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We live in a rebellious age:  in music and dress, whether grunge, punk or Goth, with all the piercings and 
tattooings that go with it; in the family, where teens hit their parents and defy instruction; in church forms 
and structures, with the Emergent church quickly gaining popularity; in politics, where Taleban fighters 
resist elected Afghan leaders… the list of examples is endless. This world has been in rebellion since sin 
entered in!  Rebellion is the motto of the forces of hell and evil!  Consider this description of Satan from 
Isaiah 14: 
 

(Isaiah 14: 12-15)  “How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn!  How you are cut 
down to the ground, you who laid the nations low!  You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to 
heaven; above the stars of God.  I will set my throne on high; I will sit on the mount of assembly 
in the far reaches of the north;   I will ascend above the heights of the clouds;   I will make myself 
like the Most High.’  But you are brought down to Sheol, to the far reaches of the pit.” 

 
But there is absolutely no room for rebellion against authority in the life of a Christian.  Last time we 
established the principle that God is the one who places every governing authority in the world.  This is a 
difficult thought to get our minds around because we are automatically drawn to question this when we 
consider some of the evil leaders of history – Hitler, Hussein, Idi Amin, Bloody Mary – we could make 
quite a long list.  But when we examined the Bible, what we saw was example after example of God 
declaring that He is sovereign over all leaders, kings and despots:  Pharoah, Nebuchadnezzar, Cyrus, 
Sennecharib, and even Pilate – the one who condemned the Lord Jesus to die.  Pilate is, in fact, a case in 
point.   
 

(John 19:1-11)   “Then Pilate took Jesus and flogged him. And the soldiers twisted together a 
crown of thorns and put it on his head and arrayed him in a purple robe. They came up to him, 
saying, ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’ and struck him with their hands. Pilate went out again and said 
to them, ‘See, I am bringing him out to you that you may know that I find no guilt in him.’ So 
Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. Pilate said to them, ‘Behold the 
man!’ When the chief priests and the officers saw him, they cried out, ‘Crucify him, crucify him!’ 
Pilate said to them, ‘Take him yourselves and crucify him, for I find no guilt in him.’ The Jews 
answered him, ‘We have a law, and according to that law he ought to die because he has made 
himself the Son of God.’  When Pilate heard this statement, he was even more afraid.  He entered 
his headquarters again and said to Jesus, ‘Where are you from?’ But Jesus gave him no answer. 
 So Pilate said to him, ‘You will not speak to me? Do you not know that I have authority to 
release you and authority to crucify you?’  Jesus answered him, ‘You would have no authority 
over me at all unless it had been given you from above. Therefore he who delivered me over to 
you has the greater sin.’” 

 
“You would have no authority over me at all unless it had been given you from above.”  This thought is 
confirmed in a cursory sort of way in Acts 2. 
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(Acts 2:22-23)   “Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by 
God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you 
yourselves know—  this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of 
God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.” 

 
We may not fully grasp all the ins and outs of this providential work of God, but lest there be any doubt 
as to its reality, Paul makes the point perfectly clear: 
 

(Romans 13:1) “For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been 
instituted by God.” 

 
This is the reason we must submit to civil and political authorities: God has ordained them.  Thus, 
resisting them is equivalent to resisting the will of God. 
 

“Therefore whoever resists the authorities resists what God has appointed...” 
 
Paul says that the man who remains in a continual state of standing against the governing authorities – the 
man who is always rebelling against leaders and their rule – that man is opposing God’s ordinance.  He is 
arguing against providence.  He is rejecting God’s rule and decree.  And this continual rebellion will 
result in him one day receiving judgment against himself. 
 

“those who resist will incur judgment.” 
 
There is some discussion as to whether this judgment is temporal or eternal – whether it comes on the 
rebel in this life or the next.  We will get to that in a moment.  But what I want you to pause and consider 
here is this:  Refusing to submit to any ruler is equal to refusing to submit to God’s will.  
 
 I do not think it is a stretch to say that this obedience extends to the laws of the land.  We are called as 
Christians to willingly place ourselves under these laws, to obey them.  I also do not believe it is a stretch 
to apply this principle of submission to relationships with other authorities.  There is no question that Paul 
is addressing civil or political authorities, whether elected, appointed or self-appointed. He does not 
discuss the means of their ascendancy to power, nor does he address the various political forms.  So, it 
seems to me that what is true in our relation to the state is the same as what is true in other relations – 
wives are to submit to husbands, children are to obey parents, Christians are to obey church leaders.  All 
of these are taught in the Bible and express the same principle:  God determines who the authority is and 
requires us to submit to them. 
 
