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The Reading of the Word

We continue, this morning, in our series on the Book of Deuteronomy, as Moses instructs Israel on how they are to live as God’s people in the land.

With that in mind we turn now to Deuteronomy 17:8-13.

Please do listen carefully, for this is God’s word for us this morning.

Moses said to the people:
17:8 “If any case arises requiring decision between one kind of homicide and another, one kind of legal right and another, or one kind of assault and another, any case within your towns that is too difficult for you, then you shall arise and go up to the place that Yahweh your God will choose. 9 And you shall come to the Levitical priests and to the judge who is in office in those days, and you shall consult them, and they shall declare to you the decision. 10 Then you shall do according to what they declare to you from that place that Yahweh will choose. And you shall be careful to do according to all that they direct you. 11 According to the instructions that they give you, and according to the decision which they pronounce to you, you shall do. You shall not turn aside from the verdict that they declare to you, either to the right hand or to the left. 12 The man who acts presumptuously by not obeying the priest who stands to minister there before Yahweh your God, or the judge, that man shall die. So you shall purge the evil from Israel. 13 And all the people shall hear and fear and not act presumptuously again.

This is the word of the Lord. (Thanks be to God.)

“All people are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of the Lord endures forever.” [1 Peter 1:24-25]

Let’s pray …


Prayer of Illumination

Lord, we rejoice at your word,
like one who finds great spoil.
We hate falsehood,
but we love your commandments.
We know that those who love your law have peace,
and nothing can make them stumble.
And so help us now to keep your testimonies from the heart,
and to love them exceedingly.
Help us to pursue a life of faithfulness,
knowing that all our ways are before you.
Grant this, we ask, for Jesus’s sake. Amen.
[Based on Psalm 119:162-163, 165, 167-168]


Introduction

We’re in a section of Deuteronomy that is focused on how Israel’s judicial and authority structures were to function in the Promised Land.

Two weeks ago, we heard from a paragraph on the foundations of justice, with a call to appoint judges and officers to bring that justice about. Last week we heard Moses give an example of a case the justice system might handle, and about how they should handle it.

Today we come to a passage on the reality of human authorities, and the call to submit to them.
	
Now, the minute I even say that, just about every modern American gets ready to push back and talk about the limits of any human authority – at least any human authority over them, personally. And there are limits on human authority. And, in fact, we will discuss them next week, because that’s one of the themes of the next paragraph of Deuteronomy.

But this week we’re on this paragraph. And however much we might prefer to skip it, and jump to the next one, we’re not going to. We’re going to talk about the reality of human authorities, and God’s call to submit ourselves to them.

And to do that, I want to consider submission to authority in four different ways.

First, we’ll consider submission to authority in the Bible.

Second, we’ll consider submission to authority in the structures of our society.

Third, we’ll consider submission to authority in our moral vision.

Fourth, we’ll consider submission to authority in our hearts and lives.


Submission to Authority in the Bible

So, first, let’s consider submission to authority in the Bible. 

That is the main theme here.

Yes, Moses is speaking about procedure – we get that in verses eight and nine. But then, after those two verses on the judicial structure and procedure, the next four verses are Moses firmly, and repeatedly exhorting the people to actually submit to and obey the decision of those in authority in Israel.

Look at the repeated commands, starting in verse ten: “You shall do according to what they declare to you […] You shall be careful to do according to all that they direct you. […] According to the instructions that they give you, and according to the decision which they pronounce to you, you shall do. You shall not turn aside from the verdict that they declare to you […] The man who acts presumptuously by not obeying the priest […] or the judge, that man shall die. […] And all the people shall hear and fear and not act presumptuously again.”
	
I mean … Moses spends most of this paragraph just repeating himself, and the message again and again is “You must submit to the decision of these human authorities in the judicial and priestly hierarchy above you.”

And with that teaching, Moses points us to the larger teaching of the Bible on submitting to human authorities in general.

The focus here is on the civil and religious authorities, when it came to legal matters, but this is just one instance of the Bible’s broader teaching on submission.

