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Matthew 22.15-33     

Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God. 

Matthew 22.21 

 

Many years ago, I was passionately involved in the campaign against uranium mining. However, that 

particular issue, which some may have a different view on, is not the focus of my story – the point is 

that, as a young mum, I was moved to lobby and protest, and get involved in an issue that I felt had a 

significant impact on future generations, and indeed all else in creation. One day, I was working on an 

information stall at the Hyde Park Festival, and a group of young Christians came by (I could tell by 

what was on their T-shirts). One of them stopped and looked me up and down, then dismissively 

waved his hand, not just at the leaflets on the stall but all around - at the magnificent trees ringing the 

park, at people passing by, at ducks on the lake and at the brilliant spring sky (it was a beautiful, 

beautiful day) – “None of this matters” he said. “What happens to this world just doesn’t matter – 

only God matters.” Then he blithely strode on strumming a guitar and humming some gospel song. I 

was gobsmacked, then rather angry.  

Fortunately, I knew from my upbringing, and from my fellow protestors on Palm Sunday Peace 

rallies, that not all Christians see this life and the creation as insignificant, or even as somehow getting 

in the way of heavenly things. Otherwise I would not be here now. But there is a dualistic strain of 

Christian thinking that determinedly separates earth from heaven, this life from the next, and no doubt 

that young guy could have used the words of Jesus from today’s gospel to support his belief. “Give 

therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 

‘Don’t waste your time on politics or trying to make the world a better place’ the guitarist might have 

said, ‘just ignore all that and focus on God.’ Others might use this phrase to say politics should be 

kept out of religion - and while it is wise to separate the powers of church and state – is it true that 

faith is a purely private affair? 

So, what does Jesus mean when he says, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s?” There is no one neat paraphrase to explain this – 

and no single interpretation - the words have been cited for very different purposes – by some to urge 

civil obedience, or by others to question what does actually  belong to the emperor. In its older 

translation the term ‘Render unto Caesar’ has entered common speech to speak of bureaucracy, 

usually in a resigned kind of way –‘it’s a real drag, but it has to be done” - or in a critical way 

(sometimes by us churchwardens!) to imply that too much is being rendered unto Caesar, and not 

enough to God in the running of parishes in the modern world. 

 

To gauge our own response to Jesus’ words we firstly need to put them in context. He is being 

questioned by Pharisees – members of the leading movement of scholars concerned with religious 

law, and they had “plotted,” as Matthew describes, “to entrap [Jesus] in what he said.” They are 

joined by the Herodians – a rival group who wished to see Herod rather than the House of David 

restored to the throne of Judea. Bill Loader describes them as “puppet governors of Jewish territories 

… encumbered with the task of quelling riots and dampening down resentment against Rome 

[including protests over taxes]. A dangerous alliance,” he says, “was confronting Jesus.”i They 

ingenuously try to flatter him for his impartiality, and ask whether it is lawful to pay taxes to the 

emperor, in order to trick him into an answer that is bound to outrage either one of them. If Jesus 

simply says yes pay your taxes, the Pharisees can accuse him of heresy and betraying his people to the 

occupying force. If he simply says no don’t pay the taxes, the Herodians can accuse him of sedition. 

Either way they both benefit by the removal of this troublesome teacher.  

 

But Jesus is aware of their malice and hypocrisy and in order to continue his ministry at all, Jesus has 

to outwit them - “Show me the coin used for the tax … whose head is this? and whose title?” It 

probably read "Caesar Augustus Tiberius, son of the Divine Augustus." If the coin bears his image, it 

belongs to Caesar he answers. He then immediately, in the same breath, moves on to a much bigger 



statement, that turns the tables on the Pharisees – give “to God the things that are God’s” How often 

Jesus does this – the answer to even genuine questions is a challenge – so simple in outline, but how  

very deep and wide when you come to reflect on it. 

 

So much of our response to this exchange hinges on what the emperor represents for us. For the 

Jewish people, he represented a pagan occupying force. Jesus was probably not happy with that state 

of affairs but is clear that he has come not, as some had hoped, to lead a fight against the Romans – 

but to start a broader movement that had the power to liberate all people – Romans included. 

Sometimes wars must be fought, but not always with force. In this instance, it is not a weak 

capitulation to a bullying power, but a longer game that entailed much bravery and the ultimate 

sacrifice on the cross. 

 

So, give the Emperor his coin – it has his image stamped upon it. What do we give to God? What has 

God’s image impressed upon it? Humanity itself - we are made in the image of God, and therefore we 

are to give our whole selves, as Christ gives himself. We give ourselves because we belong to God. 

Only the coins of the empire belong to Caesar – we belong to God. The theme of belonging to God is 

a thread connecting this incident with the next that occurs on the same day. A third rival sect, the 

Sadducees - friendly to the Romans and in conflict with the Pharisees - are also out to test Jesus -this 

time on the contested question of resurrection. They try to corner him with the ridiculous scenario of a 

woman with seven resurrected husbands (heaven forbid!) Marriage in this cultural context, is clearly 

not a matter of personal commitment, but a matter of property – the woman belongs to the family and 

is so passed down the line of inheritance. Jesus rejects the question of who she will be married to – in 

the life to come, in a prefect realm, she will belong to no man but to God. And so, in the essence of 

our being, we are all free from the structures that would bind us, and truly belong only to God. 

 

And not only we, but surely all things belong to God - not just heavenly things. If all things belong to 

God, there is no line between secular and spiritual concerns. By secular, I don’t mean ‘worldly’ in the 

sense of materialistic and corrupt things, but earthly and communal things that concern us all – the 

home, the town, the nation, the natural environment we live in and raise our children in. Which brings 

us back to the question of faith and politics – or to use a less loaded term – our common life.  

 

The American theologian, Debie Thomas, writing this week in the lead up to US elections, says: “As 

a nation, we are divided, anguished, bruised and broken. Some of us have lost our ability to extend 

grace or generosity to people whose views differ from ours … as Christians we don’t have the option 

of fudging on the love and mercy of God for some ‘greater’ political end result. We can’t isolate our 

political choices and actions, as if they don’t reflect who we are as image-bearers of our Creator. If 

everything belongs to God, then our spiritual lives and our political lives must cohere. They must not 

contradict each other. Which is to say: what is technically “legal” isn’t always compassionate. What is 

politically expedient isn’t always just, merciful, right, or life-giving. Our political leaders are not our 

gods. Our “rendering unto Caesar” must always take second place to what we render unto God.”ii 

 

Jesus does not ask us to disengage from the turmoil of our times, or to be cynical about politics, but to 

deal with modern-day would-be emperors, pharisees and sadducees in a particular way. We are asked 

to see beyond them and consider what we are to give to God in service to the world. In other words, 

how will we, who belong to God, best bear the image of self-giving divine love in our lives?  

 

Through the written word and the spoken word may we know your Living Word, Jesus Christ our 

Saviour, Amen 
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