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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
I. Offices and Duties 

My fellow Americans, and anyone of foreign nationality, on this day I announce to you 
my intention not to seek the office of President of the United States of America this coming 

November. I do believe that this is the best decision I could make for myself and for my family.  
 

I am, however, troubled by the fact that—even though I am a citizen of these United 

States—there are certain things that I will not be allowed to do. I cannot, for instance, make use 
of Air Force One for travel whenever I desire. I cannot veto federal legislation. Furthermore, I 

cannot send troops and ships to foreign nations. 
 

Of course I can’t. That isn’t my job. Better yet, we say: that’s not my office. Since I don’t 

hold the office of President, I don’t veto laws or send troops. Likewise, since the President is not 
an ordained minister who has been divinely called to serve this congregation, he’s not the one 

preaching the sermon this morning. We have different offices, and thus we have different duties. 
 

Today’s epistle deals with two different offices and their duties: the office of ruler and 
the office of citizen: 

 
1Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority 
except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God.  2Therefore whoever 

resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur 
judgment.  3For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no 

fear of the one who is in authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive his 

approval, 4for he is God's servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he 
does not bear the sword in vain. For he is the servant of God, an avenger who carries 

out God's wrath on the wrongdoer.  (Romans 13:1-4) 
 

According to this text, rulers and authorities are appointed by God with a God-given 

responsibility: they are to protect their citizens by punishing evildoers. Evildoers may come in the 
form of invading armies or terrorist attacks which require a military response, or they may come 

in the form of common criminals who get the attention of the local police department. The 
soldier, the police officer holding the radar gun in the school zone, the TSA official rifling through 

your personal luggage at the airport and the IRS auditor are all forms of the sword for your 
protection. That is the task given by God to government: protect the good by punishing the bad. 

That comes with the office of ruler, put in place by God for our good. 

 
In response, citizens in their office have the responsibility to submit to the authorities. 

How? For one thing, we respond with good conduct: rather than add to the list of evildoers 
requiring attention, we follow the laws of the land so as not to make the authorities’ job harder. 

This is in service to both rulers and our neighbors around us. Furthermore, says St. Paul in our 

text, we pay what is owed to those in authority: “taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to 
whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, honor to whom honor is owed.” That’s 

part of your office of “citizen.” Just think: next time you send in IRS Form 1040 in early April, you 
can rejoice that this is a good work in service to God, specifically commanded in Romans 13! 

 



So there you go: two offices—ruler and citizen. The rulers protect the citizens by 

punishing evildoers and lawbreakers, and the citizens honor the rulers by not doing evil or 
breaking the laws. There are, in fact, only two reasons for you to disobey the authorities whom 

God has placed over you, only two reasons to break laws. One is if rulers call upon you to 
disobey God, and this is always a possibility: for authorities are given power in order to rule, and 

power always attracts corruption. Therefore, many rulers will use and abuse their authority for 

personal gain. This is especially dangerous for rulers, because God has entrusted to them the 
sword; and history is full of rulers who have abused force, violence and bloodshed to destroy 

their opponents, invade, plunder and kill. Sometimes, they have set out exclusively to silence the 
Gospel. So when the council of Pharisees told the apostles to cease speaking of Jesus, Peter 

responded, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). They disobeyed authorities in 
order to obey God. In fact, many early Christians were put to death by rulers because they 

refused to deny Jesus as their Savior. But, as one early Christian [Tertullian] observed, “The 

blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.” The early Church grew in spite of martyrdom, or 
perhaps because of it: observers took notice that Christians didn’t raise a sword against their 

persecutors, for God hadn’t given them that sword to raise. Instead, Christians wielded the sword 
of the Spirit, the Word of God—proclaiming Christ crucified and trusting that they would be raised 

from the dead by His grace. We always do well to remember that the Church does not grow by 

power, be it the force of violence or the power of human persuasion. It grows by the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ. 

 
At present, we Americans are blessed with a government that not only allows us to 

confess Christ publicly, but even defends our right to do so. However, that right is gradually 
fading and one day could disappear. Should that take place in our lifetime, we would then 

respect our rulers, but still say, “We must obey God rather than men.” Remember who promises 

to raise you from the dead. 
 

The other reason that you might disobey authorities and laws is if the law prevents you 
from loving your neighbor. Our text concludes, “Love does no wrong to a neighbor; therefore 

love is the fulfilling of the law” (Romans 13:10). So, for instance, if you are driving someone with 

chest pains to the hospital, you may violate speed limits out of concern for his health. While 
stopping the bad guys is normally the role of the police, you may use force to subdue or stop a 

violent evildoer if your life is in imminent danger. (And actually, in that case, the authorities say 
it’s legal for you to bear the sword if there is immediate danger—you just have to give the sword 

back down as soon as the danger is past.) The worst-case scenario would be, I suppose, Nazi 

Germany, where some disobeyed the law of the land and risked their lives to shelter their 
neighbors from the Holocaust. Many died for fulfilling that law of love, trusting that God would 

use the swords of allied nations to bring peace, and earnestly looking forward to deliverance 
from such a grisly world to the glory of heaven. 

 
At any rate, we conclude our examination of this text for the office and duties it 

proclaims; and if I were, say, a confirmand taking notes on this, I would probably jot down two 

big points. One is that rulers are put in position by God to keep order for our good. The other is 
that we owe them obedience and honor, and may only disobey them out of obedience to God or 

love for our neighbor. This is the Word of the Lord. 
 

