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October 18, 2020        Matthew 22:15-22 

“Returning to Ministry what God has Given Us” 

I don’t know of anyone who actually LIKES to pay taxes. 

We grumble about them going up, but most of us pay them anyway, recognizing 

that we and/or people we care about are receiving some kind of benefit in return. 

And except when we make a big-ticket purchase, most of us probably don’t even 

think about the sales taxes we pay as we do our weekly shopping, nor the gas taxes 

we pay every time we fill our vehicle tanks. 

During this year’s presidential primary season – and occasionally since then – 

we’ve heard plenty about disparities benefiting the wealthy over the rest of us in our 

federal income tax system, along with promises that particular candidates would work 

to address those injustices. 

Those of us who care about such things then vote for the candidates and the 

party that most closely align with our views and values. 

Well, in Jesus’ day people didn’t LIKE paying their assessed taxes either. 

But at least some of their reasons for objecting to paying their assessed taxes 

were very different from ours. 

For the Pharisees and many Jews in Jesus’ day wasn’t just about higher taxes 

on some at the expense of others. 

Nor was it just about, as a conquered people, having to pay taxes to an 

oppressive government. 

It was about a particular theology for which there is no parallel in American 

society. 

We don’t consider the heads and faces on our coins to be representative of any 

deity. 
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We instead have a mix of former notable Presidents and others from our history, 

such as indigenous Shoshone guide to Lewis and Clark Sacagawea and women’s 

suffragist Susan B. Anthony. 

The head on Roman coins was the current Caesar, rulers who claimed to be 

“divine,” were expected to be revered as such by all within the Empire, including 

conquered peoples such as the Jews. 

As monotheists worshiping the “one true God of Israel,” even having in one’s 

possession a Roman coin with the Caesar’s head for longer than it took to pay one’s 

tax obligation, levied annually on harvest and personal property and determined by 

registration in the census, was pretty much not something one did. 

You held your nose – and your principles long enough to exchange your 

currency for the Roman one in order to hand it over to the tax collector and that was 

that. 

So, to say that the question posed to Jesus in the Temple by the Pharisees and 

the Herodians about paying the Roman tax was a trick is a gross understatement. 

The Pharisees were among the strictest of observers of Jewish Law and would 

have been expected to never ever, ever have defiled it by bringing such a coin into the 

Temple. 

Paying any tax to Rome with the Caesar’s head on it was anathema to them. 

The Herodians, meanwhile, were Jews who some might have said had sold their 

souls to Herod Antipas, the puppet ruler son of Herod the Great who had a degree of 

power and authority over Palestine. 

The Herodians helped collect the hated Roman taxes, probably retaining a 

percentage for themselves. 
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The Pharisees and the Herodians were NOT friends nor allies under ordinary 

circumstances. 

So, it’s a curious thing indeed that these two disparate groups joined together to 

test Jesus. 

For each of their own reasons they felt threatened by this Jesus who had ridden 

into Jerusalem like and even being hailed as a “king” on what we call Palm Sunday. 

For each of their own reasons they felt threatened by this Jesus who had 

disrupted the Temple marketplace, driving out the vendors and moneychangers. 

So, they joined forces for each of their own reasons to test him in the hopes of 

getting rid of Jesus one way or another. 

And their questioning was truly brilliant. 

If Jesus said yes, pay your taxes to the Caesar with his coins, then the 

Pharisees hoped the Jews would reject him as a Roman sympathizer. 

If Jesus said no, don’t pay your taxes to the Empire, then the Herodians could 

accuse him of treason or sedition against Rome. 

Either way, in their collusion, they win – Jesus loses his popularity with his 

followers or he gets arrested and is off the scene – or, truth be told, they hoped both! 

But Jesus, being Jesus, understood exactly what was at stake. 

First, Jesus didn’t have one of the Roman coins on him – he had to ask for one – 

one in the plus column that Jesus was still an observant Jew. 

Matthew’s Gospel doesn’t tell us whether it was a Pharisee or a Herodian who 

produced a coin for Jesus’ illustration, so we can only speculate who had brought one 

of the offensive and prohibited coins into the Temple. 

Jesus himself didn’t bother with that detail either. 
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Instead, he asked whose image was on the coin, and when they responded the 

Caesar’s, then Jesus offered his oft quoted and for the moment argument-ending 

statement: 

“Give therefore to the Caesar the things that are the Caesar’s, and to God the 

things that are God’s.” 

And that was a one in the plus column that Jesus wasn’t trying to lead an 

insurrection against the Caesar and Rome. 

Utterly stymied and amazed, both the Pharisees and the Herodians left and went 

away. 

But what was Jesus really saying in his confounding response to their trick 

question? 

Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s – isn’t is ALL God’s? 

Yes, indeed, it is! 

That’s the real beauty of Jesus’ response to the Pharisees and the Herodians. 

If EVERYTHING we are and have is a gift from our Divine Creator, then even 

the coins with the Caesar’s image are, at some level, given to us by God. 

Certainly, the Caesar and those who worshiped him wouldn’t have viewed it that 

way. 

But we don’t worship any Caesar. 

We worship the Creator of the world, who first of all is said to have created us in 

the Divine image. 

That means WE are God’s “coins” on earth – WE are God’s currency for 

accomplishing our Creator’s purposes in this world. 
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Moreover, our Creator as recorded in the Genesis parables of relationship with 

the first humans established us as stewards of literally the earth and all that it contains 

– and I would add the universe of our limited understanding about the cosmos as well. 

So, what does that mean for us today? 

Certainly, it’s about the wise stewardship of both our finances and our time, 

talents, energy, resources, both as a church and as individuals. 

What is our calling?   

What is our motivation for not only giving financially, but also of our time and our 

talents in service of the calling to discipleship we’ve received from Jesus as the Christ? 

Are there ways God is calling us to raise our voices for just causes in both 

church and society? 

What do we say to our national government who collectively have not only let 

pandemic unemployment benefits and eviction prohibitions expire at the end of July but 

who for totally partisan reasons continue to refuse to act to extend these to the most 

vulnerable in our society? 

How can we best educate ourselves on the issues of our day so to effectively 

embrace our calling to respond? 

During this pandemic time, I’m so very tired of all the extras and the unknowns 

I’m juggling, and I know you are, too. 

How can I be a good steward of my energy, my words, speaking love into our 

polarized world? 

How can each of us be good stewards or our energy, our words, speaking love 

into this deeply divided country? 

Jesus was a beacon of hope to the people he engaged during his brief, three 

years of ministry. 
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How can we be authentic spreaders of faith, rather than disease and disruption 

and dissension, refusing to let anyone crush hope for a better tomorrow underfoot? 

We can, as we’re able, financially support Trinity and its mission and ministry, 

including the current Turkey Day drive, as well as for not only the remainder of next 

year, but when asked, for next year as well. 

We can participate in Trinity’s transitional adventure in preparation to call its next 

installed pastor to lead us forward in mission and ministry during this 21st century. 

We can vote our consciences during this very contentious election season. 

We can write and call our congress people expressing our concerns and our 

views. 

We can call and advocate our views and positions, encouraging others to 

embrace them and to vote for the candidates who best represent them. 

God, we thank you for the riches you have given us that are worth more than 

money.   

Give us the ability to see them and the courage to use them for the building up 

of your people and your just Realm. 

To God be the glory! 

Amen. 


