
ROMANS 13 

- 411 - 

 
 
 
 

ROMANS 13 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Every person is to be in subjection to the governing authorities. For there is no 
authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God. 2 
Therefore whoever resists authority has opposed the ordinance of God; and they 
who have opposed will receive condemnation upon themselves. 
 
ch 13 Romans ch. 13 presents some significant issues and controversies, not just for the 

epistle’s original First Century recipients, but for Believers in history ever since, as it details 
the debate over Messiah followers obeying their civil government.1 Some, if not many, of 
the First Century Believers must have thought that in bearing allegiance to Yeshua the 
Messiah as King, and to the Kingdom of God as the true cosmic state (cf. Philippians 3:20; 
Colossians 1:13), meant totally dismissing the present Roman Empire. Yet it is clear to a 
figure like the Apostle Paul that the pagan Romans did have some kind of authority, even 
God-granted authority, to be recognized by Messiah followers. While it is true that Believers 
are “not [to] be conformed to this world” (12:2), meaning that they are not to be molded by 
the world’s ways and manners of conduct, such does not mean a total break with the world 
and the powers at be.2 Yeshua Himself had prayed to His Heavenly Father, “I do not ask You 
to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one” (John 17:15). 

When reviewing what Paul says in ch. 13, some critical questions need to be asked by 
the reader. Did Paul speak of Believers demonstrating a blind obedience to the Roman 
government—and hence all government—or were there some First Century circumstances 
to be considered? Here is where Romans being approached principally as a theological 
treatise, versus Romans being approached principally as a First Century letter to ancient 
Believers, needs to be seriously weighed.3 More targeted examination and reflection upon 
what Paul says is doubtlessly needed by too many of today’s readers, who think that 

 
1 Nanos, in Jewish Annotated New Testament, 280 seems to favor a view where the Roman government is not 

actually the main player, but instead submission of the non-Jewish Greek and Roman Believers to Jewish 
religious authorities is the issue; also Hegg, Romans 9-16, pp 393-398 who also seems to favor this. 

Against: Witherington, 310 where the terms used regarding leaders do refer to those in Roman political 
and civil authority. 

2 Cf. Moo, 791. 
3 Cf. the discussion in Wright, in NIB, 10:717. 
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principally obedience to all governments, in all places and settings, is really what is being 
discussed, when it mainly is not. 

The ethics of First Century Roman taxation are decisively in view (vs. 6-7ff), and have 
guided various interpreters in the direction of thinking that a prior incident in Ancient 
Rome is probably behind Paul’s instruction here.4 It is to be recalled how Paul’s letter to the 
Romans, often dated to 56-58 C.E., was written less than a decade after the expulsion of the 
Jews from Rome during the reign of Claudius, itself mentioned in Acts 18:2 (cf. Suetonius 
Claudius 25.4). How would the return of the Jews to Rome after Claudius’ death, at all affect 
the developing community of Messiah followers? Douglas J. Moo also indicates, “Scholars 
have proposed several scenarios, but the most likely is that the Roman Christians had been 
infected by their fellow citizens with a resistance to paying taxes to an increasingly 
rapacious Roman government.”5 The Believers, already being on the fringe of society, and 
perhaps already stigmatized by their association with the Jewish community, did not need 
any unnecessary controversy associated with it. 

13:1 The Apostle Paul asserts to the Roman Believers—and here we would be safe to 
assume that the Jewish and non-Jewish Believers are addressed together—that “Every 
person must be subject to the ruling authorities. There is no authority, you see, except from 
God, and those that exist have been put in place by God” (Kingdom New Testament). James 
R. Edwards is entirely correct to direct our attention, “Paul was addressing first-century 
Christians who were a quite powerless minority under a Roman oligarchy.”6 In the scope of 
Romans interpretation throughout history, John Reumann notes, “The notion that the 
verses...present a permanent ‘doctrine of the state’ have given way to a setting in the events 
of Paul’s day, civil unrest over Roman taxes.”7 This perspective, we should think, combined 
with the Apostle Paul’s Jewish background and the Tanach’s view of the pagan powers at 
large indeed being set by God, should be the best way to make light of the material in ch. 
13—without thinking that Paul somehow demands Believers to blindly obey or follow the 
government in all respects. 

