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T.L. Carter (2004) begins by establishing the discontinuity between Paul’s laudatory
description of the Roman power structure and the reality of the systemic injustice that
characterized Roman order (210-11). Moreover, Carter contends that because the Christians in
Rome would have been “largely made up of poor non-Latin citizens, who occupied no legal
position and were of uncertain official status,” they would have been among “the most vulnerable
members of Roman society,” their poverty rendering them “easy targets for oppression” and
repression within the Roman system of jurisprudence itself.”* Furthermore, the basic nature of
Roman “justice” was such that “peace was imposed upon the local population by means of
intimidation and violence,” a fact which was not the exception but the norm (221).” As such, any
surface reading of the text “leaves the apostle making crass remarks that could not have failed to
alienate his audience, who had suffered at the hands of the very authorities he was purporting to
commend” (215).

Yet, Carter argues, because “the original audience of the letter shared with Paul a common
experience of oppression at the hands of the authorities and were aware of the abuses that took
place in the opening years of Nero’s reign, the consequent implausibility of Paul’s language would
have alerted his readers to the presence of irony” (209). The key factor in their ability to pick up on
Paul’s use of irony is that the Roman Christians’ suffering under Roman domination was an
experience they shared in common with him (215). In Scott’s categories, this means that because

of their common social location with Paul, the Roman Christians would have been aware that Paul

3 Following Jeffers (1991: 3-35), and others.

% Citing Wengst (1986).
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was performing in the mode of the public transcript, and that elements of this performance would
contain the hidden transcript Paul actually intended to communicate.

In order to establish the plausibility of an ironic reading, Carter shows (1) that in the
Greco-Roman world ironic inversion was a well-established, widely used rhetorical device for
“censuring with counterfeit praise” (209, 212-14); (2) that Paul himself made frequent use of irony
to shame his opponents (214);*° and (3) that the picture Paul paints of Roman power would have
been incongruous with his most basic convictions as a Pharisaic Jew (212)*" as well as with his own
experiences of Roman “justice” (211-12).

Before proceeding to break down an ironic reading of 13:1-7, Carter stops to situate the
pericope within its surrounding context. Although many have seen 13:1-7 as an abrupt change of
subject, interrupting the flow from 12:14-21 to 13:8-10, Carter suggests that an ironic reading ties
the paraenesis together seamlessly. First, Carter notes that the paraenesis “is bracketed by the
exhortations to adopt a distinctive lifestyle in relation to the present age.” Carter points out that
12:1-2 and 13:11-14 function rhetorically as an inclusio, “suggesting that the intervening passage
should be read as an exhortation on how Christians should conduct themselves in an evil age
which is passing away.” Those who have seen 13:1-7 as a “foreign body” within the paraenesis have
often commented on the conspicuous absence of any eschatological rationality therein. But Carter
shows that an ironic reading situates 13:1-7 firmly within the eschatological inclusio of 12:1-2 and

13:11-14, thus subverting the superficial endorsement of the imperial bureaucracy. “Paul only seems

36 Cf. 1 Cor. 1-4; 2 Cor. 10-13; Gal. 1:69, among others.

3 Following Wright (1992: 189-95).
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to grant the authorities an unconditional status: in reality they belong to the present age of
darkness which is passing away” (218).

With reference to the immediate context (12:17-21), the step from consideration of the
enemy to the Roman authorities is perfectly natural, since many members of the Roman
congregation, not least the Jews who had just returned from the expulsion under Claudius, had
suffered violence, deprivation, and extortion at the hands of the authorities. Thus, “an ironic
reading of Rom. 13:1-7, which portrays the authorities as enemies rather than as friends, provides
a secure link with the preceding paragraph” (218).

From here, Carter breaks down an ironic reading of the text itself. He begins by identifying
the subversion implicit in the claim that the Roman authorities have been appointed by God,
since the authorities in turn “cannot but be subject to the God who has appointed them” (219).
Blumenfeld ably underscores the irony: “Paul’s deftness of manipulating the system by working it
against its self-negating proclivities is so successful as to camouflage his own wit when castigating its
representatives. Throughout Romans 13:1-7 the irony is veiled (to incomprehension) as a political
stereotype. ‘Fear the governing officials’ may sound as an irreproachable advice to the authorities’
ear but, these are, unbeknown to themselves, slaves to God as well (13:1)” (2001: 391-92 n.273).%®

Carter points out that one of the texts often cited as partially underwriting Paul’s belief in

the divine institution of the authorities actually subverts the conventional understanding of that

¥ Jewett’s case (2007:789-90), reviewed in the “Identity of God” section of this essay, may in fact have been
overstated. However offensive it may have been to Romans to hear that the Jewish God was the source of their power,
it is doubtful it would have been seen immediately as a threatening claim. On the surface, it still appears as though the
Jewish/Christian discourse is conforming to the public transcript, albeit in its own idiosyncratic religious vernacular.
Herzog agrees (1994: 354): “This is innocuous orthodoxy although stated in monotheistic terms.”
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claim: “For your dominion was given you from the Lord, and your sovereignty from the Most
High; he will search out your works and enquire into your plans. Because as servants of his
kingdom you did not rule rightly, or keep the law, or walk according to the purpose of God, he
will come upon you terribly and swiftly, because severe judgment falls on those in high places”
(Wis. 6:3-5). Carter also reminds us of Jesus’ critical attitude toward Roman rule, reflected in Mark
10:42: “You know that those who regard themselves as rulers over the Gentiles lord it over them,
and their high officials are tyrants over them, but not so you.” Carter suggests that “if Jesus’ words
and Wis. 6:3-4 are any reflection of popular Jewish opinion of Gentile rulers, they render more
unlikely the possibility that Paul’s words would be accepted without question, at least by any
Jewish Christian readers in Rome” (2004: 220).

Carter argues that the reference to the sword in 13:4 is also a likely candidate for an ironic
reading. “If there were a general perception that those in authority wielded the sword
indiscriminately against both innocent and guilty people, it is correspondingly likely that Paul’s
audience would have detected irony in his portrait of those in power as the guardians of law and
order” (222). Carter cites one famous historical anecdote in which one particular Roman’s use of
the sword had little to do with maintaining Rome’s famed peace:

The consulship of Quintus Volusius and Publius Scipio was marked by peace abroad and
by disgraceful excesses at home, where Nero—his identity dissembled under the dress of a
slave ranged the streets, the brothels, and the wine shops of the capital, with an escort
whose duties were to snatch wares exhibited for sale and to assault all persons they met, the
victims having so little inkling of the truth that he himself took his buffets with the rest
and bore their imprints on his face. Then, it became notorious that the depredator was
Caesar; outrages on men and women of rank increased; others, availing themselves of the
license once accorded, began with impunity, under the name of Nero, to perpetrate the
same excesses with their own gangs; and night passed as it might in a captured town. Julius
Montanus, a member of the senatorial order, though he had not yet held office, met the
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emperor causally in the dark, and, because he repelled his offered violence with spirit, then
recognized his antagonist and asked for pardon, was forced to suicide, the apology being
construed as a reproach. Nero, however, less venturesome for the future, surrounded
himself with soldiers and crowds of gladiators, who were to stand aloof from incipient
affrays of modest dimensions and semi-private character: should the injured party behave
with too much energy, they threw their swords into the scale.”

Carter suggests that if Paul’s audience detect an oblique reference to these events in 13:4,
“they would scarcely miss the echo of Nero’s profligate behaviour in the works of darkness
mentioned in 13:13. An ironic reading . . . peels back the surface meaning of the text to reveal a
sharp criticism of Nero’s excesses” (222).

Of course, this passage from Tacitus is merely anecdotal. The Roman police were also
infamous for their pervasive abuses of power. But by depicting the authorities “as those who
worked for the benefit of upright citizens and who wielded the sword in order to punish
evildoers,” Carter contends, “Paul highlights the ways in which the authorities in Rome were
actually falling short of the ideal of good government that he portrayed” (222). Paul was indeed
speaking the truth when he reminded the Roman Christians that the authorities did not bear the
sword in vain—as if they needed reminding—but contrary to Paul’s statement in 13:4, “the
innocent had as much to fear from the sword as the wrongdoer” (221).

