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Today we have that well overused passage where Jesus says give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and 
to God what is God’s.  There are lots of interpretations throughout time and even today.  But 
really what we have here is a question Jesus never should have been asked, and one that we 
should not struggle to ponder today. If we go through the Bible from the beginning, we have 
Genesis where only families guide the Israelites. Then we have Exodus with Moses.  Then Joshua 
who takes over after Moses.  Then we have the Judges.  In all cases these are people who lead 
Israel but are not necessarily the leaders of Israel.  They are not kings, queens, elected officials, 
or anything of the sort.  Instead, only God rules over them.  It’s not until we get to the book of 
Samuel that we see the idea of a monarch, where Saul becomes the first king of Israel.  And if we 
look at this episode, God argues that kings will not be a good idea.  The people argue back that 
they want to be like the other nations.  And really, most of scripture following is the story of 
terrible rulers selling out Israel and the struggle to survive as a small kingdom in a great big world.  
Looks like wanting kings like all the other nations turns out to be a bad idea after all... 
 
So Jesus should never have been asked the question because Israel, and by extension, all people 
were never intended to organize into nation states.  The nation state demands heads on coins, it 
demands allegiance, it demands our attention, and is always one shade away, at best, from being 
an idol.  But since we have them, what should we do and what does this say about God’s 
sovereignty?  William T. Kavanaugh addresses this question in Migrations of the Holy. Referring 
to Augustine’s City of God, Cavanaugh says this: The city of God has to do with ordering matters 
that are considered public, because the city of God makes use of the same temporal goods as 
does the earthly city, but in different ways and for different ends.  There is no division between 
earthly goods and heavenly goods, secular and sacred: there is no sphere of activities that is the 
peculiar responsibility of the earthly city.  The city of God, therefore, is not part of a larger whole, 
but is a public in its own right.  Indeed, the city of God is the only true “public thing,” according to 
Augustine, as pagan Roman rule has failed...to enact justice and serve God. 
 
We have so secularized our thinking at least since the time of the Enlightenment that it is almost 
impossible for us to consider the perspective of the ancients.  But as we see in Isaiah today, it is 
through the lens of God’s sovereignty that the conquering of the Babylonians by the Persians has 
meaning and significance. In much the same way, Augustine interprets the events around him, 
and through this way of seeing the world and God’s actions, he writes City of God.  At times he 
may sound like an apologist for Rome or Constantine, and it would certainly be a reasonable 
understanding of the book, but then there are places like book 5 chapter 24 where he lays out 
what it means to be a good ruler and lists ideas like being just, forgiving, humble, and 
acknowledging God’s kingdom even above one’s own.  Were any ruler to live by these standards, 
indeed, all would be well, and we probably wouldn’t care who was in charge.  But the reality of 
the City of God has not quite come to fruition.  We have yet to fully incarnate it. 
 
In the ordination liturgy for both a bishop and a priest in the Episcopal Church there is this prayer: 
O God of unchangeable power and eternal light: Look  favorably on your whole Church, that 
wonderful and sacred  mystery; by the effectual working of your providence, carry  out in 
tranquility the plan of salvation; let the whole world  see and know that things which were being 
cast down are being  raised up, and things which had grown old are being made  new, and that 
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all things are being brought to their perfection  by him through whom all things were made, your 
Son Jesus Christ our Lord; who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, 
for ever and ever. Amen.  The words of the prayer describe the notion of salvation history.  God’s 
plan is unfolding and we are invited to be part of it and we may also see in the prayer that 
whether we accept this invitation or not, we are swept up in it.  Salvation history is incarnational. 
 
The ‘both/and’ of the incarnation is that Jesus is simultaneously fully human and fully divine.  So 
for Christians it shouldn’t be a stretch to acknowledge that the plan of our salvation works 
through humankind, history, and the world around us.  God does not operate magically.  What 
has been created is the way of God, there is no second, magical creation for us.  We also 
acknowledge that God can and does act in all things.  Even in the most terrible of circumstances, 
we can find God at work because the power of God cannot and will not be limited by our sin.  So 
that in governments, however human and fallible, salvation is being made real. 
 
What is the role of the Christian then?  Kavanaugh says it is to demystify the nation state so that 
it is simply like the telephone company providing a service rather than being something we feel 
compelled to serve.  Again, thinking incarnationally, we may approach this as Paul recommends: 
be in the world but not of the world.  In a sense, as Kavanaugh and Augustine suggest, we need 
to operate in tandem with, but never really as part of the systems we are in.  Always remembering 
we are disciples of Christ, our true allegiance can never be to anything earthly.  Rather, living as 
children of God, citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven, we operate in the everyday as we live 
transcendently.  In this way we follow Jesus’ command to be salt and light.  Our purpose is to 
ensure all people experience the love of God, the Kingdom of God, so that we conduct ourselves 
in any context: the movies, a protest, as we work in a bureaucracy, in leadership, in this manner.   
 
It also means that since we stand outside of any system we critique all systems.  We are able to 
have a level of healthy detachment from all things earthly, enabling us to recognize when we or 
our neighbors fall short of our true nature: created in the image of God.  It should be nothing for 
us to call out and reform unjust laws, systems, and people.  Money should never be our aim but 
should be used for the means to a higher end.  All of who we are in the public sphere should let 
people know that when we are present, Christ is present.  This is why the question about the 
denarius is so frivolous: all things are God’s and we use them for God’s glory, silly. 
 
The good news in all of this is that we are able to take a bird’s eye view, no, a heaven’s eye view 
of all that happens around us.  Hopefully this makes us less anxious.  We may have no control 
sometimes but God always has us in the palm of her hands.  Hopefully this makes us more 
compassionate.  Since that denarius was never ours to begin with, it should be easy to part with 
it, helping to ensure that all of God’s children experience the wonders of creation.  Hopefully it 
makes us more courageous because however things may turn out, knowing that we stood in for 
Christ is a reward in and of itself and has made any situation better.  Hopefully it makes us more 
joyful because we see all things as they truly are: created for joy.  Whose head is on that coin?  
Who cares about coins when we have the whole universe... 
 


