
God and Country:  Light, Not Fireworks!

Luke 20:20-26
Keeping a close watch on him, they sent spies, who pretended to be sincere. They

hoped to catch Jesus in something he said, so that they might hand him over to the power and
authority of the governor. So the spies questioned him: “Teacher, we know that you speak and
teach what is right, and that you do not show partiality but teach the way of God in accordance
with the truth. Is it right for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?”  He saw through their duplicity and
said to them, “Show me a denarius. Whose image and inscription are on it?”  “Caesar’s,” they
replied.  He said to them, “Then give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is
God’s.” They were unable to trap him in what he had said there in public. And astonished by his
answer, they became silent.

4th of July weekend seems to be the perfect time for us Christians to do some serious,
Biblical thinking about our relationship to our nation and government, because there are two
extremes that we can easily fall into that can cause some unnecessary fireworks.  One extreme
makes a complete mishmash of God and country.  You’ve seen the bumper stickers: “God,
Guns and Guts Make America Great”—not that I’m against legal gun ownership, but that’s a
new Holy Trinity, yes?  Or the group of Roman Catholic bishops who declared that government
sponsored affordable healthcare is a “God-given human right.”  I’m in favor of healthcare for all
as a political opinion, but where did they find that in the Bible?  God must have given a new 11th
commandment.  On the other extreme, God and government are adversaries.  We hear
Christian leaders speaking out against our government on moral grounds, on topics ranging
from gay marriage to war and weapons, from immigration and poverty to prayer in public
schools.  On this extreme, government is suspect and the adversary--God vs. government.
How refreshing when we hear what Jesus says about government!

Shining a Light on the Two Kingdoms
“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”

You realize that the people who came to Jesus with the question about paying taxes
were hoping for some fireworks, some controversy from Jesus regarding the government and
politics!  Luke tells us that they were “spies, who hoped to catch Jesus in something he said, so
that they might hand him over to the power and authority of the governor.” They were hoping
Jesus would be a rebel and say, “Don’t pay taxes to those pagan Romans!  Throw them out of
our country!”  Instead, he said,  “Show me a denarius. Whose image and inscription are on it?”
“Caesar’s,” they replied.

That Roman coin was more than a coin.  On the front it bore the image of  a specific
Caesar, Tiberius, a man who had a twisted, tortured personal life.  An example:  He was forced
by his father to divorce his first wife, whom he loved dearly.  They both remarried; she happily,
he unhappily.  In response to her new happiness, Tiberius had her second husband arrested,
jailed and starved to death.  And the coin read: "Tiberius Caesar, Worshipful Son of the God,
Augustus."  The spies who came to question Jesus were sent by “the teachers of the law and
the chief priests.”  They would have taught that even handling and using such a coin was
idolatry, and bringing it into the Temple, where this exchange takes place, is desecrating the
Temple!  Jesus exposes their hypocrisy by asking them to produce the coin--he wasn’t carrying
one--and teaching so simply about the proper division of the two kingdoms. You and I, as
believers, are citizens of two kingdoms, God’s and Caesar’s, a spiritual kingdom and an earthly
kingdom, God and country.  We are multitasking, which is never easy, and we need to clearly
understand and divide the two.



Shining a Light on the Purpose of Government
Frankly, much of our confusion, Christians’ confusion over the centuries has been about

the God-given purpose and form of government.  Pastor Ben led us through Romans 13 last
month, where the Lord says:  “The one in authority is God’s servant for your good (Ro 13:4).”
And in his letter to Timothy, Paul explains what that “good” is:  “I urge, then, first of all, that
petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made...for kings and all those in authority,
that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. This is good, and pleases
God our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth (1
Tim 2:1ff).”  The government “bears the sword,” uses earthly power and laws to keep law and
order, to protect the citizens and their nation, to look out for the general health and welfare of
everyone in the kingdom.  And as a result, the citizens of God’s kingdom in any nation can more
freely proclaim the Lord’s saving gospel.

Think for a minute about all the good the government had done for Jesus and his
apostles.  The Romans built the roads which allowed them to travel freely proclaiming the
saving truth.  400 years earlier, Alexander the Great, a Macedonian, established a common
language for easier communication of the gospel. The  Roman troops policed a huge empire
and saved the apostle Paul from a Jewish lynch mob. And as a Roman citizen, Paul was
always assured of a fair trial.  Our government certainly does good for us in similar ways.  We
have the safety of police, military and fire protection. We have clean water, good sewers,
convenient highways, safe air travel, efficient cell phones, radio and television, all administered
by our government.  And if you're watching online today, the FCC grants us the freedom to
communicate as we wish on the internet!  Our government works for the general prosperity of
our nation, and will safeguard our individual welfare when we’re down and out.  And most
wonderfully, our government guarantees us the freedom to preach and worship our Savior, and
to bring more and more people to do the same.  That’s the spiritual kingdom.

Should government use its authority to enforce faith and reverence toward God?  To
insist on a Christian lifestyle from all its citizens? To make all businesses close on Sundays?
Some Christian leaders have criticized our government for failing to do those things.   But we
had better be sure that we are criticizing the government for the right things.  You see, criticizing
our government for spiritual things like the moral condition of our nation is like the electrician
criticizing the plumber because the wiring is screwed up!  It’s not their job.  Your job and mine is
improving the moral condition of our nation one citizen at a time with the forgiveness of Christ
proclaimed by the gospel.  The Lord himself says that our government can only improve the
civic good with the power of the sword.