Carter also sees strong indications of irony in Paul’s discussion of the tax collectors in 13:6.
Carter acknowledges that the term Aeitouvpyot (ministers) had a common secular function,
signifying a public servant in general. But the term Paul uses is Aettovpyot Ogov (priests of God),

which has inescapable cultic overtones. In 15:16, Paul would apply this term to himself

% Tacitus, Annals 13.49. See also Suetonius, de Vita Caesarum: Nero 27 and Dio Cassius, History 61.81. These
events are estimated to have taken place around 55 C.E.
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(Aertovpyov yprotov), but here he applies it to the Roman tax collectors, “notorious for lining
their pockets at others” expense” (225). According to Quintilian, an effective use of irony is when
the ironist attributes to his or her opponents virtues not possessed by them but by the ironist.*

Carter further notes that it is precisely because Agrtovpyot Beov is such an unfitting term
for these tax collectors that modern translations tend to opt for “God’s servants” rather than
“God’s priests,” but Paul’s audience, accustomed to the Septuagint’s cultic use of the term, would
have been startled by the formulation in this context. “The lack of correspondence between the
language Paul employs and the reality to which it refers is intended to signal the presence of irony.
... The use of religious language to denote the activity of the tax collectors stretches the meaning
of the language to breaking point and highlights the way in which the tax collectors fail to live up
to the designation applied to them” (225).

Carter concludes that, although the Roman authorities may have been instituted by God,
Paul’s ironic use of language serves to illustrate the ways that these authorities were failing to live
up to their divinely allotted responsibilities. Thus, the rationale Paul puts forward for the
submission to these failed authorities is intentionally spurious. As Scott has observed,
“subordinate groups have typically learned . . . to clothe their resistance and defiance in ritualisms
of subordination that serve both to disguise their purposes and to provide them with a ready route
of retreat that may soften the consequences of a possible failure” (1990: 96). Carter thus sees

Romans 13:1-7 as a rather sharp instance of what Scott terms “the infrapolitics of subordinate

groups” (183-201).

0 Institutio Oratoria 9.2.48-50.
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Neil Elliott (2004b) has also tried to heed Scott’s call to take texts seriously by paying close
attention to the dynamics of discourse that are persistent throughout all asymmetrical power
relationships. Scott points out that any hermeneutical analysis “based exclusively on the public
transcript is likely to conclude that subordinate groups endorse the terms of their subordination
and are willing, even enthusiastic, partners in that subordination” (1990: 2). Elliott sees this, our
failure to delve beneath the public transcript, as one of the factors contributing to the cooptation
of Romans 13 by the very powers Paul sought to expose therein. “Only the most pernicious twists
of fate would later enlist these verses in service of the empire itself” (1997: 204). But the blame
does not lie solely on the empires of this world. “That we should allow these verses to thwart even
the most modest inquiries into our government’s complicity in repression and murder is a
staggering betrayal. . . . Only the arrogant presumptions of our own privilege have allowed us to
hear these verses as a sacred legitimation of power” (2006: 226, emphasis mine).

So how ought we to hear these verses? The fact that these words of the apostle Paul were as
early as the second century worn incisively on the lips of Christian martyrs should be our first
indication that not everything is at it seems on the surface. “The declaration of loyalty,” the public
transcript, “belongs together with persecution, in a tradition reaching back to the Jewish martyrs
under the Greek tyrant Antiochus Epiphanes” (2006: 225-26). Thus, Elliott proceeds (2004b:
113ff) by locating us more broadly within the milieu of Judaism under Roman domination. Elliott
examines the writings of Philo, demonstrating Philo’s frequent oscillation between the public
transcript of Roman benefaction and the hidden transcript of Roman brutality. In book 2 of On

Dreams, for instance, Philo discusses Joseph’s dream in which sheaves of grain bow down to him.
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Ostensibly interpreting the biblical text, Philo proceeds to depict the proud men who “set
themselves up above everything, above cities and laws and ancestral customs and the affairs of the
several citizens,” who impose “dictatorship over the people,” bringing “into subjection even souls
whose spirit is naturally free and unenslaved” (De Somniis 2.79-79). Here Philo’s chosen genre,
biblical allegory, “allows him a certain ‘deniability,” a ‘disguise’ for his political views” (2004b:
114).*" His political views, of course, are seen in his description of an “unnatural imposition of
dictatorship upon those who are naturally free” (114). This reading, of course, has no basis in the
Genesis text.

Nevertheless, fully conscious of the destructive power of the Roman empire, Philo
encourages caution (the public transcript), over against what he calls “ultimate frankness” (the
hidden transcript). Philo acknowledges the existence of “lunatics and madmen” who “dare to
oppose kings and tyrants in words and deeds.” But, as Elliott points out, Philo does not call them
“lunatics” because “they fail to recognize the inherent benefit of accepting their subordination to
the imperial order (as the official transcript would define lunacy)” (115). On the contrary, they are
lunatics, according to Philo, because they refuse to see how destructive the imperial order can be to
those who challenge the public transcript. They are blind to the fact that

not only like cattle are their necks under the yoke, but that the harness extends to their
whole bodies and souls, their wives and children and parents, and the wide circle of friends
and kinsfolk united to them by fellowship of feeling, and that the driver can with perfect
ease spur, drive on or pull back, and mete out any treatment small or great just as he
pleases. And therefore they are branded and scourged and mutilated and undergo a
combination of all the sufferings which merciless cruelty can inflict short of death, and
finally are led away to death itself. (De Somniis 2.83-84)

1 Cf. Scott (1990: 136-82).
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For this reason, Philo promotes caution over “ultimate frankness.” This can be seen further in
another allegorical reading, this time of Genesis 23:7, in which Philo describes Abraham’s
obedience to the sons of Heth. “Although the text does not present these terms, Philo insists that
Abraham’s obedience was compelled by ‘fear,’ not ‘respect,” playing on a well-known political
topos” (116):¥ “For it was not out of any feeling of respect for those who by nature and race and
custom were the enemies of reason . . . that he brought himself to do obedience. Rather it was just
because he feared their power at the time and their formidable strength and cared to give no
provocation” (De Specialibus Legibus 2.90). Philo’s interpretation, again having no basis in the text,
was autobiographical. “The speeches Philo puts into the mouths of the praiseworthy [De Somniis
2.93.95] are worthy of any zealot call to arms. The political subordination Philo describes is
tantamount to living as brute livestock, suffering torment and indignity until finally being
butchered” (115). But all of this “is said obliquely, in the most general of terms” (116), because “to
give no provocation” is the mark of true prudence under domination. “Just as a traveler
encountering a bear or a lion or a wild boar on the road will seek to soothe and calm the beast, so
the wise citizen will manifest patience and deference to rulers” (De Specialibus Legibus 2.86-87)."
We are able to discern in Philo two distinct transcripts: the onstage, public transcript, and
the offstage, hidden transcript. Caution must be exercised until “the times are right,” when a
“social space is opened up in which the ‘offstage’ transcripts can come onstage” (117), then “it is

good to set ourselves against the violence of our enemies and subdue it; but when the

# Cf. Elliott (1997: 19899).

# Compare with Josephus, Jewish War 2.396.
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circumstances do not present themselves, the safe course is to stay quiet” (De Specialibus Legibus
2.92).

Having established the existence of Scott’s categories within the Judaism of the Roman
empire, Elliott proceeds to analyze Paul’s language against this template. First, Elliott sees in
Romans 13:11-13 traces of a hidden transcript, appearing onstage, in Paul’s encrypted allusions to

” «

“the time,” “the hour,” and “the day.” Paul could expect “these terse phrases to be meaningful to

his hearers without elaborating the apocalyptic scenario to which they refer.” (117).

Using Scott’s terminology, we might speak of a fully apocalyptic offstage transcript to which
Paul makes repeated references. Indeed, the very intentionality of apocalyptic or
“revelatory” rhetoric is to refer to a reality that is not universally, or “publicly,” evident—as
Paul puts it, a reality that must be “revealed” as a “mystery” (Rom. 11:25) but is otherwise
“unsearchable” and “inscrutable” (Rom. 11:33). These observations lead to the suggestion
that every performance of one of Paul’s letters, before a group constituted as an “ekklesia,” generated
a social site for the rehearsal and reiteration of a hidden apocalyptic transcript. (118, original
emphasis)

According to Elliott, this very “hiddenness” of the apocalyptic transcript in Romans explains why
many interpreters who “easily gravitate to more self-evident language” have been baffled by the
apparent lack of apocalypticism in Romans, considering the pervasiveness of apocalyptic logic in
Paul’s other letters (118).%

Elliott suggests that one hermeneutical key for discerning Pauline hidden transcripts is by
identifying Paul’s use of the cross of Christ to illustrate his own “apostolic presence.” Elliott points
to several Pauline hidden transcripts (1 Cor. 1:18-25; 2:6-8; 2 Cor. 2:15-16; 1 Thess. 5:2-4), but

focuses on 2 Corinthians 2:14: “But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal

procession in Christ.” The image represents an ironic inversion of the public transcript in which

# Dunn (1998: 310) exemplifies the perplexed on this point.
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the triumphal procession of the imperial “benefactors” is applied to Paul’s arrest and
imprisonment in Ephesus (2 Cor. 1:8-9), whereas “the public transcript regards Paul as simply a
humiliated captive.” Thus, according to Elliot, the fact that “here and elsewhere Paul establishes a
distinction between public and hidden transcripts in terms borrowed from the ceremonial of the
imperial cult suggests that the larger transcript of Paul’s gospel is powerfully ironic and subversive
of the imperial order” (119). In this light, Elliott sets out to reexamine Romans 13.