The Bible, in multiple places calls on us to submit to those in authority over us in civil government. [1 Peter 2:13,17, Romans 13]. In other places it calls on us to submit to those in authority over us within the church [1 Peter 5:5, 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13; 1 Corinthians 15:16-17; Hebrews 13:17]. In the economic sphere, it calls on us to submit to those in authority over us in the workplace [1 Peter 2:18, Ephesians 6:5-7; Colossians 3:22-24][footnoteRef:2]. And in the family, it calls on children to submit to their father and mother [Colossians 3:20; Ephesians 6:1-2].  [2:  It is, of course, true that in many ways the 21st century employee enjoys a very different status than a first-century bondservant. But I would maintain that there are principles that extend from Paul’s words to bondservants to modern employees, with the necessary changes and adjustments being made.] 


As The Apostle Peter puts it: We are to “Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution” – meaning we are to submit ourselves to every human authority that the Lord has placed over us.

And the first thing we should notice is that there’s not a qualification based on what we think of the individual in authority over us. The command is not “Submit to the judge so long as you think he’s smarter than you are.” Or “Submit to the priest so long as you think he’s more accomplished than you are.” Or “Submit to the King so long as you think he’s more spiritually mature than you are.” In the Bible, the command is not ordinarily to submit to someone based on our personal assessment of them, but to submit to them based on the position God has put them in over us.

Because, the Christian Scriptures tells us that regardless of the human means by which it happens, those put in positions of authority over us are put there by God – by his providence.

In Romans 13, Paul tells us that every authority in civil government has been appointed to their place by God, and is God’s servant [Romans 13:1-7], whether they recognize it, or live up to that calling, or not.

The Apostle Peter tells us that church leaders are to be seen as Christ’s shepherd-servants, serving under him, our chief Shepherd, as his representative [1 Peter 5:1-5; also see Hebrews 13:17].

In Ephesians 6, Paul also tells us that in our place of work also, we should serve those over us as we would serve Christ [Ephesians 6:5-7].

In each case, we are told that the people in these roles are God’s appointed servants. And as such, he has delegated authority to them, over us, and therefore on us calls on us to honor them, as his representatives. 

Their calling is to carry out that duty as faithful representatives of the Triune God of the Bible.

But our calling is to honor them for the position the Lord has placed them in, whether they do their part faithfully or poorly. Because either way, they still serve as God’s representatives.

And what that usually means, as John Calvin points out, is that we are called on to show reverence, obedience, and gratitude to those in authority over us. [Calvin, Institutes 2.8.35]
	
But our text this morning especially focuses on obedience – on submission to them and their decisions.
	
And we struggle with this. We struggle with it a lot. But that is God’s command here. And this morning, we need to consider it seriously.
	
And as we do, I want to exhort you, both now and for the rest of this sermon, not to let your mind wander into all the ways you think you should be better honored and obeyed by others. But instead, I want to urge you to ruthlessly focus your mind and heart in this time on God’s call on you to give honor and obedience and submission to those God has placed over you. That’s what this command is all about: not about how to get others to submit to you, but about the submission you, as the hearer, owe to those over you.

So that is the what the Bible calls us to when it comes to submission to authority. [For much more on this topic, please see my October 16, 2022 sermon “The Fifth Commandment”: https://www.faithtacoma.org/deuteronomy-nicoletti/the-fifth-commandment-deuteronomy-56-16]

That’s the first thing for us to consider this morning.


Submission to Authority in Our Society

But the second thing I think we need to consider is how submission to authority actually works out in the structures our society today.

And here, I don’t mean how our society values submission to authority – that’s the next thing we’ll talk about.

What I mean here is how authority structures actually work in our society.
	
For an ancient Israelite, the authority structures in his life were mostly given, not chosen. A man was born in a family, in a clan, in a tribe, in Israel. His life was tied to the land – a specific plot of land that he would grow up to cultivate. His community was given, not chosen. His synagogue was the synagogue – not one of many in the area he chose from. With most travel by foot, life was rooted in one place, and the religious, civil, economic, and familial authority structures in his life were given to him – not chosen by him.