This has ramifications, then, in your school, workplace, neighbourhood, social clubs, volunteer 
organizations, etc.  Where there is a leadership structure, Christians are to be models of willful 
submission. 
 
Last week I put a big warning label on top of the message:  Many Unanswered Questions.  Let me quickly 
point out the biggest unanswered question that I will still not address this week:  How do Christians 
respond to an authority when asked to either do something the Bible condemns, or to stop doing 
something the Bible commands?  There are other knotty problems to figure out. How do Christians 
respond to evils permitted or endorsed by civil authorities that are not forced on the Christian directly?  
An example of this is the issue of abortion.  We will begin to deal with these, Lord willing, next Sunday.   
 
Today, my desire is for you to think through the blunt commands of this passage again and to consider 
how they ought to shape your living patterns.  In particular, I want you to notice the two Submission 
Motivators found in this text.  What are the two primary stimuli or persuading influences to help us place 
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our stubborn, proud selves under the authorities in our life?  They can be summarized with one word 
each:  Wrath and Conscience. 
 
I. The first motivator to submit to authority: Wrath. 
 

(Romans 13)  Vs 2: “those who resist will incur judgment.   Vs. 4: “…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.”   Vs. 5: “Therefore one must be in subjection, (not 
only) to avoid God's wrath..” 

 
When you are a child, you are hard-wired to do your own thing – that is one reason God gives you 
parents.  And one reason you submit to your parents is that they are bigger than you.  If you do not obey, 
there will be sad consequences.  You may not like what they command, but you are not a fool and you do 
it. 

 
If you decide to extend your garden shed into your neighbour’s backyard, one day a city bulldozer will 
come by and knock it down.  Why?  Because the city has made laws about where you may build your 
shed and you have broken those laws. 
 
The governing authority “bears the sword.”  This is a euphemism that means that they are entrusted with 
the severest form of civil punishment: the death penalty.  Although Christians do not have the right to 
take anyone’s life to avenge evil done against them, the governing authority not only has the right but the 
responsibility to do just that where appropriate.  So, Paul can write that one motivator to submitting to 
authority is very simple – they can kill you for rebelling against them.  And this putting to death is not 
only permitted, but it is the service of God.  To the individual is given the command in Romans 12:19 
“Never avenge yourselves...”   To the government is given the duty to be “an avenger who carries out 
God's wrath on the wrongdoer.” 
 
I am not going to get in to an extended defense of the death penalty.  I do not think one is needed!  It 
seems quite clear from this text alone that such ought to be the case and I think it is a blemish on our 
country that we have robbed the governing authority of their duty before God.  I am not for one minute 
suggesting that there are no difficulties or problems associated with the state bearing the sword.  Of 
course there are!  The primary one being that too often in history it has been used to kill Christians – in 
fact, used to kill Christ!  I acknowledge all of that will stand by the statement that the governing authority 
“under the sun” is called by God to “bear the sword.”   
 
But, even if the sword is taken from the state, there remain a few daggers and pocket knives!  The state is 
still able to inflict punishment of various kinds on those who defy and rebel against the rulers and their 
rules.  This serves as one of the carrots dangling in front of the Christian to entice him to submit.  Wrath 
is a good motivator!  Clearly, Paul is thinking here primarily of civil punishments:  arrest, trial, 
community service, payment of fines, restitution, jail time... these kinds of things.  These are forms of 
God’s wrath. 
 
We might draw a parallel to the wrath of God against the unbeliever as described in Romans 1 and 2.  
God’s wrath is made known now in this life but it is also being stored up for the life to come.  Paul seems 
to be saying the same with regard to rebellion against authorities.  There is both a temporal and an eternal 
manifestation of the wrath.  You may be thrown into prison now for murdering a man, but you will pay 
even more dearly for that sin after you die.  There is an “already” and a “not yet” to this wrath.  Either 
way, it is all qualified as the wrath “of God.” 
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We need to be careful here, however.  Paul is not teaching that you will lose your salvation if you rebel 
while a Christian.  Rather, he is saying that if you live a life of continual rebellion against authority, it is 
painting a picture that you are not a Christian to begin with!  Obviously, if you rebel against authority as a 
Christian, you will receive your just deserts.   
 