Elliott attempts to draw the hidden transcripts to the surface by situating the pericope
against the backdrop of Roman imperial rhetoric. There was a distinction made by Roman
propagandists, beginning with Cicero, between the use of persuasion in politics, and the threat of
force. The latter was “necessary only for insubordinate and uncivilized peoples,” but the art of
persuasion applied to citizens, who would “naturally yield their happy consent” (120). Thus the
prudent politician would be skilled in the art of rhetoric, in order to persuade his peers, as well as
in military strategy, in order to coerce his inferiors (De H ~ aruspicum  Responsis 5.6,  3.41).
Persuasion and coercion were long considered the “twin instruments of social order” (History of
Rome 2.126).

Thus it was upon this conventional distinction between persuasion and coercion that
Nero’s propagandists depended when they argued that “strategies of coercion belonged to a bygone
era: The emperor had come to power without resort to violence, and had thus ushered in a golden
age of Clemency” (120). Nero’s Clemency had “broken every maddened sword-blade,” forging
“peace in her fullness” by “knowing not the drawn sword” (Calpurnius Siculus, Eclogue 1.45-65).

The armaments of Rome’s former wars were now “mere historical curiosities,” (120; cf. Einsiedeln
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Eclogues 25-30). Seneca, who worked for the Nero administration, put this proclamation on the
lips of Nero: “With me the sword is hidden, nay, is sheathed; I am sparing to the utmost of even
the meanest blood; no man fails to find favor at my hands though he lack all else but the name of
man.” Seneca effervesced that such a benign ruler need not fear for his own well-being, hence “the
arms he wears are for adornment only” (De Clementia 1.3; 13.5).

With this unflinching propaganda fomenting in the background, we can begin to see the
incongruity between the official transcript and the perspective of Paul. Despite the claims of the
emperor’s propagandists, Paul reminds the Roman Christians that “the Roman sword is still
wielded, provoking terror (phobos, 13:4)” (120). Though the emperor may claim to wear his sword
purely for ornamental purposes, the reality is that “he does not bear the sword in vain.” Thus, Paul
urges the fledgling Christian community in Rome to adopt a “posture of ‘subjection’ or
‘subordination’ rather than revolt (13:2)” (120). Elliott points out the parallel here between Paul’s
hidden transcripts and “the carefully calculated remarks” in Philo’s On Dreams. “While Roman
propaganda leads us to expect that a beneficiary of the Roman order would extol consent and
agreement . . . Paul speaks, with what would have sounded like the ingratitude of the uncivilized, of
two alternatives: subjection (LToTOlGGEGOAU) Or revolt (aviitacoesOat; avOioteu).” Thus we
can see how, “given the exuberant currents of political rhetoric in the Neronian age, Paul’s phrases
encouraging submission are remarkably ambivalent.” While Paul’s ambivalence could clearly not
be mistaken for outright insubordination, Elliott reminds us that “in a Roman official’s ear, Paul’s
language would have seemed to offer a peculiarly grudging compliance, rather than the grateful

contentment of the properly civilized” (120-21).
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In conclusion Elliott suggests that we read Romans 13:1-7 as an ad hoc strategy for survival
produced in turbulent political times. Dunn concurs at least on this point, calling Paul’s realism
the “realism of the little people who had the most to lose” should another revolt arise (1998: 155-
87). Elliott insists that “Paul was at least as adroitly political a creature as Philo,” who pleaded with
his restive kinsmen to discern the political moment (2004b: 121). What is remarkable here is not
that Paul was a political animal after all. What is remarkable, Elliott asserts, is how “out of step”
Paul’s warning to the Roman Christians would have sounded “to ears accustomed to the exultant
themes of Roman eschatology. In effect, Paul declares: “The empire is as dangerous as it has ever
been. Nothing has changed. Exercise caution’ (121).

William Herzog (1994), noting the frustration of many that Paul did not choose to more
carefully circumscribe just what constitutes a just and an unjust government, suggests that a
reading of the text against Scott’s matrix of the public and hidden transcripts immediately resolves
this dilemma. “If Paul were dissembling, then this widely acknowledged omission is part of his
coded speech. The very imbalance of his argument is part of his disguise” (354). With this
possibility held up in plain view, Herzog begins his analysis.

Drawing our attention to the historical conditions that lie beneath Paul’s opening claim
(his claim that the existing authorities have been instituted by God), Herzog" observes that the
“rulers of agrarian societies and aristocratic empires value traditional forms of legitimation.” In
order to procure and sustain the legitimation of the local religion, the lords seek to “coopt the

temples, priests and sacred texts of their societies” (354-55). Thus Rome installed their own high

# Following Kautsky (1982: 99-159) and Lenski (1966: 214-19).
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priestly regime, manufactured their own “king of the Jews,” and accepted the High Priest’s annual
sacrifice on the emperor’s behalf. * Indeed, “most temples,” as with the one in Jerusalem, “support
the ruler’s claim to a mandate from heaven and are handsomely rewarded for their efforts.” Thus,
for Herzog, Paul’s opening remarks about the divine constitution of Roman power indicate that
Paul recognizes “the reality of how politics works in his world” (355). Paul is simply rehearsing the
official transcript, not because he agrees with it, but in order to situate his hearers firmly within
the grim reality of their subordination. The official transcript must be established before it can be
subverted.

Paul continues in this vein by identifying the three groups around which “the entire
exhortation is built,” namely, the authorities, their subjects, and the rebels (355). Paul immediately
isolates the rebels and warns them off of violent resistance. “Whoever resists (avtita.cGopevVog)
authority resists (avBeotekev) what God has appointed.” Herzog observes that avOeotekev is
“more confrontational” than avtitaccopevog and “refers to useless resistance.” Following
Hobsbawm (1959; 2000), Herzog repeats the “truism that there were no revolutions in the ancient
world, only rebellions that were crushed” (1994: 355). Thus, v. 2 reiterates another “political fact
of life; political rebellion was folly and inevitably came to a bad end.” Of course, Paul does not say

this in so many words; he speaks “from a loyalist point of view.”*

# As noted in n.38, this fact threatens to undermine Jewett’s contention (2007: 789-90; also Wright 2000: 172)
that the identification of the Hebrew God as the arbiter of Roman authority would have appeared threatening to the
Roman authorities. The flipside to the coin, however, that Jews and Christians would have understood it as a threat to
the Roman authorities, continues to obtain.

#.S6 too Kaylor (1988: 204): “On first reading, this passage sounds as though it could have been written by the
emperor himself!”
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But v. 4a “comes like a surgical strike,” when Paul finally begins to relativize the imperial
pretentions he has been loyally reinforcing until now. These apyovtec (rulers) are dtakovot
(menial servants). “Up to this point, the semantic fields separating rulers, ruled and rebels has
been clear, but the introduction of the ruler as dtakovog changes the equation.” In the Roman
architecture, “ruling and serving were antithetical functions and unrelated semantic fields.” Thus,
“in the midst of reiterating the public transcript, Paul introduces a coded message from the hidden
transcript” (356), thus relativizing the grandiose claims Roman rulers regularly made about
themselves, without overtly denying such claims.

The ascription of diaxovog to the ruler is quickly and prudently pursued by the
reiteration of the ruler’s “divine right” to brandish his sword about. But, Herzog detects, “even this
rhetoric has a ‘hidden’ implication because it specifies that the military be used solely to suppress
anarchy and wrong behavior. That the use of the military was hardly ever limited to these purposes
was obvious. The ‘sword’ thus provided the means of intimidation and brutality that ensured the
subjected populations would quietly endure the so-called Pax Romana” (356). Paul’s legitimation
of Roman power thus takes up the line of the official transcript, while exposing the official
transcript’s lack of correspondence to reality. “If one lived in such a state, one would obey ‘because
of conscience’ not just out of fear of its wrath. Unfortunately, such a state does not exist” (357), so
subservience remains an unhappy obligation (atvorykn).

