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Sermons 
Render to Caesar

Matthew 22.15-22

Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt

Today we celebrate our annual Harvest Festival.  This is a festive day to thank God 
for all his goodness, and we also share of his bounty with those who are homeless and 
hungry. 

It is shamefull that in our wealthy society people go homeless and hungry.  Shame on 
us all. Why does our government not solve this issues? 

Should we as a church not concentrate on spiritual things, prayer, singing, while the 
government takes care of physical things, practical matters, roads, armies, food for the 
hungry? 

There are people who argue this. The church has to do church-things inside its walls, 
and the public space is not religious, and that is also the sphere where our secular gov-
ernment has to order society. 

Jesus said, “Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar›s and to God the things 
that are of God” (Mt.22:21)  These words have often been misused to argue that the 
church should stay far away from matters that concern society.  

1.  The tricky question

Jesus was not giving a theoretical lecture on how it is possible to combine - or sepa-
rate - obeying God and our government. He was actually in mortal danger because 
his worst enemies were conspiring against him to have him arrested and maybe killed.

The Pharisees and the Herodians wanted to get Jesus out of the way.

The Pharisees were sworn enemies of the 
Romans occupation and they stood strong-
ly against paying taxes to Caesar - Who was 
the head of the occupying monster, and who 
claimed to be divine.  

The Herodians on the other hand were the 
supporters of King Herod; they cooperated 
gladly with the Romans. They were the wealthy 
class of Israel that gladly collaborated with the 
enemy. So they would have no problems with paying taxes to Caesar - as long as they 
could lead their wealthy lives.
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The enemies of Rome and the friends of Rome - a strange coalition - they were unit-
ed in their hatred of Jesus. So they had agreed to ask him this tricky question:

“Is it lawful to give a poll tax to Caesar or not?”. (Mt 22:17)

The first century poll tax was payable directly to Caesar himself. One denarius each 
year.

It was only one denarius - the salary of one day for a day-laborer. So, you would think, 
no big deal. But of all the taxes of the day, this poll tax was the most problematic one 
for devout Jews.

Surely, no-one likes to pay tax, but for a devout Jew, God was the only king; their na-
tion was a theocracy; to pay tax to an earthly king of a foreign nation was to admit the 
validity of his kingship over Israel, and that meant an insult to God. 

This Roman poll tax had to be paid in Roman coins – with coins that bore the image 
of Tiberius Caesar who ruled in those days.  And it had an inscription calling that 
emperor ‘son of a god’, or ‘high priest’. 

The Pharisees refused to use these coins in daily life. Because Israel had only one em-
peror, namely God - and it did not recognise any foreign ruler or foreign high priest, 
and they certainly did not recognise him as son of god.

So if Jesus would have said, ‘sure, no problem, pay it’, many pious Jews would resent 
him as a traitor and as not a true servant of God.  Not holy enough.

But if he were to answer, ‘no, you should not pay Caesar anything, do not touch his 
money, because that recognises his blasphemy’, then the Herodians would have him 
on a charge of sedition. People had been crucified, within living memory, for staging 
rebellions against paying tax.

I guess after they posed their question, the Pharisees and the Herodians smiled at 
each other and thought ‘Gotcha!’ while they waited for an answer. Whichever way 
Jesus might answer, so they thought, he would lay himself open to trouble.

So Jesus answers: “Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar›s and to God the 
things that are of God” (Mt.

22:21).

In modern times, this statement by Jesus has sometimes been taken to mean, that 
there are two sphere of life, church and state, or religion and the secular sphere, and 
that we as Jesus’ followers must respect both, in quite separate compartments of life, 
without confusing the two.  

God is then actually pushed back to the realm of private life, and to the heart, and to 
the church, and he plays no role in public life, in politics, in the life of the nations, in 
the life of nature. In the life of care for the poor.  Because that is work of the state. 
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2.  Dualism?

If this would have been the answer of Jesus, he would have fallen into the trap set for 
him. He would have immensely angered the pious Jews. They believed that God and 
God alone is the king of all of life: of your worship, your culture, our politics, of your 
work, of your study, of your hobbies, of your marriage, the king of agriculture, the king 
of the poor.

There is no area excluded from God’s rule.  We have to also care for all people as 
Christians.  We agree with this Jewish view, don’t we? God is interested in all realms 
of your life - because this whole world belongs to him. 

Jesus gave a much more subtle answer than, ‘surely, pay tax to the government so they 
can take care of roads, and of the poor, and worship God in the privacy of church and 
home.’

He asked them first for a denarius. One of the Herodians, I guess, took one from his 
purse. Whose image is imprinted on the coin? The image of Emperor Tiberius.

In the ancient days coins were the sign of kingship. As soon as a king came to the 
throne he struck his own coins; and those coins were held to be the property of the 
king whose image the coin bore.

