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“The Christian Citizen”

In the thirteenth chapter of Romans, the Apostle Paul continues to take the doctrinal truth of the gospel and frame it against the backdrop of everyday living. If the gospel doesn’t work in the day to day motions of life, then it does not work on any level. The man that is justified before God and sanctified through Christ should live a life that in everyway testifies to those truths.

In this chapter, Paul deals at length to with Christian’s responsibilities as a human citizen. He neither condones nor condemns any particular form of government. What he does say is that regardless of the type of rule under which a believer lives, they have particular responsibilities and requirements that are placed upon them by the Word of God.

“[Our relationship to our government] is a relationship that has to be accepted, whether we like it or not, unless we elect to live somewhere upon a desert island that no country claims as its own.”

-George Duncan

“The believer’s relationship to human government is as much a matter of divine revelation as his relationship to the elders in the church. Paul’s viewpoint in this section of his epistle places the emphasis on the leaders of a nation and from this perspective shows how a Christian is to act.”

-John Phillips

“In Romans 13:1 Paul states the believer’s duty to government when it functions properly within the framework of law. No Christian is to be a law unto himself. No individual is exempt from the duties of citizenship.”

-Donald Barnhouse

“[In light of the Lord’s promised return], will [the believer] not fly from the city to the solitude, to the hill-tops and forests of the Apennines, to wait with awful joy the great lightning-flash of glory? Not so. They somehow, while ‘looking for the Savior from the heavens’ (Phil. 3:20), attend to their service and their business, pay their debts and their taxes, offer sympathy to their neighbors in their human sadnesses and joys, and yield honest loyalty to the magistrate and the Prince.”

-H.C.G. Moule

While it is true that the believer’s citizenship is in heaven, we are also called to live as citizens of earth. With that calling, magnified by the call of the gospel, we find certain truths and obligations that belong to us.

As Paul discusses the Christian citizen, there are three truths that we discover in this chapter. First of all, as believer’s we are called to be:

I. COMPLIANT WITH GOVERNMENTAL LAW (v. 1-7)

Paul wastes no time getting to the overall point of this chapter. Verse one opens with a clear injunction, “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers…”

The Greek word translated “powers” is exousia. The word literally means “authority” or rule. The phrase “higher powers”, literally means “those that are holding authority”. Paul is clear that the believer is to submit themselves to those who hold governmental authority over them.

Three principles are given to encourage the believer to comply with the rulers and leaders that are over them. First of all, we should:


A. Remember the reason for rulers

The Christian’s compliance with the rules and rulers of their society is based upon a strong principle. As Paul points out in verse one, “…there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God.”

Blood lines, coups, dictatorships, and elections aside, legislative and governmental authority does not exist apart from God’s ordaining. He rules the rulers, and in His providence allots to them their particular power. 

With this in mind, Paul continues in verse two, reminding us that, “Whosoever…restisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God…” To resist this divinely ordained hierarchy is to court for yourself a just judgment.

Knowing that it is God that gives and takes governmental power, we then are called also to:


B. Recognize the role of rulers

In verse three, Paul asserts that, “Rulers are not a terror…,” to those who perform, “…good works…,” but rather they are frightening to those who do, “…evil.”
In light of this, we are encouraged to do, “…that which is good…” , and as a result we will (if not immediately, eventually) have the favor of our governors.

Yet, on the other hand, in verse four, Paul reminds us that while our leaders are the “….ministers of God to [us] for good…”, if we disobey the civil and societal laws (that do not contradict the Word of God) we will suffer under those same rulers, who are God’s appointed agents for punishing law breakers. They are His “avengers” in a legal sense.

Paul adds in verse five, that we should therefore, “…be subject, not only for wrath, but also for conscience sake.” In light of the fact that the powers that be are ordained by God, it is our responsibility to submit to them, not just because they can punish us, but because we serve God.

The point is that our government, regardless of what it may be, serves a divine role in our lives, and we should see it as such, and respond accordingly.

In light of all this, the Christian that is compliant with governmental law, must also:


C. Render the requirements to rulers

Verses six and seven are by no means the most popular verses in the Bible. They deal with what Woodrow Kroll calls, “…the ‘T’ word – taxes.” Because of the service the government provides to us, we are called upon to, “…pay ye tribute also…” 
This mandate is enlarged upon in verse seven, where we read, “Render therefore all their dues…”  These “dues” are characterized as “tribute”, which speaks of taxes, “custom”, which seems to speaks of a toll, “fear” (Gr. Phobos), which in this context seems refers to respect, and finally, “honour”, which comes from a root word that refers to a price paid.

All of this seems to indicate that we are not to opt out of societal obligations. Even something as mundane and unpleasant as paying taxes is to be done as a part of our Christian duty, and therefore is to be done with the right spirit.

