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Dual Citizenship 
Week 2 | Romans 13:1–7 
Lisa Scheffler, author 

Part of the opening ceremony of every Olympics includes the parade of nations. Athletes from 
each country march into the arena under the banner of their country’s flag. It’s an honor to 
represent their nation in the games and viewers from all over the world will tune in to cheer 
on their fellow citizens as they compete.  

Of course you don’t have to be an Olympic-caliber athlete to represent your country. If you’ve 
ever traveled abroad, you’ve represented your home nation whether intentionally or not. In 
the way you’ve talked, dressed, carried yourself, and interacted with people, you’ve 
communicated something about where you’re from.  

As Christians, we aren’t just citizens of a country, we are citizens of God’s kingdom. We march 
under Christ’s banner and our actions reflect our King. We are demonstrating to others what it 
means to be kingdom-people. Christians have dual citizenship.  

In this series we’re exploring what it looks like to have this dual citizenship. We’re considering 
how to think about the responsibility we have to our nation and its people while recognizing 
that our primary allegiance is to our eternal king. We are to act as his ambassadors here and 
now.  

Day 1 
This week we’re going to unpack Paul’s instructions to the Christians of Rome in Romans 
13:1–7. When it comes to Christians and government, this is a seminal passage, so it helps to 
understand the context.  

Paul was writing to the tiny minority of Christ’s followers in the capital of the Roman empire. 
Christians existed on the margins, especially in Rome. They were considered strange for 
following a crucified carpenter from Nazareth. To the Romans, they were an odd sect of a 
peculiar religion, Judaism. In other words, to most Roman citizens, Christians were weird. 

Nero was the emperor, and while at this point in time he wasn’t as bad as he going to get, 
there was no guarantee of impartial or just treatment under his rule. While the Roman church 
was not yet experiencing the full force of persecution that Nero would later bring, they were 
hardly in positions of power or influence.  



 2 

Sword-wielding soldiers would have been a common sight in the city. Many fought in Caesar’s 
army, some were in an elite force that protected the emperor and his court, and some collected 
taxes, worked to prevent arson and investigated petty crime. Like other poor, powerless 
groups, Christians were at the mercy of those who represented the might of the empire. 

Yet while Christians may have numbered fewer than 200 people in a city of a million, they 
found strength and confidence in the saving power of Jesus Christ. This was no beat-down, 
hopeless, minority, but people filled with the Holy Spirit who believed the good news that 
Jesus was Lord. No matter what their social and political status, they had been given dignity 
and worth, because they were loved by God. They celebrated the in-breaking of Christ’s 
kingdom and all the goodness, righteousness, justice, and peace that it would bring. While the 
letter to the Romans demonstrates all the ways that these Christians were trying to work out 
what the gospel meant for their everyday lives, they were people of faith, hope, and love.   

As for Paul, his priority was spreading the gospel. He wanted all the gentiles in the outermost 
parts of the empire to hear the heavenly decree that Jesus was the Savior, Son of God, and 
eternal Ruler of all. Jesus was superior to Caesar. Yet, the apostle was not preoccupied with 
the affairs of the Roman empire. Throughout his life, Paul would use his Roman citizenship as 
a tool to deal with government opposition to his message (See Acts 16 and 22). But like his 
Lord, he was no earthly insurrectionist.  

With all this in mind, read Romans 13:1–7. Can you imagine how the Roman Christians might 
have reacted to it? 

Read 

Romans 13:1–7 (NIV)  

13 Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority 
except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been 
established by God. 2 Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is 
rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring 
judgment on themselves. 3 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 you will be commended. 4 For the one in 
authority is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for 
rulers do not bear the sword for no reason. They are God’s servants, agents of 
wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore, it is necessary to 
submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also as a 
matter of conscience.  
 
6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give 
their full time to governing. 7 Give to everyone what you owe them: If you owe 
taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then 
honor.  
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• What insight can you gain into this passage from knowing a little bit about its history 
and the people it was written to? 

Reflect 

In ancient Rome, declaring that anyone but Caesar was Lord was risky, yet Paul and his fellow 
Christ-followers boldly proclaimed that a crucified Jew from Galilee is the ultimate and 
eternal Lord. Paul was determined to announce the reign of the true King in spite of 
opposition from Jewish and Roman authorities. He had received his mission from King Jesus 
himself. Yet, he insisted that Christians live under the authority of the empire because it had 
been instituted by God.  

