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It’s been ten months since our last national election, and seven months since President Obama’s inauguration, but emotions still seem to run fairly high when the subject of politics comes up in casual conversation.  We are agitated, it seems, by the debate over health care reform.  The national debt is a major concern.  The war in Afghanistan continues to trouble us all.  And we wonder, as followers of Jesus, what God thinks of all of this.  What does God think of our government?  What does God think of the Iranian government?  What does he think of the North Korean government or the Chinese government or the Russian government or the Israeli government?  Or does God not really care about any of the world’s governments – is that something that really doesn’t matter to God?
Let’s jump right into our text for this morning, which is Romans 13.  This is one of those passages that Christians have struggled with for the last 2000 years, even though it is relatively straightforward.  There’s something in us that wishes Paul had written this differently, that he had come to a different conclusion.  Let’s read the text and I think you’ll see what I mean:

Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established.  The authorities that exist have been established by God.  Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves.  For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong.  Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority?  Then do what is right and he will commend you.  For he is God’s servant to do you good.  But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing.  He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.  Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience.
This is why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing.  Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor. (Romans 13:1-7)
My guess is that if God asked you or me to write this passage, we might have written it a little differently, especially that part about paying taxes.  None of us like to pay taxes.  Tax freedom day this year was April 13th.  In other words, from January 1st to April 13th we all worked to pay our income taxes.  Maybe you remember this joke once told by President Reagan: “A taxpayer is someone who works for the federal government but doesn’t have to take the civil service exam.”  Or maybe you’ve heard this from one of our late night talk show hosts:  “What’s the difference between a taxidermist and a tax collector?  The taxidermist only takes the skin.”  None of us like paying taxes, so it would have been nice if Paul had given us a little leeway on this, but he doesn’t – if you owe taxes, pay taxes.
But that’s not even the most troubling statement Paul makes.  Most people are most bothered by how Paul opens this passage, when Paul instructs us to submit ourselves to our governing authorities because there is no authority except that which God has established.  So let’s see if we can understand where Paul is coming from, and, more importantly, how God wants us as followers of Jesus to live in relationship to our government.
God Is In Control
Here’s Paul’s first big point – God is in control.  There’s a theological word Bible students often use to express this truth; they call it the “sovereignty of God.”  When we say that God is sovereign, we simply mean that God is in control, that he is in charge.  
Have you ever heard someone talk about “taking America back for God”?   Usually what people mean by that is that we need to get prayer back in school and the Ten Commandments back on the walls of our government buildings – those sorts of things.  But the truth is that God doesn’t need our help taking America back.  The truth, Paul tells us, is that God is the one who established our government.  Notice what Paul says: “The authorities that exist have been established by God.”  President Obama is not our President because the Democrats were more effective in getting out the vote than the Republicans.  He is the President because God established him as our President, just like he established President Bush and President Clinton before him.
Now I know that is hard for some of us to swallow, the thought that God is the one who established our presidents and our leaders.  But the fact is that it was a much harder thought for the first Christians to swallow than it is for us, and it is probably a much harder thought for many Christians around the world to swallow than it is for us.  After all, it isn’t like we live in North Korea, which most experts consider to be most repressive government in the world.  It’s not like we live in China, where under the government’s “one child per family” rule doctors will, after delivering a woman’s first baby, sterilize the woman so she’s unable to have more children.  And it isn’t like we live in first-century Rome, where Christians had no rights at all.  Do you remember who the Roman Emperor was at the time Paul wrote the Book of Romans?  Paul wrote this letter in about 57 A.D.  The Emperor of Rome from 54 to 68 A.D. was Nero, considered by most historians to be the most capricious, incompetent and wicked of all the emperors.  

So we can be sure that the Christians in Rome had some questions about Paul’s words in Romans 13.  “Submit to Nero?  Pay taxes to Nero?  Show honor to Nero?  Is Paul serious about this?”  Oh, and let’s remember that Paul was himself well acquainted with the travails of living as a Christian under Roman rule.  Paul spent years in Roman prisons for preaching the gospel, and ultimately was executed in Rome under Nero’s authority.  So Paul didn’t write these words casually, the first Christians didn’t treat them casually, and neither should we.

