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An Impolite Sermon 
Romans 13:1-10 

INTRODUCTION: WHAT ABOUT NAZI GERMANY? 

What about Nazi Germany? 
Both times I have looked at Romans 13 and submission to authorities in Bible 

studies this week this has been the immediate reaction.  I don’t know how people 
responded to it prior to the Second World War but that is the obvious uncomfortable 
question raised by a passage that seems to be promoting unquestioning obedience to 
the governing rulers. 

As we deal with this passage and this issue we are going to have to speak about 
both politics and religion, topics about which many think it is impolite to speak, and 
incendiary to talk of them at the same time. 

Yet this is going to be an impolite sermon, we need to look at the passage, 
consider issues around Church at State and finally wonder if the actual question is much 
closer to home and make us just as uncomfortable. 

THE CONTEXT: ROME AND ROMANS 

As we look at the passage, we need to keep the context of both Rome and 
Romans in mind. Paul is writing to small house churches in Rome in the mid 50’s.  He is 
not writing about a utopian political nirvana rather to the heart of the Roman Empire, and 
the Emperor at this time is the infamous Nero, who could give Hitler a run for his money.  
Paul is dealing with truly real politic in the real world in Romans 13. 

In the context of the book his teaching part of how Christians are to live in the 
light of God’s mercy, we are to be living sacrifices with transformed renewed minds.  
Having spoken of those responding to enemies and persecutor, perhaps understandably 
he moves to the governing authorities who may already be behind such activity. 

This is not a dispassionate discussion of Church and State but practical teaching 
about how to live in a civil society. 

THE PASSAGE 

Submission 
Paul starts saying “Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities …” we 

should note at the that the this is about submission not obedience.  There is to 
submission between marriage partners but obedience by children, they are not the 
same idea.  This is about recognising the appropriate authority. 

Paul continues that this is so because all authority comes from God.  Paul is 
following the words of Jesus here in front of Pilate “You would have no power over me 
unless it had been given you from above” (John 19:11).  It also flows from biblical 
thinking that God is all powerful, if so that all authority is ultimately derived from God.  It 
we have a problem with authority ultimately we have a problem with God. 

Paul goes on to argue that the authorities are there to promote good, they are 
God’s good gift to us.  We should not underestimate the blessing it is to live in a 
regulated community.  Where there is no authority the results are often disastrous.  We 
need civil authorities with appropriate force for the common good. 

We should also recognise what Paul is doing here.  Paul is dealing with the issue 
of when the State is doing the wrong thing, he is worried that the Christians will be doing 
the wrong time.  He is not worried about Nero but Nicky who is dodging his taxes and 
Anita who is ripping off her tenants. 
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I used to live on Sydney Uni campus and it was just outside Zone 1 ticket area.  
But I would, buy a Zone 1 ticket and stay on the bus till my stop but I did so in fear of the 
conductor getting on and being discovered.  Paul would rightly say shame on me, and 
how would this reflect on the Church.  It was reading this passage that lead to change 
due to conscience and fear of punishment, exactly what Paul is aiming for. 

This is a small example but oh that Christians, particularly Church leaders had all 
been law abiding citizens, and change behaviour because of conscience and fear.  
Illegal, criminal activity, particularly abuse, has caused great damage to people, to the 
Church, its public standing and more importantly the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Paul challenges us further by calling us to pay our taxes as the authorities are 
God’s servants for the common good.  He is echoing Jesus render unto Caesar what is 
Caesar’s, even if you are a honey farm in NW Tasmania.  Filling in our tax return is a 
religious act, and I pray a righteous one.  As is keeping short accounts, Christians 
should be prompt payers and scrupulous employers.   

I wonder what or who you think about as you hear: “Pay to all what is due them 
… respect to whom respect is due, honour to whom honour is due.” 

This is remains part of not thinking of ourselves more highly than we ought and 
having our minds renewed.  Our culture can be quite disrespectful and antiauthoritarian 
and particularly on social media where we seem to delight in being impolite.   

Are we letting our world shape our thinking or God’s word? 

Love 
Paul carries this idea of owning a debt on to move to the centre of Christian 

ethics, love.  God’s love for us gives us who were his enemies gives us an example that 
we can never match, love is ongoing obligation.  Again picking up the teaching of Jesus, 
Paul shows that love is at the centre of the law, and in loving we fulfill it  Paul is thinking 
of the Jewish Law here rather than law in general, it is not thinking of getting rid of all 
laws.  Rather as Jesus as fulfilled the law for us so we follow his way of love in seeking 
the best for our neighbour, whoever that neighbour may be. 

What does this love look like?  I hope we don’t need to be reminded that it 
includes not doing those things listed here: adultery, murder, stealing, coveting.  But we 
can also look back to Romans 12 for it is to be sincere, genuine and active.  It is in such 
loving lives as good citizens that the gospel of Jesus will flourish. 

