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Romans 13:1-4a 

 

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and those authorities that 

exist have been instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed, and those who 

resist will incur judgement. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you wish to have no fear of the 

authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive its approval; for it is God’s servant for your good. 

 

Today’s assigned devotional text is tricky. Throughout history there have been Christians who have taken it out of context 

and used it as a way to justify and encourage passive acceptance of harmful governmental policies—everything from 

slavery to imperialism to genocide to segregation to immigration policies that separate families at the border.    

 

In fact, this was the main text used by the German Christian (Pro-Nazi) movement to demand that the State Protestant 

Church and all Germans (98 percent of whom were Christian at the time) unfailingly support the supreme authority of the 

Nazi’s seizure of power…including when the German parliament dissolved itself and passed all legislative powers to the 

executive—Adolf Hitler. Needless to say, this passage has some baggage.  

 

True, governing authorities can be a beneficial help with maintaining health, safety, and order for all people, but only insofar 

as the governing authorities are maintaining health, safety, and order in a just way; or, as our passage from Romans might 

say, if they are “doing good as God’s Servant.”  

 

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. is helpful is making this distinction. In his Letter from a Birmingham Jail he says, “One 

has not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust 

laws…an unjust law is no law at all.” When asked how to differentiate between just and unjust laws, King responds, “Any 

law that uplifts human personality is just. Any law that degrades human personality is unjust.” 

 

I find it encouraging to hear him in his own words. If you have a moment, listen to this video (minute 1:53-2:56 is where he 

specifically addresses this topic, but the whole video is worth watching!).  

 

Let us pray,  

 

Almighty God, we lift before you all who govern in the wider Cleveland area, those who govern the state of Ohio, and those 

who govern at the national level as well. May those who hold power understand that it is a trust from you to be used, not for 

personal glory or profit, but for the service of the people. Drive from us cynicism, selfishness, and corruption; grant in your 

mercy just and honest government; and give us grace to live together in unity and peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 

- ELW Prayer for State, Provincial, and Local Governments  

 

Video:  

Martin Luther King on Meet the Press, 1965  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6oQCRAsUEw0 
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