Sermon on Romans 13: 1-7 preached by Trevor Jamison, a minister in the United Reformed Church in the United Kingdom at

Allisonville Christian Church, Indianapolis, October 7th 2007

In 1982 Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands, or as Argentinians preferred to call them, the Malvinas. Under the then Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher the British government assembled a military task force to regain the islands, one of Britain’s most far-flung possessions that many of the British public had not even realized existed and most could not have located on a map of the world. It was during that time that I saw a magazine cover whose picture and headline has stayed with me ever since. The magazine was the American publication, Newsweek. The full size front page picture was an aerial shot, taken above the Royal Navy base at Portsmouth in England. It showed one of the nation’s two aircraft carriers, jet fighters and helicopters crowding the deck leaving dock and setting out for the South Atlantic. Seeing it off were a horde of small ships and private yachts. At the edge of the shore was a huge crowd of people – anxious family and friends and probably a large number of other well wishers and simple sightseers. It was an arresting image but what has kept it in my memory was the headline emblazoned across the cover of the magazine … The Empire Strikes Back.
It is said that one picture is worth a thousand words but on this occasion just four words illuminated unexpected depths and dimensions of an image. With just four words we were not only drawn into present reality but were reminded of the historical context of a once extensive empire, a remnant of which had now come back to haunt a nation living in much reduced circumstances. At the same time the nod towards the title of the recently released Star Wars movie reminded us that although all of earth’s proud empires pass away
 new ones, or their equivalent, inexorably arise to take their place, if not here then at least in galaxy far, far away.

We are reminded that at in every place, in every time, past present and future, Christians, no matter how they might attempt to insulate themselves from the world, will find themselves confronted with the authorities and at some point the demands of the authorities will conflict with what we believe as Christians. Since authorities, imperial or otherwise, exist at all times, everywhere, it is no surprise that St Paul and the Christians in Rome had to wrestle with such questions. What is a surprise, a shock to many of us, is what Paul declares on this matter:
Let every person be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except from God … therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed and those who resist will incur judgment. (13: 1-2 NRSV)
Paul goes on to declare rulers are not a terror to good conduct but to bad, that representatives of government are God’s servants or ministers, and that followers of Jesus should cooperate fully with them, including in the matters of paying taxes and customs duties.

Now, in attempting to follow these injunctions literally there has been an enduring conscientious tradition amongst some Christians of quiet cooperation with the God-given authorities. But this has not been the response of the majority and we should be clear about what is being said. Paul is not advocating passive resistance to perceived injustice, like some early example of the much admired Gandhi, leading a campaign of passive resistance against British imperial government in India. No, Paul is advocating not passive resistance but non-resistance. It did not take long at all for Christians to express doubts about this idea. In the wake of Roman imperial persecution against Christians, persecution which we believe claimed Paul’s life, Christians wondered how it could be that God appointed the authorities if part of the role of the authorities was to persecute God’s people.

Also, there have been too many occasions when this word from Paul has been used not to bring freedom but to justify bondage. To take one example from less than thirty years ago:

The Bible … has a message for the governments and the governed of the world. Thus we read in Romans 13 that every person be subject to the governing authorities. There is no authority except from God. Rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad conduct, Do what is good and you will receive the approval of the ruler. He is God’s servant for your good.

The words of P W Botha, Premier of apartheid-era South Africa, addressing the black denomination Zion Christian Church on April 7th 1985.
I’m preaching to you today on the basis that most or all of us gathered for worship in this place are agreed that this scripture passage is not a simple justification of political subservience but needs to be open to an interpretation that allows for some critical assessment of authorities on the basis of Christian values such as peace, justice and freedom for all peoples. I’m confident that most of you will be with me on this, if for no other reason than that to argue otherwise is to claim that the thirteen former colonies must repent of their resistance to the divinely appointed authority of King George iii of Great Britain and Ireland and that they must now return to British rule! Well I’m not going to try to preach that message today, partly because I don’t believe it, but mostly because I want to get out of here in one piece.
The question remains, however, if we don’t take Paul’s words here at face value, how are we to take them? In what way does the scripture have authority for or over us? These are urgent questions facing Christians not only here but around the world today – Christians in Myanamar, Christians in the Congo, Christians in Darfur, Christians in Zimbabwe – how do we respond to the authorities? And it’s worth just saying, how believe we should respond to the political authorities also provides us with guidelines as to how we respond to authority as we encounter it in every day life – parents, teachers, managers; and yes, the authority residing in religious leaders, such as ministers and even including the preacher.
Firstly, we take Paul’s words seriously which leads us to look above the governing authorities. As Paul says, those authorities have been instituted by God … and rulers are not a terror to good conduct but to bad. How does an authority – a government, manager, teacher or parent – wield authority? Does this reflect the just and loving nature of the God who bestowed the gift of authority? After all, just because God gives you some gift does not mean that you then justified in misusing it. God gives us the gift of speech, but not that we might defame others; hearing but not that we should use it to indulge in listening to gossip; bodies but not that we should use them to do violence to others. So, in coming to a judgment about the authority of kings, presidents, teachers, ministers or parents we ask, how, does their conduct fit with what we know of the one who is king over kings and presides over presidents; teaches the teachers and ministers to the ministers; who is present as both mother and father to us all.
Knowing the nature, mind and will of God is of course not a simple task, never mind knowing how to apply that to everyday political and social situations. So looking above the authorities needs to go along with looking to authorities around us in order to help us in make these discernments. Amongst such authorities we have the wider authority of scripture. We don’t just consider seven verses from one book in isolations from the sixty-six in the Bible when making our decisions. For example, what effect does it have on how we understand Paul to remember the divinely sanctioned successful revolt of Israelite slaves against an Egyptian Pharaoh’s divinely appointed authority? What do we make of the careful ambiguities of Jesus concerning taxation and the authorities, that we should pay to Caesar what is due to Caesar and pay to God what is due to God? 
We look around us not only to the scriptures but also to those authorities that are our fellow Christians, both in the present and in the past. We look back to American Christians who defied the governing authority and its legislation because they were convinced that both slavery and racial segregation were against the will of God; we look back to those prepared to give their lives to say that elected or not, a Nazi regime must not command the support or submission of German Christians. And today, appropriately on World Communion Sunday, we look around us, to Christians in today’s world whose experiences and actions have much to teach us about the extent and the limits of Christian submission to the governing authorities.
Armed with the wider authority of scripture, supported by the authorities of Christian witness, past and present, we still listen to Paul’s words with all seriousness. We acknowledge the God-given authority of governments that provide security, structure and prosperity to our societies; we acknowledge the existence and need for authority in so many areas of our lives – political, social, educational and domestic. So we respond positively to Paul’s call for submission to authorities, to pay to all what is due to them - taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom respect is due, honour to whom honour is due – but not without some thought and perhaps not on every occasion.



�  From the hymn, The day thou gavest, Lord, is ended by John Ellerton (1826-93)


So be it, Lord; thy throne shall never �Like earth's proud empires, pass away; �Thy Kingdom stands, and grows for ever, �Till all thy creatures own thy sway.


� Quoted in Mark Reasoner Romans in full circle: a history of interpretation. Louisville, Kentucky, Westminster John Knox Press, 2005. p. 129
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