HOW TO AVOID A DEBT CRISIS
Romans 13:1-8

In Chapter 12 of his letter to the Romans, Paubsebur four basic
Christian relationships, namely to God, to oursgl¥e one another
and to our enemies. In Chapter 13 he develops thare
relationships — to the state (our duty of consaderst citizenship, in
verses 1-7), to the Law (with neighbourly-love Iz fulfilment of
the Law, in verses 8-10), and to the day of thallsoreturn (our
living in the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’, in veisd&1-14). From our
reading today of the first eight verses of chafpfisrwe’re going to be
looking at the first two of those three relatioqmshdeveloped in
chapter 13 — our duty of conscientious citizensimg our duty of
neighbourly love. So, as we study this passagetheg, the relevant
verses will be displayed on the screen, or youficehthe main
passage on page [***] of the church Bibles.

Let’s start by looking at verse 1:

“Everyone must submit himself to the governing autfes, for there
Is no authority except that which God has estabtisithe authorities
that exist have been established by God.” (verse 1)

Here Paul is speaking of the human civil auth@itidich govern us,
not of spiritual powers or authorities as some hargeied. Now,
relations between church and state have been eensial ever since
the time of Christ. To oversimplify, four main medd have been tried
— Erastianism (where the state controls the chuthkbcracy (where
the church controls the state), Constantinianis$m® ¢ompromise in
which the state favours the church and the chucchramodates to
the state in order to retain its favour), and pahip (where church
and state recognize and encourage each otheiisaiGod-given
responsibilities in a spirit of constructive coldahtion). The fourth
partnership option seems to fit best with Paukkskeng in Romans
chapter 13.

The church and the state have different roles dnwesttans have
duties to both Church and state as Jesus taught:



“Then Jesus said to them, "Give to Caesar whates@r's and to
God what is God’s." And they were amazed at hilaik 12:17
NIV)

In our reading, Paul enlarges on the state’s Gqabiaped role and on
the role of Christian people in relation to ithaligh his emphasis is
on individual citizenship rather than on any patiec theory of
relations between the church and the state. Watrtes is
especially remarkable when we consider that atithe Paul was
writing there were no established Christian autiexiat all. On the
contrary, such authorities as did exist were ei@man or Jewish,
and were therefore unfriendly or even hostile ®¢hurch. Yet Paul
regarded these authorities as having been estafllshGod, who
required Christians to submit to them and coopenxdttethem. Here,
Paul is clearly taking the long-standing traditfoom the Old
Testament that Yahweh is sovereign over human kimgdand gives
them to anyone he wishes’ (Daniel 4:32), and tgdtib wisdom
‘kings reign ...and princes govern’ (Proverbs 8:15-16). It's jiluss
that Paul felt the need to write this opening paChapter 13 because
the Emperor Claudius had ordered all Jews to I&me because of
disturbances between Jews and Christians, or becanse Christians
were resisting paying Roman taxes, or it may haanlpart of an
early Christian tradition (it's very similar to leter 2:13-17), but we
don’t really know.

Let’'s move on to look at verses 1-3 as a unit:

“Everyone must submit himself to the governing auties, for there
Is no authority except that which God has estabtisithe authorities
that exist have been established by God. Consdgubatwho rebels
against the authority is rebelling against what Gad instituted, and
those who do so will bring judgment on themsel¥es.rulers hold
no terror for those who do right, but for those vadwowrong. Do you
want to be free from fear of the one in authority®n do what is
right and he will commend you.” (verses 1-3)

Paul says that we must all submit to the goveraimtorities because
their authority derives from God — indeed he emsessthat three
times:



1. There is no authority except that which God hasldsthed
(verse 1Db).
2. The authorities that exist have been establishe@dy(verse
1c).
3. Consequently, he who rebels against the authaitgbelling
against what God has institutéderse 2a).
The state has divine authority and we arermoomallyto be
subversives. | say normally here for what happletine ruler in
question is a Hitler or a Stalin or an Idi Amin® Raul saying that we
must submit even to authorities such as these?ai@GlgrPaul was
aware that rulers could be unjust, after all hegdribunjustly flogged
and beaten many times. In my view few passagssrgfture have
suffered as much misinterpretation and misuseesetbpening
verses of Chapter 13. President Botha of Soutlt@d\frsed to
regularly read them out to justify his apartheidinee.