If you choose to rebel against the speed laws for motor vehicles, you will rightly incur the wrath of the 
governing authorities through its agent – the police.  And when that officer pulls you over, here is what 
you are to say:  “Dear Sir, I chose to break the law by going 75 in a 50 zone.  No one compelled me to do 
this.  My own flesh urged me to do this.  It is right for you to stop me and not the other guys. I was 
rebelling against the state and I deserve your wrath.  Thank you for pulling me over.” 
 
Thank you?  Yes. Why? 
 
II. The second motivator to submit to authority – Conscience. 
 

(Romans 12:3-7)   “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.  Therefore one must be in subjection, not only to avoid God's 
wrath but also for the sake of conscience.  For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the 
authorities are ministers of God, attending to this very thing. Pay to all what is owed to them: 
taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is 
owed, honor to whom honor is owed.” 

 
Although Paul uses fewer words to describe the second of the two motivators, it is in my mind of far more 
significance to the Christian.  You might think of this as the progress you want to see in your children.  
When they are tiny tots, you teach them to obey simply because you tell them and you are the authority.  
As they get older, you back off the “wrath” side of things and hope that they will begin to act according to 
their conscience. 
 
Now what is the conscience?  There is a lot of confusion about this!  There was an old Flintstones episode 
where Fred had the “devil Fred” on one shoulder and the “angel Fred” on the other.  And he was always 
torn between the two!  To whom should he listen?  This is a bad picture of conscience!  Paul has already 
described the conscience at work in the non-believer.  
 

(Romans 2:15-16)   “They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their 
conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them on that 
day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.” 

 
Here we see that the conscience is some internal thing that bears witness, or testifies.  Like a witness on 
the witness stand in a courtroom, it is reporting to the court.  What is it reporting?  Well, it might either be 
accusing (saying this is bad) or might even go further and start excusing (saying that it is bad, but not that 
bad!)  Either way, what is the conscience doing here?  It is evaluating a decision or action, whether made 
or contemplated, and returning a verdict on whether or not it is morally good.  Since Romans 2 is 
speaking of Gentiles, we know that all people have been given a conscience, but not all people have a 
properly functioning conscience.  Some have seared their conscience.  You see this in 1 Timothy. 
 

(1 Timothy 4:1-5)  “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the 
faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, through the insincerity 
of liars whose consciences are seared, who forbid marriage and require abstinence from foods 
that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth. For 
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everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with 
thanksgiving, for it is made holy by the word of God and prayer.” 

 
These deceitful and wicked liars have seared their consciences.  To sear something is to make it unfeeling 
or ineffective by burning.  Through their lies and deceit, they have rendered their consciences ineffective.  
It is like a pause button on a parachute: push it all you want, nothing will happen!  For these men, they 
still have a conscience, but it is ineffective, calloused over, and ignored.   
 
It was of vital importance to the early church to have a good conscience, that is, a conscience that was 
informed by the Truth and functioning properly.  That is why you even see Paul asking others to pray for 
him in this regard.  They understood that an informed conscience was a useful tool to obeying the will of 
God.  If my conscience is being renewed by the Truth, it can help me to “feel” what is right and what is 
wrong.  The conscience does not tell us what to do, it evaluates what we plan to do.  It says, this is a good 
thing or this is a bad thing.  It is like an internal metering device that’s function depends on how well-
maintained we keep it. 
 
The best way to cause the conscience to malfunction is to ignore it.  This is what Paul is getting at here in 
Romans 13. 
 

(Romans 13:6)  “For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are ministers of God, 
attending to this very thing.”   
 

What is he saying?  The Roman Christians knew the stunning words of Jesus to the Pharisees: 
 

(Luke 20:19-26)   “The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on him at that very hour, 
for they perceived that he had told this parable against them, but they feared the people. So they 
watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, that they might catch him in something 
he said, so as to deliver him up to the authority and jurisdiction of the governor. So they asked 
him, ‘Teacher, we know that you speak and teach rightly, and show no partiality, but truly teach 
the way of God.  Is it lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?’  But he perceived their 
craftiness, and said to them,  ‘Show me a denarius.  Whose likeness and inscription does it have?’ 
They said, ‘Caesar's.’  He said to them, ‘Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to 
God the things that are God's.’  And they were not able in the presence of the people to catch him 
in what he said, but marveling at his answer they became silent.” 

