
OUR RESPONSE TO AUTHORITY
"Rebellion against authority" is at the very heart of every problem of mankind.  I know you

have been taught that the love of money (materialism) is the root of all evil.  Actually, the Bible says
"the root of all kinds of evil."  This means many different varieties of evil -- not each and every evil
thing.  If we wanted to, we could substitute many different things into Paul's note to Timothy (1 Tim
6:10).  We could say "Pride is the root of all kinds of evil."  "Sexual lust is the root of all kinds of
evil."  "Pleasure seeking is the root of all kinds of evil."  The list could go on and on, but we get the
idea.  An in-depth (or even a shallow) study of each of these "things" would show that each has its
root in "rebellion against authority."  Therefore, understanding our response to authority is important
for our Christian walk.  

Our source for advice on daily living as well as lifestyle is the Word of God revealed to us
by the Holy Spirit.  Paul speaks about our response to authority in several of his letters.  Let's first
look at Roman 13:1-2.

{13:1} Everyone must submit himself 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, he who rebels
against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment
on themselves. (NIV)

The King James Version uses the word "power" rather than authority.  The Greek word Paul
used is better translated "authority."  This is an important distinction.  We should not think that we
must submit ourselves to everyone who has or exercises "power" over us.  The world would be in
a bigger mess than it is if everyone did that.  Our responsibility is to submit to those who are
authorized to have authority.  Notice how I have stated that:  "those in authority are authorized."
Both words have the same root.  The important truth is that all authority is granted by someone in
a place of greater authority.  Since no one is greater than God, we can conclude that all authorized
authority (redundancy to make a point) has its source in God Himself.  

We might ask if there is UNauthorized authority.  The short answer to that is a resounding
"No!"  However, there are definitely situations of UNauthorized POWER.  A blatant example of
unauthorized power would be a group of terrorist who seize control of the government and abuse the
populace.  This distinction creates a dilemma for us:  how can we know what is "authorized" and
what is "unauthorized?"  Again, we turn to the Word of God.

{13:3} 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 he will commend you. {4} For he is God's servant
to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God's servant,
an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.  (NIV)

We recognize legitimate (authorized) authority by the following characteristics:  
1.  They hold no terror for those who do right 3.  They commend those who do right
2.  They bring terror to those who do wrong 4.  They punish wrongdoers.

We find a similar text in 1 Peter 2:14 regarding the actions of those to whom we must submit.  The
instituted (authorized) authorities reward what is good and punish what is evil.  

Now comes the hard part.  What do we do when those "in power" do not act in accordance
with the requirements for authority?  My position as a Christian then must be that I will not confer
any authority upon such people (by voting for them, for example) since they do 
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not meet God's standard.  There is another way to confer authority and that is by obedience.  What
happens when the "law of the state" is contrary to the "law of God?"  We have been given a
Scriptural example in Acts 5:29:  "We ought to obey God rather than men."  

Does this mean that we are to go about identifying those what "have proper authority" and
those who have no authority but are just in positions of power?  Does this mean that we then seek
to overthrow those who have not been properly authorized?  The correct answer to both questions
is "yes," but not in the sense most people take these questions.  For the first question, we are not
talking about "investigations and spying and snooping and trying to trap people" but we are talking
about receiving discernment from God.  In the second question, we are talking about spiritual battles
rather than physical battles where the overthrow is accomplished in the prayer closet rather than the
battlefield.  

The Apostle Paul suffered and died from a disharmony between the state in which he lived
and the God whom he served.  Out of that suffering he said to "pray for all men, especially for those
who are in authority, for rulers and leaders."  

Everything comes back to the bottom line of Christian living and that is to love everyone in
the same manner as Jesus loved us.  See Paul's words

{13:8} Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for he who loves his
fellowman has fulfilled the law. {9} The commandments, "Do not commit adultery," "Do not murder," "Do
not steal," "Do not covet," and whatever other commandment there may be, are summed up in this one rule:
"Love your neighbor as yourself." {10} Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment
of the law. 

How does as person then use the concept of "loving others" as our highest calling and being
obedient to a person who is in a "position" of authority and exercises power (or his own or of his
office) in an abusive manner?  In other words, "What is the most loving thing to do in such a
situation?"  Say, for example, an employer who deliberately pollutes the environment and orders his
employees to not tell anyone?  He is certainly in a position of authority and has the power to fire an
employee.  What is the most loving thing an employee can do for the employer?  First confront the
employer with the issue in a manner that communicates concern for his well-being.  If that doesn't
work, then the abuser must be stopped because continuing in the same manner will not only harm the
environment but will also bring greater harm to himself.  

The same argument can be made regarding spousal abuse.  The husband is head of the wife
even as Christ is head of the church.  This establishes a position of authority and in most cases, the
husband has the economic and physical power in the relationship.  Suppose the husband is not
meeting the criteria of "authorized authority" as described by Paul (Rom. 13:3,4).  What then is the
wife to do?  Enable him in his failure?  That is not a very loving thing to do!  The other choice is to
do whatever is necessary within the bounds of love and compassion to restore him to a position of
authorized authority.  Such action may take such form as removing herself and the children from the
situation, or even having him arrested to prevent him from continuing to harm others as well as
himself.  The damage is physical, emotionally and spiritually to himself and most certainly to others.
[Please notice that Peter's advice to wives in 1 Peter 3:1 is in regard to husbands "any of them do not
believe the word" and not in regard to those who abuse their wives.  There is a vast difference in a
"non-believing" husband and an "abusive" husband.  Each must be dealt with in different ways.]