Paul says in v. 1 that the Believers are to recognize the place of exousiais huperechousais 
or the “higher powers” (American Standard Version). In describing the role that God has set 
for them, the verb tassō should be viewed in terms of it regarding, “to appoint to any service, 
military or civil,” and “to appoint, ordain, order, prescribe” (LS).8 The Moffat New Testament 
has a fair rendering of v. 1: “Every subject must obey the government-authorities, for no 
authority exists apart from God; the existing authorities have been constituted by God.” The 
thought that, at least on the whole, the governments of the world have been established by 
God for some function, is witnessed in the Tanach and Second Temple Jewish literature: 

 
4 Cf. Edwards, “Christians and Government,” in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2029. 
5 Moo, pp 792-793. 
6 Edwards, 302. 
7 Reumann, in ECB, pp 1305-1306. 
8 LS, 793. 
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“I also gave you your master's house and your master's wives into your care, and I gave 
you the house of Israel and Judah; and if that had been too little, I would have added to 
you many more things like these!” (2 Samuel 12:8). 
 
“Thus says the LORD to Cyrus His anointed, whom I have taken by the right hand, to 
subdue nations before him and to loose the loins of kings; to open doors before him so 
that gates will not be shut” (Isaiah 45:1). 
 
“‘[B]ehold, I will send and take all the families of the north,’ declares the LORD, ‘and I 
will send to Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, My servant, and will bring them against 
this land and against its inhabitants and against all these nations round about; and I 
will utterly destroy them and make them a horror and a hissing, and an everlasting 
desolation’” (Jeremiah 25:9). 
 
“Daniel said, ‘Let the name of God be blessed forever and ever, for wisdom and power 
belong to Him. It is He who changes the times and the epochs; He removes kings and 
establishes kings; He gives wisdom to wise men and knowledge to men of 
understanding. It is He who reveals the profound and hidden things; He knows what is 
in the darkness, and the light dwells with Him. To You, O God of my fathers, I give 
thanks and praise, for You have given me wisdom and power; even now You have 
made known to me what we requested of You, for You have made known to us the 
king's matter’...” (Daniel 2:20-23). 
 
“You, O king, are the king of kings, to whom the God of heaven has given the kingdom, 
the power, the strength and the glory; and wherever the sons of men dwell, or the 
beasts of the field, or the birds of the sky, He has given them into your hand and has 
caused you to rule over them all. You are the head of gold” (Daniel 2:37-38). 
 
“All this happened to Nebuchadnezzar the king. Twelve months later he was walking 
on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon. The king reflected and said, ‘Is this not 
Babylon the great, which I myself have built as a royal residence by the might of my 
power and for the glory of my majesty?’ While the word was in the king's mouth, a 
voice came from heaven, saying, ‘King Nebuchadnezzar, to you it is declared: 
sovereignty has been removed from you, and you will be driven away from mankind, 
and your dwelling place will be with the beasts of the field. You will be given grass to 
eat like cattle, and seven periods of time will pass over you until you recognize that the 
Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind and bestows it on whomever He wishes.’ 
Immediately the word concerning Nebuchadnezzar was fulfilled; and he was driven 
away from mankind and began eating grass like cattle, and his body was drenched 
with the dew of heaven until his hair had grown like eagles' feathers and his nails like 
birds' claws. But at the end of that period, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes toward 
heaven and my reason returned to me, and I blessed the Most High and praised and 
honored Him who lives forever; For His dominion is an everlasting dominion, And His 
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kingdom endures from generation to generation. All the inhabitants of the earth are 
accounted as nothing, But He does according to His will in the host of heaven And 
among the inhabitants of earth; And no one can ward off His hand Or say to Him, ‘What 
have You done?’ At that time my reason returned to me. And my majesty and splendor 
were restored to me for the glory of my kingdom, and my counselors and my nobles 
began seeking me out; so I was reestablished in my sovereignty, and surpassing 
greatness was added to me. Now I, Nebuchadnezzar, praise, exalt and honor the King 
of heaven, for all His works are true and His ways just, and He is able to humble those 
who walk in pride” (Daniel 4:28-37). 
 