But how can Paul possibly say that “there is no authority except that which God has established,” particularly when the person in authority at the time was someone like Nero?  Actually, Bible students point out, this isn’t the first time this idea shows up in the Bible.  Do you remember the Old Testament book of Daniel?  In that book we learn that Daniel and many of his friends were taken captive by the Babylonians when King Nebuchadnezzar conquered Judah.  Now you don’t have to remember how to spell Nebuchadnezzar, but I do want you to remember something about him.  The king of Judah at that time – the last king of Judah – was named Zedekiah.  This is the kind of guy Nebuchadnezzar was.  He captured Zedekiah, then brought all of Zedekiah’s sons into the palace.  There he had Zedekiah’s sons executed in front of Zedekiah.  Then, rather than killing Zedekiah, he had Zedekiah’s eyes cut out and then had him brought to Babylon and thrown into prison. (2 Kings 25:7)  Nebuchadnezzar wanted to make sure that the last thing Zedekiah saw was the execution of his sons; that’s the kind of person he was.  Oh, and here’s how Nebuchadnezzar had the captives of Judah, the chosen people of God, brought to Babylon.  He had fish hooks put through their lips and then had them chained together by those hooks as they marched hundreds of miles from Jerusalem to Babylon.  
So clearly Nebuchadnezzar is a bad guy.  But listen to what the Bible says about all this in the book of 2 Chronicles:

God brought up against [the people of Judah] the king of the Babylonians, who killed their young men with the sword in the sanctuary, and spared neither young man nor young woman, old man or aged.  God handed all of them over to Nebuchadnezzar … He set fire to God’s temple and broke down the walls of Jerusalem … He carried into exile to Babylon the remnant, who escaped from the sword, and they became servants to him and his sons …. (2 Chronicles 36:17-21)  
Did you notice how the Bible says Nebuchadnezzar got his power?  God handed it to him.  God put Nebuchadnezzar into power, a ruler who was as evil as they get.  Daniel was one of the remnant that escaped the sword, one of the young men brought to Babylon in chains.  And listen to how Daniel describes Nebuchadnezzar in his book in a speech to one of his sons: “O king, the Most High God gave your father Nebuchadnezzar sovereignty and greatness and glory and splendor.” (Daniel 5:18)  God gave Nebuchadnezzar his sovereignty and greatness; God put this evil king into power.  And then, Daniel says, God punished Nebuchadnezzar “until he acknowledged that the Most High God is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and sets over them anyone he wishes.” (Daniel 5:21)  It was not an accident of history that Nebuchadnezzar was the ruler of Babylon in the year 586 B.C.  It was not because Nebuchadnezzar was smarter or stronger or more talented that he was the most powerful man in the most powerful nation on earth.  It was because God put him there.  God had a reason for empowering Nebuchadnezzar, a good reason you can read about in 2 Chronicles 36.   But this is the point – God is sovereign; God is in control. 
By the way, this is not the only time we see this in the Bible.  After the Babylonians conquered Judah and burned down the temple in Jerusalem, and after the people of Judah had been in exile for some years, the Persians came along and conquered the Babylonians in the year 539 B.C.  The Book of Ezra tells us that the ruler of the Persians was a guy named Cyrus.  Cyrus was not a follower of the God of the Bible; he served his own gods.  But listen to what the Book of Ezra tells us about him:

