
  

  1 

III Level of Delegated Authority 
  “Civil  Authority” 

Part 3 
Week  11         Romans 13:4-7 
Introduction: 
 This is week 3 of our study on Civil Authority. Week 1 we looked at why 
the Apostle Paul included this subject on the subject in his letter to the Romans. 
We realized that just as the issue of civil authorities being involved in the 
functioning of the church was an issue back then, it is still a very relevant issue 
even today. 
 
Last we week we looked at the first 3 verses of Romans 13 as well as Peter’s 
comments in chapter 2 of his 1st Epistle. From these texts we learned some 
very important foundational principles about Civil Authority: 

1. Every person, believer and non-believer alike, is to be in “subjection to”, 
or “submit themselves” to the civil authorities that govern our lives.  

2. There is NO authority in this world, of any type, except that which comes 
from God. 

3. Those authorities that exist, including civil authorities, have been 
established or ordained by God.   

4. Governing authorities include: 
a. Any individuals involved in the creation of laws for a society  
b. Any laws enacted by these individuals.  
c. Any individuals involved in the enforcement of these laws. 
d. Any individuals involved in the judging or sentencing of individual 

who are in violation of these laws. 
5. Anyone who rebels against authority (referring specifically here to all 

aspects of civil authority) is rebelling against what God has ordained and 
instituted. 

6. Any law, established by a civil government that is broken, is a not just an 
ordinance of man, but an “ordinance of God” that has been broken. 

7. Rebellion against any law of man is not only rebellion against the 
authority of the state, it’s a rebellion against the authority of God. 

8. God has NOT personally selected every individual sitting in any seat or 
position of civil authority. However, because He has divinely established 
and ordained the concept that every nation have and function by a 
“system of government” by which the peoples of that nation must submit, 
He has in essence sanctioned not only the system that is in place but 
each of the seats or positions that make up that governing body. 

9. God will hold responsible any one in a seat of civil authority who abuses 
or misuses their power. 



  

  2 

10. There is a limit to how far individual are to “submit” to civil authorities until  
believers must declare, “We must obey God rather than man”. That point 
is when the government demanded we stop preaching and teaching and  

      worshipping and evangelizing as we are instructed to do by Christ. 
      “Allegiance (to the state) ceases when the law of the land seeks to  
        subvert the law of God”. 

11. The only thing we the only thing we have to fear from those in authority   
      over us is judgement or condemnation for those who oppose the  
      ordinances of man, which Paul refers to as “ordinances of God”.   

 
 
  
 So back to our original question from 3 week ago,  “What is the purpose 
or purposes of government”?  
What did God have in mind when He established this concept of civil authority? 
 
    
 Romans 13: 3 - 4 
How does the Bible refer to those in positions of authority in a civil 
government? 
  “Servants”- NIV, or “ministers”- NAS   
Two times in this verse those in a position of civil authority are referred to by 
Paul as “servants” or “ministers”.   
 
The Greek word “diakonos”, you might recognize, translated “servant” or 
“minister” here, is the same exact word we find in Act 6 translated as “servant” 
in reference to “deacons” who do minimal service in the local congregation.  
 
It is where the term “civil servant” comes from. I wonder how many in positions 
of authority today understand that their title “civil servant” comes from the Word 
of God?  
 
And I wonder how many of them realize that that same title identifies them as 
“servants of God”?  
 
And that their “service” to the community is being performed on behave of God 
Himself?   
 
The term “minister” is also appropriate in that this person would be someone 
who “administered” the law in his community.  
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According to verse 4, what is the main purpose of a “civil servant”? 
One word!  The main purpose of any individual is an authoritative position in the 
community or in the nation is for the “good” of its people.  
 
Although civil servants exist for our “good”, says Paul, what is the 
biggest motivator for citizens to obey the authorities in power over them? 

That motivation is “fear” ! 
 