“Listen therefore, O kings, and understand; learn, O judges of the ends of the earth. 
Give ear, you that rule over multitudes, and boast of many nations. For your dominion 
was given you from the Lord, and your sovereignty from the Most High, who will 
search out your works and inquire into your plans. Because as servants of his kingdom 
you did not rule rightly, nor keep the law, nor walk according to the purpose of God, he 
will come upon you terribly and swiftly, because severe judgment falls on those in high 
places. For the lowliest man may be pardoned in mercy, but mighty men will be 
mightily tested. For the Lord of all will not stand in awe of any one, nor show deference 
to greatness; because he himself made both small and great, and he takes thought for 
all alike. But a strict inquiry is in store for the mighty. To you then, O monarchs, my 
words are directed, that you may learn wisdom and not transgress. For they will be 
made holy who observe holy things in holiness, and those who have been taught them 
will find a defense. Therefore set your desire on my words; long for them, and you will 
be instructed” (Wisdom 6:1-11). 
 
“[T]hat he will ever show fidelity to all men, and especially to those in authority, 
because no one obtains the government without God's assistance; and that if he is in 
authority, he will at no time whatever abuse his authority, nor endeavour to outshine 
his subjects either in his garments, or any other finery” (Josephus Wars of the Jews 
2.140).9 
 
The general sentiment of God establishing the rulers of the world, is perhaps witnessed 

in Proverbs 8:15-16, as the figure of Wisdom states, “By me kings reign, and rulers decree 
justice. By me princes rule, and nobles, all who judge rightly.” More to the point, would be 
how Yeshua the Messiah Himself told Pontius Pilate, “You would have no authority over 
Me, unless it had been given you from above” (John 19:11). 

In spite of both Biblical and extra-Biblical sentiments expressing how all worldly 
leaders have been, to some degree, set in office by God, there are also sentiments expressing 
extreme problems with such worldly leaders. Given the direction of Deuteronomy 17:15, 
“you may not put a foreigner over yourselves who is not your countryman,” and the fallout 
of the Second Century B.C.E. Maccabean crisis extending to the First Century C.E.—perhaps 

 
9 The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, 606. 
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even combined with the Apostles’ own question of “Lord, is it at this time You are restoring 
the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6)—many of the First Century Jewish Believers could easily 
have wanted to just dismiss all forms of Roman authority. Yet as is witnessed throughout 
the Apostolic Scriptures, the community of Messiah followers was not to be a people causing 
an extreme disruption of society, but instead was to be those who transformed society from 
within via good character and stellar conduct. Paul himself would admonish later that 
public prayer for leaders should be issued by the Body of Messiah (1 Timothy 2:1-3), 
something quantitatively the same as prayers for Babylon to be issued by the Jewish exiles: 
“Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its 
behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare” (Jeremiah 29:7). 

(A much different issue is in view in 1 Corinthians 6:1-8, when those within the Body of 
Messiah should have been mature enough to handle their own internal affairs, rather than 
going to the local courts to handle disputes.) 

Demonstrating a classic position witnessed in much of Protestantism since the 
Reformation, John Calvin summarizes, 

 
“The reason why we ought to be subject to magistrates is that they have been 
appointed by God’s ordination. If it is the will of God to govern the world in this 
manner, any who despise His power are striving to overturn the order of God, and are 
therefore resisting God Himself, since to despise the providence of the One who is the 
Author of civil government (iuris politici) is to wage war against Him. We should 
understand, furthermore, that the powers of magistrates are from God...He has 
appointed them for the just and lawful government of the world. Although 
dictatorships and unjust authorities are not ordained governments, yet the right of 
government is ordained by God for the well-being of mankind. Since, therefore, it is 
lawful to prevent war and to seek remedies for other evils, the apostle commands us 
freely and of our own account to respect and honour the right and authority of 
magistrates as being useful for mankind. The punishments which God inflicts on the 
sins of men may not be properly termed ordinances, but are the means which He 
purposefully appoints for the preservation of legitimate order.”10 
 