| believe that when Paul depicts rulers in sucavadirable light, as
commending the right and opposing the wrong, Pastating the
divine ideal, not the human reality. We must alsmember that Paul
was writing to the specific situation of Roman Ghens at that time.
| think the overriding principle is clear — we doesubmit right up to
the point where obedience to the state would editsdlbedience to
God but not further, because Paul says that theatyt of the state
derives from and is delegated by God. If the statemands what
God forbids, or forbids what God commands, thenpdain Christian
duty is to resist, not to submit, to disobey traestn order to obey
God. As Peter and the other apostles put it t&sHrehedrin: “We
must obey God rather than men!” (Acts 5:29). It fahink it's quite
significant that Paul says “submit” to authoritragher than “obey”
authorities, our submission to authorities is tarnterpreted in the
light of our overarching submission to God.

Whenever laws are enacted which contradict Goas ¢avil
disobedience becomes not merely an option but st duty.
There are many notable examples of it in Scriptone I'm just going
to mention a few of them this morning. When Kinglddchadnezzar
Issued an edict that all his subjects must fall Wlewvd worship his



golden image, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego cefasibey
(Daniel Chapter 3). When King Darius made a detiraefor thirty
days nobody should pray ‘to any god or man’ extepself, Daniel
refused to obey (Daniel Chapter 6). And when theh®drin banned
preaching in the name of Jesus, the apostles efosgbey (Acts
4:18ff). All these were heroic refusals, disobedin spite of the
threats of death or imprisonment which accompatheddicts. As
Charles Colson says: “In each case the purposedisobedience
was to demonstrate their submissiveness to Godhawotdefiance of
government.” When the state perverts its authdritgn become an
instrument of the devil as Revelations Chapterell8 tis in a kind of
parody of Romans Chapter 13.

In summary we are always to submit to the authafitshe state
except when this conflicts with what God has spelify
commanded.

Paul goes on to make it clear that the state éxéocise its authority
for the good of its subjects. Look at verses 4-7:

“For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if ydmuwrong, be
afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothkigis God'’s
servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishmenthennrongdoer.
Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the autiestinot only
because of possible punishment but also becausenetience. This
Is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities@ogl’'s servants, who
give their full time to governing. Give everyoneattyou owe him: If
you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revahuespect, then
respect; if honour, then honour.” (verses 4-7)

As we saw, Paul affirmed our obligation to theesthtree times. Now
he affirms three times the ministry of the statetf® good of its
subjects:
1. For he is God'’s servant to do you go@erse 4a).
2. He is God'’s servant, an agent of wrath, to bringuishment...
(verse 4c).
3. The authorities are God'’s servants (verse 6).



These are significant statements. Paul is exprg$gio truths in this
first part of Chapter 13 — that the state’s autlg@and its ministry are
both given to it by God. It's interesting that éétaul twice uses the
very same word which he has used elsewhere of thistars of the
church @liakono). Those who serve the state as legislators, civil
servants, magistrates, police, social workersxactdlectors are just
as much ‘ministers of God’ as those who serve thegah as pastors,
teachers, evangelists or administrators.

So the ministry of the state is to promote good r@mdunce and
punish evil. We as subjects must obey the statlrg as the state
does not command what is contrary to God’s lawd,tha state must
exercise its ministry for the good of its subjacseng its God given
authority, promoting good and punishing evil.

The rewarding of good by the state was quite ingrdrin Paul’s day.
Dr Bruce Winter has shown that from the fifth cegtsc to the
second centuryD there was a “long-established tradition”, well
evidenced from both inscriptions and literary sestc¢'which
guaranteed that benefactors would be publicly pcdiand
appropriately rewarded. He also shows that Paelg words about
‘doing good’ in verses 3 and 4 occur in inscriporlating to public
benefaction. Unfortunately in these days the sta&ams much more
concerned with enforcing the law rather than fasteand rewarding
virtue and service. Perhaps citizens should bergstronger
encouragement to recommend people from their contynfan

public recognition.