Paul moves almost seamlessly from our responsibility to our government, to our responsibility to our fellow-citizens in that government. We see not only that we are to be compliant with governmental laws, but notice also that we are to be:

II. CONSISTENT IN GIVING LOVE (v. 8-10)

In the previous chapter, Paul encouraged our love to be sincere (12:9). In this chapter Paul again addresses the subject of love, and lays before us some precepts regarding our love toward those around us.

When it comes to the subject of love toward our neighbor, we are reminded that:


A. Love is a human obligation

Verse eight says, “Owe no man anything, but to love one another…” In this admonition, there is a word about debt. It is quick, but it is there. We are not to be indebted to anyone, save in the area of love.

In light of verse eight, we realize that we will never truly be debt-free. We will always have an obligation to love one another. You owe to your fellow-man to love Him. 

If you will remember, in the opening chapter of this epistle, Paul said that he was, “…a debtor both to the Greeks, and to the Barbarians…” Here, we are taught that we to are obligated to the people around us.

We learn that love is not only a human obligation, but notice also that:


B. Love is a heavenly oracle

Verse eight concludes with the statement, “…for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law…”

With this statement, Paul begins to explain that all the commandments are essentially contained in the one command to, “…love thy neighbor as thyself.”

Love is not merely an obligation we have toward our fellow man; it is a divine command. Love is something we owe to each other, and love is something we do in obedience to divine law. In other words, love is not optional for a Christian; it is essential! You cannot obey God without loving your neighbor.

Love is a human obligation, and a heavenly oracle, and notice also further that:


C. Love is a holy operation

Verse 10 seemingly concludes the section on love. There Paul says, “Love worketh no ill to his neighbor: therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.” Love in its highest form is the fulfillment to the Law of God.

Therefore, we know that this kind of love, love that is pure and altruistic toward its object, is a love that can only come from Spirit of God operating inside a believer. It is the first fruit mentioned in the list of the Spirit’s fruit (Gal. 5:22).

As a Christian citizen of an earthly country, we are responsible to those that lead us, and to those that live around us.

As Paul closes the chapter we see not only that we are to be compliant with governmental law, and consistent in giving love, but notice also lastly that as Christian citizens, we are to be:

III. COMMITTED TO GODLY LIVING (v. 11-14)

As Paul continues to address the Christian citizen, at the close of the chapter he draws their attention toward the future, and challenges them to live in holiness and with godliness in light of truth of the future.

To live a godly life as a Christian citizen, there are three factors that must exist in the life of a believer. First of all, the believer is challenged to be:


A. Driven by the coming of the Lord

In verse 11, Paul says that we are to do all the things he has previously been instructing, “…knowing the time, that now it is high time to awake out of sleep…” 
We have no time to slumber, for the culmination of our “salvation” is closer than we realize. The coming of the Lord is an event that is always eminent in the mind of Christ’s people. We know we will see Him one day, and we also know that today could be that day. Therefore, we live in with godliness as our aim, knowing that we may see our God sooner rather than later.

The Christian citizen lives in holiness and godliness because he is driven by the return of the Lord, and also because he is:


B. Devoted to the combat of the Lord
In verse 12, Paul takes up one of his favorite themes – spiritual warfare, and begins to challenge the Christian citizen to, “…cast off the works of darkness…” The idea is of taking something off and throwing it down. 

In the place of the “works of darkness”, the believer is commanded to “…put on the armour of the light.” The reference to armor serves to remind the Christian citizen that while we comply with our governmental authorities, we in no way compromise our fight against the works of darkness.

The life of consecration is the life of combat against the world, the flesh, and the devil. 

The godly Christian citizen is driven by the coming of the Lord, and devoted to the combat of the Lord, and notice also that he is:


C. Dressed in the clothing of the Lord

Verse 13 and 14 present two opposite lifestyles. Verse 13 tells us what we are not to do, and verse 14 tells what we are to do instead.

In verse 13, we are to, “…walk honestly, as in the day; not in rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering and wantonness, not in strife and envying.”

This is an interesting set of prohibitions. We are to walk “honestly”, which comes from a Greek word that literally means “well fashioned”. We are to carry ourselves with honor, not in “rioting”, which speaks not of violent chaos, but rather of revelry and wild behavior. The word “chambering” speaks of sexual immorality. Wantonness is translated from a word that speaks of indecency and licentiousness.

In the place of these base behaviors, we are told in verse 14 to, “…put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ…” In verse 12, we are to be clothed in the armor of light, and here in verse 14, we are to be likewise clothed in the Lord Jesus.

The idea here is of letting Him live through us. There is a connection between this verse and chapter six. We are to in no way provide for the flesh, but rather we are to completely submit ourselves to Christ, to the point that He completely covers us.

Again, we are brought face to face with the reality that those who belong to Christ are called into a different level of life. We live in this world, and to some degree we are to participate in this world. Yet, there is a marked difference in how we conduct ourselves when compared with the majority of those who live around us.

Paul concludes this chapter with some very practical instructions against sin. This Roman believers, in the midst of the grossly pagan society in which they lived, needed to be exhorted against sin. Is this any less the case for Christians today?
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