II. Some Law and Gospel 

Now, I think it’s valuable to explain this text—and it’s quite germaine as we’re just a 
couple months away from electing a new president. At the same time, though, a sermon is about 

preaching Law and Gospel. My task, as a preacher, is to show you your sin and bid you to 
repentance, and then declare that Christ has died for your sin. 

 



The Law for this day may seem mundane, only because it is broken so often and so 

easily. We live in angry, cynical times. We are troubled as a nation by war. News reports detail 
scandal after scandal among politicians, substituting with rumor when the day is slow. There’s 

little trust in elected officials, and lots of calls to “throw the bums out.” Political debate is reduced 
to name-calling, mud-slinging and the edgy radio talk-show host who crosses the line to get the 

ratings.  

 
Now, I’m not naïve. I’m aware of corruption and trouble in government. I know about 

immorality among politicians, both in their flaunted personal lives and in legislation proffered. 
(I’m also astonished that the authorities are sworn to defend our right to vote them out of office, 

for this is a privilege given to few human beings in the history of the world!) At any rate, as a 
citizen, I’ve got a few opinions. But I’m not in the pulpit as a citizen; rather, I’m here as a called 

and ordained servant of the Word. And the Word says, “Let every person be subject to the 

governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been 
instituted by God.”   

 
Therefore, says the Word, exercise Christian care in how you treat those placed in 

authority. You’ll be tempted to be angry that the officer is pointing the radar gun in your direction 

when you’re in the school zone, running late. You’ll think ill of those who send the tax forms and 
give you no option but to pay. You’ll find it easy to hold elected officials in contempt, since that is 

the spirit of the age; and you’ll find that glee comes easy when a politician you don’t care for 
suffers a setback. These are the times in which we live. 

 
But this is not just about human contests for power. To be angry at one in authority is to 

be angry at one whom God has placed there for your wellbeing. To wish ill on one in authority is 

to wish ill on God’s servant for your good. To hold them in contempt or be gleeful at their 
downfall is to rejoice in the downfall of God’s instrument. For such sins, repent. 

 
Furthermore, pray for these authorities, whether you agree with them or not. Pray that 

they might resist temptation and act with integrity. Pray that they might repent of positions 

which contradict Scripture and act in ways that fulfill the law of love for those whom they serve. 
Pray that they and their families might be spared trouble and trial. Their failures and sins are no 

excuse for you to disobey God’s Word. Where you fail to pray for authorities, and instead choose 
contempt and scorn, repent.  

 

And where you find the laws of the land to be inconvenient and disagreeable to you, 
keep them anyway. If you have the ability to drive faster than the speed limit, good for you; but 

don’t let the pride be an excuse to disobey. If you can make better use of your tax money than 
the government can, good for you; but don’t let that be an excuse to violate the law. For such 

sins, even sins of thought, repent. They are sins against those whom God has appointed for your 
good; and thus they are sins against God. 

 

That may sound crazy, because we set high standards for God’s representatives in the 
Church, in the kingdom of the right hand. If pastors are guilty of the same actions as many 

politicians, we rightly remove them. But we are speaking of the kingdom of the left, for 
governing this world; and God in His wisdom appoints an interesting collection, many of whom 

choose to reject the responsibility and abuse the office. In fact, who ruled the Roman Empire at 

the time Paul wrote this epistle? That would be Nero, an evil tyrant if ever there was one—and 
one who martyred Christians in all sorts of gruesome ways. Yet what did Paul write? Be subject, 

pay taxes, accord honor. Nero was placed there by God, though his evil was his own doing—not 
the Lord’s. Yet Paul, by the inspiration of God, commanded honor. 

 



And who issued the death sentence on no less than Jesus? A weasely Roman ruler 

named Pontius Pilate; yet Jesus, the all-powerful Son of God, acknowledged that Pilate was put 
in that office by God and submitted Himself to Pilate’s authority (John 19:11). And what did Pilate 

do with his authority? He unjustly put the Son of God to death on the cross. But rather than draw 
His sword, the Son of God said “Amen” and suffered death. 

 

And yet, that death is your salvation. Despite the weasely evil of man, God used this for 
your redemption. Christ Jesus bore your sins to the cross and died with them there, so that you 

might have everlasting life.  
 

In this Gospel, you rejoice. The authorities of this world are fallen sinners, subject to 
failure and unable to keep even the promises they mean to. Jesus Christ, your eternal king, is 

without sin. He promises to you that He will deliver you, and He keeps His promises.  

 
While the criticism of many authorities today is that they are out of touch, it is not so 

with your Savior. He promises, “where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am 
there in the midst of them” (Matthew 18:20). He is in the midst of you today by His Word and He 

is in the midst of you today by His Supper.  

 
He does not come into your midst to collect taxes, but to give—to give you grace by His 

Word of Holy Absolution, to give you His very body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins. He 
does not come to you with power and sword to give orders and say, “If you obey these laws, 

then you can be my people.” He comes in grace and says, “I have obeyed the laws for you where 
you could not; and by My obedience and My death I have made you My people.”  

 

And where many rulers fall prey to the temptation of believing that they exert power 
over others for personal gain, the Son of Man—the King of Kings!—continues to serve you with 

grace and mercy, even as He came in the flesh not to be served, but to serve, and to give His life 
as a ransom for many. 

 

Because He has given His life as a ransom for you, your sins are forgiven and the 
kingdom of heaven is yours. There are no term limits on your Savior, imposed either by man or 

mortality. As long as you are on this earth, He appoints rulers to keep order and punish evil, 
some of whom will do better than others. For these you pray, and to these you accord the honor 

due. But no matter what happens in this world, you know this world is not the end. The kingdom 

of heaven is yours forever because you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen 
 