While the military’s function was to compel subordination internally and to create new
subordinates externally, and were “the primary functionaries in the police state,” no less important

to Roman dominion were “the bureaucrats responsible for the collection of direct tribute and
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indirect taxes.” The tributes and customs were essential to Rome’s ability to maintain control of its
vast empire. Herzog sees Paul’s language to be adeptly on point here. Paul reminds the Roman
Christians that the Agttovpyor Beov are “constantly busying themselves with this very thing”
(13:6), namely, money-grabbing. It is “an apt description,” Herzog writes, “of the bureaucrats who
devoted their lives to providing the revenue stream required by the emperor to maintain and
expand his political agenda.” These collectors were expert extortionists, “extracting from the
population everything but the barest subsistence” (358).

As such, for the same reason that the slave and poor classes are compelled to be
subservient, it is necessary to pay tributes and customs. The reason?! “Resistance is foolhardy. Rome
holds all the cards. Just as the military devotes itself to physical control, the financial bureaucrats
devote themselves to economic control. It is useless to fight them.” The most that can be done in
this situation is to “give back” (awodote) what belongs to them. Herzog notes here that anmodote
is the same verb used in Mark 12:17. According to Herzog, Paul’s point is “to give them their due,
but no more. This implies resistance to conceding to the finance ministers more than is their due.
Give no more than absolutely necessary” (358).%

Paul continues to rehearse the public transcript, exhorting the subordinates to render
reverence and honor to those to whom it is due. While reverence (pofoc) can easily be translated
as “fear,” as it is in 13:4, what are we to make of the admonition to render “honor”? To whom is

honor owed? Some have suggested that fear and honor are owed only to God, and thus Paul is

# 1 find this particular reading rather unlikely, considering Paul has just encouraged the Roman Christians to give
their enemies significantly more than is their due (12:17-21). Thus the Christian gives back (amodi8out), whereas God
pays back (avtamodidoput).
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carefully inserting into the equation criteria for ethical discrimination, effectively relativizing his
prior, more absolute claims about the authorities.* While this is a possibility, it is exegetically
unlikely, especially if we accept, following Nanos, the chiastic structure of the pericope, in which
doPov corresponds to apyovteg, and Tipuev to gEovoioug vrepeyovoatc. Others have
suggested that we read honor sarcastically, inside quotation marks (Walsh 2008). This could be a
more promising reading, based on the irreverent attitude Paul displays toward timocratic mores
elsewhere in his corpus.”® We have already noted a third possibility: Neil Elliott has shown how the
aphorism was used by the early Christians, specifically the Christian martyrs of the second century.
There the offering of honor to Caesar functioned as a sort of “apologetic of the persecuted” (2006:
225-26), which effectively served to throw the emperor’s villainy into stark relief.

But Herzog argues that Paul is merely counseling the vulnerable Christian community to
display the routine “public deference that the oppressed show their masters” (1994: 359). Herzog
refers us back to Scott, who observed that “the linguistic deference and gestures of subordination”
are not merely “abstracted by power” but “serve also as a barrier and a veil that the dominant find
difficult or impossible to penetrate” (1990: 32). In many cases subordinated groups rehearse their
acts of conformity offstage, and the skills requisite for theatrical duplicity are instilled in the young
by instruction and example. This is why “conformity is too lame a word for the active
manipulation of rituals of subordination,” manipulation which transforms the rituals of

subordination into security measures that sequester an emancipated space for the dominated to

# E.g. Yoder (1978: 2): “The most careful interpretation indicates that Paul is giving us a line of discrimination
according to which ‘taxes and tribute’ are Caesar’s to ask and ‘fear and honor’ are not.”

% E.g. Rom. 12:10; 1 Cor. 4:10; 12:23-25; Phil. 2:6-11. Cf. Elliott (2004a); also Heen (2004).
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inhabit. Thus, it is not mere conformity, but “an art form in which one can take some pride at
having successfully misrepresented oneself” (33).

Certainly one of the things the Jews of the diaspora shared was a long tradition of living
under domination. As such, they had grown especially adept in the conforming arts, and Paul,
Herzog contends, was no exception. Handing down his expertise, “Paul advises the Romans to
practice the arts of resistance but in ways that will not threaten the community lodged near the
heart of the Roman system of domination. He has managed to sound obedient and loyal,” but the
loyalty Paul offers is to “an empire that does not exist.” Thus Paul has conceded nothing to “the
actual empire, and his apparent advice about loyalty is coded language for how to survive in an
authoritarian environment” (1994: 359).

Finally, Monya Stubbs (2004) also seeks to bring the categories of public and hidden
transcripts to bear on our text, but takes up an approach quite different than that of the prior
three samples, with innovative but complementary results. Stubbs argues that taking 13:1-7 in
isolation from its surrounding context produces one-dimensional readings which focus primarily
on the “subjection” aspect of the text. If instead we look at 13:1-7 in light of the surrounding
context (12:1-13:14), the emphasis is shifted from “subjection as a single hermeneutical frame,” and
the frame is expanded “to include subjection-reflection-resistance as a three-dimensional process
that Paul espouses for empowering those who may feel powerless in their relationship with

governing authorities” (172).”!

51 While Stubbs is rightly concerned to bring the text to bear on our own present-day subjection to the dis-order of
the free market economy, for our purposes we will focus exclusively on her treatment of Romans 13.
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The first part of the hermeneutical frame is subjection, which is the “first step in the three-
dimensional process of empowerment” (173). In order to identify how Paul understands
subjection (LToOTOLGGEGO®), Stubbs traces Paul’s use of the word throughout the letter.

The first instance is in 8:7, which reads: “For the mind belonging to flesh is enmity against
God: for it is not subject to the law of God, indeed it lacks the power.””* The mind that is not
subject to God is by implication subject to flesh. What is significant here is that “the refusal by those
whose minds are set on ‘this world’ to ‘subject’ to the will of God moves beyond the matter of
one’s personal will. Paul raises the question of ability.” Humanity, subjected to the flesh (the “flesh”
being shorthand for the unjust structures that sustain a rebellious world), “lacks the power to free
itself when confronted by the law of God” (176). Thus, although humanity has voluntarily
subjected itself to flesh, it is now subjected by flesh.

The second use of subjection is in Romans 8:20: “For the creation was subjected to futility
not of its own will, but by the will of the one who subjected it.” Of course, the one who subjected
the creation to futility was God himself, and he did it, as the rest of the verse says, “in hope,” that
is, in hope that “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the
glorious liberty of the children of God” (v. 21). But what is pertinent for Stubbs is not why the
creation was subjected, but that it was subjected by an exterior entity, and “not of its own will.” She
calls this “subjection as a consequence of coercion” (176).

Thus, Stubbs establishes that subjection in Romans can be “both an act of volition and

imposition,” and sometimes (as in 8:7) both at once. Turning to 13:1, Stubbs asks of the text,

52 This is the translation of Stubbs.
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“Why do people tolerate subjection?” According to Stubbs, “Paul suggests that people willingly
tolerate and perpetuate their subjection because they lack the ability to recognize or resist the
influence of power” (177). This raises the question of how to translate 13:1. IMaoco yoyn
eEovaolalg vVIEPEYOLO LS LTIOTAGECOH® can be translated in either the imperative middle or the
imperative passive. The imperative middle would read, “Let every soul subject itself to the
governing authorities.” But if we were to take the dative case of eovciong vepeyovoag as the
dative of means, the imperative passive would read, “Be every soul subjected by the governing
authorities.” Stubbs observes that the former reading treats subjection as a volitional matter, and
indicates that they possess “the power to socially situate themselves within the order of their
environment.”

On the other hand, the latter reading would indicate that the governing authority “is a
structure in which the Christian is placed or already exists and it acts upon the Christian existence.
The Christian cannot but live within a preexisting social system” that by its very structure imposes
limitations upon the Christian’s ability to communicate his or her faith through intentional social
formations. In other words, for Stubbs, being “subjected by the governing authorities” means
accepting the imposed structures of society (typically built along lines of race, class, and gender) as
limitations upon an individual’s or a group’s ability to allow their most basic convictions to
transform the structures of their social relationships.

But Stubbs contends that the potency of Paul’s logic rests in the both/and, not in the
either/or, of these two translations (177). Paul intends to suggest that Christians both act as agents

in their subjection and are acted upon by it. “The combined reading takes seriously the enormity
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of the social and religious ideological weight placed on the lives of individuals within given
communities” (179). Significantly, this means that Paul is not so much commanding subjection or
prohibiting rebellion as much as he is pressing the Roman Christians “to acknowledge the social
reality of their relation to the Roman state” (178). Paul is making explicit the
“unspoken/unwritten values that underpin Roman social life,” forcing them to see it as an
“ideological construct.” Ideology is a “representation of the imaginary relationship of individuals
to their real conditions of existence.”” Or rather, “ideology is that which is self-evident. Yet, that
which is self-evident is a construct, is created through the imagination,” and the construct “is the
way in which human beings conceive of their relationship” with the structure of society and with
other human beings (179).