As we dive into Romans 13:1–7, it’s important to keep the same perspective as Paul and the 
early Christians. For them and for us, Jesus brings peace, hope, and ultimate justice. We 
acknowledge and respect the earthly rulers he’s placed over us, but their authority never 
supersedes that of God. We shouldn’t live either enthralled with earthly power, or in constant 
fear of it, because Jesus is Lord. 

This week, we’ll look at how this passage fits into Romans by reading it along with parts of 
chapter 12, we’ll think about how it illuminates the purpose of government while making it 
clear who’s really in charge, and we’ll discuss how Christians might respond to a government 
that is failing in its God-given responsibilities. Follow along each day, and get ready for the 
sermon on Sunday! 

Respond 

Why is it important for Christians to keep government in the proper perspective? What are 
some of the dangers of either acting out of fear of one’s government or in putting too much 
faith in it? 

Day 2  
Imagine that you are someone who has always lived in a safe and prosperous country. You 
have a say in the running of your government because you’ve been given the right to vote or 
even seek office. Although your country’s legal system has flaws, you believe that you’d be 
treated fairly if you were ever the victim of a crime or if you were accused of one. Although it 
isn’t perfect, you trust that your government is trying to ensure the safety and well-being of its 
citizens.  

How would you react to Romans 13:1–7 if this was your situation? 

Now imagine that you are someone living in a country that is controlled by a power-hungry 
and unstable ruler. While there are laws, this ruler can and does overrule them on a whim. 
There are courts and judges who are supposed to act justly, but often don’t. The wealthy and 
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influential get preferential treatment and the poor and disadvantaged are at their mercy. As a 
citizen, you are as likely to experience violence at the hands of the government as from those 
of a criminal.  There is no recourse for those who experience injustice.  

What would your reaction to our central passage be then? 

This second scenario is closer to the reality of the Christians to whom Paul was writing. Yet the 
instructions are the same regardless of the government you live under: submit to your 
governing authorities. A human perspective might retort, “you only have to respect those who 
respect you first,” but that’s not God’s perspective.  

Let’s look deeper into the context of Romans to understand why. In order to do that, we’re 
going to look at some excerpts from Romans 12. 

Read 

Romans 12:1–2 (NIV)  

12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer 
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and 
proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and 
approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.  

• To whom does a Christian give themselves?  
• How will a Christian know God’s will? 

Romans 12:9–13:1 (NIV)  

9 Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to 
one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in 
zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient 
in affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. 
Practice hospitality.  
 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with those 
who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with one 
another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. 
Do not be conceited.  
 
17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 
everyone. 18 If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with 
everyone. 19 Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s 
wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,”  says the Lord. 20 On 
the contrary:  
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“If your enemy is hungry, feed him;  
if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.  
In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
   
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  
 
13 Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority 
except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been 
established by God.  

• Based on Romans 12:9–13, how would you describe how a Christian should treat 
others? 

• According to Romans 12:14–20, how should Christians treat those who mistreat them? 
How is verse 21 a good summary statement of the verses that come before? 

• Who establishes governing authorities? 

Reflect 

From Genesis through to Revelation, the Bible depicts some very powerful rulers who thought 
they were in control. But ultimately, God is. Paul makes this point in Romans 13:1. 

It didn’t matter that Pharaoh or Caesar thought of themselves as divine. It didn’t matter that 
the kings of Assyria or Babylon thought that their power and right to rule was unassailable. 
Whether they acknowledged it or not, Yahweh, the one true God, established their rule. And in 
each case, he ended their rule and eventually brought down their empires. God is supreme. He 
is the ultimate Sovereign over every human ruler in every nation at every time in history. As 
Christians, we acknowledge that, put all our faith in God, and live out God’s will here on earth.  

What is his will? To love one another. To hate evil and cling to what is good. To honor and 
serve the Lord by honoring and serving others. To be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, 
faithful in prayer. To do what is right. These are the patterns of renewed minds. They are high 
callings that imitate the character of Christ.  

Each command in Romans 12:9–21 shows us what Spirit-filled, kingdom citizens pursue, by 
whatever means they have at their disposal. From those who have influence and power, to 
those who don’t, Christians are called to live out Christ’s radical love, service, justice, and 
mercy. Christians should be search lights in a dark world, directing people to Jesus, while 
doing what they can to make life better for others now. 

