life has always been a tightrope the saints of
God have had to walk because as believers we live in two kingdoms – the kingdom of God and
the kingdom of men. This tightrope inevitably leads to tensions when conflict arises.
In Matthew 22, the Pharisees thought they had come up with an elaborate strategy to
destroy the ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ. They posed the trick question, “What thinkest thou?
Is it lawful to give tribute unto Caesar, or not?” Now you can discern the subtlety of the serpent in the
question. If our Lord had replied in the affirmative, they would have immediately denounced Him
as a traitor to the nation of Israel. However, if He had replied in the negative, they would have
reported Him to the authorities as a rebellious insurgent. They knew that the Romans were ruthless
on those suspected of inciting revolution. The Master demonstrates His wisdom by simply
requesting a coin from them, which they hand over. In presenting this coin to Him, it implied that
they accept the rule and legal tender of Caesar over them. He then asked, “Whose is this image and
superscription?” When they admit that it is Caesar’s, Christ declares, “Render therefore unto Caesar the
things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s.”

damnation. For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then
not be afraid of the power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the
same: For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do that which is
evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a
revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil. Wherefore ye must needs be
subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake. For this cause pay ye
tribute also: for they are God's ministers, attending continually upon this very
thing. Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to
whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour. (Romans 13:1-7)
Paul begins, as he often does, by laying down a principle that he will then unfold and defend. The
principle that he instructs us is, “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers.” This word, “subject” is
a present middle imperative verb. This indicates that this is a command that we must be doing
continuously by ourselves. It is a word that means “a voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating,
assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden.” It differs from obedience in the sense that
submission deals more with the attitude whereas obedience deals more with the actual acts that
result from a submissive heart. There are no exceptions or caveats presented here by Paul.
The expression “every soul” is very emphatic in the Greek. It means both believers and
unbelievers. This expression “the higher powers” includes not just the heads of state (presidents,
prime ministers, kings and queens, emperors, and dictators of every variety), but every agent of
the state’s authority including judges, police officers, teachers etc. Peter picks up the same point
and argues that this means all levels of government such as police officers, civil servants, school
teachers etc.,
Submit yourselves to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake: whether it be to
the king, as supreme; Or unto governors, as unto them that are sent by him for the
punishment of evildoers, and for the praise of them that do well. For so is the will
of God, that with well doing ye may put to silence the ignorance of foolish men (1
Peter 2:13-15)

Kent Hughes comments,

Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God:
the powers that be are ordained of God. Whosoever therefore resisteth the power,
resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves

So, being a citizen of a heavenly kingdom in no way negates our responsibility to be submissive
and good citizens. In fact, it should enhance our commitment to be so.
The first reason that Paul gives that we must submit to the state is that governments are
of God, “For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God.” (v1b) So strongly does
Paul emphasize this fact that he points out, “Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance
of God.” (v2a) Therefore, submission to the government is an expression of our submission to
God. The theological reality is that even the very worst of rulers and governments are universally
ordained by God. This is regardless of place, circumstance, or any other consideration. It is God
alone who determines who sits on the throne (Psalm 75:6-7). That does not mean that everything
they do is right or good, but that God is the sovereign power behind them, permitting their rule.
Therefore, anarchy is never an option for the Christian. For that would be to seek to overthrow
what God has ordained.
All throughout Scripture, God represents Himself as the controlling force behind every
government, without exception (cf. Dan. 2:20-21; John 19:10- 11; Rom. 9:17). Every believer, no
matter what form of government he is under, is required to humbly submit himself to that
governing authority. We should not conclude that this was an easy statement for Paul to make. He
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“It was a brilliant answer, and all His critics could do was walk away shaking their heads in
wonder. With this single sentence our Lord established the validity of human government,
while at the same time setting its limits. Caesar had his image on certain things, and they
rightly belonged to him. There is a proper domain and function for human government.
However, God has stamped His Own image on man (the intellect, the will, and the soul
bear the divine stamp). Thus, man may give outward things to Caesar, but the inner man
belongs to God.”
So in this declaration of principle, Christ wonderfully set out the need to recognise and honour
human government, while at the same time showing its limitations. The Apostle in Romans 13
gives simply a further exposition of His teaching.