Thus Paul forces his hearers to face the consequences of their subjection within the terms
of the ideological construct. “Every soul be subjected by and to governing authorities for there is
no authority if not by God and the existing ones have been appointed by God. So that the ones
[who] resist the authority resist what God has ordained, and those who resist shall themselves
receive judgment” (vv. 1-2). Here Paul has represented a reality constructed by the ideological
construct, that is, “by the social acceptance of the people’s perceived relation to governing
authority.” Within terms of this construct, “to resist the system is to resist God and live in a state
of alienation from God. Alienation from God is manifested in misfortunes within the system of

authority” (180). Therefore, “if you do evil, fear, for the authority does not bear the sword in vain”

(v. 4).

> Quoting Althusser (1984: 36).
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Extrapolating on Stubbs’s reading, we might add that within the construct, of course, “evil”
is whatever disrupts or controverts the established social order. For instance, in patriarchal orders
such as Rome was, any group encouraging female leadership, or coequal leadership, is seen as
“evil” and is immediately suspected of every seditious crime from anarchy to zealotry. Or we might
take as a more current example McCarthyism as an order, and communism as an “evil,” which is
damnable in a democratic cosmos fashioned after self-evident, divinely instituted principles, such
as the inalienable right to pursue capital, or the right to privatize and commoditize natural
resources.

The “world” Paul urges Christians not to conform to (12:2), the world that is passing away,
is the ideological construct, or the public transcript, an artifice the powerholders have created in
order to preserve their power. God is co-opted and re-created as the creator of the world, the order,
so that what serves the interests of the ruling elites is what is natural, what is divinely instituted.
Disobedience to the order is disobedience to God and alienation from God. To be alienated from
God is to be crushed beneath the weight of the world of his design. Perhaps it was the weight of
precisely such a world that caused a crucified Jewish rebel to wonder whether his God had
forsaken him. Was Rome’s god God after all?

According to Stubbs, this is the kind of question Paul intends to incite from his hearers in
the first step in his three-dimensional process of empowerment. Because “subjection alone is an
oppressive posture and mere submission forces one to remain in a powerless state,” the capacity to
acknowledge one’s subjection by the authority is the first step toward empowerment to resist. But

Paul’s next step, according to Stubbs, is “to reflect upon the situation in which they live.” Paul is
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challenging the Christians in Rome “to engage in the process of careful examination that leads to
the conviction that God dwells both in and beyond their ‘subjection by governing authorities’”
(181). Paul wants them to come to this conviction through reflection on the nature of their
relationship to the ideologically constructed world to and by which they are subjected.

Stubbs points out, as we have already noted, that “Paul has already advised the Christian
community against accepting as absolute the apparent order of ‘this world’”” (181). “Do not be
conformed,” Paul writes, “to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you
may discern what is the will of God—the good and acceptable and perfect will of God” (12:2).
Stubbs finds Enrique Dussel instructive here. Dussel observes that in the scriptures, “this world, is
a ‘practical’ totality (a totality constituted and characterized by relationship of praxis), a system or
structure of prevailing, dominant social actions and relationships, under hegemony of evil” (1988:
29). “This world” refers to empire, to Babylon, to Egypt, not merely as nations, but as “systems of
practices” which confront and engage God’s people. It is “self-totalizing,” lifting itself “as an
absolute system of authority which is opposed to the will of God.” This also, Stubbs suggests, is
how Paul uses “this world.” It is shorthand for a system of social formations and relations which
itself resists the will of God. (2004: 181).

It is to “this world” that Christians are called not to conform, this world as a set of social
formations. Instead, Christians are to accurately identify what are “the prevailing norms of the
society in which they live,” so that they can understand how to build more just polities, which is

what the ecclesiai represent. This capacity to recognize and name the prevailing norms is made

possible by what Paul calls the “renewal of the mind,” the transformation of paradigm effected by
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the Christian’s participation in the body and work of Christ. “The renewing of the mind is
evidenced by one’s rational discrimination,” by a person or group’s ability to make the
predominant ideology explicit and recognize it precisely as ideology. Thus, “reflection is a process
of discernment” (182). Wink reminds us that “discernment does not entail esoteric knowledge, but
rather the gift of seeing reality as it really is. Nothing is more rare, or more truly revolutionary,
than an accurate description of reality” (1992a: 89). Reflection is a process of discernment that
infuses those subjected by the “illusionary relationship of subjection to the ‘governing authorities’
with the ability to discern that subjection to ‘worldly’ authority is not absolute” (Stubbs: 2004:
182). This liberates the subjected ones to reflect on the potential for God’s will, rather than the
prevailing societal norms (derived from Roman values, Jewish law or some other ostensibly
unassailable source), to shape their social formations.

It is in fact the transformation of the mind from the old patterns of prescribed norms
which permits the subjected ones to know God’s will. “The significance of reflection, however, is
not to end the subjection. Instead reflection prevents the Christians at Rome from making
absolute the Roman political authority.” Or as Wink frames the matter, “the seer’s gift is not to be
immune to invasion by the empire’s spirituality, but to be able to discern the internalized
spirituality, name it, and externalize it” (1992a: 89). As a result, Stubbs perceives, the humanity of
Romans 12:2 “in a state of reflection stands in direct opposition to the state of humanity described
in Romans 1:21: ‘for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to

him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened’ (2004:

182).
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Thus, through the first two steps in Paul’s three-dimensional process of empowerment,
namely—through the acknowledgment of the fact of one’s subjection and through the discerning
reflection that identifies the ideological nature of this subjection—the gospel of salvation Paul has
been proclaiming has finally been brought to bear on the real world.

Whereas reflection makes obvious the subjection, and allows one to envision other
possibilities of God’s reality beyond subjection, resistance represents the state of
transformation: It represents those acts that a person or a community makes, based on
reflection, which places both their minds and bodies beyond the given subjection.
Resistance is about acting and speaking in such a way that reflects commitment against
conformity both to and by this world. (185)

It is at this point that Stubbs moves into her discussion of the hidden transcript embedded
in Romans 13. Having just summarized Herzog’s reading of 13:1-7, Stubbs does not deny the
presence of hidden transcripts within those verses. Nevertheless, on her reading, 13:1-7 as a whole
functions as the “public transcript” or the “subjection.” The entire pericope is used by Paul to
force the Roman Christians to “acknowledge it as the ideological system in which they live.” Paul
does this because, “by not recognizing the system, they are not only subjected by it, but they also
subject themselves to it” (186). Consequently, for Stubbs, the hidden transcript in the text is not
seen in w. 1-7 (although there are certainly interpretive possibilities there), but comes crashing to
the surface in vv. 8-10:

Owe no one anything, except to love one another, for whoever loves the other has fulfilled
the law. The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not kill, You shall
not steal, You shall not covet,” and any other commandment, are summed up in this
saying: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no wrong to a neighbor. Thus
love fulfills the law. (translation mine)

The “debts” of custom taxes, tributes, fear and honor are debts imposed upon the subjects

of Roman domination. This kind of “debt” comes from what Lenski calls “the proprietary theory
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of the state” common among agrarian rulers (1966: 214-19). Herzog explains that this means
“agrarian rulers view their conquered domains as their estate to exploit and dispose of as they
choose. Because they rule, they can demand from their subjects whatever they require to maintain
their rule. Tribute is but one expression of this right.” This concept of the proprietary “right” was
absolutely essential in order for the administration to be able to pursue its political goals. “Rulers
of aristocratic empires require enormous amounts of wealth, and they can accumulate that wealth
from only two sources, internal tribute through exploitation or external booty through conquest”
(1994: 349). That the Neronian administration was, as we have seen, abstracting tribute even from
the inhabitants of Rome proper at the time of the writing of Paul’s letter is incredibly instructive.
While the public transcript of the Roman empire dictates that “giving all (military and financial
bureaucrats) their expected dues is a service to both humanity and God,” Paul tells a different story
in v. 8. “Herein lies Paul’s resistance language, where the hidden transcript imposes itself upon the
public transcript” (Stubbs 2004: 186). Paul counsels the Roman Christians to “owe no one any
debt, except the debt to love.” This is Paul’s call to resistance. Paul “employs the language most
indicative of Roman social, political, and economic structure to describe how Christians ought not
engage in relationship with each other” (187). While the Roman order characterizes human
relationships asymmetrically, along the standard patron-client pattern, so that the term “debt”
naturally belongs to asymmetrical relationships of domination and subordination, Paul radically
alters the meaning of “debt” by bonding it to love. The two words are now conjoined in such a way
that the one effectively redefines the other (188). By transforming debt into the commitment to

love “the other” (tov gtepov), Paul has undermined the empire’s claim to proprietary rights and



Stark | 79

has effectively leveled the playing fields. Now “the enemy” (12:20) has become “the neighbor”
(13:9).