But today, our lives are filled with choice. And strangely enough (at least in terms of human history) that often includes which human authorities we’re actually going to submit to.

Think, for example, about how this works out when it comes to submitting to the authority of the Church.

An Israelite had simply the local synagogue. And every local synagogue was to fall under the jurisdiction of the same temple hierarchy. There was no question of who they had to submit to.

But if you have a religious matter that needs to be settled today, you’ve got to ask which church hierarchy you will appeal to, and then submit to.

Will it be the Anglican authority structure? The Southern Baptist’s authority structure? The Roman Catholic’s authority structure? The Eastern Orthodox authority structure? The Acts 29 authority structure?

Maybe you say, “No, I’m a Presbyterian – I’ll appeal to the Presbyterian authority structure.” That’s great. But which presbyterian authority structure – which denomination – are you going to appeal to and submit to? Will it be the OPC? The BPC? The PCA? The EPC? The ECO? The PCUSA? Because all six of those are presbyterian denominations within commuting distance from here. In fact five of them have congregations within an 8-mile radius of where I’m standing.

Well, let’s say you chose the PCA – our denomination. Well and good. But which session will you submit to primarily? Because we live in the age of the automobile, and so you can commute to church. And there are three different PCA churches to choose from in driving distance, with three different sessions.

Now, my point isn’t to disparage anyone for making these kinds of choices. My point is that these kind of choices in our society are unavoidable.

And that kind of choice changes what it means to submit to human authorities. Because church authorities are no longer a given … they are chosen as if from a menu. And they can be changed maybe even easier than changing your order at a restaurant. 

Now … don’t hear what I’m not saying. I’m not saying that all this means that these Church structures have no authority in God’s eyes – that’s not what I’m saying at all. Their authority is still real. But what I’m trying to point out is that our relationship to those authority structures, and the way we even think of them, is inherently changed by the reality of the multiplicity of choices we have for our church life, and the ease with which we can move from one congregation to another.

And when it comes to the realities of these choices, I’m also not just lamenting or decrying them. Sometimes these choices and this mobility between churches is good … and sometimes it’s bad. For example: when someone is mistreated in a particular church, it is a great mercy when they can switch their membership to a church that will care for them better. But on the other hand, when someone is themselves abusive or in unrepentant sin, and they can just hop from one congregation to another every time they are called out for it ... then that is certainly bad. Good and bad are all mixed together in this.

And so, my point is not to say it’s all bad to choose your church like a consumer … my point is that in our society it’s impossible not to choose your church like a consumer. Even if you choose to stay in the church you were born into your whole life – that itself is a choice that you make with the knowledge that you could have chosen differently. The choice is an unavoidable thing. 

And when that choice exists as easily and ubiquitously as it does in our society, then the whole idea of submission to authority becomes a different concept than it was in Israel’s day.

For most of Israel’s history and much of Church history, if you didn’t like the decision of the Church’s authority structure, you could either submit to it, or put yourself outside of Christ’s visible Church.

Today, if you don’t like the decision of your church authority, you soon find yourself wrestling with the question of whether you should switch your membership to one of hundreds of other options. There are countless different church congregations to choose from in Tacoma alone. Which changes what submission to the Church even means today.

And that concept of choice isn’t just true at the religious level. This fractured, liquid, and consumeristic approach to authority is increasingly true at every level of life – even at the level of the state and the government.

Especially since 2020, people choose a state to live in based on their like or dislike for the government leaders there and which party is mostly in power. And it even goes beyond the level of states and to the level of country – as progressive consider Canada or Western Europe, while conservatives consider Hungry. Like never before, more and more people choose what kind of governing officials they will “submit” like consumers, with a menu of choices, rather than residents rooted to one place.

And again – I’m not saying this is all bad or all good – I think it’s a mix of both. What I’m trying to do is to help us see how these sorts of modern realities change how we interact with, and therefore how we think about what a command to submit to human authorities even means. It leads to different questions and complexities today than it did for an ancient Israelite, or for most people throughout most of human history.