 (read verse 3 and 4 out of the NAS)  
Remember the definition of authority? “The right to command and enforce 
obedience”. The mere existence of civil authority, intentionally or 
unintentionally, creates an atmosphere of fear, even terror among those who 
choose to rebel or disobey the laws of a nation or state.  
 (vs 3) - “rulers hold no terror” - NIV 
 (vs 3) - “fear of the one in authority” - NIV 
 (vs 4) – “be afraid” - NAS 
 (vs 4) – “wrath” on the “one who practice evil” - NAS.  
  
 
What are the “evil doers” or “law breakers” afraid or fearful of?   (vs 4) 
 1st of all Judgement.    2ndly Punishment.  
 
These verses tie together all aspects of who Paul has been referring to when he 
uses the term “governing authorities”. We’ve listed these. These verses bring us 
full circle starting with the law makers, to the laws themselves, to the ones 
enforce the laws and finally to those who judge and sentence lawbreakers.  
 (vs 4) – “he does not bear the sword for nothing”  (KJ – “in vain”) 
 (vs 4) – “an agent of wrath”- NIV,   “avenger who brings wrath” - NAS 
 (vs 4) – “to bring punishment on the wrong doer”- NIV 
 
Quote: 
 “A government whose legal and judicial system is such that it strikes fear 
in the heart of a potential criminal and deters his evil action, that government is 
fulfilling its God-given purpose”. 
      Dr Jack Cottrell - (Tough Questions) 
 
We need to point our here that in God’s design for civil authority, punishment is 
carried out because the criminal deserves it. It is the principle of “reaping what 
you sow”. In some Bibles the word “punishment” is translated “retribution”. It’s 
probably a better word to describe WHY the punishment.  
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The punishment is in response to the wrong doing or lawlessness of the 
criminal. He is being punished because he deserves to be punished. 
 
 
Let’s set aside how it applies to civil authority here for a moment and ask, Why 
is this principle of “retribution” so important for the world to understand? 
 Because every human will one stand before the ultimate authority to give 
an account for what they have done in this world and will receive their just 
“retribution” from God for those things.   
  
The basic concepts and principles of civil authority have tremendous spiritual 
connotations do they not?  
 
 
Peter, dealing with this same concept is even more specific about this aspect of 
government bringing punishment. 
 
 I Peter 2:13-15 
Who is actually bringing judgment and punishment down upon a 
criminal? 

Specifically, it’s referring to the “king”  (verse 13).  
Peter says (vs 14), that the governors are, “sent by him to punish those who do 
wrong”.  
 
But then in verse 15 we read, “For such is the will of God”. The Bible says that 
since these rulers are acting on God’s behalf, it is God’s own wrath and 
vengeance that is being enacted upon the criminal.     
 
I found one author who points out that God could wait until judgment day to 
pour out His wrath, but in the interest of maintaining law and order in this world, 
He has appointed rulers to apply His punishment here and now. And that 
principle of retribution is such an important lesson to learn.  
 
What does “the sword” seem to represent in the context of verse 4? 

To the Romans the “sword” was a symbol of the power of life or death. 
Magistrates and officers who had the authority to administer capital punishment, 
at all times displayed their swords when in public.   

 
One author wrote, “The sword was the symbol of punishment”. Again, the 

focus of all civil authorities is not on the last aspect of their authority. The 
punishment aspect.  It’s on the 1st aspect. The good of its people.  
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But for the good to shine and for the good to serve as the example to the 
people, appropriate justice for lawbreakers had to be understood by them as 
well. 
  
Now deterring criminal behavior is good, it’s great. But you realize that the 
creation of fear in order to deter criminal activity is only a means to an end for 
governing authorities.  
 
 
What is the main goal of civil authority in creating this atmosphere of fear 
and punishment for the evil doers in a community or nation? 

The answer is found in a very unusual place in the scriptures. It’s not here 
in the midst of the teaching on civil authority of Romans 13 or 1 Peter 2.  
 
  I Timothy 2:1- 2 
Paul here instructs Timothy to teach believers to pray for those in authority. 
  
Why?  To what end? 
  (verse 2 - NIV) 
“In order that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness”.   
  
