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The following is the text of a lecture given in the First Protestant Reformed Church, Holland, MI, 

November 6, 1998. 

 

Last month we ended with the following paragraph: “This then is the threefold calling of the 

Christian with regard to the civil government. We must be subject to the superior authorities, not resist, 

but obey them. We must pay our tribute or taxes to support and maintain the government. And, we must 

pray for those in authority over us.” 

What is the reason for this calling? Why this threefold calling? 

The first reason why we must obey, pay taxes to, and pray for the civil rulers is they are 

“ordained of God.” Note well, how strongly this is emphasized in Romans 13: 

1. “There is no power but of God; the powers that be are ordained of God” (verse 1). 

2. If we resist the authority we are resisting “the ordinance of God” (verse 2) 

3. No less than three times does the passage refer to the superior authorities as “ministers of 

God” (verses 4- 6). 

The meaning is plain. God has ordained, determined in His counsel or decree, that there should 

be the institution we call the civil government. God has also placed the authorities in those offices. 

Through whatever means, free elections, dictatorships, or what have you, God has put the rulers in 

authority over us. They are God’s ministers, literally, God’s servants. Whether willingly or in spite of 

themselves, they are God’s ministers/servants. “By me,” the Lord says, “kings reign, and princes decree 

justice. By me princes rule, and nobles, even all the judges of the earth” (Proverbs 8:15-16). According 

to Isaiah 45:1-6, God raised up Cyrus to free the captives of Judah in Babylon. 

Because they are ordained of God the authorities are accountable to God. They must bear the 

sword. “Bearing the sword” is a figurative expression for executing judgment. They must bear the 

sword fairly and justly. They must be a terror to evil works, not to the good. They must be revengers to 

execute wrath upon them that do evil. Again, whether they know this, whether they exercise their 

authority consciously as God’s servants, makes no difference. Someday they will render account to 

God for their ruling! 

For this reason we must be subject to them (verse 5). “Wherefore there is necessity to be 

subject” This is divine necessity. We’ve no choice in the matter; we must be subject to the authorities. 

“Not only on account of wrath,” must we be subject. The ungodly are subject on account of 

wrath, if they are subject at all. They fear the punishment of evil doing and so to avoid the 

consequences, they outwardly obey the authorities. We, God’s people, obey “for conscience’ sake.” 

“Conscience” means “to know with” According to his Spirit-filled, sanctified conscience, the Christian 

knows with God the truth of His Word concerning the superior authorities. He knows that the 

authorities are God’s ministers and that as such the rulers have authority from God to maintain good 

order in society. They have the right to execute God’s judgments on evil doers. Thus the Christian 

obeys, not because he fears the punishment of evil doing, but because for conscience sake he fears God. 

He obeys for God’s sake and because he loves the Lord. 

This biblical truth is summed in our Reformed Confessions. The Heidelberg Catechism teaches 

that God governs all things, nothing happens by chance, all things come by God’s fatherly hand. We 

can trust Him since nothing so much as moves without His will (Lord’s Day 10). The Catechism 

explains that we must show all honor, love, fidelity to our parents and to all in authority over us. We 

must submit ourselves with due obedience to their instruction and correction... since it pleases God to 

govern us by their hand. The Belgic Confession likewise teaches that God, because of mankind’s 

depravity, has appointed magistrates so that the world should be governed by their hand, for the 



external restraint of evil, for good order in society. And because God did this, we must obey the 

authorities (Article 36). 

The only exception to this is when the authorities demand that which is contrary to God’s will 

as revealed in Scripture and summed in His holy law. The Old Testament Scriptures give several 

examples of this. The Hebrew mid-wives, because they feared God, refused to murder the male babies 

of the Israelites as Pharaoh had commanded (Exodus 1:16-22). Daniel and his friends in Babylon are 

outstanding examples for us. They refused the king’s meat and wine because it involved idol worship 

and eating that which was unclean. They refused to bow before Nebuchadnezzar’s great image though 

it meant a burning, fiery furnace. And, Daniel prayed to the Lord as always in spite of the king’s decree 

and the lions. In the New Testament, according to Acts 4:19-20 and 5:29, the apostles, Peter and John, 

testified, “we ought to obey God rather than men” and they continued to preach even though forbidden 

to do so. 

Note well! We may not revolt against the government. We may not try to overthrow the 

government. We obey always, except when we need to obey God rather than men, and, then we suffer 

the consequences. We might be imprisoned, perhaps tortured, perhaps put to death. 

But what about times of scandal and persecution? That there’s scandal is obvious. Our president 

has admitted it. He ought to repent and resign. He is not worthy of the office. Failing this, he ought to 

be impeached and removed from office. But until this happens, he’s still the president of the United 

States, and we the citizens must be subject for God’s sake. We obey knowing that God will hold Mr. 

Clinton accountable for his sins. But we are subject. 

Should we find ourselves, as many Christians in other lands do, persecuted for the faith, what 

then? Still we obey unless the government demands of us something contrary to God’s will. And again, 

we do so knowing that the persecuting rulers will one day give an account to the Lord for all their 

wickedness. 

Do you believe this? Perhaps you object and say, this holds, but not in times of scandal and 

persecution. Do you know when the Apostles were inspired to write the New Testament? It was written 

in the latter half of the first century A. D. The Epistle to the Romans was written during Nero’s reign 

which was from A. D. 54- 68. 

Two things characterized this period. The first was terrible immorality. Prostitution was 

legalized and rampant. Both female and male prostitutes abounded as did homosexuality and 

lesbianism. Nero himself kept a castrated slave as a lover. Adultery and divorce were as common as 

marriage. Interestingly enough, most women worked outside of the home and were involved in the 

professions: law, medicine, business, etc. The games were numerous and unbelievably cruel. Gladiators 

fought with other men or animals to a bloody death 

And all of this was especially true of the authorities, the wealthy, the senators, and the military 

leaders, and the emperor himself. Murder, intrigue, sexual immorality, gluttony and drunkenness; all 

these were the order of the day among the leaders and authorities. 

There was cruel persecution of the Christians. They were imprisoned, tortured, starved, and put 

to death. So cruel were the tortures and persecutions inflicted at Nero’s orders that even the ungodly 

enemies of the faith called for a halt to it. 

In such times as these were the Scriptures inspired by the Holy Spirit. The New Testament with 

its account of our Savior’s atonement and resurrection, the apostolic era and the Epistles and the 

gathering of the church out of the nations, when the apostles wrote, Let every soul be subject to the 

higher powers, honor the king, obey magistrates, pay tribute, pray for those in authority over you, Nero 

was on the throne, the worst of them all. 

May God give us grace to be subject to the superior authorities, to pay them tribute, and to pray 

for them; now and in the future with but one exception, viz., when obedience to the ruler involves 

disobedience to God. In that case we obey God rather than men. For the rest, we leave all in the hands 

of God Who judges righteously and before whom all, also the superior authorities, must render account.  
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