HOW WE RELATE TO THE STATE
Everyone must subject himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2 Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves. 3 For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you. 4 For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience.
6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing. 7 Give to everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor.
                                                                                                                                                 Romans 13:1-7
Why does Paul insert this paragraph at this point in Romans? To some readers it seems out of place in the midst of chapters 12 and 13, interrupting Paul’s discussion of Christian love (12:9-21 and 13:8-10). Some have even questioned whether the paragraph was written and inserted into the body of the letter at a later time.
But we have no evidence that the letter of Romans was ever without it. In fact it contributes to Paul’s explanation of transformed living expected of believers in the new age of redemption in an important way. From the beginning of the church the radical demands of the gospel to avoid conformity to this world were taken too far by some. They thought the coming of the new age meant everything in the world was under judgement and to be avoided. They included in “the world” marriage (1 Corinthians 7:1; 1 Timothy 4:3), sex (1 Corinthians 7) and the government (1 Timothy 2:2; Titus 3:1; 1 Peter 2:13,14).

The apostles had to combat this kind of extremism, pointing out that such activities were appointed by God for the good of human beings. Christians should never think of these institutions as evil. This helps us understand why Paul balanced his demand that believers not ‘conform [to] this world’ (12:2) with a reminder that governmental authorities were not necessarily part of ‘this world’ but were in fact servants of God doing His will.
There are additional reasons why 13:1-7 comes where it does. In 12:17-21 Paul urged believers not to take vengeance but to allow God to judge. One reason we can do this is because God has ordained government as the institution to carry out His judgement in this world. Paul may have been aware of further affairs in Rome that remain unknown to us but that made this exhortation needful.
‘Everyone must subject himself to the governing authorities’ (13:1). ‘Governing authorities’ refers to any person who represents the power of the state. In the past a popular belief was that Paul intended the word ‘authorities’ to refer both to human beings who exercised authority and to spiritual powers who, according to ancient ideas, stood behind those human authorities. But this view is now rightly rejected.

The word ‘submit’ in this opening verse literally means ‘to stand under’ and emphasises an attitude of heart more than an outward action (obedience). Paul is saying that all human authority is derived from God’s authority, so we can say to rulers what Jesus said to Pilate, ‘You would have no power [authority] over me if it were not given to you from above’ (John 19:11).
Having called for submission, Paul now warns against rebellion. Rebels are not only rebelling ‘against what God has instituted’ (13:2) but ‘will bring judgment on themselves’ (13:2). Consequently it is both right and wise to submit. Paul explains a little of the wisdom behind this. ‘For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you’ (13:3). This is more the divine ideal than the human reality, as Paul well knew. Although he had himself experienced the benefits of Roman justice, he knew full well about the miscarriage of justice in Jesus’ condemnation.
Is Paul’s call for submission absolute? Granted that the authority of rulers is derived from God, what happens if they abuse it, if they reverse their God-given duty, commending those who do evil and condemning those who do right? We are always to be submissive, to keep a soft, open heart to authorities. But this does not mean we must always obey them. There are times when obeying earthly authorities means disobeying God. If the state commands what God forbids and forbids what God commands, then our duty is to disobey the state. Peter and the other apostles were unequivocal: ‘We must obey God rather than men’ (Acts 5:29). Civil disobedience is disobeying a particular human law because it is contrary to God’s law. Examples in the Old Testament include the refusal of the Hebrew midwives to put to death Jewish new-born males (Exodus 1:17), Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego’s refusal to bow down and worship Nebuchadnezzar’s golden image (Daniel 3) and Daniel’s refusal to follow Darius’ decree that no one should pray to any god but himself for thirty days (Daniel 6). So while we are to submit to the state’s God-given authority, we are to recognise that this authority is given for particular and not totalitarian purposes.
The state not only has authority from God; it also has a ministry from Him. In 13:4a, 13:4c and 13:6, Paul calls the state ‘God’s servants’ (the first two times using diakonoi, the word he has used elsewhere of ministers within the church, and the third time leitourgoi, a term normally meaning priests but here meaning public servants).
The ministry God has entrusted to the state has to do with good and evil, which is a recurring theme through Romans 12 and 13. Paul has already said to detest what is evil and cling to what is good (12:9), to repay no-one evil for evil but instead to do them good (12:17) and not to be overcome with evil but to overcome evil with good (12:21). But what role does the state have relating to good and evil? On the one hand, ‘do what is right and he will commend you’ (3b) that is, you will have his approval. ‘For he is God’s servant to do you good.’ On the other hand, ‘if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer’ (13:4b).

‘He is God’s servant to do you good’ (13:4a) and ‘he is God’s servant … to bring punishment on the wrongdoer’ (13:4b). The state’s functions are to promote and reward good and to restrain and punish evil. Peter picks up the same dual roles in 1 Peter 2:14.
Restraining and punishing evil are universally recognised as prime responsibilities of the state. And so it follows in 13:5 that ‘it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment (literally: on account of God’s wrath, and so meaning: to avoid His wrath) but also because of conscience’ (from a conscientious recognition of the state’s God-given role). Paul has noted in the preceding verse that the judge ‘does not bear the sword for nothing’ (13:4). Swords were carried either by higher magistrates or were carried into the court by someone walking in front of the magistrate as a symbol of the power of the higher magistrate to order the death of an accused.
When the state punishes evildoers, it is functioning as ‘God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer’ (13:4). This is almost certainly an allusion to the command in 12:19 that we should not take revenge but ‘leave room for God’s wrath.’  Since justice belongs to Him He will punish evil.

Paul now explains one of the main ways He does this. God’s wrath, which will one day fall on the unrepentant (2:5) and is now seen in the breakdown of social order (1:18ff), also operates through the processes of law enforcement and the administration of justice. Romans 12:19 and 13:4 must be held together. As human beings and private individuals we are not authorised to take the law into our own hands and punish offenders. The punishment of evil is first of all, God’s prerogative, and for now He exercises it through the law courts.
This can bring a tension between love and justice. Christians are to live according to law rather than justice, but the state operates according to justice rather than love. This is not to say love and justice are opposites or that one excludes the other. Christians should always seek justice (1 Peter 2:23) and the judiciary should always see that justice is tempered by love (usually shown through mercy).
Paul concludes his section on the state with a reference to the raising and paying of taxes. Taxation was widespread and varied in the ancient world, including a poll tax, land taxes, royalties on farm produce, and duty on imports and exports. Paul naturally saw the issue of taxes as part of how the state serves society. ‘This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing’ (literally: to this very thing [13:6]). In context this means they give themselves full time to serving in public life (not give themselves full time to raising taxes). There are some services which the state must provide which must be paid for which makes taxation necessary.
‘Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for whoever loves others has fulfilled the law’ (13:8). Christians who recognise that the state’s authority and ministry come from God will do more than tolerate it as a necessary evil. They will maintain a submissive heart to its authority, honour its representatives, pay its taxes and pray for its welfare (1Timothy 2:1ff). They will also encourage the state to fulfill its God-appointed role.
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