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Romans 13:1-7        October 15, 2017 

John 19:12-16 

 

Respect and Accountability 
 

 This morning’s reading from Romans 13 is one of a set of texts from 

Scripture that I’ve taken to calling the “silenced texts” of the Bible.  These are 

passages from the Bible that somehow managed to get left out of the Revised 

Common Lectionary.  That means that in churches that strictly follow that 

authoritative list of readings,  some parts of Scripture—including some very 

important ones—are never read or preached. 

There are some parts of the Bible that don’t make the list because they 

are too long or cumbersome, or not very relevant to our times.  Who would want 

to sit through a summer of sermons from the Book of Leviticus? Others, like Psalm 

137 which we read last week, are left out because they have been judged to 

be too offensive or troublesome to be read aloud in public worship. 

 But why have  these 7 verses of Romans 13 been cut out?  It’s really 

because this has been put in this second category of offensive and troublesome 

texts.  And mainly that’s because of all the emphasis in these verses on the word 

authority.  In our time, we read this passage in the shadow of the twentieth 

century—Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, of McCarthyism and Jim Crow.  We 

shy away from that word because we are all too aware of how readily authority 

can be—and is--abused.   
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And we are also aware that religion, and even the Bible, can be co-

opted to further those systems of oppression.  Charles Hodge, considered the 

greatest Presbyterian theologian of the 1800s, was one of many who used the 

Bible to justify slavery.  And Hitler swept up most of the Protestant church in 

Germany into his ideology of hatred and genocide.  Even today we’ve seen 

people in positions of authority appeal to religion to advance their ideological 

agendas, often with the approval of highly visible pastors and churches. 

 It’s because of things like this that many find it easier just to avoid this text. 

So why do we seem to keep coming back to this passage? In part, it’s just 

because it’s there.  But it’s also because we have a desire for some sort of clear 

word from God about how to live as citizens in our complex—and even 

confusing--times.   

But that clear word can be hard to find.  It’s all but impossible for us to find 

any models in the Bible. Israel, in the Old Testament, began as sort of a loose 

coalition of tribes. There was a priesthood but nothing like a central government.  

And later, when there was a central government, Israel was a monarchy with no 

clear boundaries between what we would call church and state.  In New 

Testament times, the first Christians lived as a small and politically powerless 

minority under what was essentially a dictatorship.  In other words, the Bible 

contains nothing that speaks directly to life in a modern, pluralistic democracy, 

in a nation governed by the hallowed principles of the First Amendment. 
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 So we look to Romans 13, because here is one spot where it looks like the 

Bible might have something direct to say.   But what does it have to say?  

Actually not as much as we might like. 

What Paul gives us here is a hardly a fully-drawn theory or theology of 

government.  In fact, he probably writes what he does to flesh out what he has 

just been saying at the end of chapter 12.  In those verses, which we read last 

week, he tells his readers, “Beloved, never take justice into your own hands, but 

leave room for the God to judge;  for it is written, ‘The right to judge is mine,’ says 

the Lord, ‘I will repay.’” (Romans 12: 19 my translation) After telling his readers 

not to take the law into his own hands, he now writes that God has given that 

role to what he calls the “governing authorities.”  And that may be all that he’s 

really trying to say here.  He has nothing to say about democracy, or 

constitutional  rights, or the separation of church and state, or civil 

disobedience, or a host of other things we might like him to say something 

about. 

But because of how he says it, we might be able to glean some basic 

perspectives that can guide us in relating to the governing authority.  Before I 

unpack this a bit,  it needs to be said that Paul is speaking here about what God 

intends, about what ought to be—which is never the same as the way things 

actually are.  And Paul was hardly naïve about this. He was a follower of Jesus, 

whose murder came about through an abuse of civil authority as it was 
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manipulated by religious leaders.  He had been on the receiving end of 

persecution and the miscarriage of justice in the Roman courts.   

Having said that, Paul teaches that civil authority has been instituted by 

God, and in a sense it’s an extension of God’s own authority to govern human 

life. Thinking back to the end of chapter 12, the alternative to some legitimate 

human authority is chaos—like in the says of the book of Judges where “all the 

people [just] did what was right in their own eyes” (Judges 21:25), or the cycles 

of gang violence on the streets of our cities.  Government has a role in 

administering justice and punishing wrongdoing, and the authorities are to be 

respected as they do that.  That’s the only responsibility of government Paul talks 

about here but that doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s the only thing God has 

ordained government to do. 