John R.W. Stott, writing from a Twentieth Century evangelical perspective, makes the 

absolutely critical point of how obedience on the part of God’s people to civil government, 
does not at all mean blind loyalty and adherence. Ultimately, the loyalty of God’s people 
is to God, and where the government and God are in direct conflict, God and not human 
authority must be followed: 

 
“We need to be cautious...in our interpretation of Paul’s statements. He cannot be 
taken to mean that all the Caligulas, Herods, Neros and Domitians of New Testament 
times, and all the Hitlers, Stalins, Amins and Saddams of our times, were personally 

 
10 Calvin, 281; also Cranfield, Romans 9-16, 662. 
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appointed by God, that God is responsible for their behaviour, or that their authority is 
in no circumstances to be resisted. Paul means rather that all human authority is 
derived from God’s authority.”11 
 
In his Jewish New Testament Commentary, David H. Stern also discusses how Believers, 

in recognizing the role of worldly government, should not obey the government when it 
comes into direct conflict with the interests of the good news. He goes further, though, and 
raises the issue of forced conversion of Jewish people at the hands of Medieval Catholic 
Christianity, drawing the conclusion that Jews who resisted were Biblically justified to do 
so: 

 
“Does this mean that believers should obey the wicked laws of an evil government—
the Nazis, the Communists, other totalitarian regimes? No, because this rule does not 
stand by itself in Scripture; it must be set against Ac 5:29 (‘We must obey God, not 
men’) when the will of the state and the will of God conflict (see v. 7N). The early 
Christians refused to offer incense to statues of the Roman emperor because such 
idolatry would have been disobedience to God; they paid with their lives. Jews too have 
been martyred ‘al kiddush haShem (‘for the sake of sanctifying the Name’ of God; see Act 
7:59-60N) when they refused conversion to a Christianity which was incapable of 
communicating either its truth or its Jewishness, with the result that Jews perceived it 
as idolatry. The implications of Scripture for civil disobedience in the modern sense—
that is, for a moral cause, presumably also a selfless one—deserves attention that 
cannot be given here.”12 
 
The Apostle Peter also addressed the issue of submission to government, stating, 

“Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether to a king as the 
one in authority, or to governors as sent by him for the punishment of evildoers and the 
praise of those who do right” (1 Peter 2:13-14). Here, the issue of submission is framed 
within the context of worldly governments providing a degree of civil order and concord. 
The taxes of ancient Believers (vs. 6-7) did go to facilitate local police, civil courts, army and 
navy forces, as well as public services such as fire brigades, sewer maintenance, and 
garbage disposal. 

13:2 As the NIV has rendered v. 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.” What Paul actually considers civil government to be is tē tou Theou diatagē, “the 
ordinance of God” (NASU), with diatagē considered by BDAG to be “that which has been 
ordered or commanded, ordinance, direction.”13 

 
11 Stott, 340. 
12 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, 429. 
13 BDAG, 237. 
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Much of the debate over ch. 13 does involve the ethics of when it is appropriate to 
disobey the government, because there are surely Biblical instances when disobeying a 
government is necessary, as in such circumstances obedience to a government would mean 
disobedience to God, as surely recognized by various Romans commentators.14 Everett F. 
Harrison properly directs, “Subjection to the state is not to be confused with unthinking, 
blind, docile conformity.”15 There are important examples of disobedience and/or non-
compliance with a regime, on the part of the people of God, witnessed throughout the 
Tanach and Apostolic Scriptures: 

 
“But the midwives feared God, and did not do as the king of Egypt had commanded 
them, but let the boys live” (Exodus 1:17). 
 