When you can swap out human authorities in your life whenever you become displeased with them, what does submission to authority even really mean?
	
Now, there are some situations where the answer remains obvious. But there are others where it is far more complex.

And when it comes to the complexity of what it means in our modern social structures, I don’t have a simple answer for you. Discerning when we are to submit to the authority over us at the moment, and when we should just leave that authority structure, and submit to a different one – the question of when God would have us submit to a disagreeable authority and when he’d have us go … those questions take great wisdom and need to be thought through on a case-by-case basis. There’s no easy answer there.

But, to be honest, I think that before we can even do that well, or think that through clearly, we need to consider how these social and structural realities shape our hearts on this matter.

And that’s what I want to spend the rest of our time on this morning. I want to ask first how submission to authority fits into our moral vision, and then how it fits into our hearts and lives.


Submission to Authority in Our Moral Vision

So first, let’s ask: Where does submission to authority fit into our moral vision? How does submission to authority fit in with what we morally admire and what we morally disparage?

And here’s why I bring that up. Because I think that when it comes to us – to ourselves … and to people like us – we morally admire those who reject and refuse human authority over them … and we morally look down on those who submit to and obey human authority over them.

I mean … just a thought experiment … how many movies can you think of, put out in the last 40 years, where the hero is held up as heroic because he or she submitted to and obeyed human authorities they disagreed with?
	
Now, how many movies can you think of where the hero is held up as heroic because they defied, refused, or fought against human authorities they disagreed with?
	
But it’s not just our movies. In how we speak of others, how we think of others, the very kind of people we long to be – in our moral imagination – we prize defiance of authority … and we loath and look down on and mock those who would submit to human authorities they don’t fully agree with.

Now, the Bible does call us to stand up to and to refuse a command given to us by a human authority when they command us to do something that would break one of God’s commands. We also don’t owe obedience when they command us in a way that is outside the authority the Lord has given them [Frame, 579-581]. And the Bible’s call to submission is not a call to willingly receive abuse from those in authority. In such situations, the Bible may call for disobedience of human authorities. Those are the exceptions to the ordinary call to obedience.

And it can be right to admire people who stand up to authority in those situations – the Bible calls us to admire many Biblical heroes who did just that.
	
But the truth is that our admiration for those who rebel against those in authority is much broader than the Bible’s is. And that becomes clear by the fact that we often admire a person who rebels against authority even when we disagree with the goals they are pursuing as they do.

We see refusal to submit to authority in itself – at least for us and people like us – as a virtue, not a vice.
	
Now contrast that with our passage this morning.

Here God calls his people to submit to the judgment of the human authorities over them, even when they disagree with it, as we see in verse eleven.

Here God reveals that he hates presumption. God decries “the man who acts presumptuously by not obeying” the human authorities that have been placed over him, both in the Church and in the State, in verse twelve. In terms of punishment, be puts such presumptuous disobedience on the same level as idolatry and tempting others to idolatry. 

We see human presumption – assuming we know better than everyone else, including those in authority – we see such presumption as a virtue, and submission as a pathetic vice. God here sees submissive obedience as a virtue, and denounces presumption as a vice worthy of death.
	
Brothers and sisters – those of you who are Christians – I need you to see that to the extent that God’s evaluations here of submission and presumption – to the extent that his evaluations of those things strike you as odd or absurd … to that extent your moral vision has wandered away from God’s and the Bible’s, and been shaped instead by your culture.
	
Where do you see this kind of presumption at work in your heart? If you’re a child or a student, do you see it in how you relate to your parents or your teachers? If you’re an adult, do you see it in how you relate to those in authority over you at work … or in government … or at the church?

How has your moral vision – your moral assumptions, and what you morally admire – how has it wandered from what God calls for here in our text this morning and throughout the Bible?
	
Where have you come to admire presumption, and disparage submission?

Those are ways we need to consider our moral vision.


Submission to Authority in Our Hearts & Lives

But then lastly, we also need to consider how we relate to submission to authority in our hearts and lives.

And let’s consider it with three different questions regarding respect, honor, and obedience towards those in authority over us.