Thus, Paul’s revolutionary concept of debt as the duty to love is a charter for resistance,
discreetly appearing “onstage” in the midst of Paul’s ostensibly loyal performance of the public
transcript. Just as significantly, Paul’s allusion to the hidden transcript carries with it a scathing
critique of the Roman order by “suggesting that true servants or ministers of God occupy
themselves with addressing the physical and spiritual needs of the citizens, not in exacting
burdensome taxes and forced military might to maintain control of the masses of people for the
benefit of the governing elite.” By juxtaposing debt and love, Paul has called into question the
absolute authority of Roman order and has offered “debt of love as an alternative system of
authority, as a measuring stick which gauges the actions and intentions of both individuals and

governing institutions” (188).

FURTHER EXEGETICAL CONSIDERATIONS
There are at least two points of exegetical interest that remain. The first concerns the translation of
v. 6, specifically, locating the referent of cvLT0 TOoLTO (this very thing), which the NIV claims refers
to “governing.” The second involves the meaning of avBicteut (resist) in v. 2.
Avto tovto. The NIV translates 13:6 to read:

This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their
full time to governing.

There are multiple problems with this translation, the first of which is that the translators have

gratuitously added two English words—“authorities” and “governing” are nowhere to be found in
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the Greek—effectively solidifying their interpretation of the text by embedding it in the translation.
The Greek actually reads:

d10L TOLTO YOp KAl POPOLG TEAELTE. AELTOLPYOL YOp BEOL ELGLY €1G OLLTO
TOLTO TPOCKOPTEPOVVTEC.

A literal translation would read:

For this also is why you pay taxes. For God’s priests [or God’s ministers] are
constantly occupying themselves with this very thing.

The NIV has gratuitously inserted the word “authorities” as the subject of the clause, when in fact
Aettovpyotl (ministers/priests) is in the nominative case, clearly the subject. The participle,
TPOCKOPTEPOLVTEC, functions grammatically as the object of the subject’s action: For God’s
priests (Agttovpyot yop Bgov) are (e161v) constantly occupying themselves (TpockaptepoLVTEG)
with this very thing (€1g avT0 T0VLT0). The NIV has given the participle its own special clause (who
give their full time to governing), but they have done so without any exegetical warrant.

The other gratuitous addition is the word “governing.” This is not in the Greek. The Greek
says “€1G 0LLTO TOVTO” (to this very thing), and the referent is actually ambiguous. But the NIV has
anachronistically projected modern taxation ideals back onto the Roman taxation system, by
suggesting that Paul is arguing that taxes are necessary because they help the state to govern well.
But as many have shown (e.g. Keesmaat 2007: 151), the vast majority of ancient tax dollars did not
go to governing, but to military expansion and to the aggrandizement of the imperial cult. While
owTo ToLTOo could be a reference to governing, the only mention Paul has made remotely related
to governing is in v. 4, which speaks of the terror of the sword. If this “governing” is the “very

thing” Paul had in mind to support by encouraging to pay their taxes those in the church who had
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just been displaced en masse at sword point, his reasoning would hardly have been satisfactory to
his hearers.

There is an alternative reading. Grammatically, it is possible that the Agrtovpyot Ogov are
not members of the Roman bureaucracy at all, but the Christians themselves. This line would
read, “This is also why you pay taxes, for God’s priests (i.e. all Christians) are constantly busying
themselves with (paying taxes).” But this reading is highly unlikely, especially if we take the chiastic
structure of the text to be at all determinative (see above, p. 18).

Ultimately, Herzog’s reading (1994: 358) is the most likely, in which “this very thing,” the
thing with which the “ministers of God” are constantly busying themselves, is the collection of
taxes itself. Besides being grammatically preferable, it also has the virtue of corresponding rather
cogently to the historical situation.

AvOiotept. In 13:2, Paul uses the word avBeotekev (resist), a cognate of avOioteut. This
is significant because it is the same word used in Matthew 5:39, usually translated, “Do not resist
one who is evil.””* Wink has shown decisively that “resist” in Matthew 5:39 indicates armed,
militant resistance, as in the formation of a militia. Here I quote Wink at length:

Resistance implies “counteractive aggression,” a response to hostilities initiated by someone
else. Liddell-Scott defines anthistemi as to “set against esp. in battle, withstand.” Ephesians
6:13 is exemplary of its military usage: “Therefore take the whole armor of God, that you
may be able to withstand [antistenai, literally, to draw up battle ranks against the enemy] in
the evil day, and having done all, to stand [stenai, literally, to close ranks and continue to
fight].” The term is used in the LXX primarily for armed resistance in military encounters
(44 out of 71 times). Josephus uses anthistemi for violent struggle 15 out of 17 times, Philo
4 out of 10. Jesus’ answer is set against the backdrop of the burning question of forcible
resistance to Rome. In that context, “resistance” could have only one meaning: lethal

> But see Stassen (2003: 280-82), who argues persuasively in favor of the translation, “Do not resist by evil

means.”
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violence. Stasis, the noun form of stenai, means “a stand,” in the military sense of facing off
against an enemy. By extension it came to mean a “party formed for insurrection” (so also
Luke 23:19, 25), in Acts 19:40 as “rioting,” and in Acts 23:10 as “violent dissension.”

In short, antistenai means more in Matt. 5:39a than simply to “stand against” or
“resist.” It means to resist wviolently, to revolt or rebel, to engage in an insurrection. Jesus is
not encouraging submission to evil; that would run counter to everything he did and said.
He is, rather, warning against responding to evil in kind by letting the oppressor set the
terms of our opposition. Perhaps most importantly, he cautions us against being made over
into the very evil we oppose by adopting its methods and spirit. He is saying, in effect, Do
not mirror evil; do not become the very thing you hate. (1992b: 199)

As we have seen, such an understanding of avOiotept quite neatly fits the historical and
literary context of Romans 13, and helps to explain the significance of the terror of “the sword” in
13:4. The poayotpa (sword), was a symbol of authority donned by Roman police-soldiers, but was
also used by special police units in putting down violent resistance movements (Yoder 1972: 2006,
esp. n.14). If Paul is using avOiotept here as it is used most frequently in the NT and in the LXX,
it is clear he has in view the possibility of violent resistance. As Borg has shown (1972: 208-11),
militant Jewish uprisings in Rome were by no means unheard of. A reading closely following that
of Stubbs, above, would cohere with Wink’s remarks. Here we can see the continuity between Paul
and the Jesus tradition precisely in the way they instruct God’s people to resist the enemy. In both
cases it is Rome that is in view as the enemy. In both cases militant resistance is denounced. In
neither case is political quietism promoted. In both cases, what Stassen has called “transforming
initiatives” (2003) and what Scott would call the “weapons of the weak” (1985) are offered as a
means of conciliatory resistance to the imperial order.

Moreover, if we take Herzog’s persuasive argument about Jesus’ negative attitude toward
Roman taxation as determinative, there is the further possibility of agreement between Jesus and

Paul on the question of the tribute. Herzog (2004) argues that Jesus stood firmly opposed to the
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tribute, but that his response when cornered on the issue in public (Mark 12:13-17) was a virtuoso
performance of dissembling discourse in which Jesus alludes to a hidden transcript in the midst of
his performance of the public transcript, and in doing so radically reinterprets the payment of the
tribute as an exercise in ritual cleansing. The coins Caesar wants back in tribute contain idolatrous
inscriptions in the first place. Since no good Jew should possess idolatrous images, the natural
thing to do is to return the blasphemous coins back from whence they came.” Although Jesus
stood in hard opposition to the economic devastation Roman taxation helped to perpetuate in
Palestine, his response (Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s) is the
perfect example of the “politics of disguise and anonymity” which is the intersection at which the
offstage and onstage transcripts collide. If Herzog’s reading of Mark 12 is even close to the mark,
and I think it is, then the reading of Stubbs and others—which sees Romans 13:8 (the hidden
transcript) as a subversion of 13:7 (the public transcript)}—would put Paul firmly in continuity with
Jesus on yet another point. Both effectively reinterpret what it means for the people of God to
participate in what would ordinarily be oppressive rituals of subordination, subverting rituals of

subordination into acts of liberation.

