TEXT: Romans 13:7PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Governing Authorities


Eleven hours ago, William Jefferson Clinton was sworn in as the forty-second president of the United States.  


Most of us--I suspect--did not vote for him; and all of us oppose some of his social policies.  Yet the fact remains, he is the President. 


Therefore, we must show proper respect.   "Give honor--wrote the Apostle--to whom honor is due".  But the objection is "honor is not due to such a man, for he is neither personally devout nor does he promise to implement godly policies once in office".  But the context of our verse puts the lie to such evasions.  Paul is commanding his readers to "give honor" to "the powers that be".  And the "powers that be" were then Roman.  Rome was officially Pagan and its Emperor worshiped as a god.  Its pledge of allegiance was one no Christian could recite: "Caesar is Lord".  Yet Paul still commands his believing readers to "honor...their rulers".  The men who "spoke all manner of evil against them falsely" must be honored.  The men who harried them out of Rome must be honored.  The men who would soon throw them to the lions must be honored.  


But what does it mean to "honor" them?  


It certainly does not mean to give them an unconditional obedience.  For it is sometimes necessary to "Obey God rather than men".  


It also does not mean to agree with them on every point.  For the very man who commanded "give honor to whom honor is due" also forbade idolatry, which was the very foundation of Roman politics. 


And, in our context, it doesn't mean that we must vote for the President if he should seek re-election four years from now.


So then, what does it mean to honor our new President?  It seems to me that four things are required:


1.
We must think as well of him as possible.  "Love believes all things"; is not suspicious; not quick to pass judgment; not anxious to find fault.  In the family setting, we heartily endorse this idea.  The wife must "reverence" her husband whether he deserves it or not.  Children must "honor father and mother" whatever the parental character.  This submission is an act of piety, we say.  But when it comes to civil rulers, we renounce the same principle.  We think it naive to assume the best, to believe the promises, to hope for better government.  But this malignant attitude is surely inconsistent with "honoring the king"--and therefore, displeasing to God.


2.
We must speak as well of him as possible.  On the subject of ridiculing, lampooning, or mocking our leaders, the Bible cannot be plainer.  It tells us, "don't do it".



a.
It strictly forbids the evil talk so prevalent today.  Ecclesiastes 10:20: "Do not curse the king, even in your thought; do not curse the rich, even in your bedchamber; for a bird of the air may carry your voice, and a bird in flight may tell the matter".



b.
It commands the opposite.  "Let no corrupt communication proceed from your mouth, but that which is good, for necessary edifying, that it might minister grace in the hearts of the hearers"  Or, "speaking the truth in love".  These verses clearly apply to our ordinary conversation.  We're not to slander or ridicule others; and rulers (it would seem to me) cannot be excepted.  



c.
It puts such abusive speech in the mouths of apostates.  "They are not afraid to speak evil of dignitaries".  



d.
Paul would not justify it, no matter what the circumstances.  When punched illegally on the order of the High Priest, Paul lashed out at him, "The Lord will smite you, you whited wall!"  But when told of his identity, the angry Apostle humbly apologized: "I did not know it was the High Priest, for it is written, `You shall not curse the ruler of your people'".  Now, this man had no doubt sat in on the Lord's crucifixion, and now he was commanding the law to be broken, and the Lord's work hindered.  Yet even then, Paul would not dare speak evil of him.  


3.
We must not heed idle tales about him.  The new President has been charged with serious offenses: draft-dodging, womanizing, espionage, being hen-pecked, even attending orgies.  None of them (to the best of my knowledge) have been proven.  Thus, we may not believe them.  "At the mouth of two or three witnesses every word is established".  To assert or insinuate these allegations is gossip.  And God hates that above most things.  "These six things does the LORD hate, yea, seven are an abomination to Him..."a lying tongue, and he who sows discord among the brethren".  



a.
And so, we must re-evaluate our television habits.  Is it right to see the President parodied or ridiculed by comedians night after night?  



b.
Our radio-listening must also be thought through.  The most popular radio personality in America does little but mock and jeer the new President.  I wonder if listening to him is consistent with giving "honor to whom honor is due"?  



c.
And the same, of course, is true as to our reading material.  Those things which criticize the President or question his policy (I think) are acceptable.  But those which just belittle and make fun of him are not pleasing to the Lord.  


4.
We must pray for him.  "I exhort, therefore, first of all, that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all men, for kings and all who are in authority..."  The objects of our prayers on his behalf are two:



a.
We ought to pray for his conversion.  "For God would have all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth".  The worse the man is, the more fervently we ought to pray for his conversion.



b.
We ought to pray for his presidency.  "...that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and reverence".  We ought to pray that he would carry through on the good things he has promised and repent of the bad.  And again, the more you oppose his policies, the more you ought to pray for him, "...if peradventure God would give him repentance to the acknowledging of the truth".  


5.
Finally, we honor our President when we accept him as a gift of God for our good.  "There is no power but of God; the powers that be are ordained of God..."



a.
All providence (whatever we might think of it) is exercised by Christ for His Church.  Thus, the election of this man--though opposed by many Christians--will "work together for our good".  Thus, instead of resenting him or complaining about his policies, we ought to thank God for him, asking Him to "turn the heart of the President as the rivers of water".


Why should we honor the new President?  Clearly some of his ideas are monstrous.  To federally fund abortion encourages murder.  To enlarge gay rights promotes perversion.  These are both sins and crimes.  Yet we must still honor him.  Why?


1.
Because God commands it.  


2.
Because government (even bad government) is a blessing.  Nothing is worse than anarchy.  Even the idolatrous Roman authorities were still "God's ministers".  And by carping and protesting we undermine the Divine ordinance.  


3.
Because the opposing principle is deadly.  "I don't have to honor my leader unless I agree with him", subverts all authority, including that of husband, father, teacher, employer, and pastor.  


Finally, who should honor the new President?  Is it just something the Democrats should do?  the Liberals?  The secularists?  No.  "Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities".  Everyone in America ought to honor our Chief Executive.  But especially its Christians: "Submit yourselves to every ordinance for the Lord's sake" Peter said.  And Paul chimes in: "Therefore, you must be subject, not only because of wrath but also for conscience' sake."


And so, if I may paraphrase our British friends, "God save the President".   

