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ON OBEYING THE AUTHORITIES1 

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in St James’ Church, King Street, 
Sydney, on the Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost, 6 September 2026 

What was Paul thinking when he exhorted his readers in Rome to obey the authorities because 
of their divinely authorised role? Is this the same Paul who was frequently imprisoned, flogged 
and thrown out of cities because he did what was right? Is this the same Paul who was later 
martyred in that very city at the whim of the tyrannical Nero who scapegoated Christians for a 
fire he himself probably started? How does Paul require his readers to obey such rulers, when 
they may soon oppress them? Even more importantly, are these the same authorities who killed 
the innocent Jesus? In that respect, how does Paul regard himself, since he was part of the 
authority that killed the first martyr, Stephen? He himself acted on authority in persecuting the 
young church. 

Where to start?2 From a modern perspective, government has many functions, some of which 
we need to live safely and well. We need authority to provide services: public transport, health, 
social security. Even when we may be politically opposed to our government, we will still act 
in a civilised way accepting those benefits and paying our taxes to fund them. This is not the 
place to outline the development of modern government but the authorities that Paul was 
talking about did not do most of the things that we now expect. Today’s gospel reading shows 
us that every organisation, large or small, must have a way to resolve internal conflicts. In 1 
Corinthians, Paul berates that church for taking their disputes to the imperial courts.3 

As is always the case, we must look first at the context. Paul’s letter has two overlapping 
divisions in his readers. As a passing comment, the term “readers” is somewhat false. This 
letter was brought to Rome by deacon Phoebe, a minister in the church at Cenchreae, the eastern 
of two ports for the inland city of Corinth; one for each side of the Isthmus of Corinth. That is, 
Phoebe carried the only copy, which she would have read and, when necessary, explained to 
the hearers. We are “readers”, but the original Romans were, in every sense, an “audience”. 

The two divisions are, first, Jews and Gentiles, and second, the strong and the weak. The 
inherent conflict between Jewish converts and their non-Jewish colleagues appears frequently 
in Acts and in Paul’s epistles. It revolves around the issue of Jewish law and the extent to which 
it should be adopted by non-Jews. Undoubtedly, this is a crucial issue for the development of 

 
1  Readings: Exodus 12:1-14; Psalm 149: Romans 13:1-10; Matthew 18:10-20 
2 In writing this sermon, I have had regard to: Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, The Jewish Annotated 
New Testament, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2011; Rowan Williams, Faith in the Public Square  ̧London, 
Bloomsbury, 2012; Rowan Williams, Meeting God in Paul, London, SPCK, 2015; Scot McKnight, Reading 
romans Backwards, Waco, Baylor University Press, 2019; N T Wright, Paul for Everyone :Part 2, London, 
SPCK, 2004; Sylvia Keesmaat and Brian J Walsh, Romans Disarmed: Resisting Empire, Demanding Justice, 
Grand Rapids, Bazos Press, 2019; Sarah Lancaster, Romans (Belief: a Theological Commentary on the Bible), 
Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 2015; Michael P Jensen, Subjects and Citizens: The politics of the 
gospel: Lessons from Romans 12-15, Sydney, Matthias Media, 2024 
3 1 Corinthians 6:1-8 
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the young Christian Church. Will it be a Jewish sect, most probably destined to a short life, or 
will it expand into all the world? 

The strong seem to be more resilient, while the weak are more scrupulous. For the most part, 
the terms overlap; the strong are the Gentiles, while the weak are the Jews. In the opening 
verses of Chapter 14, Pauls says that the strong must not despise the weak and the weak must 
not judge the strong. The example is about what food can be eaten, arising from Jewish dietary 
laws. Some of the weak choose to be vegetarian to avoid eating food that had been dedicated 
to idols. There are also questions of the religious observance of certain days. Such observances, 
like ours at Christmas and Easter, had entered Jewish culture as well as faith and were foreign 
to the Gentiles. This makes the overlap clear, but it was not complete. Some former pagans 
also rejected everything from their earlier lives. These divisions are significant in relation to 
the secular authorities, because of the different experiences of the two groups. 

In Rome, the Gentiles had the advantage. The Jews were not only from a different culture, but 
they were also foreigners who did not have the advantages of local knowledge and influence. 
This places responsibility on the strong to welcome and support the weak. If Paul’s vision of 
unity is to become reality, the strong must act hospitably and surrender their privilege, while 
the weak must give up their self-righteousness and allow themselves to be welcomed. Paul’s 
position may seem ambiguous; he is Jewish and thus one of the weak; he does not demand 
Jewish observance and thus one of the strong. His position is, however, that everyone does not 
have to be the same. All must accept the responsibility inherent in their position. 