In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the word of the Lord spoken by Jeremiah, the Lord moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation throughout his realm and to put it in writing: This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: “The Lord, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah.” (Ezra 1:1-2)  
Here’s something else to remember – this was all prophesied by Isaiah in about the year 700 B.C., over 160 years before it happened.  And Isaiah didn’t just prophesy that “some guy” would authorize the rebuilding of the temple; he gave us the guy’s name.  In Isaiah 44, where God is speaking through Isaiah, we read this: “Who says of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd and will accomplish all that I please; he will say of Jerusalem, ‘Let it be rebuilt,’ and of the temple, ‘Let its foundations be laid.’” (Isaiah 44:28)  One hundred sixty years before it happened, God revealed to Isaiah that God would raise up a pagan foreigner by the name of Cyrus and put him into power so that he could authorize the rebuilding of the temple and the repopulation of Jerusalem.
So when Paul writes in Romans 13 that the authorities that exist have been established by God, he’s really not saying anything new.  He’s simply reminding the Christians at Rome that God is sovereign, that all power comes from God, that all rulers rule at God’s pleasure.  Here’s how the Book of Proverbs says it:  “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases.” (Proverbs 21:1)  But while this is not a new thought in terms of the Bible, it’s probably new for many of us.  So this might be a passage we need to read over this week a few times, something we need to remind ourselves of a few times.  And when you watch the news this week and hear about what is happening in Congress and in the White House and in the corridors of power around the world, remind yourself of this truth – God is in control.  No government exists that has not been established and put into power by God.
We Honor God By Honoring Our Government
Now if that’s true, the next question is, “So what?  What difference does it make to how I live my life?  What difference does it make to how I vote and how I act as a citizen of the United States?”
Here’s how I would put it; here’s the “so what” for me – we honor God by honoring our government.  Notice that nowhere in Romans 13 does Paul say anything like this: “Tolerate your leaders.  Put up with those no-good bums.”  Paul never says, “Don’t pay any attention to those who are in power.”  Instead Paul says, “Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities.”  Paul says to respect the authorities and to honor the authorities.  Now that would make no sense if we didn’t understand what we just talked about, if we didn’t appreciate that God is the one who established those authorities.  But since God is sovereign and God is in control, then one way we can honor God is by treating the authorities God has put into power with respect and with honor.
Paul isn’t the only New Testament writer to teach us this principle; the Apostle Peter said much the same thing.  Peter, by the way, wrote the following words in Rome sometime between 60 and 64 A.D.  Like Paul, Peter was executed by the authority of Nero, crucified upside down.  And yet listen to what Peter teaches us:
Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right … Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king.  (1 Peter 2:13-17)
Submit, respect and honor – that’s how we are to relate to our government leaders, whether we voted for them or not.  Neither Paul nor Peter, by the way, had the opportunity to vote for who they wanted to be emperor; I would guess neither of them would have voted for Nero.  And yet both of them teach us this – submit, respect and honor your leaders, because they have been put there by God.  And when we do that we are demonstrating our trust in God, in the God who is sovereign over our lives and who is sovereign over our government.
I realize that this isn’t easy for most of us.  We’re just so used to listening to talk show hosts bash the government; we’re so used to laughing as late night comedians mock our government.  If you listen to or watch Rush Limbaugh or Bill O’Reilly or Chris Matthews or Sean Hannity or Glenn Beck or Jon Stewart or David Letterman or Conan O’Brien or Jay Leno, you know what I’m talking about.  It’s just so much easier and so natural for us to complain about things.  Now please here me out on this – I’m not saying it’s wrong to disagree with our government, and I’m not saying there’s anything at all wrong with being vocal about our disagreements.  The Bible never says, “Agree with everything your government does.”  But it does talk about how we should behave and about what our attitude should be – submit, respect and honor.
 And here’s a tip on how to develop that attitude.  This comes again from Paul, this time in his first letter to Timothy; here’s what he says: “I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for everyone – for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness.  This is good, and pleases God our Savior.” (1 Timothy 3:1-3)  I’ve found that it’s much harder for me to be cynical and judgmental about our leaders after I’ve prayed for them.  I will tell you that I need to do it much more than I do.  But when I pray for our leaders, it changes my attitude.  It helps me remember that I am not their judge – God is.  It helps me remember that God cares about them.  It helps me remember that God is sovereign.  So if you want to demonstrate your faith in God and in his sovereignty over our world, then pray for our leaders and submit to them, respect them and honor them.  We honor God by honoring our government. 
There Are Times To Choose God Over Our Government
Now let me very briefly make one more point.  It’s a point that Paul doesn’t make in Romans 13, but it is a truth he was very much aware of and it is a truth that is taught in a number of other places in the Bible, and it’s this – there are times when we who follow Jesus must choose to obey God rather than our government.  
In Acts 4 Peter and John were arrested by the Jewish authorities for telling the citizens of Jerusalem that they could not be saved unless they put their faith in Jesus.  The two of them were then hauled in front of the authorities and were given very clear instructions.  Here’s what happened: “Then they called [Peter and John] in again and commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.  But Peter and John replied, ‘Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God.  For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.’” (Acts 4:18-20)  In Acts 5 Peter, John and the other disciples go out and tell people about Jesus and about his resurrection from the dead.  They are again arrested, and they are again ordered to keep quiet about this Jesus.  And here’s what happens: “Peter and the other apostles replied: ‘We must obey God rather than men!’” (Acts 5:29)  
This is a dilemma our brothers and sisters in Christ around the world deal with every day.  In China, for example, the only Bibles that people are allowed to have are Bibles that have been registered with the government, Bibles that have been reviewed and approved by the government.  What that means as a practical matter is that very few people have access to Bibles.  So what’s a Chinese pastor to do?  What’s he supposed to do if he doesn’t have a Bible, which is often the case?  What’s he supposed to do if he has the only Bible and no one else in his church or his town has a Bible?  Is it wrong for him to accept Bibles that are smuggled into the country by Christians from other parts of the world?  Is it wrong for him to copy parts of his Bible by hand and distribute it to others in his church?  Christian men and women in China are arrested for doing just those things all the time.  They are arrested for obeying God rather than men.  And if that day ever comes here, I hope and pray we would be willing to do the same.
I want to show you a short video clip about one Chinese pastor and what he went through because he distributed Christian literature.  After the video I will give you the update on this pastor’s life: “What’s Your Mission: Pastor Cai” (from Sermonspice)
The good news is that Pastor Cai was released from prison on September 10, 2007, after three years of incarceration.  The bad news is that he has to report to the government once a month, where he is harassed and ordered in the strictest terms not to distribute Bibles or materials containing words from the Bible.  There are times when we who follow Jesus must choose to obey God rather than the government, but when we do we need to be prepared to pay the cost.

So here’s what we’re going to do this morning.  We’re going to have a couple people come up and lead us in prayer.  First, I’ve asked one of you to lead us in prayer for our government, just as the Bible commands us to do.  And second, I’ve asked one of you to lead us in prayer for the persecuted church, for our brothers and sisters in Christ around the world who live under oppressive governments, governments that are hostile to Christians and to God.  
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