Shining a Light on the Form of Government
And here in America, much of believers’ confusion has been about the God-given form

of government.  As Americans we have an undying, nearly religious, conviction to democracy.
We have devoted numerous wars to throwing out dictators, “making the world safe for
democracy.  But we’re looking for God’s light today, rather than fireworks.  The Lord does not
advocate for any specific form of government.  Jesus said, “Give to Caesar,” the emperor.  Paul
tells us to pray for “kings and all those in authority.” Believers in the Bible submitted to
Babylonian kings and Roman appointees.  When Jesus stood on trial before high priest
Caiaphas, he didn’t bother to point out that Caiaphas wasn’t in the God-given succession to be
high priest, but was appointed high priest by the occupying Romans.  Even in the working of the
early Church, they didn’t govern by democracy, but by listening to God in his Word and reaching
consensus.  When choosing church leaders, the early Christians agreed on a list of
qualifications, chose qualified candidates, prayed and drew a name out of the hat!  When Paul
sent his fellow worker Titus to organize the congregations in Crete, they agreed on a list of
qualifications for church leaders, and said, “Appoint elders in every town (Titus 1:5).”  We love



democracy so much that we’ve brought it right into the church, but God doesn’t demand it or
recommend any specific form of earthly government.

Shining a Light on Democracy and Voting
But democracy is our form of government, and an especially difficult place for you and

me, as Christian citizens, to correctly give to Caesar and to God, especially when voting.  That’s
because government is the earthly kingdom, led by flawed human leaders and flawed political
parties.  Hence, voting always leaves us choosing the lesser of two evils!  And if you think you
have the perfect candidate or party platform, or the perfect single issue that makes the decision
easy, you are probably not considering the good of all your fellow citizens and all the issues.  Or
perhaps you’re vilifying half of your neighbors and fellow Americans, because they’ve chosen a
different political party.  Remember the second greatest commandment in the Bible:  “Love your
neighbor as yourself.”  Then, what about simplifying matters and just voting for the
most-Christian candidate?  Martin Luther famously said, “It is better to be governed by a wise
Turk [an unbeliever] than a dumb Christian.”  Our God-given task in voting is not so simple, but
to separate the kingdoms and choose the candidate who has the greatest potential for
advancing God’s purpose for government, doing justice, doing the greatest, wisest good for all
citizens, allowing all to lead “peaceful and quiet lives.”

Shining a Light on Evil in Government
But what about the evil we sometimes see in governments? Remember what Pastor

Ben told us:  God did establish them as his servants, but sometimes they are evil servants.
Jesus told the governor Pilate, who ordered his crucifixion, “You would have no power over me if
it were not given to you from above (Jn 18:10-11).” Pilate’s authority was God-given.  What he
did with it was not.  When a group of soldiers came to John the Baptist to ask how they should
repent, John did not tell them to stop being soldiers, but to repent of abusing their power as
soldiers:  “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with your pay (Lk
3:14).” There are bad governments in our world for the same reason that there is failure,
sickness, or pain—to temper us, to turn us to our Savior, our true King and his perfect promises.
So when the early Christians were persecuted, they didn’t turn against their government to
overthrow it, but to their Savior for the power and courage to survive.  Their brave example
directed a large number of their persecutors to the source of that courage, the Savior Jesus.

Shining a light on patriotism, love of country and American Exceptionalism
It’s 4th of July, and we’re ready to celebrate, but there’s one more question!  Does God

command patriotism and love of your nation/country? Jesus said, “Love the Lord your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’  ‘Love your
neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these (Mk 12:30-31.”  Is it wrong
to love your country?  No, and yes, if it hinders you from loving all your neighbors of all nations.
This was a deep problem for the Jewish Christians of the first century, who confused their
nationality with the true sign of God’s favor, his love and grace in Christ.  To overcome this sinful
nationalism, the Lord had to send a special vision and command to the apostle Peter to share
the gospel with a Roman centurion named Cornelius. And Peter explained the great revelation:
“I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts from every nation the
one who fears him and does what is right (Acts 10:34).” But nationalism ran so deep that
believers still insisted, “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses,
[and have a physical sign of belonging to God’s people] you cannot be saved (Acts 15:1).”  It
took meetings of the leaders of the early Christian Church, special letters to congregations,
many confrontations, and finally the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple to overcome this false
notion which hindered the gospel.



And it’s still alive today in the idea of American exceptionalism, the belief that “America is
superior to other nations and has a unique mission to transform the world.”  That belief has
been espoused over the years by both of our major political parties.  But that’s a political
opinion, not a spiritual one!  We believe what the Lord declares about all people, all nations.
Writing to a congregation of Jews, Romans, and other nationalities, the apostle Paul wrote:
“There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of
God, and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus
(Rom 3:23-24).”  Don’t let your love of our nation make you feel superior, look down on people
of other nations, or stand between you and people of every nation.  “Love the Lord….Love your
neighbor….There is no commandment greater than these!” That’s finally how the two
kingdoms, one earthly, one spiritual, fit together. And that’s how we celebrate today, in the light
of God’s truth, as citizens of both kingdoms.