First, when you do disagree with someone in authority over you, do you do it respectfully?
	
It’s a simple question. But whether it’s your boss at work, or your parent at home, or the governor of your state, or the president of your country, or the elders at your church, when you disagree … how do you speak to them … or how do you speak about them to others? Is it respectful … or is it dismissive, arrogant, and presumptuous?
	
Second, when you dislike a person in authority over you – whether at work, or in church, or in government, or somewhere else – when you dislike a particular individual in authority over you, do you still honor them?

The Bible calls us to honor those in authority – to recognize the place they hold, and show them, and their position, honor. And it does that for a few reasons, but one, I suspect, is for our own spiritual health.

J.R.R. Tolkien once said: “I think […] contrary to what most people [feel] […] touching your cap to the squire may be […] bad for the squire, but it’s […] good for you.” [https://youtu.be/yFexwNCYenI  9:18-9:26]

In other words, when we have to show honor to those in authority over us, even when there’s nothing in them to warrant that place of authority over us – still when we show them honor, it may be a temptation to pride for them, but for us, it is a lesson in humility. And so, it is good for our soul. Because God loves humility. And he hates presumption.

And we should be cultivating that kind of humility, and putting to death that kind of prideful presumption, which means, in a sense, that we should be looking for opportunities to show honor to those we don’t particularly like who are in authority over us, for the good of our souls – to be the kind of counter-cultural people the Lord commends here. 

So we are to honor those over us.
	
Finally, in our hearts and lives, our passage, and the Bible’s teaching as a whole, ordinarily calls us to obey human authorities over us, even when we disagree with them.

Do you do that? Or is that not really even a category for you?

Let me put this in a straightforward way: If you, as a default, do not have any real situation in your life where you would submit to a direction, or a command, or a decision that you disagree with from a man or woman in authority over you – if you would never submit to an authority’s  decision that you didn’t personally agree with … then you do not believe in submission to authority.

Submitting only when you agree is not submission. It’s just two people agreeing. The rubber of submission meets the road of our hearts when we don’t agree with the person in authority over us, but we obey anyway.

And rejecting the very idea of you ever having to submit to authority might work in a world where human beings are the chief beings of the universe – the pinnacle of all that is – the highest authority there could ever be. In such a universe, rejecting the whole idea of submitting our will to another’s might make sense.
	
But that’s not the universe we live in.

We live in a cosmos that is overseen by a King. This King has made all things. And he rules over all things. And all things are subject to him.

And this King – this Lord and God – calls on us to submit ourselves to him.

But he doesn’t just call on us to submit ourselves to him. He also has placed other creatures – other human beings – in positions of authority – as his ambassadors and representatives. And why he’s done that may puzzle us. And why he’s chosen who he’s chosen for those roles of authority may at times baffle us. But still, he has done what he has done. And in his Word, he has told us that submitting to him as King means also submitting to those he has placed over us.

Now, that human submission is not unconditional. When submission to them would contradict our submission to God, we are to make our primary loyalty to God clear.

But ordinarily, we are to submit to those human authorities he has put over us, even when we disagree with them. Even when we dislike them. And we are to see it as a form of submission to him.

And our God has given us good reason to trust him as we submit ourselves to him. Because he has proven to us again and again that he is good and he loves us.

He made us. He sustains us. He provides for us. But more than anything else, he has redeemed us – he has come, in Jesus Christ, and he has loved us so much that he died so that we might be with him, in his kingdom, forever.
	
Now, risen from the dead, as he reigns in heaven, we may not know why he would call us to submit to certain authorities. But as he does, we cannot doubt that he loves us. We cannot doubt that he is working for our good. And we cannot doubt that he is wiser than we are, and knows what we need better than we do.

And so, brothers and sisters, let us not be presumptuous. But let us accept the call of our God and King, by submitting to and honoring every human authority he has put over us.

Not because they are wise, but because he is wise.

Not because they are good, but because he is good.

Not because they can save us, but because he has saved us.

And so, trusting in him, let us obey his commands, and theirs.

Amen.

---
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