faced hostile governmental authorities throughout his ministry and would eventually be
imprisoned and die by their hand. Yet, Paul never counselled rebellion or disobedience. Ray
Pritchard notes,
“When Paul wrote these words, who was in power in Rome? A wicked ruler named Nero,
who hated Christians, had them rounded up, dipped in tallow, tied to stakes and burned
like candles in his garden. He ordered Rome set on fire and then blamed the Christians,
setting off the first wave of official persecution. We’ve largely forgotten how wicked and pagan
ancient Rome really was. Abortion flourished, homosexuality was accepted as normal, and the
masses worshipped Caesar as Lord. Sorcery and black magic abounded. No government
in America has ever been as pagan as the government of ancient Rome. Yet Paul said all
authority comes from God.”

ROLE OF GOVERNMENT
Paul reveals that God has a clear role for the government. It is simply to check evil and to promote
good, “For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? do that
which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same: For he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if thou do
that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute
wrath upon him that doeth evil.” This power to punish is a “severe mercy” of grace to our society, “For
he is the minister of God to thee for good.” Government is given by God to restrain man’s sin and to
protect fallen man from himself. Even bad government is better than no government. For if God
were to remove governments, lawlessness and sin would abound in our society as in the days of
anarchy before the flood.
Governments have a moral duty to carry out on God’s behalf against evildoers and to
protect those who do right, “for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth
evil.” This expression “for he is the minister of God, a revenger” doesn’t mean that they are godly but
rather that these human authorities serve the purpose of God on earth. The punishing of
corruption, injustice and abuse of power is part of this role (cf. Isaiah 10:1-2; Amos 1-2). This
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means that it is not illegitimate for governments to regulate the balance of power between the
employer and the employee, between bank and borrower or between landlord and tenant. It is
interesting that in the theocracy of Israel the Lord commanded that the labour laws be just and
fair to all sides. For instance, the labourer was to be paid a just salary for his labour, “Thou shalt not
defraud thy neighbour, neither rob him: the wages of him that is hired shall not abide with thee all night until the
morning.” (Leviticus 19:13) This means that a Christian employer should ensure that his employees
aren’t just paid a minimum wage but a living wage that gives dignity and respect to the employee’s
labour.