Paul urges the Roman believers to “overcome evil with good,” and “as far as it depends on you, 
live at peace with everyone” (Romans 12:18). According to Paul, the desire for goodness, 
peace, and justice will lead to a respect for the governing authorities. Paul insists that the 
“authorities that exist have been established by God.” (13:1) By honoring the authorities 
placed over them, believers were ultimately honoring God.  

Punishing the wrongdoer is a responsibility of the government. Christians are not to repay evil 
for evil. Personal vengeance is not allowed. Only the governing authorities are given the 



 6 

responsibility to wield the sword to achieve justice. As Christians, we want to support our 
government, including those who serve in its ranks. We also want to hold them accountable 
and insist on just treatment for all, because that is one way of overcoming evil with good. No 
matter what, we trust that God will see that justice is done. Even if the wicked seem to prosper 
in this life, Christians have faith that God will ultimately set all things right. 

Paul did not know at the time he was writing Romans how severe Christian persecution would 
become under Nero. Nor could he have imagined all the various systems of government under 
which believers would live. Today Christians in different parts of the world are navigating life 
under governments that rule justly to varying degrees. Yet for all of us who are called to be 
“living sacrifices” to God and resist being molded to the pattern of the world, we must 
remember that our primary allegiance is not to earthly rulers, but to our divine King. Our 
eternal passports are issued by the Kingdom of God, not our current nation. And our King 
would have us demonstrate his righteousness in our role as citizens.  

Respond 

How does reading Romans 13:1 in the context of Romans 12:9–21 give you insight into God’s 
desire for his people, including their relationship to their government? How might living 
according to Romans 12:1 and 12:9–21 transform your political thoughts and actions? 

Day 3  
From classics like Lord of the Flies to dystopian movies like Mad Max or The Purge, artists 
have imagined what life would be like if societal order completely broke down. It’s never 
pretty. Anarchy inevitably results in injustice, violence, and mayhem. Unchecked, those who 
are strong, powerful, and manipulative would get to make all the rules. Might would 
determine “right.” 

The Bible tells us that God institutes human governments to restrain evil and promote good. 
The first hint of human government comes in Genesis 9 after the flood. God re-establishes his 
covenant with humanity through Noah’s family, and sets his expectations for human justice, 
“And from each human being, too, I will demand an accounting for the life of another human 
being. Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their blood be shed; for in the image of 
God has God made mankind” (Genesis 9:5b–6). According to God himself, every person has 
value, because he or she is made in his image, and therefore every person is deserving of 
justice. 

Romans 13:1–7 explains that it is the responsibility of human government to see that justice is 
served.  

Read 

Romans 13:1–7 
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13 Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority 
except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been 
established by God. 2 Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is 
rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring 
judgment on themselves. 3 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 you will be commended. 4 For the one in 
authority is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for 
rulers do not bear the sword for no reason. They are God’s servants, agents of 
wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore, it is necessary to 
submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also as a 
matter of conscience.  
 
6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give 
their full time to governing. 7 Give to everyone what you owe them: If you owe 
taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then 
honor.  
 

• Summarize Romans 13:1–7. What are the responsibilities of human government? 

Reflect 

As we saw last week, in the first century there were Jewish zealots who objected to paying 
taxes to the Empire. Judea was an occupied land, and the Jewish people longed to be free of 
Rome and have their nation restored. A series of would-be “messiahs” came and went, each 
hoping to inspire a revolt. 

Yet Paul had the opposite advice for the Christians who lived in the shadow of the mighty 
Roman empire: submit to the governing authorities. Yet, Paul did not give Caesar too much 
credit. By insisting that there was an authority higher than the emperor, Paul was once again 
announcing the supremacy of God. 

According to Paul, because the government is “God’s servant,” it is ultimately accountable to 
God. “The real power to be respected is God’s. Government therefore has God-given 
responsibility for the good.”1 In nations where citizens have a say in their own governance, 
Christians have been given the privilege and obligation to encourage that good.   

We have a responsibility to influence our government to do what Romans 13:3 describes, 
“hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong.” We should insist that the 
guilty are held accountable and those who are doing right are commended and live “free from 
fear of the one in authority.” We must work for a just system — from laws to courts to law 

 
1 Thomas Hoyt, “Romans,” True to Our Native Land: An African American New Testament Commentary, Edited by Blount, 
B. et al (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 271. 
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enforcement. When we participate in the political process, we should do so to promote the 
ultimate Christian value — loving our neighbors as ourselves. 