The main goal of all governing authorities is to create an atmosphere of fear, of 
wrong doing, so that it deters criminal activity in order that good, law abiding 
citizens can live “peaceful and quiet” lives.  
 
Finally then here is the answer to the question we have been asking.  
 
“What is the specific and ultimate purpose of government”?   
 To provide an environment of peace and tranquility, free from the threat of 
harm, where those who want to live a Godly life can do so.   
 
The one small problem with government is that every person in any seat of 
authority is a flawed and faulty human being.  
 
Those in positions of civil authority (again referring to law makers, laws, 
enforcers of those laws and the judges of those laws) can and do at times 
abuse or misuse their authority and act contrary to what God has ordained or 
called them do.  
 
That’s why the encouragement from Paul to “pray” on behalf of these men and 
women. We’re going to come back to that next week in our review. 
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Romans13:5 
Besides the fear of “wrath” NAS or “punishment” NIV, why is our 

“conscience” an even greater motivation in our decision to “submit” to 
the governing authorities? 
 The fear of wrath or punishment is a fear of the physical retribution due 
those who break the law. Punishments such as public service, fines, penalities, 
jail time or even death.  These are all good motivators to obey the law of the 
state. 
  

But for the believer, we understand that when we commit acts of defiance 
against the state, we are also committing acts and in fact sinning against God. It 
is not just the penalties we may face from the government that deter us from 
lawlessness. 

 
A far greater and more powerful deterrent for you and I is the breaking of 

trust and the strain on our relationship we have in Him, that keeps us on the 
straight and narrow with the law.  Amen?  Amen! 
 
 
Romans 13:6 
What does faithfully paying your taxes reveal about yourself? 

That you and I indeed realize that there is more involved in paying taxes 
then just being obedient to the state. We realize we are also being obedient to 
God.  

 
Paul says, “because of this”, referring to our “conscience”, we pay taxes. The 
reason a Christian submits to paying taxes, is because God requires it of us, 
not just because the state requires it of us.  
 
 
Why would Paul focus on taxes here in his discussion of civil authority? 
 Because taxes were to folks living back then just as they are to us today.  
I think this is where the term, “necessary evil” came from. Every citizen of a 
country understands we have a responsibility to contribute to the costs and 
expenses of running a city or state or nation.  
 
According to this verse, it was apparently a large part of the responsibility of a 
government official and still is today. We surmise that because Paul states here 
that these officials in fact were “devoting themselves to this very thing”. This 
very thing being the collection of taxes.  
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KJ: says, “they attended continually upon these things”. Again, “these things” 
that the author is referring to is the collection of taxes.  
 
Now, the NIV in reference to the work of these “servants of God” says, “who 
give their full time to governing”.  I think the focus of the verse is their work of 
collecting taxes not just the fact that they govern full time.  
 
Notice again Paul reminds us that these officials are not just “civil servants” but 
“servants of God”. And that’s why we are to pay taxes.  
 
 
Why is paying taxes such a big issue?  2 reasons, what are they? 

We pay too much and the get too little for it.  
 
 

Romans 13:7 
What is Paul’s response to the complaint about taxes? 
 NAS - “Render to all what is due them”. 
 NIV - “Give everyone what you owe him” 
 
 
So what do we owe this “servant of God” who works full time for the state 
in a position that has been ordained sanctioned by Him? 
 We owe whatever the “servant of God” determines we owe, because we 
realize it is not just the servant of God requesting the taxes but God Himself 
whose is also doing so. 
 
 
What’s interesting about the rest of the verse is that, except for paying 
taxes, we generally don’t have any issues with the other things Paul says 
were to pay, do we?  

He mentions 3 other things besides taxes: 
 

1. “Custom” (NIV- “revenue”) – today these would be associated with the 
cost of doing business. Normal expenses involved in commerce. 
Customs would include such things as shipping and handling fees or 
tolls on the turnpike. These customs would also include tariffs charged 
on goods coming into and going out of the country that we hear about 
all the time. 
 

