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Once again, the Jerusalem bad boys are coming after Jesus. 
Actually, in the eyes of the Jewish society of Jesus’ day, these are 
supposed to be the good guys. After all, these members of the 
two leading religious parties are the brightest and the best. 
Although the members of these two major religious parties are 
usually at each other’s throats, now they are allies against this 
itinerant preacher from the boondocks, this upstart Jesus from 
Galilee, whose teaching and preaching threatens the status quo 
and their authority and power. 

On one hand, we have the Pharisees. These were people who 
observed all of the traditional standards and rituals of Judaism. 
They tithed. They were compassionate. They were moral. They 
were the very heart of virtue in the Jewish culture. And they knew 
it – and didn’t let others forget it. 

Usually standing over against them were those of the Herodian 
party. These men were generally quite wealthy and well-
connected. Supporters of the Roman’s puppet governor, Herod 
Antipas, they were politically powerful. Although Jewish, they 
were viewed as foreign collaborators and hated by most Jews of 
the time. 

Had there been a first century equivalent of People magazine, the 
members of these religious and political parties would have 
regularly been on the cover. Had there been a gathering such as 
the "Presidential Prayer Breakfast" in those days, both the 
Pharisees and the Herodians would have all been present. They 
were the elite, the people to be, the top one-percenters, the 
brightest and the best. Even two thousand years ago, politics 
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made strange bedfellows; so, these usual opponents are now 
united against a common enemy and they are scheming how to 
set a trap for their prey, Jesus.  

Like the best strategies, the trap was quite simple, but brilliant. If 
Jesus answers the question, "Is it right to pay taxes, to render 
tribute to Caesar?" with a “yes”, then the Pharisees have him for 
committing blasphemy. The rigid holiness code of the Pharisees 
forbade any observant Jew from even touching Roman money. 
Why? Because the Roman coins carried an image of the Roman 
emperor and the Romans regarded Caesar as a god. So if Jesus 
paid tribute or taxes to Caesar in the required Roman coinage, 
then he would be guilty of breaking the first two of the Ten 
Commandments, both idolatry and blasphemy.  

If, on the other hand, Jesus said, "No, don't render tribute, don’t 
pay taxes to Caesar," then the Herodians could have him arrested 
and turn him over to the Roman authorities as a revolutionary, an 
insurrectionist, a domestic terrorist. 

In short, the Pharisees and Herodians think they have him. The 
trap is set. Merely stand back and wait for the trap to shut. 

Jesus answers their question by asking for a coin and turns the 
question back on them, placing his interrogators in the trap 
intended for him. Now, just possessing a foreign coin in the 
Temple compound is a serious sin, a major violation of Jewish 
law, so we might wonder just who was secretly carrying this 
forbidden coin, but let’s not go down that road just now. Someone 
in the group hands Jesus a denarius and Jesus asks a simple 
question, "Whose image is on the coin?" "Caesar's," they answer. 
And Jesus replies, "Right you are, you clever boys! So, render 
that which is Caesar's to Caesar, and to God that which is God's." 
Left speechless, their trap avoided, the antagonists walk away. 



“Give to the emperor what belongs to the emperor, and to God 
what is God’s.” On the surface and at first hearing, it seems 
simple enough. But Christians have been trying to figure out how 
to do that ever since. Just what belongs to Caesar and what 
belongs to God? Where is the line that separates the two? How 
are we to definitively know what and how much to give to whom? 

“Give to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar, and to God that 
which is God’s.” It is no coincidence that this Gospel lesson is 
assigned to be read in the fall, when most churches are 
conducting stewardship campaigns for the coming year. Little 
wonder that this Gospel story is usually used to teach about 
stewardship and how best to divide our money among the many 
entities that demand our attention and our resources, including 
the Church. But as with all of Jesus’ teachings, there are many 
levels, many applications – and this story is no exception. “Give to 
Caesar that which belongs to Caesar, and to God that which is 
God’s.” So, other than finances, how else might this teaching be 
addressing us – particularly in a season such as we are in right 
now, where many of us feel trapped? . . . 

One faithful Christian man says, "With all their socialist proposals 
and communist policies, I believe it is my duty to God to help 
protect this democratic nation from those who, ironically, call 
themselves Democrats."  

His neighbor, another equally faithful Christian man, says, "I just 
can't see how any Christian can be a Republican. Oh, I know that 
it is possible; after all, I even have a few Republican friends who 
are faithful Christians, but I just don't understand their 
rationalization or how they can think that way." 

A faithful Christian woman says, "I just can't vote this year. I think 
about it. I want to vote. But I can't see how I can vote for either 



candidate and still honor God. So, I just won't cast a vote next 
month." 