Christians obey their government, not just to avoid punishment, but also “as a matter of 
conscience” (13:5). This submission includes paying the taxes that support those who govern. 
The rightful rule of governing authorities ensures that chaos is not allowed to reign and good 
is not overcome by evil (Romans 12:21) — not just for believers, but for all their neighbors as 
well.  

Paul doesn’t treat government as the enemy. We would do well to remember that we have 
Christian brothers and sisters serving in governments all over the world. God has always 
installed his people in secular governments. Joseph became second in command in Egypt and 
saved many lives during a famine. Daniel represented God and gave his counsel to the king of 
Babylon. Likewise, in America there are Christian men and women serving at every level of 
government. We should be grateful to them and pray for them. We owe them, and all who 
serve with them, respect and honor. 

Yet, because this is a fallen world, we know that human governments will often fail in their 
responsibilities to render justice and promote what is good. What should a Christian’s 
response be then? We’ll discuss that more tomorrow, but consider that even Daniel, who 
served the Babylonian empire with honor, refused to obey a law that prevented him from 
praying. He was thrown into the lion’s den for his defiance. Christian obedience to 
government ends at the point where disobedience to God is required.  

In instructing the Roman Christians to submit to governing authorities, Paul is not being 
naïve. He knows that the Roman government is not a reliable source for justice, so his 
unwavering faith is in God because God is the only one who truly “deposes kings and raises up 
others” (Daniel 2:21).  

Yet Paul recognizes the positive role earthly authorities can play in containing evil and 
promoting the good, and so should we. And because we are the Spirit-filled people of God, and 
live in a country where we can influence those authorities, we should insist that our 
government act for the good of all its people.  

Respond 

Do you obey the laws of your government? Do you give to the government what you owe in 
taxes? Respect? Honor? Pray over your answers. 

Are there ways that we can we encourage our government, from local to state to federal, to do 
what is described in Romans 13:3, to “hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who 
do wrong”?  

Day 4 
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This week we’re considering one of the New Testament’s seminal passages on Christians and 
government, Romans 13:1–7. On its surface, this is should be a fairly easy passage to 
understand: Submit to your government and obey your leaders because they have been 
established by God.  

Yet from the early church fathers to the Protestant reformers to modern theologians, 
Christians have pondered this passage, because it’s easier to understand than to know how to 
apply. What do you do if you live under a corrupt or tyrannical government? What if your 
nation promotes evil, instead of what is good? We’ll consider these questions as we look at the 
passage one more time. 

Read 

Romans 13:1–7 

13 Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority 
except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been 
established by God. 2 Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is 
rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring 
judgment on themselves. 3 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 you will be commended. 4 For the one in 
authority is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for 
rulers do not bear the sword for no reason. They are God’s servants, agents of 
wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore, it is necessary to 
submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also as a 
matter of conscience.  
 
6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give 
their full time to governing. 7 Give to everyone what you owe them: If you owe 
taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then 
honor. 

Reflect 

In Romans 13, Paul tells us to submit to the governing authorities. Human governments are 
instituted by God to restrain evil. The best governments will imitate the righteous reign of 
God. They will ensure the safety of citizens, protect the vulnerable, pursue justice for all, and 
create environments where people can flourish. Of course even the most well intentioned 
leaders will make mistakes, and in a fallen world, not all are well intentioned. Power can have 
a corruptive influence. With authority comes the possibility of abuse. Human beings will never 
create a perfectly just government, and sometimes, they won’t even try.  

So what do we do when human governments fail to live up to the parameters set by Romans 
13? When they fail to punish the wrong doer? Or they terrorize those who are actually doing 
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right? What if a government is perpetrating evil rather than checking it? What should a 
Christian’s response be then? 

Throughout the centuries, corrupt leaders have used Romans 13:1–7 to silence opposition and 
compel compliance with laws that defy the ways of God. Churches in the America defended 
slavery with these verses. Churches in Nazi Germany preached Romans 13 in support of the 
Third Reich.  

Historian Thomas Weber tells the story of Protestant theologian Otto Dibelius’ sermon to the 
German people on March 21, 1933. Already in turmoil and just two months after the Nazi’s 
seized of power, Germans were concerned about the extreme measures being taken by the new 
regime. Dibelius preached on Romans 13 and insisted that citizens must support their 
government even when it acts “hard and ruthlessly.” The official ministers of the German 
church would continue to send this message even as “the Nazi regime imprisoned its 
opponents and wrought havoc across the world. Romans 13 became one of the glues that held 
the Third Reich together.”2 

Theologians Karl Barth and Dietrich Bonhoeffer opposed both Nazi rule and the use of 
Romans 13 to support an evil regime. They believed that when a government becomes a 
source of injustice, Christians must hold it accountable, even when it costs them to stand for 
what is right. Bonhoeffer was eventually executed in a concentration camp for his stand.  