We generally don’t say a thing about paying customs do we? 
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2. “Fear” (Gr) “pho’ - bos” – It literally means, “to be afraid”, to be exact it 
means, “to be exceedingly afraid”. Scared to death is how we’d 
describe it today. 

  If you haven’t picked it up yet, this Greek word “phobos”, is where 
we get our English word, “phobia” like “arachnophobia”, the fear of 
spiders. 

This is the Proverbs 1:7 fear. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning 
of wisdom”. This is a “shaking in your boots” type of fear. But it’s a fear  
that brings about a “tremendous respect and reverence” for something 
or in this case someone.  

 
    Again we generally don’t have a problem paying fear either, do we? 
  
 

3. And finally Paul mentions “honor”. The Greek word translated “honor” 
here literally means, “a valuing”.  

The idea is that you and I determine, for a variety of reasons, that a 
certain individual’s worth or value is greater than our own. And so we 
in essence elevate them as more valuable then ourselves hence 
“honoring” them for who they are or what they have done. That what 
the word means. 

 It almost immediately brings to mind men and women who have 
served in the military defending our country. Or individuals in our lives 
who have served as tremendous role models for us in one form or 
another. Maybe it a teacher or a coach or a parent.  

 
       Again, we have no problem paying honor to them either do we?  

 
 
Why don’t we mind paying these other 3 things?  Think about it!!! 

We feel they’re fair. We feel they’re reasonable, they’re justified don’t we. 
 
We don’t always have that same warm and fuzzy feeling when it comes to 

taxes. Since Paul is addressing this issue in the Word of God some 2,000 years 
ago, apparently they felt the same way about pay taxes as we do. 
 

But again, we don’t mind paying the custom and the fear and the honor to 
whom these things are due because we feel they’re fair and reasonable,  
justified, right?  
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We need to finish up our study on Civil Authority. So, back to verse 1, why 
should every Disciple of Christ be willing to submit themselves to the 
governing authorities in our lives? 
 Because according to the Word of God, since He is one who ordained 
and sanctioned the role of government in our lives and intended it as an means 
of providing peace and tranquility for us all, God apparently feels these things 
are fair, and reasonable, and justified.   
 
 
Any final question, comments? 
 
 
Summary: 

In summary, I think God has a whole lot higher tolerance for things that 
you and I see or determine as being “unfair” or “unreasonable” or “unjustified”.  

I think His threshold for unfairness and unreasonableness and injustice is 
much higher than ours. Maybe it’s because He has endured far greater 
travesties in His life then we have.  
  
 

Maybe it because He has endured the greatest unfairness and 
injustice by civil authorities, ever seen in the history man. It happened 
when His one and only Son was tried, convicted and sentenced to death 
by the very structure of authority He himself ordained and sanctioned. 
 
 
And the more I thought about that the more thankful I became that God’s 
threshold or benchmark for unfairness and unreasonableness and injustice is 
much higher than ours. I became thankful because this high threshold that God 
has for what’s unfair, unreasonable and unjust is what brought about our 
salvation.  
 
 Is submitting to governing authorities, as taught in the scriptures, really 
that hard to accept? Even if doing so means placing our lives and our 
livelihoods in the hands of men and women who often don’t make the smartest 
decisions? 

 
What Paul is asking us to do, in teaching us to submit to governing 

authorities, is simply another aspect faith, is it not? Faith that He who’s “wisdom 
is unsearchable and who ways are unfathomable”, knows all about unfairness 
and injustice that, at times, comes from that submission. 
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Because, His one and only Son did just that. Submitted Himself to the 
governing authorities. An act of faithfulness and obedience that cost Him a 
whole lot more than tax dollars, didn’t it?  It cost Him life. 

 
Submission to all governing authorities, is in reality no more than an 

extension of the submission of our lives to Christ.  
No more than another aspect of the faith and obedience God requires of 

those who have first and foremost, joyfully submitted their lives to Him and His 
wonderful Son.  

 
 