THE TEXT IN CONTEXT
Paul’s letter to the Romans has been seen as, among other things, a systematic theological treatise

on salvation by faith alone, a missionary support letter, an apology defending the

% Similarly, Witherington (1997: 155): “Thus it is very likely that when Jesus said, ‘Render to Caesar the things
that are Caesar’s,” he was saying, ‘Give back to Caesar his worthless coins, and give to God your wholehearted and
undivided allegiance.” . . . Jesus’ view then would amount neither to open cooperation with Caesar or violent
revolution against him, but recognizing only God’s lordship and relativizing Caesar’s claims.” See also Horsley (1987:

308-14).
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righteousness/justice of God in his dealings with humanity, an apology to the Jews defending
Paul’s gospel of Gentile inclusion, an apology to the Gentiles defending Israel’s continuing role in
the story of salvation, and a pastoral letter seeking to reconcile divisions along Jew/Gentile lines
within the Roman congregations (Dunn 1993: 839-41). The fact that so many different approaches
have been characterized as representing the “central issue” driving the epistle demonstrates, or
should demonstrate, that there is not in fact one central concern streamlining throughout Romans
(840), but a plurality of concerns that converge upon one another. There may be a unifying theme
in their convergence, however, which until recently has gone almost entirely unnoticed by
interpreters. The predominant readings, captivated as they have been by constantinian sensibilities,
have failed to see the myriad ways Paul utilizes key words from the vocabulary of the Roman
imperial propagandists in order to tell the story of Jesus of Nazareth.

Noting the problem of imperial persecution that lurks in the background of Romans—
evident in the historical records as well as in the text itself (e.g. Rom. 8:35-38; 12:14-21), Sylvia
Keesmaat has shown how from the very outset of the letter, Paul’s language represents a “direct
challenge to the empire” (2007: 142). Indeed, the central terms Paul uses in his programmatic
declaration in 1:16-17 “are all terms weighted with symbolic and mythic import in the empire”
(143). Paul speaks of gospel (evayyeiiov), salvation (cwtnpilov), faithfulness (miotic) and
righteousness/justice (ditkatocvvn). “In the face of the imperial assertion that Caesar was the one
who brought ‘good news,’ the gospel of imperial victory over enemies, Paul describes his own

message in terms of a different gospel.”
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From the beginning, Paul sets about redefining the very vocabulary the empire has put to
work in selflegitimation. Although the Caesars are described in the Roman gospel as the “sons of
gods,” a royal appellation in the ancient world, Paul proclaims a “gospel of God” (gvayyeAiov
Beov) centered around a different “son of God,” the one having been raised from the dead after
his execution in the name of Pax Romana, and thus named the “son of God in power” (duvauet).
Furthermore, “to the Romans, at the heart of an empire that lauded fides (the Latin equivalent of
the Greek pistis, faith or faithfulness) as an appropriate response to the salvation of Caesar, Paul
asserts in 1:16 that this gospel is the power of salvation to everyone who has faith.” Thus it is clear
that Paul is “deliberately weaving together the central terms of the empire and replacing them with
the story of salvation by a different gospel, another faithfulness, and a different justice” (143).”°

Paul has set up his gospel in contrast to the gvayyeAiov of Rome, and these currents run
throughout the letter, displaying the superiority of salvation by faith/loyalty to Jesus the Messiah to
the salvation of the “New Age” promised by Augustus, and now again by Nero (144). In chs. 1-2
Paul presents the scope of the problem, showing that even those who profess to have wrought
salvation for the whole world are subjected to a world still thoroughly in need of salvation. This is
because the world has rejected God’s justice, and instead has embraced false gods that appeal to
the human appetite for power and privilege. In chs. 3-8 Paul displays the scope of God’s salvation,
wrought through the suffering of his “son” (royalty language) at the hands of the powers that be.

Moreover, in the midst of a pervasively anti-Semitic empire, Paul proclaims a salvation that is “for

5 For more on the counter-imperial character of Paul’s gospel, see Wright (2000: 160-83, esp. pp. 170-73); also
Elliott (2000). For more on reading Romans in particular in an imperial context, see, for instance, Jewett (2004); but

especially Elliott (2007).
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the Jew first, but also for the Greek,” a salvation which in chs. 9-11 Paul argues, contrary to the
salvation proclaimed by the Roman propagandists, is truly universal in scope. In Christ God has
brought together into one harmonious body politic both Jew and Gentile, a feat no Roman
Peacemaker (Caesar) had ever accomplished.

It is at this point, “at the end of a very detailed argument in which Paul outlines his hopes
for salvation for both Jew and Gentile, [that] we find these chapters that flesh out the shape of a
new community in Christ” (Keesmaat 2007: 143). Indeed, we are not even able “to grasp the
fullness of his soteriological argument until chapters 12 and 13” (Stubbs 2004: 189). Now Paul is
ready to bring this “salvation of God” to bear on the real world and describe what this new Jew-
Gentile body politic looks like in practice. Paul achieves this by contrasting the Christian body
politic (12:1-21 and 13:8-14) with the Roman body politic (13:1-7), bringing the discontinuity
between the two into austere relief. Finally, chs. 14-15 continue to flesh out the attitudes and
practices necessary for the new body politic to sustain itself in an evil and hostile age.

Now that we have situated our pericope within the broader scope of the letter as a whole,
we will take a moment to examine 13:1-7 more closely within its immediate context, from the
beginning of chapter 12 to the end of chapter 13.

In 12:1, Paul appeals to the Roman congregations, not to offer sacrifices at the temple in
Jerusalem, not to offer sacrifices to the Roman gods or to the imperial cult, but to offer their own
bodies as living sacrifices, which is a true spirituality, in contrast to the spiritualities of the world that
produce only systemic injustice and sexual exploitation. This true spirituality, of course, turns out

to be embodied in a communal life marked by justice, nonviolence, and love, as we will see.
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In 12:2, Paul admonishes the Christian body not to be conformed any longer to the pattern of
this world. “This world,” as Stubbs has adeptly displayed, is a system of injustices perpetrated in the
name of peace through an ideological construct in which the Roman order is simply the way things
are. But the salvation Paul proclaimed in chs. 3-8—far from being an otherworldly hope—goes to
work exactly here, by making possible a renewal of the mind capable of transforming the new body
politic from enslavement to the categories and social stratifications of the Roman order, to the
embodiment of God’s will in the habituation of new and just social formations.

In 12:3-8, these social formations are explicitly marked off from those of “the world.” The
new and just social formations of the body (politic) of Christ are embodied in humility (in contrast
to honor), mutual subordination or equality (in contrast to hierarchical relationships), and unity in
diversity (in contrast to unity through conformity).

In 12:9-13, the body of Christ is further contrasted from the body of Caesar, in that the
Christians are to be motivated to good works not by compulsion or by the pursuit of personal
honor, but through genuine love for the other. Rather than outdoing one another in gaining
honor, as in the Roman order, Christians are to compete to see who can give the most honor.
More significantly, the ones to whom most honor is due are not those capable of reciprocity, but
the poor, the lowly—those who demonstrate a need for hospitality.

Considering that the Jews who were expelled in 49 C.E. by the Edict of Claudius had only
recently returned to Rome, it is likely that Paul had them in mind as those in need of hospitality.
This is further supported by the fact that Paul here refers to those in need as “the saints”

(tov aytov), a word he later uses twice (15:25, 31) specifically to refer to Jewish Christians. For
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those in the church who were Roman citizens, or for those who wished to advance themselves,
there was nothing to be gained (in Roman terms) from honoring Semites with hospitality and
affection. But those who are “aglow with the Spirit, [they] serve the Lord” (12:11), which is to say,
the Jewish Lord, not the Roman one.

Yet in 12:14, Paul reminds the new body politic that honoring the despised ones, in many
cases the Jews, does not entail taking sides with them against their persecutors. On the contrary,
the new body politic is marked not by any of the parochial in-group loyalties that comprise the
Roman order; rather, the new body politic is marked by love even of enemy.

Of course, as vv. 15-16 display, this love of enemy is not to replace care for and solidarity
with the enemy’s victims. The two are to remain in balance, or else the new body politic descends
into conformity to the old. The Gentiles are to “associate with the lowly,” to “live in harmony”
with the Jews, to mourn with them, and to rejoice with them. They are not to be separate peoples,
but one body. It is in this unity that the strength is found, together, to love their now common
enemy. In a very significant way, Paul is encouraging the Gentile Christians to make enemies. By
identifying themselves with the oppressed, the Gentile Christians are effectively relinquishing their
status as good Roman citizens, and are compelled (by love) to undergo a process of conversion
through which their most basic loyalties are reinterpreted and renounced. They learn to look upon
their very homeland as upon foreign soil.

In 12:17-18, Paul acknowledges that they will continue to be the victims of violent
aggression, and that peace between them and their enemies is not ultimately up to them. The

Romans will continue to perpetuate violence and hostility—that is, they will continue to tax,
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stabilize, and make peace (cf. John 10:10). But in contrast, the new body politic does not
perpetuate cycles of violence. On the contrary, as 12:19-21 displays, the new body politic is
liberated and empowered to disrupt the cycle of violence by extending to their oppressors the same
love and care they have (with difficulty) learned to show to one another, even, especially, the
lowliest among them.