Jesus asked whose image was on the coin. The answer was that Caesar›s head was on 
it, and so, Caesar was the owner. 

‘Well then,’ said Jesus, ‘give it back to Caesar; it is his. Give to Caesar what belongs to 
him; and give to God what belongs to Him.’

Jesus was not dividing the world here into the world of public life and politics on the 
one hand and religion on the other; he had a Jewish worldview: God is Lord of all. 
He is Lord over the rulers of the earth as well. God cannot be tamed into the box of 
religion or church.  

Even Tiberius Caesar, even the rulers of this world in our days, Teresa May, Mark 
Rutte, they do not stand beside God, as if they rule the world and God rules religion. 
They are all under God. He is the King of all.

And therefore, no government can ever have our allegiance over the God of heaven 
and earth.  Our society, our culture, it can never rule over us; even our family life is 
not separate from God. 

So what does Jesus actually say?  

Jesus makes play on the word ‘image’, ‘likeness’. The likeness of Caesar is on a coin. So 
it belongs to him. But whose image is on us, humans? 

A very interesting commentary on the book of Matthew, by an unknown preacher in 
the early church, has some beautiful comment on this cryptic statement of Jesus.
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The image of God is not depicted on gold but is imaged in humanity. The coin of Caesar 
is gold; that of God, is humanity. Caesar is seen in his currency; God, however, is known 
through human beings.

The answer of Jesus has nothing to do with a 
church-state split; it had everything to do with the 
fact that God trumps Caesar on all fronts.

Jesus says,’You’d better pay Caesar back his own 
coin—and pay God back in his own coin!  Give your 
whole life to him.’

Perhaps it’s time for God to receive his due. His 
image is on every human being and his inscription 
is written on your lives as well and he is entitled to 
your full love and obedience. Give yourself to God, 
Jesus says. Give all you have to God. 

Jesus tells us to give ourselves 100% to God. A denarius for Caesar? So what? He can 
have it. More important, let God have us completely.  Look at the many blessings he 
gave us.  Forgiveness.  The love of God.  God is our Father. He supports you and helps 
you.  Your fridge is filled to overflowing. Your barns are full. 

For Christians there is no dualism. No separation between faith and life, or between 
church and state. Because God rules over all. And we desire to obey him all the time 
and everywhere.  Including in the public domain outside church or home. And we 
give all to him.

3. God is king of all

Yes, we also enjoy the benefits that the State brings. What 
would we do without electricity, roads, telephone, and run-
ning water. Just as in Jesus’ days, the Jews benefited from 
imperial roads, education, justice and freedom from invasion. 
Those who enjoy Caesar’s benefits should pay Caesar’s taxes. 
No big deal.

We can, as Christians, be good citizens in a secular society, 
provided that what that society asks of us does not contra-
vene our primary commitment to our Lord Jesus Christ.

Jesus’ ultimate response to all who ask him how we must live: We have to give our-
selves to God. 

And when we give ourselves to God, we have to give ourselves 100%.  10%, even 90%, 
or just on Sundays doesn’t count. We have to give ourselves totally to him, all day, and 
every day.  We are his coins, we belong to him.
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Our allegiance is to him, not to caesar. And Jesus told us that the most important 
commandment is to love God with all our hearts, all our souls, all our minds and all 
our strength.  So we praise him for all good he gives us! 

The second commandment is to love one another. Yes even our enemies, even Cae-
sar. Love all people - people who have the image of God imprinted on them. Even 
our enemies have God’s image imprinted on them.  So we bless other people with 
the blessings God has given to us.  We give people from the abundance that God has 
given us!

Conclusion

So how to live such life in our society, today? The Bible and the church will not give 
us easy rules. In some situations we may even have to resist government. In most situ-
ations, we obey. We pay tax. The decisive matter is, does our life belong to God - and 
does He direct our footsteps. 

With the love of God as the centre of our beings, we have to make important choices 
all the time.  Decisions to be a blessings for other people.

We can support and pay taxes to a government that provides the framework of mod-
ern life. We can oppose that same government when it works unfairly or unjustly. We 
can obey the laws of the land when they work with God’s law and oppose them when 
they don’t.

As long as God comes first.

If there is something against God’s moral law, we have to stand up against it, wherev-
er we find in. On the street, in the church, in the sportsclub, in the government, wher-
ever.  

And if people are poor, we do not just point at government, we are called to take 
action and help. Yes, we must create better systems, yes government must do a better 
job.  But ultimately, you and I are called to action as Christians when people are in 
need.

You and I are called to live the life God asks of us - an obedient life marked by com-
mitment and love for Him and for all people - in all areas of life. 

We will not allow God and our life for him to be pushed back into the box of church 
and religion only; the whole earth belongs to Him and that is where we serve Him.  
He has given us the earth, He blesses us with the fruits of the earth, and with those 
fruits we bless him and other people.  

All things come from you o Lord, and from those things we have given you.

Amen


