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As ChristiAns, We hAve DuAl Citizenship: 
We live Both in the WorlD AnD in Christ

This is—and always has been—a cause 
of tension in the life of a Christian. 
The church and the state place differ-

ent, sometimes mutually exclusive, claims 
on people’s hearts, minds, and even bodies. 
These competing values have caused a lot of 
consternation for Christians, especially now 
as political quarrels seem to be dividing us 
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more than ever. These problems may seem 
newfangled to us, but they have actually 
plagued Christians since the beginning.

WhAt Are the ChurCh  
AnD the stAte?

Before we begin our discussion, it’s 
important to define some terms. 
We’ll spend a lot of time talking about 

“the church” and “the state,” but what do we 
actually mean?

WHAT IS THE CHURCH?

The church is the assembly of God’s 
people in which the Gospel is rightly 
taught and the Sacraments are right-

ly administered. The church has, and does, 
exist throughout the world, regardless of 
the political system in which local congre-
gations are found. The church is the invisi-
ble body of all believers across all time and 
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space, the communion of the saints. The 
church is about the salvation of souls for 
all eternity. God provides salvation for all 
mankind through the ministry of the church, 
which His Son has commissioned to preach 
the Gospel to everyone, everywhere, for all 
time, until He returns again (cf. AC VII, VIII).

WHAT IS THE STATE?

The state is the visible, earthly insti-
tution that regulates a nation and 
constitutes its government. God 

instituted the government as an extension 
of the Fourth Commandment, which estab-
lishes parents as authorities. The state is an 
extension of the original authority of the 
family, granted for the protection of the 
neighbor. However, states can become cor-
rupt and act in unethical and unchristian 
ways. Christians are called to obey their 
earthly authorities, so long as these authori-
ties do not command them to sin.
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“the sepArAtion of ChurCh AnD stAte”

We spend a lot of time talking about 
the separation of church and 
state in America. Usually, this 

phrase is used by people who do not want 
public displays of religious faith or religious 
reasoning in political matters. People claim 
that it is a fundamental part of American 
society that the church and the state never 
interact in any tangible way. But where does 
this idea come from, and what does it actu-
ally mean?

The idea of “the separation of church and 
state” originates in a letter sent by Thomas 
Jefferson in 1802. A group of Baptists in 
Danbury, Connecticut, wrote to Thomas 
Jefferson, who had just been elected president. 
In the letter, they expressed concern about the 
government’s potential ability to persecute 
religious groups. Jefferson responded that the 
US government was not allowed to make any 
law regulating a religious group or religious 
expression, as outlined in the Establishment 
Clause of the First Amendment, thus “building 
a wall of separation between Church and State.” 
The Founding Fathers were most concerned 
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about ensuring that the government could not 
infringe upon the existence of the church and 
the individual expression of faith.

This “wall of separation” is used to say that 
the church should stay out of the government’s 
business too. Politicians may talk about how 
they hold certain beliefs about marriage or 
abortion, for example, because of their religion, 
but they don’t vote according to those beliefs. 
Others may criticize pastors who discuss 
political issues in the pulpit, threatening the 
tax-exempt status of the church if they persist. 
Many Christians may even favor this kind of 

“wall of separation” as justification for political 
quietism.

As Christians, we ought not to conceive 
of the state and the church as diametrically 
opposed or opposites; there ought not be a 

“wall of separation” between the two. Rather, 
both are necessary; the state ought to protect 
us and our neighbor from physical or temporal 
harm, and the church ought to nourish our soul 
and provide the means of eternal salvation and 
life everlasting. Just because we are in Christ 
does not mean that we are not still also in the 
world. It is wrong for Christians to remove 
themselves from the place God has ordained 
for them, like the medieval monks and nuns 
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who retreated from the world behind walled 
monasteries.

Consider what Jesus says at the Last Supper 
when speaking to the disciples:

If the world hates you, know that it has 
hated Me before it hated you. If you were 
of the world, the world would love you as 
its own; but because you are not of the 
world, but I chose you out of the world, 
therefore the world hates you. (John 
15:18–19)

You may be accused of not being “truly 
American” by denying that a woman has the 
freedom to have an abortion, or by arguing 
against a same-sex couple’s liberty to get mar-
ried in your church. In such a case, God be 
praised for your faithfulness and strength! Like 
Jesus says, if you are hated, it is because the 
world first hated Him. You are living out your 
calling to be a Christian citizen by standing up 
for such things, no matter how unpopular the 
issue might be. In fact, you are actually reflect-
ing an understanding of the way the church 
has traditionally understood the relationship 
between church and state as the two realms 
of God.
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