SO WHAT ABOUT NAZI GERMANY 

We are perhaps now in a better position to think about “What about Nazi 
Germany?”   We do need to do some thinking about Church and State. 

As we do so we must realise that we live a world that is perhaps unimaginable to 
Paul, we all have the possibility and responsibility of being part of the democratic 
process and have a say in our political leadership.  This means we have a greater 
burden to think about such things.  But our thinking should be shaped by love. 

We also need to recognise that the question is very western focused.  For many 
people, many Christians this is not an academic and historic question it is an all too 
present reality. 

Prayer 
Our first loving response should be prayer.  Paul writes elsewhere "I urge, then, 

first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people - 
for kings and all those in authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all 
godliness and holiness." (1Timothy 2:1-2)  

Christians are to pray for those in authority over them.  We should pray that they 
have the God given wisdom, council and sound judgement.  We should pray to use the 
words of the Book of Common Prayer that our leaders would know whose ministers they 
are, and that we would remember whose authority they have.  
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This is a prayer for the common good, for the common wealth. 

Bonhoeffer’s Response 
But I believe that love pushes us further.  German theologian, Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, wrestled with issue of Church and State in a 1933 essay.  He agreed that 
"There is no power, but of God, the powers that be are ordained by God." 

Help the State be the State 
However he saw that this was not the end of the matter.  For he went on to argue 

that the church must "continually ask the state whether its action can be justified as 
legitimate action of the state" 

Part of the role of the Church is to help the State to be the state which God has 
ordained, one that cares for all its citizens.  It is appropriate then for Anglicare to raise 
issues around housing affordability and the true cost to our community of gambling. 

This is why I believe the Church needs to continue to oppose euthanasia 
legislation because of the danger to the vulnerable in our society.  Its also why have 
been involved in speaking up about refugee issues in the past and have a voice on the 
care of God’s creation. 

It is important that this be motivated by love, care of the other, not a move in self-
protection which too many previous public policy maneuverers of the Church have been.  
It also should not be seen as law and order as good as those things are but our core 
values of justice, grace and peace. 

Aid the victims of state actions 
Bonhoeffer went on to say that the Church should also be prepared to care for 

those who are victims of State actions.  In his context he was thinking of Jewish citizens 
of Germany, but it would equally well apply to asylum seekers in our own times, or 
problem gamblers, the homeless  Again we should give thanks for our caring agencies 
and support them, as well as do what we can personally. 

Spoke in the wheel 
Lastly, and most controversially, he said that the Church "is not just to bandage 

the victims under the wheel, but to put a spoke in the wheel itself".   
There will be times when the Church needs to stop being polite and nice, or 

behaving as if faith were a private matter, and resist the State.  This may seem to go 
against what Paul has said in Romans 13 but the command of love is above all.  We 
submit to authorities we must obey God.  Ultimately such obedience to God must take 
precedence over obedience to state.  Peter says in Acts 4 that following God takes 
precedence over human authorities.   

This is what we were willing to do with the Sanctuary project we were involved in 
a few years ago to protect our brothers and sisters who were facing deportation.  Thank 
God this was not necessary. 

Bonhoeffer issued this challenge in 1933 before the true horrors of the Nazi 
regime had become.  However, he could see where it was headed and, in time, he 
would do all three of the things which he called on the Church ultimately to the cost of 
his own life in April 1945. 

The Church, and Christians,  needs to be willing to pick up this prophetic role of 
calling on the State to be the state which God intends, caring for the victims of the State 
and where necessary not just speaking up but putting a spoke in the wheels so that we 
can save the state from the inhumanity of which sadly history tells us it is all to possible. 

Is that the right question? 
To think deeply about politics and religion, Church and State, is very stimulating 

and may cause some impolite conversations over lunch today, but I wonder if it is 
impolite suggest that to do with such issues is in danger of missing what Paul is asking 
of us.   
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He is not asking that we be great political theorists and activists.  Paul is not 
dealing with the question of Nazi Germany but the questions of how we live now. 

He is asking each of us are we good honest citizens living good lives in response 
to God’s love for us.  He is not interested in theoretical speculation but practical action 

Where might you fear authority?  In your tax return, your car, your work? Who 
might you need to honour more?  How might that play out in your relationships in your 
family? 

But above all are you motivated by love?   
To be a living sacrifices we need to continually have our mind transformed and 

renewed by love. 
Throughout this passage we have seen that Paul is basing his teaching on that of 

our Lord Jesus but also of his example 
In love submitted sacrificially to authorities, even to the point of death, to honour 

us that we might share in his kingdom.  Because of this we have an ongoing debt to love 
one another. 

I hate to be impolite, but I need to ask, seriously, how are you going? 