“[F]or when Jezebel destroyed the prophets of the LORD, Obadiah took a hundred 
prophets and hid them by fifties in a cave, and provided them with bread and water.) 
Then Ahab said to Obadiah, ‘Go through the land to all the springs of water and to all 
the valleys; perhaps we will find grass and keep the horses and mules alive, and not 
have to kill some of the cattle.’ So they divided the land between them to survey it; 
Ahab went one way by himself and Obadiah went another way by himself. Now as 
Obadiah was on the way, behold, Elijah met him, and he recognized him and fell on his 
face and said, ‘Is this you, Elijah my master?’ He said to him, ‘It is I. Go, say to your 
master, “Behold, Elijah is here.”’ He said, ‘What sin have I committed, that you are 
giving your servant into the hand of Ahab to put me to death? As the LORD your God 
lives, there is no nation or kingdom where my master has not sent to search for you; 
and when they said, “He is not here,” he made the kingdom or nation swear that they 
could not find you. And now you are saying, “Go, say to your master, ‘Behold, Elijah is 
here.’” It will come about when I leave you that the Spirit of the LORD will carry you 
where I do not know; so when I come and tell Ahab and he cannot find you, he will kill 
me, although I your servant have feared the LORD from my youth. Has it not been told 
to my master what I did when Jezebel killed the prophets of the LORD, that I hid a 
hundred prophets of the LORD by fifties in a cave, and provided them with bread and 
water? And now you are saying, “Go, say to your master, ‘Behold, Elijah is here’”; he will 
then kill me.’ Elijah said, ‘As the LORD of hosts lives, before whom I stand, I will surely 
show myself to him today.’ So Obadiah went to meet Ahab and told him; and Ahab 
went to meet Elijah” (1 Kings 18:4-16). 
 
“Go, assemble all the Jews who are found in Susa, and fast for me; do not eat or drink 
for three days, night or day. I and my maidens also will fast in the same way. And thus I 
will go in to the king, which is not according to the law; and if I perish, I perish” 
(Esther 4:16). 

 
14 Bruce, pp 223-224; Dunn, Romans, 38b:768; Moo, pp 806-810; Witherington, 307; Keener, pp 154-157; 

Stott, pp 341-343 especially, who mentions an abuse of Romans ch. 13 as quoted by the apartheid president of 
South Africa, P.W. Botha. 

15 Harrison, in EXP, 10:138. 
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“‘There are certain Jews whom you have appointed over the administration of the 
province of Babylon, namely Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego. These men, O king, 
have disregarded you; they do not serve your gods or worship the golden image which 
you have set up.’ Then Nebuchadnezzar in rage and anger gave orders to bring 
Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego; then these men were brought before the king. 
Nebuchadnezzar responded and said to them, ‘Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-
nego, that you do not serve my gods or worship the golden image that I have set up? 
Now if you are ready, at the moment you hear the sound of the horn, flute, lyre, trigon, 
psaltery and bagpipe and all kinds of music, to fall down and worship the image that I 
have made, very well. But if you do not worship, you will immediately be cast into the 
midst of a furnace of blazing fire; and what god is there who can deliver you out of my 
hands?’ Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego replied to the king, ‘O Nebuchadnezzar, we 
do not need to give you an answer concerning this matter. If it be so, our God whom we 
serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire; and He will deliver us out of 
your hand, O king. But even if He does not, let it be known to you, O king, that we are 
not going to serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up’” (Daniel 
3:12-18). 
 
“Now when Daniel knew that the document was signed, he entered his house (now in 
his roof chamber he had windows open toward Jerusalem); and he continued kneeling 
on his knees three times a day, praying and giving thanks before his God, as he had 
been doing previously” (Daniel 6:10). 
 
“[S]aying, ‘We gave you strict orders not to continue teaching in this name, and yet, 
you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and intend to bring this man's blood upon 
us.’ But Peter and the apostles answered, ‘We must obey God rather than men’” (Acts 
5:28-29). 
 
“By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three months by his parents, 
because they saw he was a beautiful child; and they were not afraid of the king's edict” 
(Hebrews 11:23). 
 
We know that the Apostle Paul himself benefitted from the advantages of having 

Roman citizenship (Acts 16:37-38ff; 22:25-29ff; 23:27; 25:11), yet at the same time Yeshua the 
Messiah Himself, even with some manipulation on the part of the Jewish religious leaders, 
was executed by the Roman state (cf. 1 Corinthians 2:8). Paul, himself, is urging a general 
principle in terms of obedience to the Roman state. Moo is quite keen to summarize, 