New Testament scholar Esau McCaulley notes that we find ample evidence in the Bible of God 
bringing judgment against corrupt rulers and institutions through human action.3 We see 
resistance to unjust decrees from the Hebrew midwives who saved babies instead of drowning 
them, from Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego who refused to worship the Babylonian king’s 
idol, and from John the Baptist who dared to criticize Herod’s immorality. These people chose 
to obey God, and challenged the authority of their rulers. 

According to McCaulley, “The state has duties, and we can hold them accountable even if it 
means that we suffer for doing so peacefully. This suffering is only futile if the resurrection is a 
lie. If the resurrection is true, and the Christian stakes his or her entire existence on its 
truthfulness, then our peaceful witness testifies to a new and better way of being human that 
transcends the endless cycle of violence.”4 

In a complex political system, discerning whether a policy or law is unjust and then knowing 
how to respond requires the Spirit’s wisdom in light of all that the Bible commands. Can 
change be enacted through the system? Can pressure be brought on the system? Or is 
Christian resistance and defiance required?  

If we must defy our government to obey God, we will have to pay the price. Obedience to God 
can be costly, at least in the short term. You only have to scan through Acts to see the price the 
early church paid. Yet in the long term, the eternal gains are beyond imagining. Loving our 

 
2 Thomas Weber, Becoming Hitler: The Making of a Nazi (Basic Books, 2017). 
3 Esau McCaulley, Reading While Black: African American Biblical Interpretation as an Exercise in Hope, (Downers Grove 
IL, IVP) 2020, 33. 
4 McCaulley, 34. 
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neighbors by standing for justice and righteousness brings glory and honor to God and eternal 
rewards to those who choose that path. 

Respond 

Under what circumstances could you imagine resisting a government decree? How could that 
resistance be peaceful and Christ-honoring? 

Day 5  
It’s Friday! Let’s take some time to celebrate the reign of King Jesus, spend with our Father, 
and invite the Spirit to transform us.  

Reflect 

What is your biggest takeaway from Romans 13:1–7? How would you apply this passage to 
your current understanding of government and your responsibilities as a Christian? 

Connect 

Echoing Jesus’ teaching to “give to Caesar the things that are Caesar, and the things that are 
God’s to God” (Matthew 22:21), Paul reminds the Roman churches of their obligation to their 
earthly rulers, and in the entire book of Romans, insists that their worship and allegiance 
belong to Jesus Christ, the Lord. We live as his ambassadors and should seek to bring his 
righteousness, mercy, love, and compassion to our neighbors. Until he returns, Christians will 
live under governments that are just and righteous to varying degrees. But our ultimate hope 
is not in government, but in Jesus. 

In a sin-saturated world, government will fall short of its calling. When political or religious 
leaders use Romans 13 as a weapon to try and gain unwavering and unquestioning 
compliance, Christians should think carefully about why they are resorting to this tactic. We 
should honor the authorities God places over us, while also holding them accountable for 
those responsibilities that God has entrusted to them. 

Paul is not advocating absolute, blind obedience to the government. The apostles certainly 
tangled with the Jewish and Roman authorities on more than one occasion. Peter seems to 
sum up their posture toward those in power when he was ordered to stop teaching about 
Jesus, “We must obey God rather than human beings!” (Acts 5:29). God is our ultimate 
authority. 

Nevertheless, Paul is expecting Christ’s followers to live as good citizens under the authority of 
the government God has appointed. It’s easy to forget that these “governing authorities” are 
made up of individual people who have been given the difficult task of serving the citizens of a 
nation. From school board members to police officers to judges to members of Congress, they 
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are asked to do their part to provide safety, promote good, provide justice, and help create an 
environment where every citizen can flourish. For every complaint or concern that we have 
about our government, let’s offer up a prayer for those serving in it.  

Respond 

• How can you pray for those serving in our government? How can you support them? 
Could you have a meaningful conversation with someone in local government and ask 
them? 

• What can you do to promote righteousness, justice, mercy, and goodness in our 
government? What might that look like? 

• How can you become a better citizen of your nation by becoming a better citizen of 
Christ’s kingdom? 