There is a legitimate argument that governments have a role in providing assistance to the poor
and destitute. The Protestant reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin used the teaching of Psalm
72 to argue that a “righteous” government helps the poor. Many Christian politicians in the 16th
and 17th century passed what became known as “poor laws” to provide social welfare for those
who were in desperate need of help. They used the examples of welfare programmes in ancient
Israel, such as gleaning, to argue for their moral legitimacy. We may not always agree on the type
or extent of services our government should provide, but we should not criticise the principle of
government intervening to help those who cannot help themselves.
That doesn’t mean that the Bible grants carte blanche for governments to throw around
money foolishly, create a dependency culture, take on huge national debts or engage in excessive
taxation. Governments should also use their resources wisely and tax policy should be prudent
and just. They must not simply abuse their power to steal private property and wealth from those
who have earned it legitimately by corrupt taxation and seizures of assets. The Bible upholds the
right to the private ownership of property by forbidding the stealing and coveting that which
belongs to another (Exod. 20:15-17).
The overriding task of government is that it must, consistently and effectively, deal with
the evil doer or criminal in our society and enforces laws consistent with biblical morality. The
government that does that, even if it is a secular government, can be said to be doing right and
must be respected by believers.
GOVERNMENT AND FINANCE
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The one thing that is universally hated is taxation. Mark Twain famously complained, “A tax is a
fine for doing well, a fine is a tax for doing wrong.” Governments have imposed taxation since
the beginning of time, which is why Benjamin Franklin observed, “but in this world nothing can
be said to be certain, except death and taxes.” Taxation can come in the form or direct taxation
like income tax or indirect taxation such as GST, tolls, Stamp Duty etc. The Bible urges the
Christian to have a different attitude to the world on taxation. After teaching us that governments
are ordained by God as “God’s ministers,” the apostle instructs us that believers should respond in
a particular manner. We are to, “Render therefore to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to
whom custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour.”
The idea of this word “render” is to repay a debt that is owed. It is in the imperative mood
in the Greek meaning it is a direct command to do it right away. Paul makes clear that we are
required is to pay “dues” which are really direct taxes, like income tax, and “tributes” which are more
indirect taxes, like road tolls. This does not mean that all taxes are just but that the principle of
taxation is a right one. The godly Joseph implemented a tax regime in Egypt and God commanded
that the Jews were to pay a temple tax.
As Christians we may disagree with the amount we are taxed or the way our taxes are spent,
but we have no right to withhold paying taxes to the lawful authorities. Tax revenue is needed for
them to carry out their God-ordained function. We should pay them willingly and promptly. We
should do it not simply because we are afraid of being caught by the Inland Revenue and fined
but because they are “God’s ministers” and our conscience requires us to be fully honest before God
and man, “Wherefore ye must needs be subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake.” Remember,
God sees your accounts and tax returns before the Inland Revenue does! Pritchard points out our
duties to government,
“As such, they deserve four things from us: Taxes, revenue, respect, and honor. We may think we are
heavily taxed (and we are), but hardly more so than in the first century. Rome had an
income tax, a head tax, a poll tax, a road tax, a wagon tax, a crop tax, an import tax, an
export tax, a harbor tax, and a bridge tax–to name only a few. The Caesars like to live in
style and it cost a lot of money to maintain that huge empire, so they taxed their people
heavily in order to pay for everything. Paying taxes is a Christian duty. Tax evasion is not only
a crime; it’s also a sin…..The worldling pays his taxes and obeys the laws largely because he
fears the penalty, or he realizes that this is the only way that law and order can be
maintained. But the Christian is put under a far higher responsibility; he is told to pay these
things for the sake of conscience. That is, he knows that to fail to do this will affect his
own relationship with God.”
The ultimate model in payment of taxes is Jesus Christ in Matthew 17. He not only paid His own
taxes, but commanded, “Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s.” Our payment of
taxes is not optional! Don’t excuse yourself by pleading financial hardship. For all of God’s
commandments include His enablements. It is perfectly acceptable to take legal,
honest roads to reduce our tax burden. But evasion or cheating on taxes is a crime
against government and a sin against God. It will harm your testimony. The early Christians
became model citizens because they paid their taxes promptly and in full. The historian Tertullian
(c. 155 – c. 240 AD) notes, “That which the Romans lost by the Christians refusing to bestow gifts
on their temples, they gained by their conscientious payment of taxes.”
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ATTITUDE TO GOVERNMENT
We live today in the age of toxic social media, where the most ignorant and rebellious voices are
amplified. Often the government is the target of this vitriol. Paul also touches on our attitude to
the governing authorities. He tells us we must give, “fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour.” This
“fear” is more a sense of awe and reverence for those that hold the offices of the state. This word
“honour” has the idea of showing the proper respect for those in authority because they are holding
a God-appointed office. Peter also exhorts us to “honour the king” (1 Peter 2:17).
This doesn’t mean we have to agree with everything they do or say but it means we must
be careful how we express any disagreement. We may disagree, critique their policies, vote for
alternative parties, and campaign for laws to be changed. But we must do this well and speak the
truth in love. It’s always better to keep quiet than to speak out in burning anger.
The manner that we pay our taxes and respect the lawful authorities is an indication of our
spiritual state. Christians should never speak in a derogatory way to or about those that God has
appointed to rule in governmental roles. They are God’s appointed servants and whom God has
appointed, we must not treat disrespectfully. Let us pay our taxes faithfully and give due respect
and honour to those that God has appointed to rule over us, especially in this day of increasing
lawlessness and disrespect for authority. You cannot be a spiritual person and disrespect the
authority that God has placed over you. This is true whether it is the governing authorities, church
authorities, and family authorities. Kent Hughes writes that,
“As Christians we may deplore the politics of a particular person in office. We may be
repelled by his scandalous conduct. But that does not disallow us from respecting the
office. The person is just a human, but the office exists at the discretion of God. Even in
our dissent we must always be Christian gentlemen and gentlewomen.”