“Paul knew the history of the often harsh treatment meted out to Israel by pagan 
nations, recorded both in the OT and in inter-testimental Jewish literature. And he certainly 
knew that it was governmental leaders who put to death Jesus the Messiah, his Lord. 
Moreover, many of the Christians to whom he writes in Rome had recently been forced by 
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the Roman emperor to leave their homes and businesses and live in exile. Surely Paul was 
not so naive as to ignore these blunt reminders of government’s capacity to do evil.”16 

Paul’s view of submission to the Roman state was no different than how Peter and John 
submitted to the Jewish Sanhedrin, as they certainly defied the Sanhedrin when they 
prohibited declaration of the gospel (Acts 4:19; 5:29). There are instances of not just 
disobedience on the part of God’s people to a regime, but even forms of justified revolution 
(Judges 2:16; Hebrews 11:32-34). A futuristic scene to be considered by Bible readers, is how 
in Revelation 13:5, 7 the beast will be given its authority by God. Obviously, though, much of 
the Book of Revelation is given with disobedience to the world government of the 
antimessiah/antichrist in mind. While arrest and captivity for one’s Yeshua faith are 
something that the redeemed are to submit to (Revelation 13:10), they are not to deny 
Yeshua in the process. 
 

 
3 For rulers are not a cause of fear for good behavior, but for evil. Do you want to 
have no fear of authority? Do what is good and you will have praise from the 
same; 4 for it is a minister of God to you for good. But if you do what is evil, be 
afraid; for it does not bear the sword for nothing; for it is a minister of God, an 
avenger who brings wrath on the one who practices evil. 5 Therefore it is 
necessary to be in subjection, not only because of wrath, but also for conscience' 
sake. 
 
13:3 The Apostle Paul describes the significant place of civil government, and the order 

is to provide society at large. He says, “For rulers hold no terrors for people who do good, but 
only for people who do evil. If you want to have no fear of the ruling power, do what is good, 
and it will praise you” (Kingdom New Testament). The Ancient Roman Empire from the 
perspective of a First Century Jew had many evils and corruptions associated with it, yet at 
the same time Judaism was a protected religion,17 exempt from having to worship Caesar. 
The early Messiah followers were considered a part of Judaism, not just by themselves, but 
also by the Roman state, as the proconsul Gallio was unwilling to rule on the issue of Paul’s 
ministry, instead recognizing it as an internal matter to the Synagogue (Acts 18:12-17). In 
terms of offering civil peace and stability, the Roman Empire provided order via its armies 
patrolling its provinces, and its navy patrolling the sea lanes. While not perfect by any 
means, many governments in history since have looked at the Roman Empire as possessing 
civil virtues to replicate, and those of us who live in the West do benefit from many of 
Rome’s contributions to law and order. 

It has certainly been thought, that even with Rome possessing many negative character 
traits in the estimation of the First Century Jewish community, that perhaps Paul’s word 

 
16 Moo, 807. 
17 Bruce, pp 218-219. 
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here in this letter does echo some of the latent hopes of many in the Empire, during the early 
years of Nero’s reign. Ben Witherington III makes the observations, 

 
“[Paul] could in good faith exhort his audience to pay their taxes and do their civic 
duties and live at peace with their neighbors because there was great and widespread 
hope, and not only in Rome, that Nero would keep the peace and govern wisely, fairly, 
and justly. It is, of course, true that, once Nero committed matricide in 59, lost both 
Seneca and Burrus, and then persecuted Christians, he dashed all such hopes of a 
golden era of true clemency. But Paul wrote this letter well before then. It is seldom 
stressed but should be that Paul is trying to make clear that Roman officials, including 
Nero, are unwitting servants of the true God. When they practice justice and mercy, 
they do so as servants of the God, whether they know it or not, and so it can be a part of 
honoring the true God to honor and cooperate with the efforts of the Roman state. If we 
consider what later Roman historians say about the early years of Nero (Tacitus, 
Annales 13.51; Suetonius, Nero 10-18), even though they know about the excesses and 
evil of the later years, it becomes understandable why Paul, a Roman citizen, might 
well be hopeful that Rome was capable of operating normally and as it ought to when 
he wrote this letter.”18 
 
13:4 There is a positive role for the Ancient Roman government and civil authority to 

play: “for authority is God’s minister for your good. But if you do evil, then be afraid, since it 
is not for nothing that that minister wears a sword, since he is God’s minister, vindictive in 
anger against the evildoer” (Lattimore). Here, the Roman government considered as 
diakonos, “minister” (NASU) or “servant” (RSV), is probably best viewed in light of it being 
“one who gets someth. done, at the behest of a superior, assistant to someone” (BDAG).19 
The Goodspeed New Testament has, “for they are God's agents to do you good.” 