 
You pay taxes for the sake of your conscience; your mind has been informed by the teaching of Jesus who 
told you to do this.  If you do not pay taxes, you will sear your conscience.  So, you pay taxes.  Now, Paul 
says, take this principle a little further.  I have just told you that all authority is God-ordained and must be 
obeyed.  You may obey out of fear of getting caught (experiencing wrath).  This is “eye-service”.  But it 
is far better for you to obey out of conscience. 
 
As I was driving to that wedding a week ago, I decided that I should speed.  And I did.  What was 
surprising to me was the intensity of the battle to make this decision.  I would suggest to you that it was 
so intense because my mind had been informing my conscience all week long!  I had been de-calcifying it 
through the vinegar of the Word and now it was enlivened to better do its work!   
 
This is the great motivator to obey authority.  When you obey, even in the smallest things, you are 
correcting and improving your conscience – that internal morality-meter – so that it becomes even more 
effective in other parts of your life.  
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I would propose the reverse is also true.  If you consistently deny your conscience, it will correspondingly 
lessen in effectiveness.  And that makes your conscience a less effective tool in your sanctification.  Put 
another way, every time you decide to speed, you take a torch to your conscience and sear it a little more. 
 
Do you want to go through life without fear?  Obey authority! 
 

(Romans 13:3b-4)  “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.” 

 
Or consider what Peter wrote to those poor Christians under the awful reign of Nero: 
 

(1 Peter 3:13-18)  “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. Have no fear of them, nor be 
troubled, but in your hearts regard Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a 
defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness 
and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your 
good behavior in Christ may be put to shame. For it is better to suffer for doing good, if that 
should be God's will, than for doing evil.  For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for 
the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God...” 

(1 Peter 2:13-25)   “Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the 
emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise 
those who do good. For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the 
ignorance of foolish people. Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as a cover-up 
for evil, but living as servants of God. Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor 
the emperor. Servants, be subject to your masters with all respect, not only to the good and gentle 
but also to the unjust. For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows 
while suffering unjustly. For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure? 
But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God. 
For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so 
that you might follow in his steps. He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. 
When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but 
continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on 
the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 
For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your 
souls.” 

It is no mistake that Peter turns to Jesus as the prime example of this submission to authority in both 
cases.  Think of how wonderful His conscience was as it was never influenced by internal sin!  The Good 
News of the Gospel is that the One of the cleanest conscience is able and willing to forgive those with the 
most seared and calloused consciences – if they will repent and believe. 
 
If you sit there this morning and feel in your own heart that twinge of guilt – that sense that things are not 
right between you and God – I would argue that what is left of your conscience is being worked upon by 
the Holy Spirit.  And it is vital you do not ignore or reject that little voice.  If you do, you risk searing 
your conscience forever!  No, listen to those accusations against you – lawbreaker, sinner, guilty – these 
are true!  Those guilt feelings don’t need an injection of some post-modern self-esteem hoogly.  They 
need to be listened to and felt – and you must flee to the only one who can solve your problem.  You are 
like a dying man with little feeling left.  You have returned to consciousness and are seeing your 
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condition – get to the phone, call 911, look for help!  Don’t drift back into your stupor! Do something!  
Turn from your sins and call upon the Name of the Lord. 
 
God has ordained every authority.  That truth renews our minds.  Now we are bound to it and in order to 
not violate our conscience we must follow the instructions at the head of this chapter:  Submit to the 
governing authorities.  None of us should be the recipients of deserved wrath.  Oh, we may receive the 
unjust wrath of the state – no question about that – but may it never be said of us that we are guilty of 
breaking the God-ordained ruler’s laws.  Christians are to be model citizens, even on the highways. 
 
When the temptation comes to follow the devil and shout at the heavens “I WILL!”,  it is then you must 
cry for mercy!  Trust me – I know all the arguments, justifications, rationalizations, and excuses.  All I 
ask is that you hold them in honesty before the light of Romans 13:1-2 for the sake of your conscience. 
 
Christian!  Submit to the governing authority. 
 
Next week, we will see when it is, if ever, that this command might be broken. 
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