The other thing Paul says is that those who are in authority are God’s 

servants. That not only means that in some sense the work of governing is God’s 

work, it also means that those who do it are accountable to God. Whether or 

not they acknowledge it, God will judge what they do—by God’s standards of 

righteousness and justice. 

For us, especially in our times, this leads to two key words—respect and 

accountability.  We are to show the appropriate respect for governing 

authority—both to the office and to the person.  And in a democracy we have 

a shared responsibility to hold the system and those who serve in it accountable. 
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In our contentious times we have a hard time with respect.  For most of us 

here, our memories goes back to the sea change that began in the 1960s. The 

generation of young adults that came just ahead of me became, in the eyes of 

their elders, the epitome of disrespect.  It was demonstrated by the way they 

dressed, by the music they listened to, by their rejection of the morality they 

learned from their parents.  And it was all played out on TV.  The greatest shock, 

though, may have been the protests against the war in Viet Nam—which was 

loud, sometimes violent, and laced with language that was disrespectful and 

often obscene.  I was a teenager during the Watergate era, when an even 

broader swath of Americans lost respect for government and it’s leaders.  

 All of this laid the foundation for our current season of discontent, in which 

respect may be expected, but only selectively.  Respect those who agree with 

you, but the gloves are off for everyone else.   So one thing the Christian 

community could do these days, is simply to show respect to those in authority.  

No matter how much the policies or behaviors of particular people may 

disappoint or disturb or even anger us—to respond respectfully.  If we struggle 

with the person, then look beyond the person and respect the institution.  And 

I’m not just talking about people in Washington or Springfield,  I’m also talking 

about police officers and teachers and judges and Department of Child and 

Family Services case workers. 

One way to do that is to remember that the people who do these jobs 

are people—with families and mortgages and doctor’s bills—just like us.  Another 
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is to consider how hard most of their jobs are to do.  In my limited exposure to 

the officers of the Dixon Police Department as a chaplain, I’ve gained a much 

greater appreciation for what they do.  Our officers work 12-hour shifts, rotating 

between days and nights. Their job puts them in a position where they see the 

worst of people, and little of the best.  People—right here in Dixon—swear at 

them and spit at them. They never can fully predict what might happen when 

they knock on a door or approach a vehicle at a traffic stop. Incidents like the 

tragic murder-suicide last month will affect them for the rest of their lives. 

Practically everyone in public service has a hard job, with never enough time or 

resources.  Remembering that may be the beginning point for remembering, 

praying, and showing respect. 

The other word is accountability.  In a democratic society—we share a 

responsibility to hold both the persons in positions of authority and the system 

itself accountable. Nothing that Paul writes, indeed nothing in Scripture, requires 

us to blindly obey any human authority—read the book of Acts to see the 

number of times the apostles were thrown in jail because of that.   And so, in the 

case of elected officials, as Christians we have an obligation to use the power 

of the ballot box to hold them accountable—not just on matters of policy but on 

how they conduct themselves in office.  Along with the respect we should show 

public servants, there is a place for citizen review boards, and ethics panels, and 

the court system to require accountability.   
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And as Christians we have an obligation to hold the system accountable.  

After all, it wasn’t just Sheriff Bull Connor who was the problem in Birmingham, 

Alabama in the days of the Civil Rights Movement, it was a whole system of 

legalized oppression.  The problems with health care we’re facing now aren’t 

solely caused by a couple of presidents, but by a complex system that isn’t 

meeting people’s needs.  And so there is a need for Christians—respectfully of 

course—to be engaged with all these matters, asking hard questions, speaking 

out prophetically, lobbying our representatives, maybe running for office. 

Respect and accountability.  Both are necessary. Respect without 

accountability leads to oppression.  Accountability without respect leads to 

anarchy.  It may have been simpler when ordinary people had no power, but it 

definitely wasn’t better.   Let’s be thankful that we live where we do, and be 

thankful for this nation and those who serve the public good.  Let us also do our 

part to see that that system and those servants truly serve God’s purposes and 

the good of all.  Amen. 
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