In 13:1 Paul takes up the public transcript as he moves to make the contrast between the
two body politics explicit. According to “this world,” to which the Roman Christians had formerly
subjected themselves, and by which they continue to be subjected, Rome’s dominion over its
people has been given to it by God (i.e. fortune not violence). If Rome were not divinely instituted,
then why is Rome in power? Thus, Roman hegemony is divinely instituted. It is the most natural
thing in the world. To challenge this order is to challenge nature itself. Those who challenge the
order incur “God’s wrath,” usually administered via crucifixion, as it was with Jesus of Nazareth
and tens of thousands of others who wrongly preached any gospel other than Caesar’s. Clearly,
these governors are in the right—they would never crucify a good man. Only those who oppose
God by opposing Rome deserve to be punished. For who in their right mind would oppose God?
But you have nothing to fear from Rome if you do good things—like heal the sick, cast out
demons, restore the outcast, give everything you have to the poor, speak out against religious
exploitation, castigate extortionists and offer alternative economic systems of mutuality and
solidarity. Do good things like that and Rome will commend you publicly. Rome will treat you like
royalty. After all, God put Rome here not to be served, but to serve—to serve the interests of the

people. But if you break Rome’s law, look out! If you undermine Rome’s authority, beware! Nero
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may love clemency, but he’ll sign your death warrant, for the stability of the region, if you force his
hand. He may detest drawing his sword, but it’s certainly not there for decoration. He’ll use it in a
heartbeat if peace is at stake. He'll regret having to have done it, but he is a servant of God. He has
no choice but to bring down God’s wrath, on God’s behalf, upon any and all enemies of the state.
Therefore, you might want to consider just giving him a little bow as he passes by, not just to avoid
his wrath—which he hates to exercise, by the way—but because it’s a matter of conscience. What
possible reason could you have not to want to wholly devote yourself to such an honorable servant-
leader? It’s a matter of conscience. That’s also why you pay your taxes. It’s helpful to think about
your friendly neighborhood tax collectors like priests. Just think how devoted they are to what they
do. They've devoted their lives to ensuring that each and every individual soul has the opportunity
to give thanks to Nero. After all, we owe him big for saving us from our own barbarisms. That’s
why we give everybody what we owe them. Tribute to the tribute collectors. Custom taxes to the
guys with swords in the living room. Fear to the good guys. Honor to those who deserve honor.
The significant thing is that, even though the rationale Paul provides for voluntary
subordination is obviously bogus, Paul still means to give the instructions that come through in
the performance of the public transcript. Like Philo, Paul is promoting “caution” over “absolute
frankness of speech.” Paul knows that despite the propaganda about Nero’s temperance, Rome’s
wrath will be unleashed swiftly and devastatingly upon any rebellion. Thus, although Paul is using
irony to expose the fraudulence of the official transcript, subordination is still the prudent policy.
But in 13:8-10, Paul offers the real explanation for the new body politic’s subservience to

the old, securing vv. 1-7 within an inclusio on love for enemy/love for the other (tov etgpov). In
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the new body politic, enemies are not reviled but humanized. The new body politic, through the
mutual love its members have learned to share with one another, is empowered in turn to love the
wholly other, to give to all human beings more than is their due. The payment of taxes, the
offering of honor, these are no longer offered on the terms imposed by the domination system.
They are offered willingly, and freely, not because those “above them,” by virtue of their very
status, are naturally owed such things, but because the new body politic must learn to respect the
God-given dignity of all people. To deny it in the enemy is to deny it in oneself. Thus, the “enemy”
of 12:14-21 has become the “neighbor” in 13:8-10. Rather than perpetuate enmity by opposing
Rome, or by continuing to conform to subjection on terms of the official transcript, the new body
politic is called to engage the enemy with “transforming initiatives,” such as, for instance, offering
food and drink in lieu of curses and bloodshed (cf. 2 Kings 6:8-23, esp. vv. 22-23). Such a strategy
takes the initiative away from the oppressor and puts the initiative in the hands of the oppressed.
The powerless are empowered to resist, not the enemy, but enmity itself.

In 13:11-14 Paul concludes the section begun in 12:1 by alluding to the day of the Lord’s
coming, the day of salvation in which the people of God are finally delivered from the domination
of ruthless, godless powerholders. This is the day in which “God’s vengeance” (12:19) comes to
bear on their oppressors. Many have suggested that 12:19 is fulfilled in 13:4, as if Paul is saying
that the Roman order, not the individual, is the proper executor of God’s vengeance. But the
reality is that the Roman order is only a parody of that role. By ascribing to themselves the role of
divine avenger, the Roman kings have only sealed their doom. For ultimately, if they persist in it,

they will become the victims of their own violence.
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Yet although this deliverance is held up in the Christian community as a future hope, the
undoing of their oppressors is not their concern. They are not to brood in the night wishing
violence upon their enemies. They are not to be marked by any of the behavior typical of Roman
emperors and elites (drunkenness, orgies, jealousies). These are the deeds of a bygone age. But the
day is dawning, and God’s new world order is already breaking in, whenever and wherever the
people of God wear their “armor of light,” militating a subversive program of uninhibited love,

radical mutuality, and tangible peace.

A CHARTER FOR POLITICAL ACTIVISM

It should be clear by now that in Romans 13:1-7, Paul is saying relatively little about government
qua government. Paul’s concern is not to demarcate the differences between just and unjust
governments, because Paul is writing to a people who obviously are and have been the subjects of
systemic Roman injustice for some time. Rather than constituting a treatise on the state, Romans
12-13 taken together is meant to contrast the Roman order against the body of Christ in order to
show how the two stand in opposition to one another. In doing this, Paul is also concerned to
display how the body of Christ the crucified one is to wrestle with that very real opposition in the
very real world of domination and subordination. The strategies Paul suggests, much like the
strategies suggested by Jesus of Nazareth (Matt. 5:38-42), are liberating practices which would, if
their adoption became pervasive, effectively undermine the very structures of a Roman society built
along lines of class, race, and gender difference. Isaak is correct when he notes that

while Paul is expressing a prodemocracy worldview, no longer valued by most
westerners, the hermeneutical gap can still be bridged by exercising imaginative
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appropriation. The moral vision that Paul tapped into calls Christians to choose

voluntarily to comply with and to engage the basic political/social structures of the

society within which the they live without giving up their primary allegiance, which

is reserved for God’s rule/reign. In this way, the Christian political responsibility

involves subverting the political system from within and inviting all creation to join

in God’s ongoing mission to bring life and wholeness to all. (2003: 45)

Although many have read Romans 13:1-7 as a charter for conservative, political quietism, it
is now clear from a three-dimensional engagement with the text that Paul is in fact calling for
strategic, grassroots political activism. With this in view, it is no wonder at all that just a few years

after the writing of this letter, Nero would deem it necessary, for the sake of Roman order, to

unsheathe that decorative sword of his and cut off Paul’s seditious head.

A CODA ON HIDDEN TRANSCRIPTS AND THE SCIENCE OF EXEGESIS
One of the obvious weaknesses of using James C. Scott’s categories of public and hidden
transcripts for reading ancient texts is that it is not always clear, given our distance from the social
location, exactly where the hidden transcripts are surfacing. This is displayed in the numerous
different possibilities presented by those who have sought to apply Scott’s categories to Romans
13. Though most of these possibilities are complementary, surely they cannot all have been in the
mind of Paul at once! But what is clear is that after the work of James C. Scott, those who want to
take the texts seriously, whether religiously, historically, or both together, are not going to be able
to do so without paying attention to the discourse dynamics Scott has observed to be in one way or
another common to all environments in which asymmetrical power relations obtain. Using Scott’s

categories is not “playing fast and loose with the text,” as it may appear to some; on the contrary, it
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is a practice we must adopt if we are going to treat these texts with the respect they deserve as
products of real, historical, and human struggle.

Although the fact remains that all of the problems of Romans 13 may never be resolved
exegetically, that is all right, because the problems of Romans 13 were not originally exegetical
problems at all, but political ones. Or rather, the problem is that too many scholars persist in
denial of the fact that exegesis all too frequently has been just one more bureaucratic function of
power politics. Only as more scholars determine consciously to inhabit the political sphere and
stand, and live, in solidarity with the marginalized and oppressed will the floodgates open up for
them, bursting with new multidimensional exegetical possibilities, not for commentaries, but for
communities, who are gathered around the text desperate to find the strength and the wisdom

necessary to resist conformity to this present evil age.
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