Paul concludes his section on the state with aegete to the raising
and paying of taxes. Taxation was widespread andd/a the
ancient world, including a poll tax, land taxesyalies on farm
produce, and duty on imports and exports. Pditisiof different
political views disagree about the size and the oblthe state, but all
agree that there are some services which mustdveded by the
state. Clearly these must be paid for, and so dewved of taxation is
necessary and Christians must pay such taxes asagerly due with
good grace. Unfortunately tax systems have becmm®mplex and



the lack of connection between the national nadfitaxation and the
global nature of business and finance in the modemnhd means that
it is often a difficult matter to determine whaxésg are properly due.
But whatever is finally determined to be propenyednust be paid
promptly and with good grace.

In verse 8, Paul turns away from the role of tlagesto the role of the
individual, particularly our responsibility to love

“Let no debt remain outstanding, except the coimigualebt to love
one another, for he who loves his fellow-man héfdlad the law.”
(verse 8)

In fact the whole section about the state that &®en looking at is
sandwiched between two sections dealing with labeut loving our
enemy (Romans 12:20) and loving our neighbour (R@ais8:9).

The state may be charged with the administratigngiice, but we all
as individuals have an obligation to love.

Returning to our verse 8, Paul has already refesesdral times in
Romans to the importance of paying our debts. \Waradebt to the
unbelieving world to share the gospel with it (Rowd.:14); we are
in debt to the Holy Spirit to live a holy life (R@ns 8:12f.); and we
are in debt to the state to pay our taxes (Romar& 7). That's the
background to verse 8gt no debt remain outstandingaul writes,
except the continuing debt to love one anoflierse 8a). That is to
say, we are to share the gospel, we are to livellhva@s and we are to
be punctual and accurate in paying our bills andtmg our tax
demands. Also, before entering into a mortgagearergurchase
arrangement, we ought to make certain that we carage the agreed
repayments punctually. Paul isn’t saying that heusdn’t be in debt,
but that we should take on debt responsibly anoviieamust pay the
debts we do take on on time. That's how to availelat crisis. But
there is one debt which will always remain outstagdbecause we
can never pay it, and that is our duty to love. &e never stop
loving somebody and say, ‘| have loved enough.’

Verse 8 continuegor he who loves his fellow-mdreally his
neighbour)has fulfilled the law8b). The two sentences of verse 8
thus present a striking contrast. If we love ceighbour, we may be



said to have fulfilled the law even though we hawefully paid our
debt.

We need to read Paul’'s statement about havindlédlfihe law
against the background of Romans chapter 7, intwingcargued that
we are incapable of fulfilling the law by ourselyes account of our
fallen, self-centred nature. He went on to writewhver, that God has
done for us what the law was unable to do. Goddssued us both
from the condemnation of the law through the deéthis Son, and
from the bondage of the law by the power of hisnalling Spirit.

For what God did was ‘in order that the righteceguirements of the
law might be fully met in us (or ‘fulfilled’ in uas in verse 13), who
do not live according to the sinful nature but adawg to the Spirit’
(Romans 8:3-5).

Now that Paul repeats in verse 8 his statementtahodulfilling the
law, he changes his emphasis from the means diilfilenent of the
law by Holy Spirit to the nature of that fulfilmeimt love. Of course,
this doesn’t mean that rules are no longer needddrat “love” has
its own infallible moral compass — that’s to exgrasiaive
confidence in love’s infallibility. The truth ifiat love can’t manage
on its own without an objective moral standardulRidn’t write that
‘love is the end of law’ but that ‘love is the filitthent of the law’.
Love and law need each other. As John Stott wiaiee needs law
for its direction, while law needs love for its msation.”

| think we can sum up what we’'ve learnt this mognim just a few
sentences. Firstly we need to obey our civil attiles and respect
them except when they enact laws or demand thihgs that are
against God'’s laws or forbid us to do what Godd@mamanded. In
these latter cases we must bravely refuse to obeyaiter what the
cost. Secondly, we need to be careful to respacsiritual and
financial obligations both to the state and to cehaVe should share
the gospel, live holy lives and always pay our dedrt time and not
take on debts we can’t support. Finally, we neecimember that the
only debt we can never repay to others is our abbg to love them.
We can never love our neighbour too much or evamlyenough.
That's the real debt crisis!