What we see here is deeply subversive. On both sides, the underlying social supports are being 
undermined. I come to this conclusion because it is an important tool in allowing us to interpret 
this morning’s epistle reading. Historically, the tendency has been to read these verses 
conservatively and bind believers to whatever authority is in power, including totalitarian 
regimes. For many centuries, at least since Emperor Constantine, the Christian church has been 
one of the authorities. Although those days are now passed, their influence has not. What if this 
morning’s epistle was equally subversive? 

The first clue might be in the very doctrine of the origin of authority. Paul says that there is no 
authority except from God. He didn’t ask Nero, who would have disagreed. To be an emperor 
was to be divine. However it might be put, that meant that emperors were the source of their 
own authority. Paul is reminding his hearers that even the Roman emperor is subject to God. 
This question had arisen during the trial of Jesus before Pilate. Was Jesus a king? If so, what 
kind of king and how did his authority arise? It goes without saying that, in the Roman Empire, 
there were no right answers to such questions, only wrong answers that led to death. 

In that case, much of his discussion is practical. Everyone needs to understand that authority 
owns the sword and will wield it whenever it thinks appropriate. But the Jewish Annotated New 
Testament suggests that, in the light of what has just come before and what comes later in 
chapter 13, this passage might be ironic. Paul has just finished exhorting the Roman Christians 
to have genuine love and to overcome evil with good. After speaking about the authorities, he 
goes on to say, as we have heard, that love is the fulfilling of the law. That is, hear these words 
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in a context where everything is subject to a different law. Paul may be saying two things: the 
emperor has no clothes but don’t tell him because he can retaliate. 

Paul also requires the Roman Christians to pay their taxes. Who amongst them might have 
wanted not to pay taxes? Most likely the weak. For Jews, paying Roman taxes was always a 
problem. We can understand their position when we realise that this is not the first time that 
tax paying appears in the New Testament. Seeking to trap Jesus, the Pharisees and the 
Herodians asked him whether it was allowable to pay taxes to the emperor.4 This is a trap for 
Jesus.  The trap is about paying taxes to Caesar and is set by an unlikely alliance.  The Pharisees 
were nationalists.  They looked forward to the removal of Roman rule, possibly by the Messiah.  
The Herodians were the clients of the puppet ruler Herod.  They depended on the Romans for 
their existence.  That they have conspired together to ask their question, “Is it lawful to pay 
taxes to the emperor”, shows that there is no right answer.  To say, “Yes, it is lawful,” is to 
offend the subject Jewish people.  To say, “No, it is not lawful,” is to utter treason against the 
authorities.  Whatever Jesus answers will put him at the mercy of one party or the other. After 
engaging with his inquisitors, Jesus says, “Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s 
and to God the things that are God’s”. The unspoken subtext is that the emperor is owed nothing 
and God is owed everything. In effect, Paul here echoes what Jesus said. Everything about our 
response to the authorities is set in the context of the law of love. Live responsibly. Pay your 
taxes. 

Paul is also echoing here the advice given by Jeremiah to the Jewish exiles: 

[S]eek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, 
for in its welfare you will find your welfare.5 

For Paul, Christians were exiles, belonging to another God, seeking a different land, looking 
for a different future. Paul was neither naïve nor stupid. He held no favourable view of the 
authorities, but he thought that Christians should live honourably within the society they found 
themselves in. His advice was neither conservative nor revolutionary. It was sensible. 

We live in a world where the concept of Christianity has been captured by forces on the right. 
In the public eye, it may no longer stand for living the law of love; rather it stands for power, 
discrimination, exclusion and privilege. Nothing in Romans supports such an idea, On the 
contrary, Paul looks for love and unity.  

In pursuing Paul’s ideals, we cannot opt out of seeing the world as it is for us, not as it might 
have been for first century Christians or for any period between then and now. We must be 
clear sighted in our judgements and honourable in our actions. 

The Kingdom by R S Thomas 

It’s a long way off but inside it 

 
4 Matthew 22:15-22 
5 Jeremiah 29:7 
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There are quite different things going on: 
Festivals at which the poor man  
Is king and the consumptive is 
Healed; mirrors in which the blind look 
At themselves and love looks at them 
Back; and industry is for mending 
The bent bones and the minds fractured 
By life.  It’s a long way off, but to get 
There takes no time and admission 
Is free, if you will purge yourself with 
Your need only and the simple offering 
Of your faith, green as a leaf.6 

  

 
6  R S Thomas, ‘The Kingdom’, in Selected Poems, London, Penguin, 2003, p. 91. The Kingdom by R. S. 
Thomas – Rambling At The Bridge Head 

https://ramblingatthebridgehead.wordpress.com/2018/07/15/the-kingdom-by-r-s-thomas/
https://ramblingatthebridgehead.wordpress.com/2018/07/15/the-kingdom-by-r-s-thomas/
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Paul before Felix (1748) 

William Hogarth (1697-1764) 
Lincoln’s Inn, London  