The Roman government does bear a sword, which while some have tried to associate 
with various symbols of Ancient Rome, is better thought in terms of the state exacting 
capital punishment, force to quell disorderly conduct, or possessing both police and military 
services. While there are surely ethical details involved with a pagan state executing 
criminals—as would surely be seen with the later Roman persecution of Messiah 
followers—Paul is crafting the force of the state in more general terms. The Roman state in 
control of the Mediterranean world, was surely to be preferred over disorganized warlords 
in control of the Mediterranean world. As N.T. Wright describes it, 

“God wants order in the present world. God is not going to allow chaos to reign even in 
the present evil age. Chaos and anarchy enable the powerful, the rich, and the bullies to 
come out on top, and they invariably do. God desires that even in the present time, even in 
the world that has not yet confessed Jesus as Lord, there should be a measure of justice and 
order. The point can easily be observed by thinking of situations where magistrates and 

 
18 Witherington, 306. 
19 BDAG, 230. 
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judges are perceived to be failing badly in their duty to keep this order: before too long, 
vigilante groups and lynch mobs arise, taking ‘justice’ into their own hands.”20 

13:5 Paul directs his audience, “Therefore it is necessary to be in submission—not only 
because of punishment but also because of conscience” (TLV). He says that submission to 
the Roman government is to take place, not just because of the fear of unnecessary reprisal, 
but also because of conscience: “You must therefore, obey the authorities, not simply 
because it is the safest, but because it is the right thing to do” (Phillips New Testament). In 
the estimation of Wright, “Romans 13:1-7 belongs fair and square...[to the space] occupied by 
the more moderate Pharisees, the Hillelites, who were content for the moment to live and let 
live (though still believing in the eventual Age to Come and the worldwide rule of the 
Messiah), rather than the fiercer Shammaites who would have seen such a position as a 
compromise.”21 So, as problematic as regimes like that of Ancient Rome might be for the 
Jewish and non-Jewish Believers at times, there were still benefits to be derived from the 
order and stability it presently provided. As is certainly witnessed in the testimony of Acts 
chs. 21-28, the Apostle Paul would arrive in the city of Rome, for the specific reason that he 
appealed to Caesar, and he had the protection of the Roman state and the presence of a 
centurion for his sea voyage to the city (summarized in greater detail in “Commentary on 
Acts 28:11-31: Paul’s Arrival in Rome”). 
 

 
6 For because of this you also pay taxes, for rulers are servants of God, devoting 
themselves to this very thing. 7 Render to all what is due them: tax to whom tax is 
due; custom to whom custom; fear to whom fear; honor to whom honor. 
 
13:6 The crux of the issue, in terms of Paul’s audience being submitted to the Roman 

government, is how “That, too, is why you pay taxes. The officials in question are God’s 
ministers, attending to this very thing” (Kingdom New Testament). Paul actually does say, 
leitourgoi gar Theou eisin, “for they are ministers of God” (LITV), “for they are ministers of 
God's service” (American Standard Version), “the authorities are God's assistants” (Common 
English Bible), or “magistrates are God's officers” (Moffat New Testament). While the term 
leitourgos does bear a religious usage in the Scriptures in terms of its association with 
Israel’s Tabernacle/Temple cult, it also has a Greco-Roman classical usage in terms of 
political and civil leadership.22 The importance of recognizing a figure like Caesar, as 
actually being in the service of Israel’s God to some degree, is quite important. While Paul 
would affirm that Caesar played an important political role in the Mediterranean world, as 
Rome provided order and stability—the fact that Caesar as a perceived living god, would 

 
20 Wright, in NIB, 10:718. 
21 Ibid., 10:718. 
22 Cf. H. Strathmann, “leitourgéō, leitourgía,” in TDNT, pp 526-527. 
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