At the same time, an equally faithful Christian woman says," I 
honestly believe it is my Christian responsibility to vote. I always 
try to vote as intelligently as I can. Frequently, it means choosing 
between the lesser of two evils; or, as one late-night comedian 
described voting - choosing 'the evil of two lessers.' I think that is 
funny, but it still hurts. In the end, I just have to believe God wants 
us to be and do the best we can in an imperfect reality." 

“Give to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar, and to God that 
which is God’s.” But what belongs to which? Where is the line of 
demarcation? Where are my ultimate loyalties and faithfulness to 
lie? As these examples show, there are no easy answers. Sadly, 
most of us are somewhere in the middle, without clear answers, 
trying to both be faithful and honor God as best we can, and at 
the same time, trying to be good citizens of this great and beloved 
country. 

But perhaps Jesus is saying something deeper than how we divvy 
up what we find in our purse or wallet. Note that he ends his 
response with "render to God what is God's." This suggests that, 
in addition to splitting our resources, there are some ultimate 
citizenship issues; there are claims on our lives and loyalties that 
lie deeper than nationality, or ethnicity, or even religious affiliation. 
In the scriptures, Jesus makes many references to the "Kingdom 
of God." We all say that we believe it; in the Creeds we use the 
phrase "whose kingdom will have no end." In the Lord’s Prayer, 
we pray, “thy Kingdom come.” The eternal, heavenly, yet-to-be-
fully-realized Kingdom of God. We affirm its existence and pray 
for its establishment, but we have never seen or known this 
Kingdom. Indeed, many contemporary theologians don't even like 
the image of “kingdom.” They feel that it doesn't speak to most of 
us in the modern age since most of us don't live in monarchies. 



Some of them prefer the phrase, "Commonwealth of God;" others 
like the phrase "Realm of God." But whatever term we choose, 
the Gospel teaches us that our ultimate citizenship is not in or of 
this world. Ultimately, our loyalties are claimed not by our nation, 
our people, or our faith, but by our Lord and God’s heavenly 
Kingdom.  

One man, old enough to remember the Nixon Presidency, said, "I 
supported the President with my vote, influence, and money. But 
when the Watergate mess became public and he resigned, I felt 
deeply betrayed. It was at that time that I suddenly realized that 
while I get to vote, pay taxes, and enjoy the benefits of being a 
citizen of this great nation, my real citizenship is in heaven. And 
unlike all others, God will never betray me." 

“Give to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar, and to God that 
which is God’s.” Jesus is calling us to claim our true, ultimate, and 
permanent citizenship. He makes that possible for us through his 
life, teaching, death, resurrection, and continuing presence with 
us through the Church. Our true citizenship will eventually and 
ultimately be expressed at the heavenly banquet, the foretaste of 
which we experience each Sunday morning here at Communion 
around Our Lord’s Table. The seating arrangements at the 
heavenly banquet are going to be interesting. It is quite possible 
that a 16th-century French Huguenot Christian murdered in the St. 
Bartholomew's Day Massacre will be seated next to a Roman 
Catholic Christian who may have been the murderer. It is quite 
possible that a Roman Catholic who was burned to death in 
England may be seated across the table from one of our Anglican 
forebears responsible for the burning. Stalin, who was baptized 
and even went to theological seminary for a time, may be at that 
banquet. Hitler, who was also baptized may, much to our horror, 
be seated there as well. Most of the soldiers who slaughtered 
each other in our Civil War, both North and South, were 
Christians. Most of the Russians, Germans, Austrians, Serbs, 



Italians, French, English, and North Americans who slaughtered 
each other in the World Wars and countless other conflicts, large 
and small, were Christian and undoubtedly will be gathered with 
their former enemies around the heavenly banquet table. 

The ticket into the heavenly banquet is salvation, obtained only by 
God’s infinite and freely given grace, mercy, and love. It is not 
connected to anything we do or say, either good or bad. It is a 
free gift from God. The passport to heaven is not something of 
this world. We can only receive it when we surrender to the love 
of God and claim Jesus as Savior.  

When it comes to voting on November 3rd – and I implore you to 
do so - you are on your own. Do the best you can for the best 
reasons you can summon up from the political debates, 
speeches, rallies, town hall meetings, advertisements, and 
televised sound bites. And allow your faith and values to direct 
your choice. 

When it comes to our nation, cast your lot with whom you choose. 
But when it comes to your ultimate loyalty, when it comes to the 
heavenly Kingdom - be with God! For we know that the Kingdom 
of God is true. We know that all this is temporary and fleeting, and 
where we really belong is in the eternal Kingdom of God’s glory. 

“Give to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar, and to God that 
which is God’s.”  

For it in God’s image that you are made. 

Amen. 

 