The best way to be model citizens is to pray for those in government in our nation. The Apostle
Paul urges, “I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be
made for all men; For kings, and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all
godliness and honesty.” (1 Timothy 2:1-2) We must continually pray for them that God will be pleased
to turn their hearts away from sin to enable Christians in their efforts to achieve spiritual goals.
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LIMITATION ON GOVERNMENT
The Bible makes clear that governments have a legitimate but limited function. God instituted
civil government to restrain the evil doer, not to usurp the roles of other institutions such as the church
or family. We need to remember that governments can restrain evil by deterrent and punish the
wrong doer, but they cannot change the hearts of people. They have the ability to treat some of
the symptoms, but they cannot effect a complete cure by dealing with the root of the disease – the
sin nature. That is why so many criminals re-offend so often and are jailed on multiple occasions.
Governments are not evangelists! They may frighten us into obeying the laws outwardly, but they
cannot make us delight or love the moral law of God. Only the gospel can do that.
The function of evangelizing the world has been given to the church not to the
government. We should be interested in politics as governments affect our lives. But we should
not become obsessed by politics, as they are not the best solution to the problems of sin in our
society. That said, it is not wrong for Christians to participate in the political process either in
terms of holding office, campaigning for a political party or seeking to influence civil government.
Any Christian or church that does not seek to influence all aspects of a society in a righteous
direction, including civil government, is ignoring an important task.
Government has a role in raising taxation and spending public funds for the good of the
nation. But that should not mean that we become dependent on them for handouts. The
government does not owe you any good or service, contrary to what populists like to claim. Many
people, including Christians, decide on whether a government or politician is “good” based on
how much they promise to give you. This is a wrong perspective. Christians are taught that “The
Lord is My Shepherd” when it comes to trusting to provide for our needs. It is not “The
Government is my shepherd!”
CONCLUSION
The Bible declares, “Righteousness exalteth a nation: but sin is a reproach to any people.” (Prov. 13:34) The
“Righteousness” here is the degree to which any government or political leader legislates and
promotes laws, morals, and policies in accordance with God’s righteous standards. The values of
a nation are never neutral. They either reflect God’s moral law or they do not.
God holds all nations, including avowed secular ones, accountable to His moral law, “The
wicked shall be turned into hell, and all the nations that forget God.” (Psalm 9:17) This is because every
human, saved or unsaved, has the moral law of God written on his or her heart (Romans 2:14-16)
We see examples of this direct accountability in history, such as the judgment of the Global Flood
and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. Steven R. Cook gives a helpful summary,

leaders (Rom. 13:1, 5; Tit. 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13-15), pay taxes (Rom. 13:6), regard rulers as
“servants of God” who do His will (Rom. 13:6), and to pray for them (1 Tim. 2:1-2). We
realize there is a legitimate sense in which the leaders of this world accomplish God’s
purposes by keeping harmony and promoting justice (Rom. 13:2-4; 6-7). We do not
blindly submit to their authority, and should say no to governmental leaders when they
command us to go against the commands of God (see Dan. 3:1-18; 6:1-13; Acts 4:19-20;
5:28-29). The Christian obeys or defies human authority only as the Bible
directs. Ultimately, those who obey God’s word prove to be a blessing that promotes
righteousness within a nation.”

As Christians we are citizens of an earthly kingdom and also of a heavenly one. While we live in
the earthly one, we are commanded to pay taxes, respect those in authority over us, and keep a
clean conscience. Living as a good citizen makes us an effective witness for Christ, “do that which is
good, and thou shalt have praise of the same.” Let us do that.

“Historically, Christians have been a positive influence in society by promoting law and
being charitable to the needy (Gal. 2:10; Jam. 1:27). They’ve built schools, hospitals,
orphanages, and other helpful organizations that lift man up. They’ve fed the hungry,
cared for the sick, housed the homeless, provided for widows and orphans, and visited
prisoners with the Gospel. Christians have also promoted art, literature, music and
science. Certainly there have been abuses in the name of Christianity; however, the
historical record speaks favorably about Christian service. For the most part, believers
have obeyed Scripture and become law abiding citizens rather than rebels. Scripture
teaches Christians to think of government as a “minister of God” (Rom. 13:4), to obey
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