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 Prophets in the Jewish tradition were not fortune tellers, they didn’t predict the future. 

Their role was to see the world through God’s eyes and reflect on events of the day and what 

they meant for Israel. That’s what Isaiah is doing in this passage. He looks at the movement of 

the kingdom of Persia from the east, mowing down everything in its path, and sees in Persia’s 

king, Cyrus, God’s answer to Israel’s captivity in Babylon. Isaiah knows that Babylon will fall. 

And he identifies Cyrus as God’s instrument for Israel’s liberation. 

 

 It’s a bold interpretation for Isaiah to make. He actually calls Cyrus God’s anointed, 

“Messiah” in Hebrew. To identify a non-Jew as messiah is incredibly powerful. But we should 

understand Isaiah isn’t saying Cyrus is the savior of Israel; God is Israel’s savior, and Cyrus is 

God’s instrument. It’s a testament to the lengths to which God will go to rescue the people. God 

uses anything and anyone at God’s disposal to bring Israel home.  

 

 This passage has gained a certain interest recently among white evangelical Christians in 

the U.S. as a way to rationalize support for a president whose background is morally checkered. 

They say that their support is justified because God used Cyrus, a non-believer. But it’s always 

dangerous to apply scripture uncritically to the modern world. We are not ancient Israel. The 

Israelites had no power over the choice of their rulers and in Babylon were just pawns in the 

Persians’ war. Our society isn’t a feudal monarchy. God doesn’t anoint our leaders; we do that. 

So the choices we make are on us. 

 

 Nevertheless, these words from Isaiah do tell us something about the relationship 

between faith and politics, where we put our allegiance. The Israelites in Babylon could have put 

their faith in Cyrus and given credit for their liberation to him. But their trust was in God who 

“forms light and creates darkness; who makes weal and creates woe.” So there’s no question 

whom Israel would follow.  

 

 Life for the people around Jesus, on the other hand, was a bit more complicated. This 

story in Matthew offers us a little insight into some of the issues. Right away we know it’s 

political because the people involved would normally have been opposed to each other. 

Herodians, obviously, were supporters of King Herod, who most Pharisees would have 

considered a Roman puppet. These people didn’t normally get along. But they are willing to join 

forces to try and trap Jesus into saying something he shouldn’t.  

 

 Basically the question is, “Should we be resisting Rome or not?” Jesus’ answer sounds 

like he’s landing on both sides. He leaves us with the impression that something belongs to the 

Emperor…but only the most superficial part of us, a token. All the rest belongs to God, including 

our resistance.  



 

 In 1943 the pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer was arrested by the German 

Gestapo for his role in a plot to assassinate Hitler. He was placed in the Flössenberg 

concentration camp where he was executed in 1945. During his two years in prison Bonhoeffer 

wrote letters and essays, plays and poems. He spent his days reflecting on what it means to be a 

Christian in a world where all the foundations of civilization are crumbling, where evil deeds 

were hailed as patriotic and an assassination plan is righteous action. Bonhoeffer’s resistance to 

fascism was an expression of his faith. He writes in an essay titled “After Ten Years,” which I 

assume refers to ten years after Hitler took power: “Who stands firm? Only the one for whom the 

final standard is not his reason, his principles, his conscience, his freedom, his virtue, but who is 

ready to sacrifice all these, when in faith and sole allegiance to God he is called to obedient and 

responsible action, the responsible person, whose life will be nothing but an answer to God’s 

question and call.” [from I Loved This People, p. 21] 

 

 That is what belongs to God. Jesus’ answer forces us to look at our lives and make some 

choices. We’re called to pledge our allegiance to all sorts of forces in the world. They don’t all 

conflict with our commitment to God, but some of them do. And because we are responsible for 

the leaders we elect we need to be clear why we want them in those positions of power. Do we 

elect them only for what we believe will be of benefit to us, or do we elect people to benefit 

those who are most vulnerable and most in need? If Jesus is saying what belongs to God is our 

whole being, where God’s image is stamped like the Emperor’s on a coin, then doesn’t that 

include our political choices?  

 

 We live in a much different world than the world of scripture but the principles of trust 

and allegiance to God alone still apply. In our time and place we have a much greater 

responsibility to hold our leaders accountable than the people of ancient Israel or the New 

Testament could have ever imagined. So there’s a lot riding on how we determine what belongs 

to Caesar and what belongs to God. It seems to me Jesus leads us on a path of sacrifice, 

compassion and justice; our choices should reflect that path, turning us away from ourselves and 

toward those who are left out and left behind. As we begin to make that choice again over the 

next few weeks, I encourage you to think about what you hear from and see of our leaders and 

choose those you believe will bring us closer to the society God desires us to be. Give to God 

what belongs to God. 

 

Amen 


